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        I once had what I thought were small dreams. Dreams that I was never sure if I would have the chance to pursue. Even so, I had been content. Happy. Or so I thought.

        All that changed when Killian entered my life. He showed me so much more, made me want so much more.

        But just as quickly as he lifted me up, he shoved me down so far I didn’t think I would ever have the strength to find myself again.

        Now those dreams that I had thought so small and possible had been ripped from me. Everything had been ripped from me. Gone was the possibility and contentment. Nothing but pain and destruction lay in its wake.

        But fate wasn’t done playing with me just yet. It had one more cruel trick up its sleeve.

        He was looking for me now. Scouring the earth for me. Love and pain dueled together, dragging us kicking and screaming back to one another.

        I may be hidden now, but once he found me, I knew I wasn’t ever getting away from him again.

        I wasn’t sure if I wanted to even try.

        Because my small dreams were growing into something big. Bigger than anything I could have ever imagined. And every single one of them was fueled and held close by the very alien that had crushed them before.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      This story is dedicated to all my readers. You fell in love with Kil just as fast and deeply as I did and I am so grateful.

      His story is for you.
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        The following story takes place before and after the events of the Galactic Order series.

        It is not necessary to have read the Galactic Order series to enjoy this series.

      

        

      
        It begins the day the Vitat alien species invade the earth…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Day the Vitat Invade

          

          Theo

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Footsteps down the long hallway preceded the shrill alarm. Two beeps for wakeup call.

      I groaned, rolling over to my back and blinking open bleary eyes.

      Day 343. Nearly a year in captivity. Nearly a year of white walls. Of endless tests and experiments. Nearly a year since I’d last seen my home.

      A year since I’d last seen him.

      I walked to my little notebook and picked up my stubby pencil, then wrote down the day so I would know another had passed. I knew I was missing days. I couldn’t have tracked them all through the endless tests and days of being passed from facility to facility. But I tried.

      Tomorrow I would do the same. And the day after that. On and on, it would continue. Until the day I forgot. And that day would be a sad day. It would mean I’d given up any hope of getting free.

      But I wasn’t there yet. Not today.

      The book was filling up. I’d had it for months now. Savoring the white pages for as long as I could. I’d only written down my most important thoughts and desires. I didn’t know if they would give me another. As it was, they had wanted to take this one away from me.

      Noah had talked them into letting me keep it.

      I’d yelled at him. I hadn’t wanted any help from him. I still didn’t. But he was always around. His presence silently mocked me. The betrayer my own brother had turned out to be was a hard pill to swallow.

      I washed my face in the little sink in the corner of my cell, changing out of one grey uniform and replacing it with a clean set. Sweatshirt and sweatpants, the material thick to ward off the chill of the compound, but scratchy. I couldn’t stand them, they held no personality. All of us captives were mirror images of each other. But I hadn’t been allowed to wear anything else except for the hospital gowns during testing. I would take the uniforms over the gowns every time. But even the slippers were uncomfortable.

      I slipped them on anyway, then pulled my hair into my fist, grasping at the loose pieces to pull it back with a rubber band. It was growing back. Down to my shoulders now. I was glad. A shaved head made for even colder nights down here.

      Poor Sal’s had grown back patchy in places. Bets had been devastated when they shaved hers, but it was nearly as long as mine now.

      I stood at my glass door, rubbing last night’s sore injection bruise on my inner arm as I waited for them to come for me. Two minutes later, the alarm sounded again.

      Three this time. For mealtime.

      Mike came to let me out. He did so with tired eyes but a small smile. He slipped a hidden letter from his pocket into my palm as I passed him, and I grinned at him. A silent thank you.

      Holden would be waiting for this. And I would get his apple this morning in return.

      “Late night?” I asked Mike as we walked down the hall. My hands were free, a concession I earned through good behavior that stemmed from my grim surrender to this new imprisoned existence.

      As we passed the many cells around mine, I impassively looked into their empty voids. The rest of my family was kept in a separate wing of the compound. I was left here all alone. Their prized stuck pig forbidden to converse freely without their authorization.

      Mike grunted. “Late shift.”

      “The others are still sick?”

      He sighed and nodded, lightly guiding me by my arm around the corner in the hall. I watched him closely. Mike was the only person I had grown to trust in my time here. As much as I could trust one of the men that locked me away night and day.

      He was stationed here, and he’d told me he, and the other guards, lived in an aboveground building beside the compound entrance. But Mike had been forced to take over more shifts as the flu worked its way through the compound.

      “Have they seen a doctor?”

      He chuckled grimly. “Only the best.”

      That was true. We had some of the best doctors here. Who else could be trusted to work so closely with us? The alien-touched freaks? Only the very best.

      “Well, what did they say?”

      He shook my shoulder playfully. “They’re good. I’ll be back to normal hours in no time.”

      I walked ahead of him into the cafeteria—or galley, as the guards called it. Sal and Bets were already there. Sal sat at the table with a pack of cards, solitaire laid out in front of him. No newspapers here. We weren’t allowed any information from the outside world. Not unless the guards revealed anything—most of the time by accident. And forget contact. No calls in or out. No emails or anything.

      We didn’t exist to the outside world and it didn’t exist to us.

      My entire family was with me. They had been since the moment the men in black broke into our house and stole us from our beds. Holden and Jeremy from their apartment. Since then, we’d been moved from place to place until we finally settled here with Dr. Newman. I didn’t even know where here was.

      But Abby. She wasn’t here. I doubted Abby even thought we were alive. I hadn’t seen her in a year. I probably never would again.

      She’d been lucky. So many in our town had been. Either it was too much effort to quarantine an entire town and somehow keep it quiet from the rest of the world, or they simply didn’t know how often those three invaders had interacted with the people we left behind.

      I was grateful. This was not a life I would wish on anyone. Especially not my best friend.

      Bets bustled around, fixing us each a plate from the measly buffet. She’d lost her purpose down here. Having nowhere to cook for her family, no way to take care of them, had really messed with her mind. She did what she could to feel needed, and we let her.

      I sat patiently, waiting for my sloppy oatmeal and bland toast. It was Tuesday, so we got an apple as our side. My favorite. I’d been looking forward to it all week. The crisp sweet taste. It was one of the only things they allowed us that somehow managed to stay free from the metallic disinfectant air of the compound that succeeded to pollute everything that surrounded us.

      Holden and Jeremy were escorted inside, and their two guards shackled them to the table. Of all of us, the boys weren’t allowed out of their cells without cuffs. They had been too hard to control.

      I sighed as they sat without incident. After months of watching them resist our new life, watching the guards subdue them by any means necessary, months of bruises and broken bones, I was grateful to see them without anything new. It would kill Bets not to baby them if they’d shown up injured again.

      I didn’t blame Jeremy and Holden. I admired them. I hadn’t been brave enough to resist as long as they had. I’d only made it three weeks. Over a dozen bruises, two broken fingers, a fracture in my collarbone, and four rounds with the tasers had been more than enough to make me compliant.

      The higher-ups had wanted me to convince the brothers to get with the program and not fight back, but I hadn’t. I couldn’t. I might not have been brave enough to fight back anymore, but they were. Dr. Newman hadn’t been happy about my refusal. But outside of holding back a few meals and locking me in my room for a few weeks, they hadn’t pushed the subject.

      After Bets had gotten the boys breakfast, we all sat together. Uncle Sal put away his card game. This was the only time we would see each other today. Not for lunch or dinner. Only ever breakfast.

      “Boots, you want to start?” Uncle Sal asked me.

      I nodded, poking at my oatmeal. “Another brain scan last night. They took more blood. Bed at eight like usual. Nothing this morning.”

      The same as nearly every night and day here. It was never-ending.

      “Sleep okay?” Bets pushed.

      I smiled weakly at her. “As good as any other night.”

      She frowned but then looked at Jeremy.

      He was hunched over his plate, his cuff chain clanking against his tray as he shoveled his meal into his mouth. “Nothing new.”

      Bets narrowed her eyes on him but moved on to Holden.

      He shrugged, narrowing his eyes at my balled-up hand under the table. I winked at him, and the tension drained from his shoulders.

      “Just bored, Bets. Slept all right.” Then Holden tossed me his apple.

      She sighed and looked down. “Same with us. Nothing new.”

      Uncle Sal’s eyes bore into the side of my face. I looked down, avoiding him until he said, “Still just Theo, then?”

      Everyone looked at me. It was still just me. Had been for the last two months. They had stopped poking and prodding everyone else in waves. Bets first. Then Holden. Sal and Jeremy stopped almost simultaneously. All four of them months ago.

      We didn’t know about Frank. They could still be testing him like they were me. We hadn’t seen Frank for almost half a year. His health had taken a downturn. One day he was fine, the next he was being moved to another facility. They never told us where. Or if he was okay. All we could do was speculate and hope.

      “They still haven’t said anything?” Bets asked, not really expecting an answer.

      We didn’t know anything. They never told us anything.

      They asked the questions, we answered. That was it.

      “Why still Theo?” Jeremy grumbled angrily. “She wasn’t any more exposed than we were.”

      Exposed. To aliens. That was what all this was about, wasn’t it? How exposed were we to the aliens? What kind of effects did that have on us?

      That was what they wanted to know. Why they couldn’t let us go. Wouldn’t let us go.

      But it had been so much more in the beginning. Then, it was what did we know? What could we tell them? Were the aliens coming back? Were they still here? What did the aliens want?

      We’d tried silence at first, mutually deciding we would give them nothing. Too afraid of what would happen to us after they got everything they needed from us.

      That hadn’t lasted longer than a day.

      The men in black were convincing. And smart. They knew how to get us to cooperate. One threat toward Aunt Bets—one very real gun to her head—and every one of us cracked wide open.

      We spilled it all. Killian, Leo, and Oren. How we met them. What they did to us. All of it.

      Almost all of it anyway.

      No one knew how close I’d gotten to Killian. Not really. They suspected of course. My brother had seen us on the couch after all. But for whatever reason, my brother hadn’t revealed that secret.

      Not yet anyway.

      I’d suffered through invasive examinations. They were thorough. I shuddered as I remembered. At least it had been a woman doctor. That didn’t make it okay, but it would have been worse if Dr. Newman had known exactly how close I’d gotten to Killian. Newman wasn’t as kind as the female doctor had been. I didn’t think I would have recovered if that had gone any differently.

      They hadn’t found anything. Of course they hadn’t. Because Killian and I had never actually gotten that far. And thank everything kind and good that we hadn’t.

      Holden carefully and quietly uncrumpled the folded letter under the table. He had to read it here so I could slip it back to Mike before any of us were caught with it. Each of us at the table smoothly shifted to block the view of the cameras and the surrounding guards as Holden quickly, with tension in his shoulders, read the letter.

      When he was done, he picked up his cup of water and casually let a few drops fall onto the paper, smearing the words. Then he crumpled in and handed it back to me. The rest of us continued to eat, acting as if nothing had happened, but our eyes kept flying back to Holden. Waiting anxiously.

      He discreetly looked around before leaning into the table. Low, so low, “Nothing.”

      We all seemed to sag into our seats. Mike had been trying for weeks to get us information on Abby and Frank. We sent out letters through him and rarely heard back anything useful.

      “Why doesn’t he just tell you that before he gets your hopes up?” Jeremy grumbled.

      “You know he can’t,” I muttered.

      All the guards were wearing mics. There was a likely chance we all were and didn’t know it. This could all be a sick game they played with us. I couldn’t even truly trust Mike.

      

      After breakfast, Mike escorted me from the cafeteria to the medical wing. I sat on the padded chair as Dr. Newman poked and prodded my arm with a needle, pulling more blood from me. What they did with it? I had no clue. But they took a lot over the last year. Too much.

      “We’ll be moving you again,” the doctor said casually, adjusting the wiry frames on his thin face.

      “Again?” I’d lost count of how many secret government buildings we’d been moved to.

      He nodded absently.

      “When?”

      “Tomorrow,” he murmured. “You’ll be given a few moments with your family before transport arrives.”

      I froze, gaping at him. “They’re not coming with me?”

      He shook his head. “No, they’ll remain here for the time being.”

      I swallowed hard. We were being split up. It was my worst fear. I knew arguing wouldn’t get me anywhere. Tearing up with emotion, I looked at Mike standing stoically in the corner. He subtly shook his head. Warning me.

      I sucked in a heavy breath and looked down. “Why are you moving me?”

      Mike stiffened.

      Dr. Newman sighed. “You know I cannot answer that, Theodora.”

      He could. He just didn’t want to.

      Noah walked in then, his eyes hard. “Dr. Newman. Theodora.”

      I avoided his eyes, glaring at the blood beading on my arm as the doctor removed the needle.

      Noah looked at Mike. “Could you give us—”

      A deafening alarm boomed through the room. So high and sharp, I slapped my hands over my ears in a feeble attempt to protect them.

      Noah and Dr. Newman froze, both looking at the phone in Noah’s hand. He paled, looking up at me.

      “What is it?” Mike asked.

      Noah didn’t tear his eyes from mine. “They’re back.”

      Mike wasted no time dragging me from the room, Noah and Dr. Newman racing after us. We went down the hall and into a large open room I’d never been allowed inside before. Dozens of guards and doctors filled the room, all of them eerily quiet and watching, pale-faced and wide-eyed, a wall containing over ten different television screens.

      Mike slowed to a stop, his grip on my arm dropping. I looked from the others to the screens and felt my own face drain of color.

      There were ships on the screens. The largest screen showed a city with a huge spaceship moving across the skyline. It was white and lemon shaped. Unlike anything I had ever seen. Each screen showed a news station in a different part of the world, and all of them featured spaceships invading their location. Anchors stared blankly at the incoming ships, their shock palpable through the screens.

      This was the first time I had seen the news or anything like it in over a year.

      “That’s them?” Mike asked me so quietly I barely heard him.

      I shook my head numbly.

      No. That wasn’t Killian. Those ships belonged to someone else.

      Something else.
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      They locked us in our rooms. Separated.

      For days, we stayed apart. Not knowing what was happening. Not getting any information from the outside. I didn’t see Mike or Noah in all that time.

      No tests. No more experiments.

      Just two small meals a day, quickly dropped off by a silent, wide-eyed and trembling guard.

      I was practically climbing the walls.

      Aliens were here. Hundreds of ships. I had seen them with my own two eyes. Were they like Killian and his friends? Were they friendly?

      I highly doubted these ones were stopping in for random car parts. The doctors and scientists and guards inside the compound had been too quiet for me to believe they thought this was a simple visit from an alien race.

      This was much worse than that.

      Then one day we lost power. The lights inside the compound shut off and the red emergency lights came on. There was barely enough light for me to see my hand in front of my face.

      When I heard boots in the hall outside my cell, I practically threw my body against the glass door, trying to see who was coming.

      “Unlock it,” Noah hissed.

      Then Mike was peering inside the cell at me. His flashlight nearly blinding me. He typed in a code, then he and Noah heaved open the powerless door.

      “What’s happening?” I asked as Noah dragged me from the cell.

      “We’re being attacked,” he said, dragging me into a run at his side.

      I looked back at Mike as he followed us. “By who?”

      Noah looked at me with wide spooked eyes. “The fucking aliens.”

      “It’s not them, is it?” I croaked.

      It wasn’t Killian.

      Noah glared at me and shoved me through a door. “No, it’s not fucking them.”

      I knew it. But still, I was—what? Hoping? For Killian? After everything he’d done and lied about?

      A year without him answering that stupid call and I was still hoping he would come. How stupid was that? He was the reason I was here in the first place.

      “Who is it then?”

      Mike made a weird croaking sound from the back of his throat as he helped Noah push open another door. “You don’t want to know.”

      “Where are we going?” I asked as we turned another corner. I gaped as over a dozen people ran past us in the hall. Guards and scientists. Their eyes wide and panicked.

      “Away from here,” Mike murmured.

      They dragged me from the hall and out into a wide room. Several other guards were there, all of them armed to the teeth and toting rifles. Several vehicles rumbling. I looked past them to see my family behind them. All of them except Holden.

      I ran to Sal and gasped as he squeezed the life out of me.

      “What’s happening?’ Bets cried, pulling me from Sal. She looked at Noah, but my brother shook his head.

      “Where’s Holden?” I asked them.

      Sal looked back at a door behind him. I looked to Jeremy. He was a mess, pacing the floor with his eyes locked on the same door. Two guards had their taser guns aimed at him.

      “We have to go. Now,” Noah barked.

      Several guards started to drag us toward the waiting vehicles.

      “Wait, Holden!” we all cried.

      Noah muttered a curse and yanked me toward him, shoving me into the back of a van. “Now!”

      “I’m not leaving without my brother,” Jeremy growled, shoving two guards away from him.

      Noah stepped into Jeremy threateningly, opening his mouth, but then the door behind him opened. Jeremy stepped around Noah, running to Holden.

      “You okay?” Jeremy asked, shoving the guard off him.

      Holden hissed a curse and walked away from Jeremy and the guard.

      I smiled weakly, my hands trembling, and climbed into the vehicle beside the one Holden was climbing into. Sal and Bets sat on either side of me and wrapped their arms around me. Two guards sat in the second row in front of us, and Noah and Mike climbed into the front seats.

      Bets squeezed my hand so tightly I felt the bones creak, but I squeezed hers back just as hard.

      Sal looked at me with a worried frown. “You stay with us, Boots. No matter what happens.”

      I nodded jerkily, staring into the determination in his gaze. I didn’t know why we were leaving. Where we were going. What was going to happen. But I wasn’t wearing handcuffs. No zip ties. None of us were.

      There were guards in front of me. Both of them heavily armed. But for the first time in a year, their eyes weren’t on me. They weren’t tracking my every move.

      This could be it. Our chance to escape.

      The first chance we’d had in almost a year.

      

      We drove up the underground tunnel. I’d been sedated when they’d brought me here. Just like I was for every move. I hadn’t seen anything outside my cell and the labs in too long, so my eyes ate up every turn up the tunnel. My fingers tingled and my knees knocked together from the anticipation of seeing the bright sunlight for the first time in months.

      The tunnel was long. The facility had to be almost a mile underground. When I finally saw the first burst of sunlight, I was holding my breath, my chest tight.

      And then we were outside.

      Bets and Sal looked out the van windows with the same longing on their faces I was wearing.

      It was snow. Snow everywhere. Miles and miles of nothing but ice and snow. Mountains of it.

      It was glittering.

      “Where are we?” Bets muttered.

      “Alaska,” one of the guards grunted. His eyes were also glued out the windows. But they were flicking all over the place. Tension oozed from his tight shoulders. He looked at everything and nothing all at once. His gaze constantly flying to the sky.

      Mike and the other guard did the same as Noah sped onto the long icy road. I turned around to peek out of the back window and watched three more vans and an SUV pull out of the mountain behind us. Looking at it, you would have no idea there was an underground facility down there. It was completely hidden.

      The van rocked with Noah’s speed. Coupled with his erratic driving, we were bouncing all around in the back seat.

      Sal reached around me, and trembling, he pulled my seat belt across my waist, quietly ordering Bets to do the same.

      “How close did the report say they were?” Mike asked over the rev of the engine.

      Noah shook his head. He was leaning over the steering wheel as he drove, his eyes bouncing from the road to the sky. “Too close.”

      “What is close?” I shouted to them.

      Noah looked into the rearview mirror sharply. He shook his head. “We don’t know what they are or where they came from, but they’re everywhere.”

      Mike turned in his seat. “It’s not good. They’ve completely invaded every country in the world. Most places lost all communications yesterday. We thought we were better off holing up underground. We didn’t think they could find us. But just before we lost power, a report came in that a ship was on its way here. We can’t be here if they’re able to track us underground.”

      A white cloud moved up ahead. It shimmered at first then lowered. Noah hit the brakes and my chest strained against the seatbelt painfully.

      “Fuck.”

      “What is that?” Bets screeched.

      “I-I think it’s aliens,” I mumbled to her.

      Not the friendly kind.

      The ship lowered toward the road and tried to block us. White specks dropped from the bottom and slammed into the road.

      Noah swerved wildly, narrowly missing slamming into one. My face was glued to Bets’s window. Both of us were smashed against it as we sped past the tall white figure.

      Dozens more dropped down. Then they ran at us, sprinting toward our speeding van.

      “What the fuck is that?” one of the guards shouted.

      “A fucking alien,” the other, Shawn, hollered back.

      Both of them aimed their guns out of the now-open window and fired. Sal shoved mine and Bets’s heads down. The gunfire was deafening.

      “It’s got a hold of my window!” one guard screamed. “What the fuck?”

      His voice broke and I looked up just in time to see a white willowy figure pull him straight out of the window by clawed alien hands. Bets and I looked back and witnessed the horrifying sight of that white alien taking a bite out of him.

      Shawn and Mike shot at anything that moved. I turned and watched Holden and Jeremy’s van. They seemed okay, but the vehicle behind them was being overrun. In seconds, it flipped over end from end and dozens of those aliens converged on it, ripping the guards from it like they were nothing more than sacks of flour.

      “Drive!” Mike screamed. “Get us out of here!”

      “I’m trying!”

      “They’re not following us,” I said quietly, watching arcs of red liquid coat the road behind us.

      “What?” Noah shouted back.

      “They’re eating them.”

      “Don’t look, Boots.” Sal pulled me away.

      I sat down, panting and wide-eyed. There would be no running. Not now. Not without lots and lots of guns.
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      “How long has it been?” I asked Oren on a rasp.

      “Too long,” he replied, his throat just as parched as my own.

      We’d been trapped on this godforsaken rock for so long I’d lost track of time. It meant nothing and everything to me.

      I thought of nothing but escape.

      And her.

      Always of her.

      “This is what we get,” he grated, hanging off of Leovin’s stumbling form. “Should have fixed that damn beacon the last time it flicked out.”

      We both looked to Leovin. It was his area of expertise.

      He glowered, ignoring us both.

      We’d crashed here just days after I’d left my Theo crying. Too anxious to leave but too anxious to stay, I’d been careless. We never should have traveled so far without inspecting the hasty repairs.

      Now we were stranded until someone answered the pathetic excuse for a beacon Leovin had fastened from spare parts.

      Of all the places in the universe, we were crashed on dry land. Nothing as far as the eye could see but lifeless desert.

      

      Nineteen days after Killian left Theo behind.

      

      “What is time?” Oren asked sifting a mirage of vegetation through his fingers. Lost to delirium. As we all were. My crew scattered about the desert, ambling around on the brink of death. “Does it truly exist?”

      Leovin glared at him where he lay in the sand. As we all were. He had not shut his mouth for what felt like ages.

      I did not think we could stand much more of this.

      It took quite a feat to a kill a Kilbus. Even more so a Xixin. But yet here we were, death looming at our backs like a merciless plague. Waiting.

      That this would be my end was a true mockery. How low I had fallen. Desperate to escape my longing for a human so far from me it was an effort to stave off the agony. It felt like her loss should have been my end.

      But no. Thirst would claim me instead.

      “Look!” Oren whispered in awe, pointing up at the unforgiving stars circling this hell hole. “A rain cloud.”

      “Kill him,” Leovin rumbled viciously. “Kill him before I do it.”

      One by one my crew followed Oren’s madness, cheering at the sky that had not gifted a single raincloud since we’d fallen here.

      “Look!” They crowed.

      I looked up, begging to be lost in their madness. Anything was better than here. In agony and so far from the one being in all the universes that could cure me.

      I chuckled then. My own madness and relief tearing through me. “Not merciful rain, my friends,” I told them. “Just a future Dahk King.”

      

      Twenty days after Killian left Theo behind.

      

      “Name your price,” I told Uthyf, the Dahk Prince, wearily. “Name it and be gone.”

      He glowered at me. Pity and shock fighting dominance. If I had not grown the minutest of respect for him that day he challenged me for the death of his commander, I would kill him for all his pestering. But I could tell he wanted something. Something he hesitated asking for. I owed him. He’d saved me and my crew, and though it galled me, I now owed him this one thing he wanted from me.

      “You already know what I want,” he said, bitter that he suspected I could read his thoughts.

      But I could not. I’d led him to believe otherwise in the past, but Uthyf was very strong minded. It was why he should hold the Dahk crown over that sniveling brother of his. One day I knew he would.

      I smirked at him, not denying it. “Ask it anyway.”

      “Alliance,” he spit. “I want your future alliance with my kingdom.”

      “Done,” I said, waving him off. “Run back to your kingdom now. Our debt is complete.”

      He stood unmoving, shock rooting him to the floor of my scrap of a ship. He’d towed us to the nearest port for repairs. I no longer had need of him.

      I raised my brow at him and he narrowed his gaze on me, disbelief and shock ruling him. “Whenever I call, you’ll come.”

      I chuckled, this young future king, still so unsure of his own mind. That would change with time. “Yes, Prince. Call me and I will come running to your side.”

      I held my hand out before he could speak. “But only once,” I warned him. “Use it wisely.”

      

      Roughly one year after Killian left Theo behind.

      

      His call came in the night. I was prepared. A foreboding cloud following me, warning me like a vicious siren.

      “Help the humans,” he’d asked. “Help us defeat the Vitat and our debt is paid.”

      I’d agreed.

      For I was already on my way.

      My Theo was there. In danger. And as promised, it was time I came to collect her.

      

      What I had not anticipated was to find her missing.

      She was gone.

      And I could do nothing but scour a dying planet before I lost her forever.
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      “The big purple guy is looking for you, Sal,” Iris called from the doorway.

      Sal groaned as he got up, pointing sharply at the game board. “Play for me, would you?”

      She nodded with a bright smile and walked into the room, her boots slapping across the wood floor. “Are you losing?”

      Sal grunted a laugh. “Yup.”

      She rolled her eyes but still smiled at him. Turning to me, Iris wound her red hair into her fist and twisted it out of her face.

      I pushed my chess piece across the board as she settled into her seat. “What does he want him for?”

      She shrugged, palming her chin as she looked over the board. “Something about fixing that old car.”

      I chuckled. She must have been talking about Lahn. He was a Dahk—one of the many alien races that had shown up to stop the Vitat invasion. Nice guy, but kind of dense. He had a hard-on for an old hatchback. It was a butt-ugly car and worth nothing, but Lahn loved its bright yellow paint. Problem was, he had no clue how to drive it. He was an alien after all. But Kayd was also a Dahk and could drive our cars just fine—those that they could get back up and running. Lahn was huge though. Every time he sat in that hatchback, he weighed it down so heavily the engine wouldn’t even turn over. I didn’t understand why he wanted to drive it at all—his chest alone prevented him from palming the steering wheel.

      Grunts echoed through the little window to our left, and Iris and I looked that way. Her brother ran by, his long bushy beard flowing behind him in the wind. A loud crash followed him.

      Iris and I jumped up and popped open the window, chilly air blasting us in the face as we leaned out.

      “Hey, dolthead!” she shouted. “You better clean that up!”

      I looked past her to see the shed a few buildings down was on fire.

      Kayd stood just outside the building, watching the fiery blaze in shock, his purple face twisted to show his fangs in a grimace. “I did not do it, Iris!”

      Iris shook her head and sighed. “I know you didn’t, big guy, but could you go drag my brother back and make him clean it up?”

      He grimaced to her and nodded obediently, flapping his leathery wings and taking off into the air. Iris grumbled a curse and shut the window before stomping back to the chess board.

      “Shouldn’t we put out the fire?” I asked warily.

      She scowled. “No way. He’ll do it.”

      I shook my head, grinning. Guess we were going to finish our game while a fire blazed a few yards away.

      Just another day in this small Alaskan camp.

      I should have been used to it after the last ten-odd months here. The world might have gone to crap with millions dying—more still—but this little town had been virtually untouched.

      Though, it hadn’t been on the day Mike dragged us here. The only place he could think of to go in our panic. That day, the Vitat had been here. Tall white aliens, they had no eyes or ears. Their bulbous heads were completely identical to one anothers. The only noticeable feature was a wide split that opened up to show rows and rows of razor-sharp teeth. Teeth they used to eat people.

      Unfortunately, I’d witnessed that too.

      Iris and I finished the game. She won. As usual. The girl might be a little hyper and she may have trouble focusing at times, but when she could manage to focus on a game, she was impossible to beat. Which sucked, considering all we had to do around here for entertainment was play games and kick around in the wilderness—which was dangerous. We were stuck here. Indefinitely.

      This little town was the only place we knew for sure we could defend. We’d thought about leaving. I’d thought about going home to see our town. To see how many of our friends had survived the invasion.

      But transportation was a problem. Planes had stopped working when the Dahk hit us with an EMP—electromagnetic pulse. Not to hurt us—they were our allies—but to keep us from killing ourselves. I hadn’t believed it when our alien friends told us our own government was trying to blow up our country. What could that have possibly accomplished? It may have killed a few Vitat, but it would have also killed us. It seemed far too stupid to even contemplate.

      For whatever reason the Dahk commander decided to intervene, I was immensely grateful. As was the entire world’s population, I was sure.

      So without a plane, we weren’t leaving Alaska. The aliens could take us, but Sal had declared there was no way he was getting on a spaceship. He blamed his fear of flying, but I suspected he didn’t want us to go home for other reasons.

      That we may go back and find everyone gone—maybe our entire town gone—terrified me.

      And then there were the more pressing concerns. Our world was dying. Not at all surprising after an alien race invaded with the intent to kill all of us. Even more expected after that alien race was attacked by the Dahk and others who sent the Vitat ship crashing into our planet.

      I hadn’t seen anything except for the vague flashing lights in the sky of the fire fight, but I could imagine the damage. An entire alien spaceship, likely the size of a small city or state, would cause a lot of damage when it hit.

      Our weather was completely unpredictable now. Alaska was still cold, but not nearly as cold as it should be at the end of winter. Then there were the earthquakes in the rest of the world, the lightning storms. Tornados and hurricanes. Natural disasters had taken on a mind of their own in a way we’d never seen before. One storm could wipe out an entire state, and they happened often from what little information we were getting from the Dahk. All information we got came from the Dahk.

      And according to them, we had to evacuate the planet. Our new alien friends were rounding everyone up to transfer us to somewhere else. That thought was frightening. It involved space travel. I’d never in my entire life thought I would be traveling into space, but we had to or we would die out here. Becoming extinct.

      We were now an endangered species.

      But it wasn’t just us. It was animals and plants. Some of our most treasured possessions. Art, science, books. Everything you could think of.

      Lahn and Kayd were here for that very reason. They’d been tasked with hunting down human survivors. It was only a few months ago that they stumbled upon us out here, hiding in underground shelters. Now they stayed to protect us from the remaining Vitat that had survived. We rarely saw them all the way out here though. The Vitat did not like the cold. After that initial attack that drove us here, the Dahk believed the Vitat couldn’t handle the cold climate for very long and so we didn’t see too many out here. But still, on rare occasion, a desperate fleeing Vitat would find itself here. It had been absolutely terrifying fighting them off before Lahn and Kayd, now they handled it for us.

      But Kayd and Lahn were also working with other alien units in our area to round up the wildlife. They were being moved along with species all over the world. I knew some humans had already been transferred to the little planet some alien warlord had chosen for us, and I wasn’t looking forward to it being our turn.

      My whole life, I had wanted to travel. But not in space. And not with aliens.

      “Hungry?” Iris asked with a grin.

      I nodded and followed her out of the cabin Bet, Sal, and I used. We were all living in a small cluster of cabins just outside of town. Iris’s family owned them, and when we started to move out of the underground shelters nearby, her family had offered the cabins to anyone who needed them. Jeremy and Holden lived in the one beside ours. Noah, Mike, and Todd—the last remaining guard from the compound, the others had all ran as soon as we escaped the Vitat that day—were on the other side of us.

      There were a few other people in the cabins, including Iris, her brother, and their father. The Dahk and other aliens that sometimes came through stayed in the leftover cabins. It was rare, but we did get a few visitors. Mostly just aliens dropping off supplies while we waited on a very long list for transport.

      They’d also bought us two survivors they’d miraculously found. Landon and Paul were older men who had been living in the woods for quite some time. The only reason they’d managed to survive on their own for so long was the freaky weather.

      They didn’t talk much. Landon was older and sick, but Paul was scared of his own shadow. We could barely coax them out of their cabin most days. When the Vitat first made it our way all those months ago, Paul and Landon had lost their children and even a grandson. Iris’s father—Tibert, a sweet guy and basically our leader—had them both on suicide watch.

      Iris and I walked to the campground’s central cabin together. It was a large building with a galley-style kitchen, dining room, first-aid office, and game room. The campground was older and not much was up to date, but Iris’s brother, Wes, swore they used to get plenty of business before the alien apocalypse.

      Bets was inside with May, one of the women living here, and they were finishing up lunch.

      “Theo, Iris,” Bets called with a smile, “come settle a debate for us.”

      Iris skipped over to the counter and leaned in to smell the cooking meat. Food was scarce here. Lahn and Kayd had several supply drops sent our way, but they’d been coming less and less frequently. We were down to meat and the last of our canned goods. A few more weeks and we might be in trouble.

      All the more reason, Kayd claimed, we needed to leave. But we weren’t ready yet. I wasn’t sure if we ever would be.

      “What’s up?” I asked as Bets handed a container of potatoes across the counter.

      “May here thinks Holden’s been the one sneaking out at night. I told her our boy isn’t interested in that old plane of hers.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Holden wouldn’t leave. Jeremy’s glued to his side.”

      Bets smirked and turned to May. “See? Even Theo says so.”

      May huffed. “Who then?”

      Iris snickered.

      “It’s likely those aliens,” Bets muttered haughtily.

      A few aliens were staying in the area, but we hadn’t gone out of our way to interact with them. Lahn and Kayd were okay—they’d given us no other choice when they showed up. But we didn’t actively seek out alien friends. We couldn’t trust them.

      Plus, Noah forbade it.

      Someone had been sneaking away at night though. Lahn had said he’d caught someone slinking through the woods, but he hadn’t been willing to rat them out for some reason. It wasn’t a big deal that someone was leaving, but they were taking some of the last of our medical supplies.

      Personally, I had no problem with sharing. If someone needed medical care, we should give it to them. But Noah and Mike kept inventory of everything and they didn’t think we could afford to help others.

      It was an asinine position. We were all human. We should be helping each other. There were so little of us left.

      But it was odd that they were being so secretive. Why not just speak up if you needed something? Tibert wouldn’t turn anyone away.

      “Why would he even do that?” Bets pushed. “That brother of Iris’s is likely the culprit.” She turned to Iris, holding up her hands. “And good for him. Those aliens need help, living out there in tents.”

      May made an aggravated sound. “We need that medicine for ourselves. And that plane doesn’t even fly.”

      Iris and I rolled our eyes. I doubted anyone was giving the aliens medicine. They didn’t seem interested in anything we had to offer.

      Bets scoffed and looked away. “What are you two up to?”

      “Nothin’, just bored.” Iris hopped a little on her feet. “And we’re hungry.”

      “You’re always hungry,” Bets said with a grin.

      Iris grinned back. “And you’re always feeding me.”

      “Noah said we need to ration,” May grumbled.

      All three of us ignored her. It was true we needed to be careful with what we had left, but Iris and her brother did the majority of the hunting. What little we did have was thanks to them. Lahn and Kayd were hopeless at sneaking up on the wildlife. Not that they weren’t the perfect predators, they totally were—dangerous, deadly, and terrifying—but they had a big old soft spot for Earth animals. That, and they didn’t see the point. They would have loaded us up on a ship to feed us if they had their way.

      But for all their faults, they never pushed us. Kayd said they weren’t going to make us leave until they felt we were in too much danger to stay. A day that loomed closer and closer.
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      “We have incoming,” Kayd rumbled from the doorway.

      I looked up. Lahn stood at his side, but while Kayd was facing us, Lahn was looking out of the cabin door and into the storm.

      “In this?” Tibert asked, sounding shocked. “It’s comin’ down hard.”

      Kayd shrugged and turned back to the door.

      “Human?” Iris’s uncle, Bret, asked with a low tone.

      Kayd looked back over his shoulder and slowly shook his head.

      Everyone moved fast then. Iris’s brother ran to the gun cabinet and handed out rifles to those who weren’t already carrying. Noah and Mike, already armed, walked to the windows and looked out.

      Bets sighed heavily. “If it were them white ones, you think Kayd would still be standin’ there?”

      I snorted. Kayd and Lahn would have been on top of any Vitat in the area before we were even aware of the threat.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Noah rumbled. “No one’s welcome.” He looked at me. “Theo, you and the girls get in the back.”

      Iris snorted. “I’m not goin’ anywhere.” She cocked the gun her brother had handed her and walked to Kayd.

      Noah glared at me and I sighed, standing. It was easier to just listen than start the inevitable argument that would carry on for hours. I walked with Bets to the back of the cabin, where there weren’t any windows.

      Everyone was tense and silent for a few long minutes.

      Lahn took a short step outside and into the pouring rain. “Kilbus.”

      I sucked in a breath and felt Noah’s eyes on me. Kilbus. That was what Kil was. At least, we assumed. He had never clarified any of that before he left.

      I had that hazy memory though. That memory from a year ago. Late at night in my bed, when he put down his shields and showed me what he truly looked like for the first time.

      He looked just like them. The Kilbus. I knew that now that I’d seen them here and there, coming and going and dropping off supplies. I’d never spoken to one though. I stayed far away. Noah made sure of that.

      They rarely traveled alone. The Kilbus seemed to be one species. Oily skin and a fan of gold jewelry—just like Killian. But they also hung around with so many other alien species so very much not like them.

      The Kilbus were different from the Dahk in that way. With the Dahk, you knew you were getting purple giants with leathery wings, all of them resembling each other but still having their own personal features. The Kilbus were a mash-up of over a dozen different species. Hairy ones, slimy ones, mechanical ones, insectoid-looking aliens. The Kilbus were a plethora of species. It was unsettling. And none of them were friendly. Not like Lahn and Kayd.

      We’d never had to directly interact with the Kilbus because our Dahk protectors knew they unsettled us, but from what little information we were given, the Kilbus leader was in charge of our transfer to our new planet—our survival. The Dahk were involved, but not as greatly as the Kilbus. Lahn and Kayd got their orders from their commander, but he was light years away on his own planet so it was all second hand. Their immediate contact chain led directly to the Kilbus leader. Whoever that was.

      That the Kilbus were coming here now, and in this bad of a storm, could not be good. There should have been earlier contact, warning of their arrival.

      Kayd and Lahn’s tense demeanor didn’t help matters. They weren’t fans of the Kilbus. Not at all. There seemed to be bad blood there.

      Noah, Todd, and Mike stood with Iris’s brother, spread out across the cabin, monitoring the windows. My skin prickled and my bones ached from the tension running throughout my body.

      “Greetings,” Lahn rumbled from the doorway.

      There was another rumble, then two shadows blocked the moon light leaking in from around Lahn and Kayd. Lahn switched to his alien language, and I watched Noah closely. He was the only one who had received the language implant. Not for our lack of trying did we not get one though. Noah had forbade it—as he seemed to do with everything since the day he let the government bust down my bedroom door and take me away from everything I’d ever known.

      It was another short-sighted decision of his. How could we possibly be expected to travel and work with alien races if we didn’t understand what they were saying? Lahn and Kayd had learned our language, but not all aliens were so willing to do so.

      I thought about Kil then. He’d known our language. I didn’t know how, but from day one, he’d understood us. I suspected Leo had never spoken because he hadn’t known English, and Oren rarely spoke. Another dead giveaway that they were different from us. How did we not see it? Had Killian truly been able to infect our every thought? It was a chilling possibility.

      Lahn and Kayd spoke for a time before the shadows disappeared, then Lahn was moving his bulk back into the room toward us.

      “What do they want?” Tibert asked tightly.

      “Calm, human,” Kayd told us carefully. “They crashed in the storm. They’ll be staying with us for a short time until a transport can come to help with the wreckage.”

      “How short of a time?” Noah asked tightly.

      “Mere Earth hours,” Kayd said just as tightly.

      The two didn’t get along. Then again, no one got along with Noah.

      Mike nodded and moved back from the door. “It’s too rough out there to refuse them.”

      Todd glared at Noah and Mike. He was easily spooked. Terrified of everything that moved. Most days Noah kept his gone from him. The guy was that unstable.

      We moved back to our positions throughout the room. Iris and I were by the fire with Bets. Jeremy and Holden played a game at the table with the older men. Noah remained staring out the window, tension bleeding from him.

      I avoided Noah’s eyes. He was watching me too closely.

      “Theo,” he called roughly.

      I sighed and stood again, walking to Noah. If I didn’t go, he would get angry and pull me up from my chair himself. “What?”

      “I don’t want you around them,” he said low. “I’m taking you back to your cabin.”

      I bit my cheek, glaring at the floor. He always did this. As often as he could.

      I was not to go near the aliens. Lahn and Kayd excluded.

      I was not to communicate with the aliens. Lahn and Kayd excluded.

      I was not to let them see me at all.

      Lahn and Kayd had been lucky. Before Noah had been aware that the Kilbus aliens resembled Oren on the government’s security footage from all that time ago, he didn’t see the danger of accepting help from the Dahk. We had to work with the aliens otherwise we would have been long dead.

      But now that he knew the Kilbus were here along with Dahk—Kilbus that could be Oren or Leo or Killian— Noah controlled my every move. I was to be kept far away from any chance of Killian finding me. I didn’t know if it was fear that drove him, or if he just needed to control every situation and possible outcome, but he couldn’t keep doing this.

      Killian hadn’t come then, he wouldn’t now.

      “You know we’re eventually going to have to leave here with the Kilbus,” I said. “We’ll see them and them me. I’ll even have to speak to them.”

      Noah glared out of the window. “I’m working on that.”

      “It’s not him,” I said quietly. “You know that, right?”

      “Do you?” Noah shot back.

      I looked away, biting back a sharp retort. He threw Killian in my face every chance he could. “He would have come a long time ago, if he was going to. He didn’t. And he won’t.”

      “I’m not taking any chances.”

      I sighed. “He wouldn’t hurt me if he did.”

      Killian had already hurt me enough. I wouldn’t allow it to happen again. Not that it would. He hadn’t come. And he wouldn’t.

      If I told myself that enough, maybe I would stop wanting him to.

      “You don’t know what he is, Theodora,” Noah said low. “We have no idea what they really want. Why they’re really here.”

      No, we didn’t. It was naïve to believe the aliens that were helping us were without their own objectives. Why come all this way to help a human race if you had no vested interest in their survival? Simple. You didn’t. So I knew they had their own reasons for helping us. But we couldn’t afford to turn them away. Our extinction was hanging in the balance.

      The door opened and two tall figures walked in from the rain. They were as tall as Lahn and Kayd, but their similarities stopped there. The one on the left was wiry and standing on limbs that faced the opposite direction of ours. Its knees pushed out from the back, and its skin was green and brown. Scaly and rough. It had two eyes with red slits in the center. Its mouth was wide and a long thin tongue slithered out to wave in the air.

      Noah shuddered beside me.

      My eyes fell on the second being. Looking at him, my heart hurt. Both aliens were Kilbus, but only that one looked like Killian. He had the same tall build. The same oily black skin.

      My memory of seeing Killian for what he truly was for the first and only time was vague. Killian messing with my memories and perception had almost completely taken the memory from me. But this alien had the same golden eyes. He wore gold on his neck and wrists like Killian but nowhere near as heavily. And though this alien’s hair was a brighter shade than Killian’s black, he was so similar to him, it took my breath away.

      If I hadn’t known Killian. If I hadn’t nearly given my heart completely away. After only seeing Killian’s true form only once, I would have mistaken this alien for him.

      But I had known Killian. Or the version of himself that he gave me. And I knew he wasn’t standing there. Still, I had to look away. It was too hard to see this Killian lookalike. Too painful.

      The room was silent as the two of them shook the ice and rain from their shoulders.

      May gaped at them, her entire body trembling in fear. Bets wasn’t much better. Even Sal looked pretty shaken. It was obvious we didn’t get many visitors this close to camp.

      “Thirsty?” Bets, shaking off her shock and fear, ever the hospitable mother figure, offered them a drink.

      The two of them stared at her through cold alien eyes then looked to Lahn. He said something alien to them and they both nodded, bowing their heads to Bets. She smiled shakily and ran off.

      “So you crashed?” Tibert asked tightly.

      Lahn, translating, said, “They were caught in the storm’s winds.”

      “Were you hurt?” Iris asked, less wary than the rest of us. She walked to them at the table and sat down. The girl was nineteen and fearless.

      The insectoid looking alien leaned slightly forward and slithered his tongue at her. Her eyes went wide, and she quirked a smile at him.

      The Kilbus said something to her.

      “He says no injuries,” Kayd spoke. “Just tired. The walk was long before they arrived here.”

      She nodded and winced. “You walked in that?”

      The insectoid slithered a strange sound from his mouth. Stranger sounding than even the Dahk’s language.

      “He wishes to know your name,” Kayd said to Iris, then turned to him. “She is Iyrees.”

      Kayd and Lahn may have spoken our language, but they bungled it most of the time, particularly our names.

      The insectoid bowed his head to Iris and said something long and slithery.

      Kayd nodded. “He is called Careem and bids you good greetings.”

      “Careem?” She smiled brightly. “It’s cool to meet you too.”

      The insectoid watched her closely—a little too closely.

      She looked at the Kilbus. “Your friend?”

      “Jareth.” The Kilbus, Jareth, nodded to her then the rest of us. His voice was deep and startlingly clear.

      I involuntarily stepped forward. It sounded so much like Oren and Killian’s tone.

      Jareth’s eyes shot to me with force and narrowed on me. Without looking away from me, he spoke.

      Lahn and Kayd looked at me with surprise.

      “What?” Noah barked, his hand tightening on his gun. “What did he say?”

      Lahn looked from me to Jareth. “He says you think of Oren.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath. Sal and Jeremy both stepped closer to me.

      “I-I didn’t,” I stuttered.

      Lahn narrowed his eyes on me.

      Jareth said something sharp and impatient.

      “He says he heard your mind,” Lahn said.

      Noah moved in front of me, Mike right beside him. Both of them blocked me from Jareth.

      “I thought you said they couldn’t read minds,” Noah barked at Lahn.

      “No,” he said carefully. “Not all can control minds. Receiving thoughts is a more shared ability in the species.”

      “He can hear our thoughts?” Tibert asked, clearly shocked.

      I wasn’t at all surprised. I knew Killian could and had suspected that meant Oren and Leo could too but never knew for sure. I didn’t even know what Oren and Leo truly looked like. But I did know the tutu’s and sparkly flip-flops had been an illusion. Killian’s doing based on how affronted Oren had been every time we commented on his choice of outfit for the day.

      Lahn nodded as Jareth spoke again.

      Kayd narrowed his eyes on Jareth and walked closer to me. “He seems very distressed with you, Theeoh. What do you know of this Oren?”

      I shook my head, my mouth opening and closing. Noah barked my name, shifting just enough that I could see Jareth, his face hard and aimed at me.

      “What’s the big deal?” Mike asked with deceptive calm. “Why does he need to know?”

      Jareth spat something, his dark face twisting into something menacing.

      “He says Oren is a Kilbus as well,” Lahn said slowly, cautiously.

      Oh shit. I looked at Noah’s back. His gun was still at his side but his knuckles bleached white from how tight he was holding it.

      If Jareth knew Oren and could read my mind, then he must know that I knew Kil—

      Jareth hissed a word that sounded like a curse and everyone moved fast.

      Noah roared my name and tried to barrel into Jareth. Mike turned and grabbed me, pushing me to the back door as Tibert, Jeremy, and Holden all shouted.

      There was a shot, then Mike was shoving me out and into the icy rainstorm.

      “Fucking run!” Todd shouted beside us.

      Bets screamed from somewhere behind me.

      I sucked in a shocked breath from the wet and cold biting into me from every direction.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Wes shouted behind us. He ran to catch up as Mike dragged me into the woods.

      “Why are we running?” I cried.

      “Yeah, what the fuck?” Wes panted beside me.

      Iris came up beside us, her red hair soaked and sticking to her face. “I think everyone’s overreacting.”

      “No shit,” Wes shouted. But yet they ran beside us anyway.

      “Mike, stop,” I shouted, stumbling over ice and dirt, trying to pull my arm from his grip.

      “He knows,” Mike growled, pulling me into a faster run.

      “Come on, man,” Todd shouted, shifting nervously back into a run beside us.

      “So what?” I screamed.

      “I got her,” Noah shouted from behind me.

      Mike tossed me into my brother’s chest and pulled his gun, spinning around and aiming it behind us.

      “Don’t let them follow us!” Noah threw me farther into the woods.

      I dug my feet into the dirt and he cursed, stopping and throwing me over his shoulder. “Dammit, Noah! Put me down!”

      “Shut up!” He slid on the ground and almost dropped me. His hands were punishing as he held me to him.

      “Put her down, dude!” Wes shouted.

      Iris grabbed my arm and tried to pull me down. Noah slapped her hand away and ran again.

      “You’re being an asshole!” I shouted to him.

      “If he knows, he can tell that asshole where you are!” Noah shouted back.

      I sucked in a glacial breath and stilled on his shoulder. “Killian?”

      Noah snorted. “Fuck yes, Killian. I won’t let him find you.”

      “How do you know he’s even looking for me?” I was freezing now, soaked, my fingers aching and my teeth chattering.

      “He’s been looking for you,” Noah growled.

      What? “Put me down! Put me down right now.”

      Something crashed into the trees and I looked up to see Iris and Wes chasing us. A dark shadow stalking them. Tall and fast. So fast, he was on them and passing them in seconds.

      Jareth.

      “Put me down!” I screamed. “Put me down now, Noah!”

      Black claws gleamed and reached for me. Enraged golden eyes glared at me. Jareth plucked me right off Noah’s shoulder as though I weighed nothing.

      Noah tumbled to the ground and my legs swung out as two bulky arms enclosed me from behind. I screamed again as the forest floor rushed toward my face. Jareth rolled and took the brunt of the fall, but the wind was completely knocked out of me.

      I heard another shot, then Jareth rolled me underneath him, covering me with his body. I looked up, only seeing his dark chin. He bared his fangs in a snarl, crouching above me.

      “Let her go,” Noah called in warning.

      Jareth hissed something in alien speak.

      “Nohah,” Lahn called, panting, “lower your weapon. The Kilbus means her no harm.”

      “Tell him to let her go or I’ll blow a hole in his brain.”

      Lahn choked a weird laugh. “I do not think that is wise, human.”

      Kayd called then, “Kilbus are formidable. If you make an attempt on his life, he will not allow you to live.”

      “That’s my sister,” Noah snapped. “I don’t give a fuck.”

      Jareth hissed again after Lahn translated.

      Kayd and Lahn cursed and walked toward me. Lahn crouched beside me, eyeing the Kilbus with caution.

      “Theeoh,” Lahn said low, warily, “I believe you’ve kept vital information from me.”

      I winced from beneath Jareth. “Can you tell him to let me go?”

      Jareth hissed more words and Lahn made a choked sound from his throat.

      “What did he say?”

      Lahn looked at me with wide dark eyes. “He says he will not let you go.”

      Noah shouted again.

      Lahn looked at him. “He says she is not yours, Nohah, she belongs to his lord.”

      I watched Jareth with a sinking feeling in my gut. “His lord?”

      Jareth nodded slowly his angry eyes burning into mine.

      “He says his lord has been looking for you for a long time.”

      I blinked the heavy rain from my eyes.

      “Well,” Wes drawled, “looks like he found her.”
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      With a disapproving frown, Bets handed out towels to the group of us. I took one and wrung out frosty water from my hair. Several sets of eyes throughout the room watched my every move.

      Well, not my every move. Only the alien hovering at my side did that. Jareth stood so close to me, there was barely an inch of space between us.

      “He can take a step back,” Noah bit out.

      I sighed, shooting him a dry look. This side of Noah was new to me. This protective brother side of him. Even though I wasn’t sure that was exactly what it was—it seemed it could be more about alleviating his guilt—I didn’t want to dismiss it. He may have been behind my time in a lab, but he was also my brother. I wanted to believe he was protecting me, his sister, not a lab experiment.

      Jareth rumbled something.

      “This is going to get old,” Wes muttered and his sister nodded. “Can’t we just get the language implant?”

      “No,” Noah and Tibert barked simultaneously.

      Wes sighed. Iris snickered. Her brother pinched her arm. She yelped and slapped him away.

      Careem watched them both with wide, curious eyes.

      “He will not release her to any but the Kilbus Lord himself.”

      “Who the fuck is that?” Jeremy asked Lahn.

      A laugh abruptly shot out of me. Breathy and shocked at first before gaining speed. I bent over to hold my stomach as I laughed maniacally.

      “Something funny?” Noah drawled.

      I nodded, laughing and wiping tears from my eyes. “Killian, he—” I shook my head, chuckling so hard my chest hurt. My laugh was painful for more reason than my tromp through the freezing storm. “He told me.”

      “Told you what, dear?” Bets asked with a wry smile.

      “A lord,” I gasped. “He told me he was a lord.”

      The lord, if I remembered correctly. What an arrogant ass.

      Jareth snorted, looking at me.

      Right, mind reading.

      I sobered quickly. “He’s really looking for me?”

      So much like Killian, Jareth turned to Lahn with an arrogant wave to translate as Jareth spoke.

      Lahn scowled but did so. “Yes.”

      I nodded back. Not needing or wanting to know more. “What now?”

      Noah said, “Now, he leaves and forgets ever having seen you.”

      Jareth chuckled like a hen, loud and boisterous. With a menacing grin, he shook his head at Noah. Then he lifted a little black box from the pocket of his leather-like pants. I watched that box with wide eyes as he brought it to his mouth. I knew what that box was.

      I hated that box.

      He clicked a button on the side. An identical button to the one mine had that day in my bedroom. The button I’d pressed to a pointless end.

      Then he pressed another button. One mine didn’t have.

      Noah took a sharp step forward. The insectoid slowly stood, a warning in his snarl. Noah glared at him.

      I held my breath as the static on the box cleared and a low voice said something in alien. Jareth watched my face as he said something back.

      There was silence. Long, telling silence.

      More alien words, then Jareth said one sharp word. He dropped the box onto the table and sat down in a relaxed pose, pulling me into a chair beside his.

      “What was that?” Iris asked.

      The insectoid said something to Lahn.

      Lahn shook his head, a wary look on his face. “He has sent for his lord.”

      “Killian?” I asked, tracing the word as it left my mouth. So long, so long since I’d said that name out loud. But I’d said more today than I knew what to do with.

      “I do not believe that to be his real name,” Lahn said gently. “He is simply the Kilbus Lord.”

      Not to me he wasn’t. He was Killian at first. Then he was Kil. From Kilbus, I supposed. Yet another glaring sign. Kil was named after the damn species he ruled over.

      “How do you know the Kilbus Lord?” Kayd asked me cautiously, eyeing Jareth.

      “I—”

      The box crackled to life. Alien speak, but I knew that voice. I knew it intimately.

      I sat straight. My entire body straining toward that little black box.

      I held my breath.

      Jareth replied.

      “You have found her?”

      Lahn translated.

      Then Jareth, “Yes.”

      A growl.

      “Where?”

      Jareth answered.

      Then Killian again, “Can she hear me?”

      Jareth spoke, and Lahn translated, “She is beside me now.”

      Silence again.

      Then, so quiet, so full of longing, I felt my chest cramp up and my eyes squeezed tight, “Theo?”

      I looked at the box as Jareth handed it to me. It trembled in my hand. “Killian?”

      A soft breath crackled over the line.

      “Is that really you?” I asked in a small voice.

      “Theo,” he breathed again. Then in a hard voice, one I rarely had ever heard from him. “I’ve looked a very long time for you.”

      A year. A year since I’d heard from him. Anger, hot and boiling, encompassed me. “You didn’t come, Killian.”

      More silence. “I’m coming right now. And Theo?” A poignant pause. “Don’t you dare fucking run.”
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      “You can’t go,” Bets said in a shrill voice. “You heard him. He said not to run.”

      “He can go fuck himself,” Noah spat.

      “Not wise,” Lahn mumbled from the doorway.

      Mike shushed him and waved Lahn into the room, looking out into the hallway quickly.

      I rolled my eyes from the foot of my bed. “You know he can hear our thoughts.”

      Noah shot me a scathing glance. “Finish packing.”

      Jareth hadn’t left me alone until Noah insisted Jareth couldn’t sleep in my room with me. Now, Noah was trying to take advantage of Jareth being in another room, but fear was feeding his actions. Blinding him to the truth.

      Jareth would know before we set foot outside. He had to. Killian would have. The only reason he’d left me was because he believed Killian had cowed us.

      Who would dare defy the Kilbus Lord himself? —Jareth’s words.

      Apparently, Noah.

      “We don’t have a lot of time,” Mike said to them. “Their ships can travel a lot faster than we can.”

      We had maybe an hour before Killian showed up here. Tops.

      I didn’t want to stay. At least the logical part of me didn’t. I didn’t want to give Killian a reason to mess with my mind again. That, and I still was so damn angry after everything he’d done and lied about.

      But there was another part of me. The shameful part. The part that beat at my insides, insisting I was stubborn and a liar. Saying that I missed him and wouldn’t admit it. I hated that part of me.

      She was stupid.

      I also didn’t want to leave for other reasons. Bets and Sal reasons. Jeremy and Holden reasons. And even Iris reasons. She was a bright light in the darkness. The girl who had befriended me after the most terrible year of my life. The girl that tried her best to soothe the gaping hole Abby left behind. She took no shit and was afraid of nothing. I needed her to rub off on me.

      Especially now.

      “I’m not leaving,” I told them.

      Noah ignored me, throwing guns and clothes into a bag. I sighed and sat back, rubbing my head.

      “Listen to her, Noah,” Bets pleaded. “it’s dangerous out there.”

      And oh yeah, I didn’t want to go because of them. The Vitat. I wanted to stay alive.

      Lahn and Kayd wouldn’t leave with us. They wouldn’t leave anyone here by themselves. We would be running through a dangerous world on our own.

      “He’ll take her away,” Noah mumbled. “He’ll come here and take her and you’ll never see her again.”

      Noah hadn’t done well after Killian messed with his mind. Whatever Killian had done that day he left, making Noah forget everything, had worn off after he left. Everything had come flooding back and Noah couldn’t let it go. He was going to do something stupid when Killian got here. I could feel it.

      “Noah, please,” Bets whimpered.

      I got up and hugged her tightly.

      “Let’s go.” Noah grabbed my hand and dragged me to the window.

      “This is pointless,” Lahn mumbled. “They will catch you.”

      It was pointless. We wouldn’t get far. I didn’t see the point in fighting Noah though.

      “I have to try,” was all Noah said.

      He popped open the window and tossed the bag onto the ground. He climbed out first then waved for me. I shook my head, backing away. Mike grabbed my shoulders and steered me to the window.

      Todd nearly trembled as he followed us.

      “Why are you doing this?” I asked Mike. He’d been my friend. He didn’t like what had happened in that lab. But he and Noah had taken control of our safety together the day we ran from the compound. That had bonded them in some way. He wouldn’t listen to me over Noah.

      “Noah’s right. He’ll take you, and we can’t trust them.”

      “You don’t even know him,” I told him, exhausted. Just bone tired of fighting. Fighting our circumstances. My brother. The knotted feelings for an alien I couldn’t seem to expel.

      Mike looked at me with pity in his eyes. “And you do?”

      I didn’t have an answer to that. Everything I thought I knew had been a lie.

      Sal tried to step in, but Mike was too strong. He and I were out the window into the cold night before anyone could stop him.

      Noah lifted the bag, then grabbed my hand and walked to the side of the cabin. “We go fast and quiet.”

      Mike nodded. I just shook my head. They weren’t listening to me.

      Mike led the way, Noah pulling me behind him. Mike peeked around the cabin’s corner and turned back to wave us forward. We made it to the front of the cabin before Jareth stepped from the shadows. He slowly shook his head at Mike and Todd as they slammed to a stop.

      “I told you,” I muttered.

      Noah didn’t waste words. He aimed his gun at the alien alongside Mike, both backing away, and pushing me and Todd farther to the back of the property. We were headed to the woods again.

      Jareth bared his fangs and slowly shook his head again. A warning.

      Nervous, I turned to my brother, “We need to go back.”

      “Shut up, Theo,” Noah spat.

      I fisted my hands and reluctantly let him and Todd corral me toward the woods. Fighting them would only get someone hurt. Most likely me. Once we had the trees for cover, Mike turned around and walked into the woods, Todd and me following him. Noah walked backward, watching the alien stalking us.

      “Just shoot it,” Todd said anxiously.

      “They could be like the Vitat,” Mike rumbled. “Bullets might not do shit.”

      That was true. We knew from second-hand information in the early days that the Vitat were nearly impervious to most of our weapons. Our own experiences with them told the same story. Lahn and Kayd had confirmed that when they found us.

      Not that we needed to shoot Jareth. He seemed like an okay guy. A little reckless and aggressive, but he believed he was protecting me until his freaking lord could collect me. And with how Noah, Mike, and Todd were acting, that might not be a bad idea. They seemed too jumpy. Too quick to violence. Too afraid.

      Lights flashed in the woods in front of Mike. Bright white glowing lights. They lit up the forest so brightly, it looked as if the sun had come out six hours too early. We slammed to a stop. Noah hissed a curse as he, Mike, and Todd circled around to surround me.

      “It’s him,” Noah said. “Get ready.”

      I looked at the sky, praying for patience. This was such a gross overreaction it was unbelievable. We saw and spoke to aliens every day. They may be Dahk, but they were still aliens. We knew about others on Earth. Those that were helping us. Jareth and his kind weren’t the enemy. The Vitat were.

      “We’re just going to piss him off,” I mumbled.

      Noah glared at Jareth.

      But I wasn’t talking about him. I was talking about Killian.

      Of how Killian had been in the last day I’d seen him. Angry, so very angry at those guards for hurting me.

      Only this time, it was my brother in the crossfire. But I didn’t know what to do. Except maybe run. I eyed the woods, I wouldn’t be able to outrun Killian, but I could draw them away from Noah and his reckless actions.

      We heard them come from all sides.

      Dark shadows moving through the trees.

      Aliens like Careem and Jareth, but also others. Ones with long hair on their faces and arms, others with mechanical appendages. So many different aliens.

      Then there was the tall, lithe shadow that stalked at the front of the pack.

      I could feel his golden eyes boring into me. They were glued to my every move. First his midnight-black hair was illuminated by the ship’s light, then his broad shoulders and his smooth frame prowling toward me. He walked closer, exuding confidence. A dark twist to his mouth.

      Killian stood before us, the ship’s light illuminating his outline. And he took my breath away.

      Gone was the human shell I had once come to know and adore. He stood there now as a predator. A dark force bleeding menace. Completely alien to me in every way.

      “Move away,” he rumbled, a seething malevolent twist to his voice.

      It lit my skin on fire.

      Noah panted, a tremor in his hand as he aimed at everything surrounding us. “No.”

      “Move,” Killian purred, rage clear in his tone. “Or I will move you.”

      “Noah?” Todd asked, his voice shaking and near hysterical.

      “Don’t move,” he barked at Todd and Mike.

      “Man,” Mike said warily, “I get why you’re running. Totally do, dude is scary as hell, but that’s why I don’t know if we should keep this up.”

      “He’ll kill us,” Todd said quietly, his voice wavering. “He. Will. Kill. Us.”

      I looked at Todd, shocked. Killian wasn’t a killer. At least, I’d never seen him as one. He’d lied. A lot. But he’d never physically hurt anyone.

      Except those men who had tried to take me back home.

      But he’d had his reasons then.

      My hand moved to my mouth to smother a gasp.

      That was why. That was what all this was about. Not my safety. Never that.

      I looked at Noah, hurt. They were trying to save their own asses. They were afraid when Killian found out what they’d done—

      I cut off the thought when Killian made a low sound of rage in the back of his throat. He could read my every thought. I pulled up images of kittens. Strawberries. The beach. My favorite episode of Supernatural. Anything to keep him from reading me.

      To save my own brother.

      Killian chuckled then, shaking his head. I watched a slow smile spread on his lips. This one light and knowing.

      I scowled at him. If he thought that smile would just erase everyt—

      A cool metal object pressed into my temple.

      Killian’s smile dropped into a snarl.

      I held my breath, knowing that cool press to be a gun.

      “Back away,” Todd shouted from behind me. “I’ll shoot her! I will!”

      “Todd!”

      “What the fuck?” Noah barked, dropping his stance and reaching for me.

      Todd circled his arm around my waist and pulled my back into his chest as he stumbled away from the group. I tripped over tree roots and rocks as he trembled and scrambled away from all the aliens growling at him.

      “I will break your mind before you can pull the trigger,” Killian hissed.

      Killian was going to control him. Just as he had me.

      Killian looked at me sharply. Hesitant and wary.

      “My lord,” a familiar voice called, “just take care of him.”

      Oren.

      I looked through the crowd. There by the tree behind Killian, Oren stood, his stance tense and incensed. Only he looked nothing like Oren.

      Gone were the glittery bright clothes. He looked and dressed like Killian. All black leather. Gold at his wrists and neck. But his hair was cropped close to his skull. Only his face was familiar. A little sharper but still Oren. And he had spoken nearly perfect English.

      “I can’t,” Killian hissed, his eyes glued to Todd’s hand.

      “Why not?” Oren drawled, stepping closer.

      “Don’t move!” Todd shouted.

      “She doesn’t want me to,” Killian bit out.

      Oren scoffed. “Now you grow a conscience?”

      Killian scowled.

      “Fuck that,” Noah hissed and pulled his trigger.

      A loud boom echoed in my ears as Todd’s hands spasmed around me then fell away. I whirled around, watching him drop to the ground. A bullet hole right between his eyes.

      My hand slowly rose to my face, brushing against the wet warmth dripping there.

      I shivered, woodenly turning back to Noah. The blood had long drained from my face as he lowered his gun to his side. “You shot him.”

      “He would have shot you,” Noah said, sounding almost bored.

      My mouth opened and closed, my hands trembling at my sides. I looked back down at Todd. I knew that man. I’d known him for a year. He’d been a nameless, faceless guard in the compound before coming here. But then he was Todd. He hated green beans. Liked to challenge Wes and his father to arm wrestling competitions. He helped May in the garden. Worked on cars with Jeremey and Sal.

      I knew Todd.

      And he was dead.

      After trying to kill me.

      Hands pulled me away from Todd’s body. Warm, gentle hands turned my face away from the body carefully smearing away the warm blood on my cheek. Golden eyes searched my face.

      “She’s in shock,” Mike mumbled.

      “Step away,” Noah said.

      Killian ignored them, running his thumb across my cheek. “Theo?”

      “You’re here,” I whispered.

      He nodded hesitantly. “I am.”

      “I wish you weren’t.”

      He flinched, his hands dropping away. Numb all over, I watched him back away from me. Noah pulled me to his side, turning me back toward the cabins.

      “All that and we’re just going to invite them in?” Mike asked in a heated whisper.

      “Yeah,” Noah said. “After all that, what the fuck is the point?”

      Noah knew Todd. They were friends.

      I looked at my brother. “You killed your friend.”

      His face softened as he looked at me. “He held a gun to my sister’s head.”

      I nodded, looking away. I heard them behind us. Dozens of feet following us.

      We walked closer to Jareth. His face was twisted in rage as he watched us. He turned and led the way back to the cabins.

      Bets and Sal were standing outside in the wet grass as we cleared the woods. Lahn and Kayd watched us warily. Bets cried my name when she saw me, and I pushed away from Noah, walking into her open arms.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      I shook my head and looked at the group of aliens coming up on the cabin.

      Iris whistled sharply from inside. “You find a horde of bloodthirsty aliens in the woods?”

      “Something like that,” I mumbled and walked into the cabin. I sat down heavily at the kitchen table, my body tingling from the warm rush of air.

      My cabin was a lot smaller than the communal one, but nearly every single human and alien did their best to cram into the space.

      “Oh dear,” Bets whispered, inching around the new aliens toward the back of the cabin.

      Sal’s hands dropped onto my shoulders from behind as Killian came inside, ducking to avoid the short doorway.

      “Killian,” Sal said shortly.

      Killian nodded to Sal. Just as short.

      “We didn’t think we’d ever see you again,” Bets said primly, hiding her emotions as best she could.

      Killian tore his eyes from me to look at her. “I hadn’t intended for you to see me again.” He looked back at me. “Unless it was necessary.”

      What made his presence necessary? An alien invasion was a pretty big reason. But not a kidnapping and being poked and prodded like a specimen?

      Killian cursed and looked at Noah with rage in his eyes.

      I bit my lip and looked away, singing childish songs in my head to keep him out.

      Killian sighed. “What happened?”

      “Your boy here found Theo,” Iris said around a grin. “Not sure she wanted to be found though.”

      “Who are you?” Killian asked her sharply.

      “Iris,” she sang.

      Careem stepped between her and Killian.

      Killian sighed again and turned to Noah. “What happened?”

      “What did you think would happen?” Noah snapped. “A fucking alien came to visit. Did you really think they would leave her alone?”

      Tibert whistled long and low.

      “I misjudged you,” Killian said to Noah. “I thought you had more sense in your tiny brain than to let them touch her.”

      Noah straightened and puffed out his chest. “You don’t know me. Or what I did to keep them off her.”

      “Nothing,” Killian rumbled. “You did nothing.”

      “No,” Bets said shakily, stepping up to Noah’s side in a rare show of comradery. “You did nothing.”

      Noah shot her a surprised look but allowed her to hold his arm.

      “Bets—” Killian started.

      She shook her head. “No, you can say nothing. You left her to them. You left all of us.” She took a threatening step toward Killian as Sal watched with hawk eyes. “Theo isn’t going with you.”

      Killian clenched his jaw and stiffened. “You’re all coming with me. I’m not giving you a choice.”

      Then he turned and left.
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      I watched the aliens walk through the campground. Dozens of them. They were packing us up. Iris and Tibert chased them around. Raging and shouting at them. But they wouldn’t stop. Killian had given them the order.

      It made sense, I guessed. Killian—not Killian.

      Not anymore.

      Kil.

      It made sense that he was the leader of the Kilbus. I’d seen it two years ago. The way he commanded Leo and Oren and everyday people. How he demanded their attention and how willingly they gave it. How we all did.

      He was a leader.

      Not at all who I thought he was.

      We were leaving in hours. All night, the Kilbus had been packing our things. Everything that could possibly be used as supplies. Food, water, medical supplies.

      The first things to go were the weapons. Killian had us all disarmed so fast, we hadn’t realized what was happening. Iris’s family was not happy about it. Noah even more so.

      I hadn’t seen Kil. After he’d told his guys what to do, he’d said my name. So quiet, almost like a plea. But I’d looked away from him.

      When I’d turned back, he was gone. He hadn’t come back since.

      They were taking us off planet. We were going to stay on Kil’s warship in space. At least until we could be moved to our new planet.

      It was all too fast. I wasn’t ready to board an alien spaceship. I wasn’t ready to say goodbye to my home. I might never be.

      “We’re almost ready,” Oren said from the doorway.

      I might not have seen Killian, but Jareth had been relieved and replaced with Oren. He’d stood outside my door while I slept last night. It was just one more weird thing on top of all the other weird things.

      Oren used to avoid me. He would glare and blatantly show his disapproval of mine and Kil’s growing relationship. Now, he looked at me like a stranger would. Soft and wary. Not at all like Oren.

      I looked at him standing in the doorway. It was so strange to see him this way. Not human. Alien. Him and Kil both.

      “Where’s Leo?” I asked, still numb.

      Oren blinked and pushed from the doorjamb. “On the ship.”

      I nodded, looking back down.

      “I can’t read your mind,” Oren said like a confession.

      I looked up, surprised but too numb to feel it. “What?”

      “I’m not like Kil or Jareth. I have not mastered that skill.” He flushed a little, his dark face a few shades darker, and looked away. “I never was.”

      I made a small sound, looking away. “Can you control my mind?”

      Oren shook his head and looked out of the window. “No, that is only my lord’s skill. The last royal blood of our kind. Jareth may have some skill, but he has not sought guidance.”

      “Kil is royal?”

      Oren quirked his lip and stepped into the room. “The only royal left.”

      “What happened to the others?”

      His shoulders raised with his breath. “We’ve nearly died out over time. War and sickness dwindled our numbers. Then our planet failed us.” He pointed out of the window at the raging winds. “Much as yours has.”

      “Our planet didn’t fail us. It got shot up by you guys.”

      He snorted. “Truth. It could heal, but it is not safe for your species now. It will not be for a long time.”

      I nodded. No, it wasn’t. “Do you know where he’s sending us?”

      Oren shrugged. “The new council has found some backwoods planet for your species to inhabit. It is as similar as we could find. A colder climate in the north than you’re used to, warmer in the south. But it will grow life and sustain you. The system is new.” He grinned. “A babe. Just like your species.”

      I looked back down. That they could just find habitable planets all over the universe was shocking. We couldn’t even see outside our own galaxy. Not really. We were so young compared to these aliens. Oren was right—babies, our entire race.

      “Sal won’t tell you, but he’s afraid of flying,” I mumbled. “You’ll have to drag him onto your ship.”

      Oren grinned, and I stared at him. He had fangs. But I’d never seen him smile as a human. He had been too negative for that.

      “And you?” Oren asked.

      I shrugged. “I’m not looking forward to it.”

      Oren hesitantly sat down beside me. “Understandable. But there is nothing to fear. We’ve traveled the stars for millennia.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “That’s a long time.”

      It was Oren’s turn to shrug.

      “He’s waiting for me, isn’t he?”

      Oren nodded, watching me guardedly. “I want to say, Theo, it was not he who brought the humans to your door.”

      “It was you,” I said. I remembered. He’d gotten caught.

      “I am deeply regretful.”

      I shrugged again. “It’s not your fault.”

      “It is. And I have lived with that for a very long time.”

      “Well, you’re off the hook.” I stood, shaking the tension from my shoulders. “You didn’t like how close he got to me.”

      I felt his narrowed eyes on me as I walked across the room to my suitcase.

      “You warned him away, didn’t you? And he didn’t listen. You were right then, so don’t feel bad. He should have listened to you.”

      “Theo—”

      “I’m ready, let’s go,” I cut him off, walking to the door.

      I didn’t want to reminisce anymore. It was too painful.

      Oren may have gotten caught, but Kil had dragged them down here. Now that I knew he was their leader, it was clear that it had been his decision to control us. To break into our minds and take what he wanted. No one could claim that fault but Kil.

      

      Bets and Sal were outside, huddled against the wind as a small spaceship was being loaded in the center of the campground. It was grey and long, and it looked just like the one Kil had put me on almost two years ago.

      “You okay?” I asked Sal. He looked a little green and had a wet washcloth against his forehead.

      Bets snickered, patting his shoulder. “He’ll be fine.”

      Iris was cursing and chasing a furry alien as he dragged boxes toward the waiting ship.

      “She’s not happy,” I noted.

      “They don’t want to leave their home,” Jeremy suddenly mumbled from my side. “I can’t say I’m feeling any different.”

      I looked at him. “You ever think about Abby or anyone else back home?”

      He looked at me. “All the damn time.”

      “Me too,” I looked away from the pain in his eyes.

      “I want to go back,” he said quietly. “We need to go back to see.”

      I stepped closer to him, feeling Oren so close to us. “They won’t take us.”

      “No,” he said low. “They won’t. But he will.”

      I shook my head. “No, he won’t.”

      “He will if you ask.”

      I shot him a dark look.

      “You need to try,” Jeremy said. “Abby could still be there. We have friends and family there. If we can get them out, we need to try.”

      “They could all be dead,” I said, wincing.

      Jeremy shook his head at me. “You can try.”

      Then he walked away, and I looked down in shame. Abby could be alive. She wouldn’t have accepted all of us just disappearing. She would have looked for answers. And Abby wasn’t helpless. She could take care of herself. She could have found a way to survive. But if I opened that can of worms, I didn’t know if I could shut it.

      If we could find Abby, what was stopping me from looking for my mom? Or Frank? Or the rest of the town? It would be dangerous. There were so many parts of the world that were already falling apart, and then there were the Vitat.

      And then what if we couldn’t find them? What if they were dead?

      But even then, there was a bigger problem.

      I would have to ask him. I would have to actually speak to him. For real. And I wasn’t ready.

      Kil wouldn’t give in easily, no matter what Jeremy thought. He would demand something of me in return. But I didn’t have anything to give him. Not anymore.

      “Hey, careful with that!” Wes shouted, chasing Careem. “That’s a very valuable sculpture!”

      Iris snorted. “Oh, get over yourself, Wes. It’s an action figure.”

      “So?” he shot back. “This is the stuff we should be preserving! It’s a priceless piece of our history.”

      “It’s a toy, not the Mona Lisa.” She laughed. “You’re so uptight.”

      “Go away,” he growled, chasing Careem.

      “You go away,” she growled back. “Stop harassing Careem. He’s just doing what he’s told.”

      “You’re so frickin’ weird, sis. The dude looks like a walking lizard.”

      She huffed. “Lizards do walk.”

      “A giant walking lizard then!”

      Bets snickered. “Those two will not do well on a spaceship.”

      “Neither will I,” Sal moaned.

      She cooed and rubbed his back.

      “Time’s up,” Oren called. “Transport is here.”

      Sal gagged as a larger ship sailed over the campground and landed somewhere on the other side of the trees. We gathered together in the clearing and counted everyone off.

      “Anyone seen Paul or Landon?” Tibert asked.

      We shook our heads. They hadn’t come out of their cabins since Jareth and Careem arrived.

      Tibert sighed. “May, go check.”

      Dropping her bag at our feet, she nodded then hurried off. We were silent as we waited. All of us only willing to leave together, no matter how impatiently Oren shifted on his feet.

      “No!” one of them screamed. “We’re not going!”

      Tibert groaned and walked toward their cabin, cursing.

      “They won’t leave,” Jeremy said, shaking his head. “They’re too afraid.”

      “They’ll die here,” Oren pointed out.

      Jeremy shrugged. “They don’t care.” He shared a look with Holden. I narrowed my eyes on them both and they looked away from me.

      “Humans,” Lahn muttered miserably, walking toward the cabin. “I’ll get them.”

      We watched as Lahn kicked open their door and barged inside. One minute later, he had two lanky men by the scruff of their necks and was easily dragging them kicking and screaming from the cabin.

      “Calm yourselves. I am saving your lives.”

      Tibert grinned as Lahn marched them toward the ship. “Let’s go!”

      We walked to the woods. Me on lead feet. Each step felt weighed down, as though I was going to sink right into the earth. Sal seemed far worse than me. He leaned against Oren and Bets as we walked, gagging and spitting the closer we got.

      When we cleared the trees, we saw the ship sitting on the wet ground. It looked like a military ship, cannons on each side and weird-looking guns mounted to the front. Jeremy whistled long and impressed.

      But I was looking at Killian. He stood at a lowered ramp, waiting with his arms crossed. The gold on his neck and arms and hands winked in the light as brightly as the beads in his hair.

      Holden dropped back beside me. “Ask him. You need to ask him.”

      Guilt was driving him to search for Abby. I couldn’t blame him. They might not have had anything meaningful in a way that I could understand, but that didn’t mean he didn’t love her in his own way.

      “I’ll try,” I promised. But not yet. I needed a minute to catch my breath.

      He nodded reluctantly and backed away, making room for Kil to come closer.

      “Theo,” Kil rumbled, his eyes soaking in my every feature.

      Noah stepped between us and I ran like the coward I was, chasing Iris and Wes up the ramp. Wes was gaping at everything, running his hands all over the walls and compartments. There were several benches along the sides of the ship. A ladder went to an upper level and a lower level. Iris stepped close and looked down into the dark chamber. Careem gently pulled her back.

      “I’m not gonna fall,” she told him, leaning back with a smile.

      “Have a seat,” Kil called to us. “We’ll be taking off shortly.”

      I walked to the nearest bench and sat, holding my small suitcase in my lap. Oren took it from me and stored it inside a door that opened with a soft hiss as soon as he got close to it.

      Sal dropped into the seat beside me and moaned. “I don’t know about this, Boots.”

      “It’ll be okay.” I rubbed his shoulder.

      “Sweet pea, you might want to move down from him. Don’t want him to hurl on you,” Bets cautioned and sat beside him.

      I smiled and slid down, closer to Iris.

      “No!” Landon screamed as Lahn held him onto a bench with his clawed foot. Lahn also had a squirming Paul’s head clamped under his arm.

      “Need help?” Kayd asked, snickering.

      Lahn glared at him and tossed him Paul. Then he turned and sat on Landon. Landon wailed a terrified yet muffled sound beneath Lahn’s wings, and if Dahk could roll their eyes, I knew Lahn would have. Kayd growled and set Paul on the bench before sitting on him as well. Oren looked at them with high brows.

      “Don’t touch that,” I heard growled from up front.

      “What does that do?” Wes asked excitedly.

      Iris and I leaned forward to see Wes punching buttons all over a control panel at the front of the ship. A big burly hand clamped down on his. Wes smiled sheepishly, his free hand reaching for another button. Looking at Wes on the surface you wouldn’t see anything but a big man with a wild beard, but Wes was like an excited kid in a candy store.

      “Remove. The. Human,” a dark voice bellowed.

      “Leo,” Oren said to me and nodded toward the front.

      Bets gasped and jumped from her seat. “Leo!”

      Long blond hair peeked around the pilot seat, then a feline face with gruff fur around a wide mouth. Leo scowled at Bets, but his eyes were twinkling.

      That alien looked not one thing like the Leo we knew. But his eyes were undeniable.

      “Leo!” Bets shouted again and ran to the front of the ship.

      Sal groaned as she pushed him out of her way.

      “Leovin gets that kind of greeting? What am I, a snarling neyvit?”

      I looked toward the voice that had spoken. Kil grinned from the back of the ship, watching Bets hug Leo’s massive bulk. Kil seemed to feel my gaze and looked my way. I quickly looked away, flushing.

      “Leo didn’t alter her mind,” Noah said dryly as he sat between Sal and me.

      “No, just raided her food stores every morn and eve,” Oren drawled back.

      “Leo did the dishes,” Sal mumbled as he hyperventilated into a paper bag Noah had shoved at him.

      “I did the dishes,” Kil muttered sullenly.

      “Once,” Oren said dryly.

      “I also stacked boxes,” Kil said proudly.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and thought of adorable baby monkeys. Anything to not think of that day. I couldn’t let my thoughts run wild around Kil.

      Kil shuddered watching me. “Ugly creatures.”

      I shot him a dirty look, and he winked.

      Iris chuckled. “This is fascinating. You said you knew them, but not knew them.”

      “I’ll tell you later,” I said quietly.

      She nodded and sighed heavily. “Wes, sit down.”

      “What does this do?” He pulled a lever and red lights flickered to life, along with a blaring noise.

      We slapped our hands over our ears, but I heard Tibert barking his son’s name over the shrill noise. Leo patted Bets’s head like a pet’s and walked around her. He pushed the lever back up and grabbed Wes by the back of his shirt before dragging him to the bench beside his father. Wes scowled and sat down.

      Tibert slapped Wes upside the back of his head.

      Hands distracted me from Wes and I looked up as Kil bent to strap a belt across my lap and shoulders. Noah’s gaze burned into both of our faces. I watched Kil’s smooth dark thumb skim across my stomach a little too slowly as he strapped me in, but I couldn’t make myself look at his face.

      He sighed and stepped away. “The trip is a short one, but with the weather, it will be rough.”

      Sal moaned pathetically, and I watched him nervously. I knew he didn’t fly well, but I had no idea he was this sick over it. Then again, this wasn’t an airplane. It was a spaceship.

      “Sit,” Leo told Bets, strapping her in beside Sal.

      “He speaks!” she crowed.

      Leo winked at her and walked back to the front of the ship.

      “He learned after we left,” Oren said as he walked to the front. “We all did.”

      “Not all of you.” Noah looked at Jareth.

      “No,” Oren said, “I meant Leo and myself. Those of ours that chose to have learned.”

      “Why not him?” Tibert asked.

      Oren shrugged. “Jareth doesn’t do anything he’s told.”

      Jareth grinned sharply.

      “He catches on quickly though,” Oren added. “Now that our lord has found his little human, more will feel compelled to learn. That is, if she doesn’t accept the translation implant.”

      I’m not his, I wanted to say. But really, what was the point anymore? I had no say in what happened anymore. I was officially trapped.

      “You’re not shooting that thing into her brain,” Noah snapped at him.

      Oren held up his hands and backed away. “It is harmless.”

      “You can’t know that.”

      “I—”

      “Leave it, Oren,” Killian rumbled as he marched to the front of the ship. The ship roared to life as he sat beside Leo. “Hold onto your pants, humans. I suspect many of you have never left your little planet.”

      “Correct,” Tibert muttered, looking a little green himself.

      Kil grinned over his shoulder. “In that case, do not expel yourselves in my ship. It’s a favorite of mine.”

      The ship lifted into the air, jarring all of us.

      “Too late.” Sal moaned and retched into the bag.

      All of us groaned and shifted away as the smell of his puke permeated the air.
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      “Out, out, out!” Iris shouted, gagging.

      “Out!” Paul and Landon yelled with her.

      I held my shirt over my mouth as we danced around the door of the ship. Wes had his entire shirtfront pressed against his face, gasping for air.

      Oren fumbled with the lever, cursing and gagging himself.

      “Oren!” Kil roared. “Get it open!”

      “It’s stuck!” he shouted back.

      Bets moaned in despair. “I’m going next!”

      “No!” Iris, Wes, and I shouted to her together.

      Leo leaned away from Bets, grimacing as she gagged.

      “If you puke, I’m puking. Again,” Holden shouted.

      “Don’t you dare!” Iris snapped through a fit of giggles.

      Uncle Sal heaved, making horrible sounds behind us. We’d left him and Tibert all alone on the benches. I didn’t know how either of them had anything left in their stomachs after barfing so many times. Sal at least had made it into the bag. Most of the time.

      But Tibert! God, he had projectile vomited across the ship.

      Between Sal and Tibert, Noah was completely soaked. He glared at all of us, seething. I chuckled, inching away from him.

      “Don’t,” he said low. “I swear to God I will hug you.”

      That only made me laugh harder.

      “The first hug from her brother in decades and you’re covered in vomit. Honestly, Noah,” Bets admonished.

      Oren barked a laugh, slapping the lever. The door beeped and descended. The top lowering first. Wes and Iris climbed against it, their bodies flat on the door as it lowered into a ramp. Both of them were gasping for air.

      “Don’t you leave me, you brats!” Tibert shouted, his voice muffled by the bag Oren had thrown at him far too late.

      Once the ramp was lowered, all of us pushed and shoved to get down. I had to walk over Iris’s prone body as she closed her eyes in bliss, gulping deep breaths.

      “You’re just going to leave Sal?” Noah asked Bets.

      She snorted. “I’ve cleaned up after that man enough throughout our marriage. I don’t do puke anymore.”

      “Right.” Noah nodded. He looked down at his shirt and sighed before walking back up the ramp.

      Bets looked at me in surprise, but all I could offer was a shrug. I had no idea what had gotten into him. Noah was more of an enigma to me now than he’d ever been.

      Hushed whispers drew our attention. We looked over to see we had a very large, very alien crowd. Iris slowly stood when Wes nearly tripped over her as he backed away.

      “They’re just curious,” Kil said from behind me, startling me. He looked down at me. “They won’t bother you.”

      I nodded, looking over the crowd. “Don’t you already have humans here?”

      Kil snorted. “No, the Dahk and Xixin have been handling the transports. They are a calmer presence to the humans.”

      “So why are we here?” I asked, looking at all the alien faces.

      “Theo,” Kil called my attention to him. “Do you really need to ask me that?”

      I swallowed thickly, looking away from his penetrating gaze. “Guess not.”

      Looking at him. This alien man, was hard. He looked nothing like my Killian at all, but at the same time I knew him to be Killian. He may be wearing a different skin, but underneath that alien exterior was the same man. Knowing and seeing were two very different things though.

      “Come on, I’ve had quarters prepared for you.”

      I nodded, following him into the massive ship. We looked to be inside some kind of ship hangar. Dozens and dozens of ships like the one we’d flown in were lined up around us. Aliens of all shapes and sizes were working on them and around them.

      We walked to a door that was nearly as tall and wide as a house. The doors hissed as they slid open, and all of our eyes were drawn to the bright, wide hallways. Everything was grey, but the lights pulsed with different colors. Metal at our feet and sides, the walls and floor melded together seamlessly.

      Kil led us to a cut-out in the wall that was big enough to fit an eighteen-wheeler truck. We walked inside and he pressed a button on the wall until the doors slid shut.

      “Uh-oh,” Iris mumbled, watching her father and Sal.

      Kil looked at them sharply. “It is like an—floating box. What is it called?”

      “Elevator,” Noah answered dryly.

      Kil nodded with a sharp grin. “Yes.”

      “An elevator on a spaceship,” Tibert said to Sal with a harsh breath. “Not at all the same. Don’t you dare hurl again.”

      Sal scowled.

      Everyone took several steps away from the pair. Kil pressed another button and the floor vibrated slightly.

      Sal shakily sat down, leaning his head against the wall. “Not in space. Not in space. I am not in space.”

      “You are very much in space,” Lahn said, chuckling.

      “Shh,” Bets hissed. “You’re right, dear. We’re in the car.” She smiled. “Oh, floating on a boat!”

      “A cruise liner!” Iris shouted.

      “Disneyland!” Wes crowed.

      Tibert looked at them, baffled.

      “What? We’re pretending, aren’t we?” Wes asked, looking confused.

      “Sure, son.” Tibert looked at Noah and me and circled his finger around his ear, pointing back at Wes dramatically.

      “I’m your son,” Wes rumbled.

      “I don’t claim you when you’re stupid,” Tibert shot back.

      Noah pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “We’re here,” Kil said dryly.

      The doors opened into another hallway, this one much smaller. We walked out to dozens of aliens walking the halls. All of them stopped to gape at us.

      “Nope,” Sal shouted. “Not in space.”

      Bets looked at the huge windows with fire in her eyes. “Couldn’t have warned us?”

      Kil sighed and pointed down the hallway. “This way.”

      

      We walked for close to twenty minutes, down hallway after hallway. So many aliens passed by us and around us, there must have been upward of thousands on the ship. Maybe even tens of thousands.

      I couldn’t seem to keep my eyes off the windows. To our left, Earth in all its perilous glory. And to the right, the moon. But beyond and out both sides was so much floating debris, it obscured your sight.

      There had been a battle here. We’d heard the rumors, and Lahn and Kayd had confirmed it. First the Vitat, then a universal Galactic military force that had attempted to enslave us. And if it hadn’t been for Kil and the Dahk and the Xixin and so many others, they would have succeeded.

      I watched the windows in awe. Starstruck, literally. We were in space. On a spaceship. If you’d told me before I met Kil I would be here, I would have told you to book a therapy appointment.

      But it was undeniable, and terrifying, and completely beautiful.

      Sal did not agree with me. He couldn’t look out the windows without having to sit down and catch his breath.

      Wes and Iris were bouncing excitedly from one place to the next.

      Tibert seemed to take it in, like Paul and Landon, not acknowledging their current location at all.

      Jeremy and Holden were impatient and irritated. Now that they had the means to go home, they wanted it badly.

      I understood Holden’s reasons, but Jeremy’s didn’t make sense. Yes, he’d loved Abby, same as me. Yes, he’d loved other people from home, same as me. But it had to be more than that for him. His irritation at his surroundings was hard to ignore.

      “This wing will be your quarters,” Kil said after we turned a corner and walked through a door. “There are several sleeping rooms, a meal area, and an area to train and stretch yourselves. Movement is very important here. The strain of space travel can take its toll.”

      We nodded, taking in the space. In the center was the meal area with tables and a counter, weird-looking machines in every corner. Through a room to the left was a large area with padded flooring and what looked to be exercise equipment. It held mostly weapons though.

      Kil stopped beside me. “You won’t be needing those.”

      Noah snorted.

      “I have business to finish before we begin our journey. You’ll be safe here. Taken care of. You can reach me through Oren if you need anything.”

      “We’re leaving Earth?” Holden asked sharply.

      Kil looked from me to him. “No, not for a time. When the Guhuvin relieve our presence in two Earthen weeks, yes, I will escort you to your new home.” He looked back at me. “If that is what you wish.”

      “It is,” Noah answered for me. Not lying, but certainly not consulting me first. As per usual.

      Killian stiffened and nodded sharply. “I’ll leave you then.”

      And he left without a backward glance. Not even a see you later. Just stomped right out of the cavernous room.

      Oren shrugged when he caught my eye. “You do not invite him closer.”

      “I thought you couldn’t read minds,” I shot back, uncomfortable.

      “I do not,” he said, turning away. “But I cannot help making simple observations when you wear your emotions so clearly on your face.”

      While everyone else was looking around, Holden and Jeremy cornered me.

      “I’ll ask him,” I grumbled. “I will.”

      “Now, Theo,” Holden said.

      “Fine,” I whined.

      At this point, I sounded as if I didn’t give a damn about Abby and that wasn’t the truth. I was stalling. But if Abby was there, stranded or suffering, if anyone was back home, I was just making them suffer longer.

      But what happened when we did go back and found nothing waiting for us?

      What would we do then?
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      I may have been a teensy bit lost.

      Oren either hadn’t seen me slip away or he’d let me go—it was hard to tell. But I’d stupidly walked right out of the room and into the alien halls alone. Angry at Jeremy and Holden—at myself and my own fear of the unknown—and not thinking straight. And now, after wandering around for what had to be at least an hour, I was good and lost on an alien spaceship.

      Where was I going? Oh, I had no idea. I hadn’t given it much thought when I left. Just that I was feeling the pressure and acted without thinking. I hadn’t even really intended to chase Kil down, evidenced by my slow crawl through the halls. I’d just been feeling anxious around the boys and their we-need-to-leave-right-now opinion. There judging glares.

      I bumped into alien after alien, all of them stopping to watch the freak show stumble around the halls. I kept muttering apologies, unsure if they could understand me.

      I finally stopped an alien that looked like Leo with a touch to his arm. He looked like a Xixin but he was here, so he must be Kilbus. It was all so confusing. “You think you could point me to—”

      He roared into my face.

      I yelped and backed away, bowling into a dozen other irritated aliens.

      So, not so friendly aliens here then.

      I kept my head down and kept walking. There were no signs. No YOUR LEADER IS THIS WAY directions. I was just guesstimating on a ship floating in space when I could accidentally walk through some door that could spit me out into space, sucking all the breath from my body and freezing me into a block of ice that could shatter from one touch of a grain of space dust. Just alive one second, shattered into a gazillion Theo dust particles the next.

      “I’ve missed that mind of yours,” a dark voice purred in my ear.

      I whirled around, all the hair on my arms standing on end. “Don’t do that,” I hissed at Killian.

      No, not Killian. Kil.

      “I missed Killian,” he said softly.

      “Stay out of my head.” I turned away and marched down the hall.

      “Impossible,” he crooned and chased me.

      I mentally sang songs and pictured sheep dancing in little glittery crowns and skirts. Killian snickered. I ignored him and kept on silently singing Billy Joel, loud and proud as if I were Aunt Bets.

      “Where are you going?”

      I stopped, the song petering out with my conviction. “Uh, I was, uh…”

      “Looking for me.”

      “I hate that you can do that,” I growled.

      Killian flushed a little and looked away from me. “I could never help myself around you.”

      “So you can control it,” I confirmed, seething.

      He nodded, looking everywhere but at me. “I can.”

      “So do it. Stay out of my head.”

      He sighed and looked back at me. “I don’t want to.”

      “I mean it. It’s not fair.”

      “How is it not fair?”

      “You have the advantage,” I whispered hotly. “I don’t know what you’re thinking, so it’s not fair.”

      He stepped into me fast, too fast, backing me into the wall. “Ask me. I’ll tell you exactly what I’m thinking.”

      He looked so earnest. So desperate. I looked around me, realizing we were in the middle of a crowded hall and had far too many eyes on us. “Back away.”

      He didn’t. His eyes flared, angry and defiant. “We need to talk.”

      I tucked my chin to my chest, avoiding those eyes. Those eyes I’d so easily fallen into years ago. “Just leave me alone.”

      He made a sound, low and impatient. “Leave me alone, she says.” He looked at the ceiling. “How am I to do that?”

      “I don’t know,” I mumbled. “Maybe the same way you have for two years.”

      Killian cursed and pushed away from me. “Come then, what did you want to speak to me about?”

      “Uh…” I looked back down the hallway.

      “I can’t leave you alone if you’re the one seeking me out.”

      Right. Because me having a question had anything to do with him and all the confessions behind his eyes.

      I sighed. “Jeremy and Holden.” I bit my lip. “They, uh, want—”

      “Me to take you back to your little town and search for survivors.” He rolled his hand impatiently. “I already read your thoughts. Theirs too.”

      “Then why ask me?” I growled.

      “Let’s move on to the bargain, sweets.”

      I shook my head sharply. “What? No, no bargain.”

      “You want something from me. Well, I want something in return.”

      I cursed. “You’re impossible.”

      “No,” he said quietly. “Not impossible. Determined. A Kilbus gives nothing away for free.”

      “Not even for me?” I stupidly asked. As if I was special or something. Dumb, dumb mouth spewing ridiculous crap all the time.

      His face softened. “No, not even for you.”

      “Fine. What do you want?”

      Killian looked me over from the tips of my ears to the tops of my toes. His gaze was hot and expressive. “What I’ve always wanted from you. Time. Just your time.”

      “No.” I ducked under his arm. “You want more than that.”

      “Oh, you can read my mind now?”

      “I might not know you, this you”—I waved at him—“but I still know enough of you. It’s not that simple with you. It never is.”

      He chuckled dryly. “No, it’s not. Give me your time, Theo. Just to explain myself. Then I will take you wherever you wish to go.”

      “Only talking?” I pushed.

      No touching. I could read the want in his eyes and I knew if he laid a hand on me I would be lost. I knew what his touch could do to me. What we’d almost done on that couch, in the front seat of my car. What I’d wanted from him so very badly.

      His eyes searched my face, his lips slowly lifting into a smirk. “My, my, sweets, what a filthy mind you have.”

      I groaned long and loud and walked away.

      “I love it!” he shouted. “Just for the record, you are welcome to those thoughts of me any time!”

      “Asshole!”

      “Do you even know where you’re going?”

      “I’ll figure it out!”

      I stomped away to the chorus of his chuckle. Cursing him and myself and every stupid, ridiculous thought in my head.

      

      “So just talk to him,” Holden said impatiently, pacing my room. It was a small room, just enough space for a bed and a wall compartment of shelves. It had its own bathroom though, which was nice.

      I looked away from him and Jeremy. “Easy for you to say.”

      “Look, Theo, we get this is hard,” Jeremy said haltingly, “but we need to go back.”

      “I know,” I said on a sigh. “I said I’d talk to him.”

      “So go then.” Holden pointed at the door.

      I gaped at him. “Everyone’s going to sleep. I got lost for hours earlier. It can wait until morning.”

      Holden cursed and left the room.

      “What is up his ass?” I asked Jeremy.

      “What’s up all our asses!” Jeremy barked. He sighed and rubbed his face. “Look, I’m just stressed. Holden’s been worried about Abby for two years now, and he really thought he might never see her again. The possibility now is killing him.”

      I looked down, guilty. They just wanted what any sane person would. To go home. To find Abby and anyone they could. But I wasn’t sane anymore. I was a shell of that girl from two years ago. Terror rooted me to the floor. I wasn’t ready to face my home. To face what I suspected waited for us there.

      Jeremy glared at me.

      “I get it. I miss Abby too. I’ll talk to Killian, but he wasn’t exactly following me back here.”

      “That guy’s an asshole for giving you an ultimatum.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know,” I muttered.

      “Just get some sleep. But if he doesn’t come here in the morning, then Holden and I are dragging you there.”

      I scowled as Jeremy slammed out of my room.

      I fisted the fabric of my nightshirt and settled back against the pillows of my bed. They were silky. So silky they were cold. The bed was tucked into a cubby in the wall, cocooning me, but it was dark in the room. No control panel for the lights meant all I had for light was the glow of the moon.

      I felt suffocated. Noah was in the room beside mine, Oren sleeping on a padded bench out in the common room. But I felt trapped between them both.

      I rolled onto my side and shut my eyes. I had to talk to him tomorrow. Things would be said, but I wasn’t as angry as I’d been the day he left. I was afraid all my hurt would come out and bleed onto the floor in front of him. Anger was a better emotion. Safer. But I couldn’t seem to muster the same level I’d had the day I found out what he truly was.

      It didn’t help that he would know everything I was about to say before I even opened my mouth.

      He could be reading my mind right now. Did that ability have a limit at all? Like, through walls was hard, but long distances was impossible? How did it work exactly?

      I stared at the dark wall of my cubby, biting my lip. Killian?

      Nothing. Duh. It wasn’t like he could project his thoughts into my head.

      Right?

      Killian? Can you hear me?

      Silence.

      I laughed darkly, rubbing my tired eyes. I was going to lose it. Completely crack wide open.
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      “What is it?” Wes asked with a disgruntled look on his face. He poked the jelly ball with a thick finger.

      “Food,” Oren said sardonically.

      “Coulda fooled me,” Tibert mumbled.

      Oren sighed. “Would you like me to seek sustenance elsewhere?”

      Every one of us nodded. Lahn snorted, along with Kayd, and they snatched the jelly balls from our plates and devoured them.

      “The Dahk has decent food for humans,” Oren said. “Perhaps they may speak to their acting commander?”

      Lahn nodded absently, slurping the brown jelly into his mouth.

      I shuddered and looked away. The jelly smelled putrid and tasted even worse. I didn’t know how they ate that. We’d had alien food—Kayd and Lahn had had several different things brought to our camp—but nothing like what Oren had offered us this morning. If the jelly balls had been the first alien food I’d ever tasted, that would have been it. I would have never found the courage to try anything else.

      Bets patted Oren’s hand lovingly. “It’s all right, dear. You should have given me a hand in the kitchen two years ago. I could have taught you a thing or two.”

      Oren glared at each of us as we left the table. Wes and Iris immediately left our rooms to no doubt wreak havoc across the ship. Tibert shook his head at them and went back into his room.

      May quietly slinked away inside hers.

      Sal was looking a little better, but Bets was still babying him. They’d asked Lahn and Kayd to hang up a sheet in their room so Sal didn’t have to look out into space. It seemed to be working for him.

      Even Paul and Landon were settling in. Both of them had blocked their door last night with their bodies, lying down so no one could get inside. Lahn had tossed them those jelly balls this morning and I doubted we would see them again until we landed somewhere.

      Noah was the only one who seemed to be having a problem. Well, other than Jeremy and Holden.

      And me.

      Noah was in a bad mood most of the time, but right now he looked like a caged animal. Even Mike seemed more relaxed than him.

      The door behind Oren swished open and Leo walked inside. Oren went to him and the two spoke quietly. I watched them as they looked to me.

      When Oren came over, I sighed and stood. “You’re taking me to him.”

      He nodded. “Do you need some time?”

      “Just to clean up,” I muttered.

      I washed up in my small bathroom. The water was warm but tasted a little metallic. I had a clean pair of jeans and T-shirt and the boots Iris had given me a while back. It was cold on the ship though, so I made sure to grab a fluffy sweater.

      I let my damp hair hang down. “I’m ready.”

      “I’m coming with you,” Noah said, standing.

      “No, just Theo,” Oren said.

      Noah’s face mottled red.

      But Oren shook his head. “Leo will restrain you if need be.”

      I swallowed hard as I walked to Oren, avoiding Noah’s burning gaze.

      “Be careful, Boots,” Sal told me softly.

      My smile wavered as I waved to him. None of us could do anything in this situation. We were laughably outnumbered.

      Oren and Leo walked me down the hallway, an immovable force between me and the aliens on board. I still felt their eyes though. There was a startling difference between how they looked at me now as opposed to when I had come out here last night. Gone was the hostility. Just curiosity.

      We walked for a long time. With every step, I got more and more impatient. More and more anxious.

      When we finally arrived, it was to a large room with dozens and dozens of holographic screens and wide tablet-looking devices. Dozens of aliens roamed the area, all of them backlit by an enormous window with a view of Earth and the field of debris floating around it.

      Oren spoke to an alien that looked like Leo. The gruff male nodded toward the back of the room. I looked that way and saw a closed door.

      “Come on,” Oren urged, lightly giving me a shove toward the door.

      We walked inside and I saw Killian sitting at a long table, a huge screen in front of him.

      “No,” he said. “Send someone else. My time is done here.”

      “It does not work like that, my friend,” a Dahk alien said from the screen. His head ridges weren’t short like Lahn’s and Kayd’s but long, falling past his shoulders like limp snakes.

      Strange. They were both speaking English.

      “Do not dare lecture me, young king,” Killian drawled, his clawed hands resting behind his head as he leaned back in a chair. His booted feet were crossed on the table.

      “He runs like a coward,” a lower voice rumbled from the screen.

      Killian chuckled. “Tahk, I will meet you at any time of your convenience so you may impress your little mate.”

      Killian saw me then. His body briefly tensed before he relaxed again.

      “What is it?” the first voice asked.

      “Nothing,” Killian rumbled, nodding for us to go to the other side of the room, out of sight.

      Oren guided me to a chair.

      The male on the screen sighed. “Kil, the Xixin are already pulling back. We need you to remain where you are.”

      “No,” Killian said calmly.

      Oren rolled his eyes to the ceiling.

      “I’ve fought this battle your coward brother started for long enough. Come clean it up yourselves.”

      The lower voice, Tahk, cursed long and loud.

      “Who do you suggest then?” the male on the screen asked with a tired sigh.

      “I’ll make some calls,” Killian said distractedly, watching me. “Perhaps Chyn will leave his mate’s bedchamber for a time.”

      Both Dahk cursed then. “You cannot be serious.”

      Killian dropped his feet and leaned forward. “Deadly. I hate to cut this short, but something far more interesting has caught my attention.”

      Both Dahk shouted something, but Killian clicked a button and the screen winked black.

      “The Dahk commander will be in a fit for that suggestion,” Oren said.

      Killian snorted. “I care little of his slight against the assassin. Chyn will come.”

      “I somehow doubt that,” Oren said under his breath.

      “He will come if I make Burin ask.”

      Oren looked around. “Where is the human?”

      Killian shrugged. “Not bothering me.” He stood. “Now leave us.”

      Leo stomped right out, but Oren hesitated, looking at me.

      “Now,” Killian rumbled low.

      Oren clenched his jaw and left.

      I watched Killian walk around the large table toward me. I shifted nervously in my seat. “You said Burin. Vice President Burin?”

      “The very same.”

      “How do you know him?”

      Killian grinned. “He’s been a pet of mine for some time now.”

      “You’re controlling him,” I deduced, frowning.

      Killian stopped, narrowing his eyes. “No. Not usually.”

      “But you have.”

      Killian rubbed his face and backed away from me, walking to a window. “I’m not proud of many things that I’ve done, Theo. But Burin was and is often still a necessity.”

      Mind control was never necessary. It was wrong. “A necessity for what?”

      “After your humans have been removed safely from this planet, he will be released, unscathed.”

      I scoffed and folded my arms across my chest. He hadn’t changed at all.

      “I have,” he said low, not looking at me. “I have changed.”

      “How? Apart from the obvious.”

      He looked down at himself and then at me. “You once told me you liked my true form.”

      “I was drunk.”

      “Yes.” He nodded, his eyes twinkling.

      “I was lying,” I lied.

      Killian chuckled. “Come now, sweets, even now you shout your thoughts to me.”

      I sighed and dropped my head into my hands. “This isn’t working.”

      I heard him move closer to me. Then warm hands were on my knees. I tried so damn hard not to look up, but he had a pull on me that was impossible to ignore.

      His alien face was soft and apologetic. “Let’s talk.”

      “We are talking.”

      “No.” Killian shook his head. “I’m going to stay out of your mind and we are going to speak about everything.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “On my honor. On my ship. On my crew. As the last surviving Kilbus Lord, I swear to you I will leave your mind be,” he said solemnly but then added with a twist to his lips, “For now.”

      I shook him off and stood, moving away from him. I didn’t believe a word he said to me. “Okay. What do you want to talk about?”

      “All of it,” he said quietly. “Ask me anything and I will answer truthfully.”

      “So it’s up to me then? I have to do this?”

      Killian cursed beneath his breath. “No, no. I’ll start.” He stood and leaned against the desk as I stood across the room. “We came to your planet then for your resources.”

      “I know, all those car parts and crap.” I glared at him. “None of which you paid for.”

      Killian winced, his sharp fangs winking at me. “After you knew what I was, it was the furthest thing from my mind.”

      “I’ll be sure to let Sal know his life’s work held so little importance to you.” I slapped my thighs. “Come off it, Killian. You had no way of paying us, barring robbing a bank.”

      He raised a brow and I let loose a choked breath.

      “Whatever, so you come down for scrap metal, and we’re the unlucky victims,” I said and Killian winced again. “Then you just decide you’ll control the pathetic humans to do your bidding?”

      “Yes.”

      It was my turn to flinch.

      Killian stood fast, balling his hands into fists. “I didn’t know you then, sweets. It wasn’t until I met you that I realized how wrong my actions were.”

      “So why didn’t you stop?”

      He sighed, cursing.

      “Look, this is getting us nowhere,” I said tiredly. “I know why you did it. I hate you for it, but I know why. That isn’t want I want to know.”

      “Ask me,” he implored.

      “Why are you here now? Why are you working with the Dahk?”

      Killian looked at me—a pointed, serious look.

      “No.” I shook my head. “You’re lying.”

      “No, sweets. I would have come when the Dahk King asked me to regardless, he is my ally, but I pulled my Kilbus away from a very valuable mission. Had it not been for you, I would have made him and the earth wait.”

      “No. You’re lying! You’ve been here a year!”

      “I couldn’t find you!” he shouted back. “I looked everywhere!”

      “You didn’t come for me, Killian!” My voice caught on his name, my breath stuttering into the beginnings of a sob. “I called you and you didn’t come!”

      “They hid you from me! You were nowhere that cretin Howard said you’d be! Not one pathetic human could tell me where you were!” He stalked toward me. “And I made sure to interrogate them thoroughly. I broke their minds,” he whispered darkly. “Every last one of them, I left a broken shell. Not one knew where you were.”

      I shook my head, holding my hands up to ward him off. “No, no, I don’t want to hear it!” I was openly sobbing, my tears soaking my face.

      “You will hear me, Theo. I will not tolerate this from you a moment longer.”

      “You didn’t come when I called, Killian. I called you on that stupid black box and you didn’t come!”

      Killian froze. His face washing of color. “No, you didn’t.”

      “I did.” I nodded, crying and slapping the tears from my cheeks. “Ten days after you left. They came for me and I pressed that button, but you never came.”

      “No,” he whispered and prowled closer to me. He backed me into the wall. “You didn’t.”

      I nodded, pushing his hands away as they grabbed my face. He cursed and wrapped his arms around me, pulling me to his chest.

      I cried into his chest. “They took us away. They locked us up like lab rats. But you didn’t come.”

      “I didn’t know, love. I swear I didn’t know. I thought you wanted me to stay away. I couldn’t come for you if you would have just turned me away. I didn’t know you tried to contact me.”

      “You said that box would call you,” I wailed, hitting him.

      He held me tighter. “It should have.” He pressed my back into the wall and clasped my face in a tight hold. “I would have come, Theo. I would have come right to you.”

      I shook my head against his cheek as it pressed against mine. He shushed me, whispering apologies.

      I didn’t know which one of us moved first, but his lips were on mine. They were hard. Impatient and demanding. Our hands grabbed at each other. We were careless. A little too rough. My hands sank into his hair, pulling sharply to get him closer. His in mine were just as sharp.

      He used his lips to spread mine wide, shooting his tongue into my mouth. He groaned, pulling me from the wall and walking me backward toward the table.

      He tasted the same. Everything about him was different but he tasted exactly the same.

      “I missed you,” he breathed into my mouth. “You have no clue, sweets.”

      I yelped when he lifted me by my thighs and set me on the table. My back met the smooth table and he leaned into me, holding me down.

      “Killian,” I whispered into his mouth.

      He growled something and bit at my lips, shoving my shirt up to my neck. My hands clawed at his back, tearing his shirt up to his shoulders. He ducked and his shirt flew off and behind me. His chest was bare and my hands shook as they melded to every smooth dark curve, exploring him like it was the first time. It may as well have been for all the differences I was seeing on him. My bra was torn down and Killian ducked, scraping his sharp teeth along the curve of my breast.

      “Killian,” I moaned again.

      There was a sharp knock at the door before it swung wide open. Killian turned his head and roared at the intruder, his chest blocking me from view.

      “You’re needed,” Oren called dryly.

      I trembled, my hands shaking as I yanked my shirt back down. Killian panted above me, his head turned to the door. I ducked, sliding off the table.

      “Don’t,” Killian rumbled.

      But I was already gone.
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      Sal looked at me apologetically. “I don’t think I can make the trip.”

      “Honestly, Theo, I don’t think he can,” Bets said worriedly.

      Just talking about it had Sal sick to his stomach.

      “It’s okay,” I insisted. “We won’t be gone long.”

      Sal cursed and stomped away. Bets watched him go.

      “Just write a list,” I told her. “If there’s anything left, I’ll grab what I can.”

      She nodded, tugging on her bun. “I miss our home, but there’s nothing there that’s more important than you’re safety.

      I hugged her. “I’ll be fine.”

      “I know,” she said. “Noah’s going with you.”

      No, he wasn’t, but I wasn’t going to tell either of them that.

      Oren had already laid down the rules per Killian’s instructions. Jeremy, Holden, and I were permitted to go, but no one else. Except Oren and Leo. As well as a frigging army of Kilbus.

      I didn’t know if Killian was coming. I hadn’t seen him since that morning.

      Noah and Mike had left with a Kilbus a few minutes ago. Where they were taken, I had no idea. But we would be gone before he realized.

      Wes and Iris wanted to come, but Lahn and Kayd held them back as Oren guided Jeremy, Holden, and me from the room.

      “In and out,” he said as we walked through the halls. “We haven’t scouted the area.”

      I nodded. I didn’t want to get caught by anything. Vitat or Mother Nature.

      Holden was bouncing on his toes. Jeremy was just as anxious.

      We boarded a ship like the one we’d come in yesterday. Leo was already there, along with Jareth and a few other mixed-raced Kilbus aliens. Kilbus seemed to encompass them as a whole even though they didn’t all look like Killian or Oren. Actual Kilbus.

      “How long?” Holden asked, strapping into the restraints on the bench.

      “How long what?” Oren asked, strapping me in.

      “How long can we stay?”

      Oren looked at Holden. “Why would you want to stay?”

      “She might not be there,” Holden said impatiently. “It might take time to find her.”

      Oren looked at him blankly, emotionless. “We’re going to your home. Nowhere else.”

      Holden cursed, but Jeremy put a hand on his arm. Quieting him. I narrowed my eyes at them.

      Oren didn’t miss their strange behavior either.

      Something was going on with them but I hadn’t had the courage to grill them about it.

      We waited a while. Too long. Even I started to get impatient. Then Killian boarded the ship. He looked right at me as he walked onboard. He said something to Leo then walked to me and sat beside me. Wordlessly, he checked my restraints as the ship rumbled to life.

      I didn’t look at him. My face was hot. Fire engine red. I slowly counted the lines on the floor. One at a time so that it was all I was focusing on.

      So that it was all he could read from me.

      The ship was loud, distracting me from the warm figure beside me.

      He didn’t say a word to me, and I didn’t know how to take that. What we’d done. What we’d been doing before Oren interrupted. That wasn’t okay. I wasn’t ready for that. Not after everything.

      But it had happened. And it wasn’t his fault or mine.

      I had been just as desperate for him. That had been all me. I’d felt it burning in my gut long before he showed up again.

      Killian could have been controlling me. I knew that. But I didn’t believe he was. I didn’t feel the warning signs. There was no headache, no hazy missing memories. Now that I was familiar with how it felt, I thought I could tell.

      Then again, I couldn’t before. Maybe these very thoughts were a manipulation. How was I to ever know?

      I didn’t want to ask him. He would just lie.

      But I had to ask myself. I’d thrown myself at him. I knew that had been all me. Not him. I—I didn’t think Killian was messing with me now. Maybe he hadn’t at all since yesterday.

      So much had happened in such a little bit of time, it was hard to keep track. My emotions were so all over the place, I didn’t even recognize myself anymore.

      I watched as we descended on Earth. The experience was eerie and mesmerizing all at once.

      Then we were above our state.

      Our county.

      Our town.

      And I couldn’t tear my eyes from the window.

      Jeremy’s hand clamped down on my arm. His shaking just enough that my own started to tremble.

      Our home was gone.

      All of it.

      I choked back tears as we saw our town had been completely destroyed. Ship wreckage littered the ground. Buildings had been razed. A giant crack in the earth spread a mile wide.

      “Jeremy,” Holden said, low and anxious.

      “Just wait,” his brother warned. Both of their voices were tortured.

      We landed in the field, the grass dead and browning.

      Cloudy smoke still filled the air from a crashed ship a few yards away. It wasn’t a Vitat ship. It must have been from the others that had come for us. The Galactic Order. That had been over a month ago, but that ship looked as if it had been burning only days ago.

      What kind of fuel could do that?

      I walked from the ship on numb feet and gaped at the scene down the hill. The salvage yard. It was just gone. Completely leveled. Not even a scrap remained in the burnt earth.

      “The house,” I mumbled. Then I was running up the hill.

      Killian shouted my name. But I couldn’t stop. I had to see for myself.

      As I crested the hill, my feet slowed and tripped. I fell to the ground, my knees hitting hard and sinking into the burnt soil.

      It was gone. The whole house.

      Just gone.

      “I didn’t want you to see,” Killian said behind me quietly.

      “You knew?” I choked out.

      “It was the first place I looked.”

      All that time ago. It had been gone all this time.

      My home. The one place I had been loved and accepted had been wiped from the earth as though it had never existed.

      Jeremy walked down the hill and kicked at a broken board. It was white and peeling. A piece of the porch.

      I whimpered. Small and pathetic, I whimpered looking at what remained of my home.

      “How did you know we were even alive after seeing this?” Jeremy asked, shocked.

      “I knew,” Killian rumbled. “I would have felt her die.”

      I shook my head, not really hearing him.

      “Let’s go,” Jeremy told me, helping me to my feet. “It’s good Bets and Sal didn’t come.”

      Yeah, this would have broken their hearts.

      Just as badly as it had mine.

      

      Jeremy and Holden wanted to check Abby’s place.

      I didn’t have much hope it looked any better than my home. We were in a more rural area. Abby had lived in the center of town. It would have drawn a lot of attention in the early days of the invasion. But no one could tell Holden no when he begged Killian so distraughtly.

      We took the ship closer and landed just outside of the town.

      And I was right. It didn’t look much better. Entire buildings had been burned away. Some of them were split open from what must have been an earthquake.

      Holden staggered down the road, aimlessly looking at the destruction.

      “She’s not here,” Jeremy said to me. “How could anyone survive this?”

      I shook my head, too shaken to say anything.

      But we came to her apartment one block down from Jaz’s bar. Or what used to be her bar. It was just a pile of rubble now. What had happened to her? To everyone?

      But Abby’s apartment building was still standing. Mostly.

      Holden rushed up the broken and crumbling stairs, not listening to Oren’s warning.

      We had over a dozen of Killian’s guys with us. All of them armed. Holden didn’t care.

      We went at a more sedate pace, stopping outside the apartment doors.

      I went to follow Holden, but Killian stopped me. “No.”

      I looked at him. “What?”

      “You stay.”

      I nodded, too emotionally exhausted to argue.

      Abby wasn’t in there. I knew it. The building was crumbling. The roof had caved in. She used to live on the top floor.

      “She’s not in there,” Jeremy voiced my words.

      “He needs to see for himself,” Killian told us.

      Jeremy scowled at him.

      “He needs to know,” Killian said and looked down at me.

      I blinked at him, not fighting him as he tugged me closer, curling me into his chest.

      We waited. Quietly, patiently.

      Oren eventually went inside after Holden. They didn’t come out for a long time. When they finally did, Holden was pale and shaking.

      “She’s not here, Theo,” he said quietly, pain thickening his words. “She’s not here.”

      “I know,” I choked out, going to him.

      He hugged me. Jeremy pulled us both to his chest.

      “I just thought she’d be here,” Holden choked out.

      None of us said anything.

      It made no sense. Most of the world hadn’t survived the Vitat, and even more of us had died in the war that took place after. That we were alive was a miracle. And in some sick twisted way—that was because we hadn’t been here. We’d been in an underground bunker in the middle of Alaska. The middle of nowhere.

      This town, the people here, they’d been hit hard early on. The evidence was all around us.

      We’d only survived because we’d been taken. Taken and experimented on. Locked in a cage for a year. That had saved us.

      It was an unsettling thought.

      “H-hello?” a quiet voice called.

      We stiffened, pulling away from each other.

      The voice called out again.

      Killian and his crew moved fast, surrounding us in seconds.

      “Who’s there?” Killian called.

      “Who are you?”

      “A friend,” Killian called back.

      The voice was coming from the back of the market. Most of the building was crumbling, but I saw a dark head peeking out from behind an overturned and busted dumpster.

      The head peeked out again and my eyes narrowed. “Marcy?”

      “Theo?”

      “Holy shit,” Jeremy mumbled.

      “Who is Marcy?” Oren asked us.

      “Cheerleader bitch,” Jeremy said, sounding shocked. “I can’t believe she’s alive. Aren’t girls like that the first to go?”

      “Jeremy,” I whispered in shock.

      He shrugged, his eyes haunted.

      I walked around Killian, ignoring his hand on my arm. “Marcy, it’s okay. Come out.”

      “That’s a lot of aliens,” she shot back.

      “They’re okay, I promise.”

      “They look scary.”

      Who was this girl? Not the Marcy I knew. Stuck up, entitled, a bully. This girl was meek, full of terror.

      “We won’t hurt you,” Oren called. “Come out.”

      I saw her inch out and my eyes widened. She was so dirty. Head to toe grime. Her clothes old and ratty. And she was thin. So thin. And not in an “I eat salads all day” way. More like emaciated. Her face was gaunt.

      It was a wonder I recognized her at all.

      She shuffled closer to us, her eyes wide and afraid. She couldn’t look away from the aliens.

      “Marcy!” I rushed to her. She flinched away from me and I slowed, carefully coming closer. “What happened to you?”

      She shook her head, trembling. “Why are you here?”

      I opened my mouth, unable to stop looking at her. She had bruises and cuts all over her face and arms. Some of them looked infected. I pulled off my sweater, carefully walking closer to her. She watched my every move as I put the sweater around her shoulders.

      This is what we’d been spared from. This is what the compound and Alaska had spared us from enduring.

      “Are you alone?”

      She shook her head. “No, my sister’s with me.”

      I looked back at the dumpster as another head peeked out. Liza. She was barely sixteen now. I called her name and she came out. She looked a little better than Marcy, but not by much.

      But she wouldn’t come closer to us.

      “I have food,” Oren called. “Water.”

      Marcy and Liza looked at him with a frightening amount of desperation.

      He knelt a few feet from Marcy and offered her a bottle of water.

      “Theo?” she asked.

      “It’s okay,” I whispered, my voice thick. “He’s one of the good guys.”

      Marcy allowed me to help her walk closer to where Oren had left the bottle and backed away. Next to it were two wrapped squares. Likely that nasty alien jelly.

      Marcy carefully picked up the bottle and squares, her fingers clutching them so tightly the alien containers creaked. Then she turned and ran. I watched in shock as she knelt in front of her sister, holding the water to Liza’s lips.

      All of us watched in stunned silence as Marcy made her sister drink every last drop. Then she hand-fed her.

      “Oren,” Killian rumbled.

      Oren nodded and pulled out several more bottles. He slowly walked toward the girls, making sure they heard him well before he reached them. Then Oren—curiously grumpy Oren—gently coaxed Marcy into drinking water herself. Then he hand-fed her.

      “Leave them,” Killian rumbled. “Oren has them.”

      Killian pulled us all back toward the ship. We sat on the ground beside it, where Jeremy and Holden held a quiet conversation. I watched them anxiously as Killian sat beside me.

      “Did you read her?” I asked him.

      Killian looked at me warily.

      “Did you?”

      He nodded, bracing.

      I nodded too. “What happened to her?”

      “A lot of bad things.”

      I blinked away tears. “They looked bad.”

      “Her sister is missing a limb.”

      I gaped at Killian.

      “They both need medical attention. Immediately.”

      “Oren’s bringing them, right?”

      “Yes.”

      I sighed.

      

      Twenty minutes later, Oren delivered.

      Liza walked beside him, her steps hesitant but sure. Marcy, though, weaved on her feet, clearly exhausted. Oren was holding her up with an arm around her waist.

      I looked at Liza. Her arm was missing. The right sleeve of her shirt was empty from the elbow up. My hand smothered my gasp. How she had survived a wound like that in a world like this was a testament to Marcy’s care for her.

      “Are they gonna be okay?” Jeremy asked Oren.

      Oren’s gaze was filled with fire. He looked at Killian.

      “They’ll be okay,” Killian said for him.

      Holden stood, wringing his hands together. “Marcy?”

      She looked at him, pain and exhaustion lining her face. “Hi, Holden.”

      “Marce, have you seen Abby? Is she hiding out here too?”

      Marcy flinched. It was small, but we all caught it.

      “She could be in Ohio,” Jeremy said, watching his brother with panic. “She could have left a while ago.”

      Marcy looked away from us.

      “Marce? Have you seen her?” Holden pushed.

      She nervously twisted her fingers in front of her.

      “Holden, don’t,” Jeremy nearly begged.

      I found my feet moving back. Away from Marcy’s twisting fingers. Away from the pity in her eyes. Away from the way Liza cried.

      My feet backed me away, away. Then I was met with force.

      “I don’t want to hear,” I told Killian in a whisper. “Don’t let me hear.”

      He pulled me back, his hands coming up over my ears.

      But it was too late—I saw her mouth move. Read the words on her lips.

      She’s dead.

      She’s dead.

      She’s dead.

      Not even Killian could block my wails from reaching my ears.
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      I watched her rage. A beautiful broken mess.

      “I didn’t want to know!” she screamed.

      “You didn’t even want to look!” Holden screamed back. “We had to beg you to get him to bring us here!”

      “I didn’t want to know!” she screamed back, throwing everything in her path at him.

      “Why, Theo? Why didn’t you want to know? We left her here!”

      “No!” She raged, beating her little fists into Holden’s chest, shoving him back.

      “We did! We just left her here all alone!”

      “No!” she bellowed through anguished cries. “They took us from her! They took us from everything!”

      “Please,” Jeremy pleaded with them both, “stop this!”

      “Your brother did this to her!” Holden roared. “Noah did this to her. I would have been here. I could have saved her!”

      “You would have died too,” Jeremy shouted back. “We all would have.”

      I watched them from a short distance. Here if she needed me, but allowing her this outlet for her pain.

      Oren had taken the injured humans aboard, no doubt administering the medical care they desperately needed.

      The human couldn’t have known what her words would do to my Theo. Theo had been suppressing her fear and worry for her Abby and her home for so long that she hadn’t even recognized it for what it was. She’d thought herself indifferent.

      But not my Theo. She was just so very good at hiding from herself.

      She’d suspected Abby’s death but couldn’t bear to have it confirmed. She suspected the annihilation of her home but didn’t want to face it. Yet another way in which I’d failed her. I never should have allowed this.

      “The boy won’t calm any time soon,” Jareth murmured from my side.

      “No,” I agreed. “He will need to be restrained.”

      For his own safety.

      I sympathized with him. He was in pain like my Theo. I could not bear the thought of feeling that pain. Just the mere chance Theo could have been lost to me in such a way was nearly crippling.

      And she’d come so close. Too close.

      I had almost given up. With no sign of her, I had started to think the worst.

      I sickened myself.

      “Go for the boy. His brother will follow. I have Theo.”

      Jareth nodded. As one, we moved when Theo landed blow after blow on Holden, her rage bottled inside her fists. She needed to inflict pain and Holden needed to feel it. But they would hurt themselves if I allowed this to carry on any longer.

      Jareth and Leo together restrained the boy, his brother watching in horror. I grabbed my little Theo, holding her tightly as she kicked and clawed at me. It took far too long, but eventually she gave in, trading her anger for mourning. She cried against me, now clawing to get closer. I held her, my own eyes aching witnessing her despair.

      “We were going to run,” Jeremy mumbled listlessly as he watched his brother wail and curse. “We were going to look for her then run. We didn’t want to leave our home.”

      “Why?” I asked, soothing Theo with a palm at her back.

      Jeremy shrugged dully. “I can’t remember anymore.”

      “You are all each other has now,” I told the human. “You must remain together.”

      “Yeah.” He sniffed, wiping his wet face. “I know.”

      They may have run, but I would have dragged them back. My Theo did not deserve their abandonment.

      Humans were far too afraid of their new uncertain future. Too much death. But where they were headed was a new beginning. One of hope and life. That was nothing to fear.

      Onboard, I held her as we returned to the warship in the stars. Theo cried. Furiously. Her body bucking and trembling from the effort.

      The two human females watched her and Holden with wide, regretful eyes. Oren soothed them and turned their attention away.

      When we docked on the warship, I allowed everyone else to disembark. Oren would take the humans to the medical bay. Leo hopefully would take Holden somewhere he could release his anguish in a more productive way.

      But I stayed with my Theo. I held her through every last one of her tears. I would have held her through all she’d shed since I’d seen her last if I’d been there. But I wasn’t and that was of my own making.

      After she finally relaxed, her face as wet as my shirt, I stood with her in my arms and walked from the ship.

      “Don’t take me to them,” she said, her voice hoarse, into the skin of my neck. “I don’t want to see anyone.”

      “I’m not letting you go,” I assured her. A promise. I would keep her by my side as long as she allowed it.

      I took her to my quarters. Where I’d wanted her since the moment I found her again. On the way, I dismissed everyone, not allowing them to see her in such pain, then I carried her to my bed.

      She was so small lying there.

      Vulnerable.

      I peeled my wet shirt from my chest and tossed it away before easing her hard boots from her feet, then mine. I climbed in beside her and held her to me. Truly held her in a way that I had longed to do for so long.

      She did not push me away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Lust and Anger

          

          Theo

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I slept for days.

      I woke enough for Killian to force me to eat and bathe myself, then I went back to sleep. It was the only time I could escape my grief.

      On the first night, I vaguely heard Killian arguing with Noah and Sal, both of them trying to take me back to my room.

      I remembered Sal holding me for a little while, then both of them leaving.

      Then there was Bets combing my hair and crying with me.

      Crying for Abby. Crying for our home. For everyone and everything that had been ripped away from us.

      I also heard Killian arguing in the other room with a multitude of voices. Some of them from a screen, some of them on the ship. A lot of the time with Oren.

      I heard enough to know Killian wasn’t supposed to leave Earth. He was supposed to stay and help round up the survivors. He’d shouted at the arguers. Those who disapproved of him leaving. He wasn’t pulling back all of the Kilbus but he was clear when he told them he wasn’t staying. Some guy named Chyn had even come to our rooms to bark at Killian, but he was staying with Earth in Killian’s place.

      Earth wasn’t abandoned, but he wasn’t letting me travel to our new home without him. He told all of them this plainly. Their shock was palpable.

      I knew enough that we had now left Earth behind. We were floating in space. Traveling to our new home. I should feel bad. I knew it. I’d inadvertently taken away Killian from the rest of the world. But I didn’t think he would have left if there weren’t others to take his place.

      And I had a hard time caring about much of anything these days.

      Anything that wasn’t Killian.

      I cared when he crawled into bed with me at night. When he rambled on and on about his life as the Kilbus Lord. His life before taking over his race and molding them into the pirates they now were.

      I was mesmerized by his stories. The danger and excitement. All the worlds and stars he’d traveled. They pulled me from despair and sent me off into exciting dreams.

      His arms around me were a comfort.

      It wouldn’t last. It couldn’t. There were too many lies between us now. Too many secrets that would keep us apart. But for now, I just didn’t care.

      He was the old Killian. The charming and exciting, caring Killian I had grown to nearly love.

      I’d missed him. I could admit that to myself.

      “What are you thinking so hard about?” he asked me from the doorway.

      I rolled to my back, looking at him from down my prone body. “You don’t know?”

      He shook his head. “I told you I would not.”

      “You also said you couldn’t help yourself.”

      “I’m working on it.”

      “How’s it going?”

      Killian smirked. “Not well.”

      I smiled back. My cheeks ached with the effort. It had been a while.

      “It’s late,” he said, moving into the room.

      “How can you tell?” We were in space.

      Killian shrugged. “Internal clock.”

      “And a real one?” I asked.

      He nodded back out into the main room of his quarters. Much more opulent than mine. Decorated. Lived in.

      “You’ve barely touched your food,” he admonished.

      “I was still stuffed from earlier.” Killian gave me far better food than Oren did.

      “Are you hungry now?”

      “No.”

      He moved my tray from the table beside the bed and took it out of the room. Killian’s bed was in a cubby like mine, but it was huge. Bigger than a king-size bed.

      “I bet you could fit a lot of people in this bed,” I told him as he came back. I moved my legs and arms back and forth, snow angel style.

      He snorted. “Yes, I suppose.”

      “How many?” I asked quietly.

      Killian walked to the bed and knelt on it, crawling toward me with mischief in his eyes. “Just ask me, Theo.”

      “Ask you what?” I deflected.

      “The answer is a good one, I promise.”

      I narrowed my eyes as he crouched on all fours above me.

      “Ask me,” he rumbled, skimming his nose against mine.

      I shifted anxiously. “How many?”

      “How many females? Or males?”

      “Killian,” I groaned. “Just answer.”

      “None. Not a single one since you.”

      “For two years?” I asked, shocked.

      He nodded, pouting. “It’s been a very long time, love.”

      “Why?”

      “Now that question is a foolish one that I will not answer.”

      “Me?” I guessed. But I needed to hear it. Wanted it so badly.

      He kissed my chin. “You. Only ever because of you.”

      I flushed. Even my ears went hot.

      He chuckled darkly. “That answer pleases you.”

      “Shut up.”

      “My jealous Theo, how I have missed you.”

      He kissed me. Taking my mouth slowly, he savored me. Sipping from my lips as though he couldn’t get enough of them. I relaxed into the bed, letting his hands roam me from head to thigh. Exploring me.

      It wasn’t long before I was squirming underneath him and pulling at his arms to get him closer.

      He sighed into my mouth. “We can’t. Not when you are still so angry with me.”

      As he rolled from me, I bit back a curse. “Are you serious?”

      “Very.”

      “Why do you keep doing this?” I whined.

      “I was not the one who ran away the last time I had you nearly stripped before me.”

      I knelt beside him on the bed and pulled off my nightshirt, baring myself from the waist up.

      Killian glowered at my naked breasts, his fingers fisting. “Not very nice.”

      “I’m not trying to be nice. I’m trying to seduce you.”

      Killian said something low and hoarse and squeezed his eyes shut.

      “Every time I throw myself at you, you pump the brakes.” And it was hard to do that, dammit. Hard to work up the courage. But I was sick and tired of us getting so damn close and never quite getting there.

      “I don’t want a quick fuck,” he bit out and sat up.

      “It wouldn’t be,” I hissed, angry.

      He stood from the bed and pulled a shirt on. “Yes, without your trust, that is exactly what it would be.”

      “Fine,” I bit out and stood, walking to the door. “I’m leaving.”

      Killian growled a curse, asking his alien deity for patience, and pulled me back to the bed. “You are hurting, Theo. Now is not the time.”

      I rolled my eyes and faced the wall, giving him my back. “I’m hurting because you’re always so hot and cold.”

      “I don’t mean here,” he growled, cupping me between my legs. “I meant you’re grieving.”

      “I know what you meant,” I said breathlessly, giving an involuntary roll of my hips.

      Killian’s hand tightened.

      “I am sad,” I said on a sigh. “But I’m also really digging your alien pirate lord look and it’s making me want to jump you.”

      He choked on a laugh.

      “You can’t keep touching me,” I said sullenly. “Not if you’re not going to follow through.”

      Killian looked at his hand between my legs. I licked my lips and followed his gaze. Both of us watched as his hand smoothed up the seam of my night shorts. The fabric was thin, barely there. I felt every hot dip of his fingers through them.

      “If you touch me, sweets, this will go somewhere neither of us is ready for.”

      I hissed an angry sound and rolled away from him, crawling back to the end of the bed.

      “You are so very angry,” he crooned behind me, pulling me back by my hips. My heels bumped into the sides of his legs, his knees spreading my thighs farther apart. His hands smoothed up the backs of my thighs and under the legs of my shorts. “Do not move.”

      I froze on all fours, trembling.

      “I’m going to touch you, and you are not to move from this position, is that clear?”

      I nodded fast, my belly clenching. He chuckled a low wicked sound.

      His hands went to the waistband and a sharp tear echoed in the room. My legs jerked as he ripped the shorts and my underwear from me in one go. I dropped my face into the mattress, panting. Killian’s hands froze on my thighs, and he hissed a curse.

      “What’s wrong?” I squeaked, bravery gone. I wasn’t even sure where it had come from to begin with.

      I looked over my shoulder. His shoulders were tense, his chest heaving as he stared between my legs. I started to move forward, but he grabbed my legs in a punishing grip and yanked me back. I yelped, then his hand was back between my legs. This time skin to skin.

      His palm was hot. Unbearably hot. I moaned into the bed, clenching the sheets in my fists.

      “You were created to torture me,” he gritted darkly and tightened his hand. One long finger smoothed back and forth, and my entire body shuddered. “Hold very still.”

      I nodded fast. Anything to get him to move his finger again.

      He moved again, this time using all of his fingers to explore me. It was maddening how slow he was going.

      My hips pushed back and my thighs stretched as I pushed my bottom higher up toward him. He chuckled, groaning.

      “Faster,” I panted, looking back at him.

      “Here?” He dragged a finger to the swollen bundle at the heart of me.

      I choked on my next breath, my hips bucking.

      “I’ve never been with a human.”

      “Killian!”

      “I speak truth,” he said, laughing. “You are so responsive.”

      “Are we really talking about this right now?”

      “I want to explore every inch of you,” he murmured.

      I watched him move closer, his intent eyes looking over every exposed part of me. “Killian, I’m very uncomfortable.”

      His eyes softened and he slowly petted me again. “I just want to please you.”

      “I don’t have a lot of experience. I’m pretty sure anything you do is going to feel good.”

      He scowled at me. “Pretty sure?”

      Oh shit.

      Killian grabbed my waist and lifted me, pulling me down onto his lap, my back against his chest. From behind, his hand cupped me between my legs. “Watch me.”

      I looked down as his hand continued its exploration. His fingers spread me open and his thumb slipped up, rubbing little circles. I bucked against him, my hands holding his to me as my hips circled.

      I panted, dropping my head back. His lips worked across my jaw and I turned, catching his mouth. This kiss was not gentle and sweet. It was harsh and angry. We both took and took from the other as his fingers pinched and rolled and drove me completely frantic. I had to tear my mouth from his as I panted, my fingernails clawing at his arms as I trembled and bucked against his hand.

      “I’m going to settle you, little queen of mine,” he purred. “And then I’m going to walk away from you before I thrust inside and claim you as mine forever. Don’t call me back. If you do, I will not refuse you a second time. You will not be able to escape me. You will belong to me in all ways until the end of my time. Do you understand?”

      I nodded fast, whimpering as he pinched and abused my throbbing clit. “Please.”

      “I own this,” he snarled. “Not another soul will touch you here so long as I live, is that clear?”

      I nodded, my hands leaving his arms to pull at his hair from behind me. His hand picked up speed and Killian pushed me down by my shoulder blades, holding me there as his hand disappeared for an agonizing second. Then his mouth was there and my toes curled. I wailed into the sheets, clawing at them. My thighs screamed from the pressure as I forced them back closer to him. His tongue slid up and circled and I broke apart, sobbing and calling his name.

      He left me so fast, I couldn’t catch my breath. Then the door slammed.

      He didn’t come back that night.
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      I had no choice but to leave his room the next morning. I was anxious and worried and so torn up with my thoughts that I couldn’t stand to look at the walls of his room another second.

      Oren was waiting outside the door and escorted me back to my room in silence. I peeked at him, at the strange aliens passing by. Did they know?

      Did they suspect?

      Had anyone heard us?

      What would they think of their leader cavorting with a human?

      Those thoughts plagued me the entire walk back. I wasn’t even sure what to do with them.

      I wasn’t used to cuddles and confessions after a sexual experience. My few partners hadn’t been meaningful or particularly memorable. But the way Killian had left still felt wrong.

      As though I’d done something, made him leave somehow. Wouldn’t he have needed me? Wasn’t that how it worked? I felt as though I’d done something wrong. Teased him in some way. Maybe even pressured him. I hadn’t meant to. I was just so tired of him touching me and never taking it to that next step.

      I must have been throwing some wild mixed signals his way and I was ashamed of myself. How was he to know what I wanted? Sure, he could read my mind, but I didn’t even know what I wanted. My mind was probably just as confusing to him as it was to me.

      But if I had messed up, I wasn’t sure how to fix it. Or should I fix it?

      What exactly did I want from him? I probably needed to figure that out before anything else.

      But now wasn’t the time.

      Everyone was crowded around the training room when I came in. I peeked over Iris’s shoulder to see what they were all watching and it was Holden. He and Noah were throwing knives at Leo. Just tossing them at him, pointy ends moving straight toward his head.

      But Leo was fast. He snatched them out of the air as though they were nothing. Holden tossed his last one and cracked a smile when Leo plucked it out of the air like it was nothing more than a feather.

      It was a relief to see Holden smiling after the abuse I’d put on him.

      After what Marcy had told us.

      I walked into the room and Noah and Holden both stopped to look at me. I scratched my arm, watching Holden.

      “Come here,” he said on a sigh. I walked into his arms, hugging him. “I’m sorry.”

      “No, I’m sorry,” I told him.

      Jeremy sighed from the back of the room. “Everyone’s sorry. Let’s forget it.”

      Holden and I glared at him. We couldn’t forget. It would mean forgetting Abby and she didn’t deserve that. It would mean forgetting my home and I never wanted to forget the love I felt there.

      “They’ve been wearing him out,” Sal called to me from the doorway. “It’s been good.”

      “Yeah.” Holden sighed. “I fucked up leaving her, Theo.”

      “You didn’t leave her,” I told him. “We had no choice.”

      He shook his head. “No, I left her again and again.”

      All the other girls.

      I looked down. “Yeah, that was shitty. But she loved you anyway.”

      “Yeah, she did.” He grinned and his lip trembled, his eyes watering.

      

      We hung out for a while, everyone catching me up on all the goings-on while I was hiding away.

      Sal had started to look out the windows, Bets was quick to share. Trying to desensitize himself.

      Wes was bugging nearly every alien on the entire ship, pressing random buttons all over the place. Jareth had deemed him too dangerous and locked him away in our rooms. He was forbidden to leave.

      Paul and Landon had yet to leave their rooms but for food. May was driving Bets mad with her boredom and anxiety. And Tibert was enjoying the peace and quiet of his own room, catching up on his naps.

      We played a few card games at lunch time, then Iris showed me some of the parts of the ship she had explored. It was massive. Impossible to see it all, but she’d found the larger galley area. She loved to make the aliens uncomfortable. She’d ordered Lahn and Kayd to sit with her for mealtimes there.

      She also showed me a larger gym and even a sparring ring.

      Then there was the viewing room—a cavernous room made nearly entirely of windows. When we stepped inside, we were surrounded by space. Stars and deep unending black.

      I only wished it had been Killian that had showed me.

      We eventually found our way to a pool at the end of the viewing room. Well, it was less a pool and more a communal bathing area, but it was big enough to swim laps in.

      Killian claimed they were pirates, but they lived more like royalty. I guessed you would want to though, if you were living in a spaceship ninety percent of the time. It was like a hotel in space. They even had a trading market in the lower belly of the ship. We’d had nothing of value to trade, but it was cool to explore the area.

      I hadn’t seen Marcy or Liza since I’d returned though, and Oren was following us around. So after Iris left I asked him, as I sat and dipped my toes into the pool, “Where are Marcy and Liza?”

      “Medical. Their injuries were extensive.”

      I nodded. “Why is your water so much thicker than ours?”

      Oren shrugged and sat beside me, bending his knees so he didn’t put them into the water. “I imagine everything of ours must seem as strange to you as yours was to us.”

      “True.” After taking a deep breath, I asked, “Where’s Killian?”

      Oren snorted. “I am not his keeper. My lord does not share everything with me.”

      I slumped down, sighing.

      “I imagine he is avoiding you,” he said around a grin.

      “Me? Why?” Oh, but I knew. And I was feeling all kinds of sad about it. And angry that I was sad.

      “He—”

      The ship rocked so suddenly, I tumbled off the ledge of the pool, plunging into the deep, warm water. I choked on the water as it was forced down my throat, the wind knocked out of me.

      Panic rocked me as vibrations trembled through the water and I was thrown violently across the pool and slammed into the opposite side. I clawed at the edge, pulling my head above the water.

      “Theo!” Oren shouted.

      I looked at him, gasping for air.

      His eyes were wide with warning. “Get out of the water!”

      I grappled for a grip, trying to pull up, but the ship made a roar of sound and the water pulled me back under. Then I was flying, flipping up and down. My head came out of the water and I gasped again. I was looking up at the ceiling, but I was falling straight down.

      Alarms blared before the water encompassed me again. I tumbled in the water, falling in the opposite direction. I saw Oren sprawled on the floor seconds before I was slammed back into the bottom of the pool with a mountain of water coming down ontop of me.

      I felt something crack in my arm and I screamed, letting out the last of my air.

      Hands grabbed me and pulled me from the water. I reached for Oren as I choked and gasped. My chest tight and aching.

      “Hold onto me,” he roared over the sirens.

      I did with my left hand, but my right was useless. He looked at the way it was awkwardly bent and cursed. The ship rocked again, and we slid across the floor. Waves of water slammed us into the window. Oren took the brunt, but then both of us were shooting forward away from the suffocating water.

      He crawled, dragging me behind him by my shirt. We reached the door just as the ship tumbled again. I didn’t know if we were losing gravity or what, but we slammed into the door and out into the hallway, along with a ton of water. My hands squeaked along the floor as I grabbed for anything to stop my slide, my broken arm screaming in pain. But the hallway was long and the ship was tipping more and more. We were tipping more and more. The fall was going to kill me if the ship turned completely on its side.

      Oren grabbed a doorway below me and held his hand out as I slid past, grabbing my arm. I dangled there, my legs coming off the floor as the ship continued to roll. I was hanging in the air with a hundred-foot drop below me. I looked up at Oren, terrified of falling. He held onto the doorframe with the tips of his fingers.

      An alien poked its head out from the doorway above us and reached down, but it was too far.

      Oren roared, the veins in his neck straining as he lifted my body with one arm. I cried out in pain as I grasped for the doorway he held onto with my bad arm.

      Then we were rolling again, so fast my chest smacked into the wall beside us. Oren shoved me into the doorway and we rolled down and down until we slammed into another wall. Or floor. It was hard to tell what was up or down.

      “Hold onto something,” he shouted.

      I grabbed the legs of a bench, curling my body up into the legs and bracing against them and the wall and cradling my injured arm to my chest. “What’s happening?”

      “We’re under attack,” he shouted as he was tossed into the bench beside me. He wrapped his arms around the bench and held on.

      “By who?”

      Oren chuckled grimly. “It could be anyone.”

      “Just how many enemies do you have?”

      “Too many,” Oren muttered.

      The ship rolled again and I held on tight.

      

      For two hours, we were stuck like that. When the alarms stopped blaring and the ship finally settles, Oren stood and carried me from the room, practically running down the halls.

      “He’s going to have my ass for this,” he hissed, looking at my arm.

      I cried out with every step he took. The pain was unbearable now that my adrenaline had drained away.

      Oren stopped in front of an alien and roared something in his face. Then we were running again.

      When he stopped running, I saw Marcy first. Standing in the doorway, she trembled. A fresh cut on her forehead. Oren had been worried about me, but when he saw her bleeding, he practically tossed me onto a cot and rushed to her with worried eyes.

      I wailed for Bets, for Noah. For Killian. For drugs to stop the pain.

      Now that my adrenaline was crashing, I felt the broken bone biting into my every nerve. It was the worst pain I’d ever felt.

      Oren finally left Marcy and came to my side. He looked at an alien and barked something at him, pointing at my arm. Then he ran to the wall and hit a button. “Kil.”

      “Where is she?” Killian barked back through the speaker.

      “You need to get down here right now,” Oren hissed.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I screamed as the alien picked up my arm.

      “So help me, Oren, if one hair on her head is hurt,” Killian rumbled menacingly.

      I screamed his name as the asshole alien straightened my arm.

      Oren cursed. “Just get here.”

      I was sobbing uncontrollably when Killian came into the room. The alien trying to strangle and slice up my arm as I kicked and punched at him saw Killian, and his eyes widened. He backed away, falling into the table behind him.

      “What is it?” Killian rumbled, his eyes wide with rage.

      “My arm!” I wailed. “He’s going to cut it off!”

      “It’s just a break,” Oren said carefully. “Don’t lose it, Kil.”

      “You were supposed to watch her!” He grabbed the asshole alien doctor by the back of his neck and dragged him back to me. “Fix her!”

      “No!” I screamed.

      “Theo,” Killian said, holding my head down from above me, “he’s only going to immobilize it so it can be splinted.”

      “No,” I growled. “He’s got a knife!”

      “Look at me,” Killian barked from above me. “Look at me. Don’t look away from me.”

      I nodded, sniffling and slobbering all over myself. There was pressure and I screamed again, my eyes leaving Killian. “Don’t touch it!”

      Oren sighed heavily. Killian glared at him and firmly held my face toward him. I felt a sharp prick of pain, then warm, soothing relief moved through my arm.

      “What happened?” Oren asked as my eyelids drooped.

      “Veel,” Killian said. “They attacked a Xixin ship first. They’re after the humans for the slave trade.”

      “Did you kill them?” I asked around a yawn, sweet relief swooping through me like a warm current.

      Killian grinned and rubbed his thumb across my jaw. “I did.”

      “That’s good.” I sighed, my eyes fluttering closed.

      “Damage?”

      Killian mumbled something dark.

      “Have you heard from the others?” Oren asked Killian.

      “They’re fine.” He cursed. “Sal is never going to voluntarily fly on my ship again.”
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      I stood before them, wary and prepared. “We cannot continue our journey.”

      “Why not?” Bets asked, soothing Sal.

      Sal must be coming up on empty soon. One human just did not have much more to expel. Could not.

      The group winced, watching Sal.

      “We’ve taken on some damage,” I said. “Earth is too far to return. We need to make a detour.”

      “A detour where?” Noah asked warily.

      I looked at each of them. “Where we’re going is dangerous. You are human and cannot be seen.”

      “Why not?” Noah asked.

      I sighed. “Your kind would be enslaved.”

      Worse than enslaved. But I would not allow that to happen.

      Noah gaped, shaking his head.

      “Slaves?” Bets asked fearfully.

      I nodded, watching my Theo for her reaction. But she was leaning against me, a dazed look in her eyes. The medicines left her lethargic.

      “How long will we be there?” Holden asked me. He still wore his grief like a cloak, but training with Leo seemed to be helping.

      “We will repair the ship as fast as possible then be on our way.”

      Theo snorted, snuggling adorably into my chest. “You’re kind of slow at fixing ships.”

      Oren quietly chuckled..

      “Love, at the time, I was limited to the resources available to me.” I looked at Sal. “No offense meant.”

      “None taken,” he mumbled.

      “On Litsipth, the proper equipment is available. We will only be docked for a short time.”

      “Is it safe to keep going in this ship?”

      I looked at my Theo’s brother, hating him but having no choice but to tolerate him. Until he died at least. “Stay away from the damaged sectors for now and you will be safe.”

      “How far are we from our new planet?” Iris, the other human female, asked.

      I looked at Oren. He had not yet told them? He winced, looking away.

      So I told her, “I believe it to be four of your earthen weeks.”

      “Four weeks!” A chorus of screeches burned my ears.

      I grinned and lifted my snoring female into my arms. “Yes, humans. You will be with us for some time. Four long, glorious weeks of star travel, dangerous adventures, and sights your little human eyes could not comprehend.”

      With that, I took her from the room to my bed. Where she belonged.

      Four short weeks to convince my Theo not to step foot off my vessel.

      Four weeks to convince her she belonged by my side.

      Theo had wanted adventure when I first met her. She’d wanted to find meaning in life, to live and see the impossible.

      Well, I would show it to her. I would give her everything her heart desired and pray to every higher being amongst the stars that it was enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Tumbling Walls

          

          Theo

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      My arm was broken. That had been not so fun.

      Lucky me though, alien medicine seemed to fix it up a lot quicker than a cast back home would have. Part of that was thanks to Killian’s dogged persistence with his medical staff. They had to do all sorts of things to my arm. Injections and splints and weird machines and creams.

      I hadn’t taken any of it well.

      I’d never used to be a bad patient. But after my year being held captive by my own government and experimented on, you could say I’d become an impossible to deal with.

      It was and odd feeling, because I could handle the pricks of needles and invasive procedures with a measure of stoic calm back with Dr. Newman. But after he died in the escape—I assumed—and spending a year in Alaska, relatively free from that, I guess something in me just snapped. I hadn’t realized I was so averse to anything medical until an alien tried to help me and I nearly pummeled him to death in my hysteria.

      It was kind of hard to hide my animosity for the alien healer after it was all out in the open. Even harder to hide it from Killian. He may have been aware of what I’d gone through that year already, perhaps just trying not to demand answers or anything to do with the subject from me because things were already so tense between us. But now it was just too hard for him to ignore.

      For the last week I’d been healing, he had become nearly impossible to be around. He wanted every little grisly detail.

      I didn’t want to talk about it.

      He wouldn’t let up.

      I’d refused.

      Then he demanded to know Noah’s involvement down to every last twitch of my brother’s finger.

      It was then things came to a head.

      Temptation was too great for the mighty Kilbus Lord.

      He tried to get into my head.

      I warded him off with singing farm animals.

      He grew enraged and tried for my brother.

      Noah fought back.

      Seeing my brother foolishly engage Killian in a fist fight for all the ship to see and Killian barely managing to keep reign on his clearly far superior fighting skills, I’d lost my already missing cool.

      I couldn’t watch them fight. I just couldn’t. My brother meant something to me. Even after everything, I cared. And Killian—well, I cared about him too.

      I refused to speak to either of them.

      The silent treatment seemed to work wonders on Killian. This infuriated him. But Noah just took it all in stride. He was used to my silence.

      At least I thought he was.

      “It’s been four days,” he said as he walked into my room. “You going to talk to me soon?”

      I glared at him.

      Noah sighed and raked his fingers through hair. It was starting to grey at the temples. “That asshole can’t hurt me.”

      I scoffed. He so could. Killian had already given Noah a split lip, a bruised eye, and a nasty gash on his forearm.

      Killian had claws. Noah had a bad attitude. They were outmatched.

      Besides, that wasn’t what this was about. Noah deserved a little beating, Bets even agreed. But Killian wasn’t just going to beat Noah, he was going to kill him. I just knew it.

      And I didn’t want to talk about what happened to me.

      I wanted to move past it.

      But Killian wouldn’t let it go.

      “You know, I really thought that asshole was going to kill me,” Noah said absently, looking around my room at the little drawings Iris had pasted up on the walls. She was pretty amazing with a pencil.

      I snorted. I thought so too.

      Noah shook his head and sat beside me as I finished stitching another hole in my jeans. I’d had them too long. My favorite pair. “No, not on the ship. Back in Alaska.” He sighed and scrubbed at his face. “I always knew he’d be back. All that shit with Howard.”

      I looked at him in confusion.

      Noah chuckled darkly. “Killian didn’t just leave, Theo. He had eyes on you at first. Howard worked with me. He had been compromised though. Killian had somehow gotten into his head and had him reporting your every move. The day we took all of you we had to move fast. We’d suspected Howard’s informing Killian and though it intrigued us enough to watch him, we couldn’t let him relay where we were taking you. That much was clear. That’s why we kept moving you around. Whatever we had to do to keep Killian from finding you.”

      So many words from my brother. So many words strung into sentences directed at me after a lifetime of him ignoring me. I didn’t know what to do with him when he was like this. Morose and brooding. I didn’t know what to do with Noah period.

      “Nothing?” He asked me, his lips frowning. “I know you’re curious Theo. I didn’t want to talk about it either, but I know it’s going to have to be discussed sooner or later. We can’t escape each other now.”

      “It’s a big ship,” I told him darkly, breaking my silence in favor of hurting him in any way I could.

      He nodded, looking at the wall stoically. “Yeah, we could avoid each other for a while, but that asshole out there threatening to rip your door down is going to push the conversation out eventually.”

      “Why do you hate him so much?” I asked him, perplexed. Noah had a deep seeded hate for Killian and it never made complete sense to me apart from he was an alien and Noah had a secret job that made Killian and all aliens out to be a threat.

      Noah’s jaw flexed. “You know I hated you.”

      I blinked away hurt and looked down. “I know. You always have.”

      Noah nodded. Not denying it. “Our mother was never good. Always fucked up when I was a kid, but the moment you came into the picture it got worse.”

      I didn’t want to hear this. How Noah blamed me for her absence and indifference. “I was a baby.”

      Noah shrugged. “I was a kid. You were just another mouth to feed. Another person I had to coddle and take care of.” His shoulders sagged. “It was exhausting just looking after her, but then you made it somehow unbearable. You cried all the time. Screaming for her and she never looked your way. Endless sleepless nights and longer draining days. I wasn’t equipped to raise you Theo, but I had no choice. It was either that or leave you to her, and I knew you wouldn’t survive her.”

      My breath shuddered out of me in painful wisps. That woman didn’t give a shit about either of us, but still I wondered about her. She was probably dead now. No one to take care of her when everyone in the world needed someone the most.

      “So you left me.” I glared at my stilled hands, my finger tapping at the sharp edge of my needle.

      “Yeah,” he sighed. “I left. We got to Sal and Bets and I knew I wouldn’t have to watch over you anymore and I left.” He took my hand from the sharp needle and held it in his. His hand was cold, too cold. “I felt trapped Theo. Stuck in a life I didn’t want. My head always filled with wanting and a desperate drive to be more than her. Better than her.”

      I nodded. I could understand that. But, “Why not visit? You called, sometimes, but I could always tell you didn’t really want to. Why bother at all?”

      “I might be a bastard, Theo, but you were still my sister. I was trying.”

      I looked up at him, suddenly feeling torn. On the one hand, I couldn’t fathom abandoning a baby, a sister. But on the other, I got it. Him. Noah didn’t sign up to raise me. That hadn’t been his choice or his responsibility. Not really. “You’re pretty awful at trying.”

      He snorted. “No shit.” He stood. “I might not be a good brother. I know most of what happened to you in the last year is all my fault.” He turned to glower down at me. “But that asshole put you in a position that I had no control over. It could have been worse, Theo.”

      I looked away from him.

      “I kept them from doing some real damage to you, in that way I know you all got lucky. It might sound arrogant to you, but me leaving you and getting the job that I did, saved you from a lot of pain. What are the fucking odds that they would come to your town and specifically your door? What is the fucking chance that I would be your brother, in the position I was in to curb some of that horror from you?”

      I shrugged helplessly. It was unbelievable. “But Noah, you never would have found them if you weren’t who you were. They would have come and gone, and no one would have ever known. They never would have taken us to begin with.”

      Noah’s lips pressed into a firm line. “Maybe, you’re right. But then again, what if you’re wrong? What if they would have found that truck and came straight to your door and I wasn’t in the middle of it? What would have happened to you then?”

      I sighed, tired. “I don’t know, Noah.”

      “He fucked up,” Noah rumbled. “He could have gotten you all killed or turned into some fucked up facility that wouldn’t blink at cutting open your insides to see how he messed with your heads. He fucked up and then he left. I don’t give two shits who he is or what he is, that asshole doesn’t deserve to breathe the same air as you. I was a screwed-up kid when I left you, but you’re all I’ve got and I know you won’t believe me, Theo, but I do love you.”

      Thick droplets fell from my eyes onto the floor as he left me in my room alone.

      That conversation needed to happen. But I still felt like we got nowhere now that it had happened. I believed Noah cared about me in his own way, but he wasn’t going to accept our situation without a fight. And I didn’t know how to be around either him or Killian knowing that they would always want to rip each other apart.

      But the truth of it was I didn’t think I had any sway with Noah.

      That wasn’t the same for Killian.

      Deep down, I knew Killian would listen to me in this.

      I just needed to talk to him first.

      

      My arm may be healed but it still ached, and I rubbed it as I walked the alien halls of the ship. Oren was my silent companion. He was apparently my guard when Killian was doing lord things. Or recently, when I didn’t want to see him.

      But now I needed to. We were due to arrive at this Litsipith place very soon and I didn’t think I would have a chance to talk to him anytime soon if I didn’t try now. Us humans were going to be locked away in our rooms so the aliens living there couldn’t catch even a whiff of us being here. Like a giant warship wasn’t mask enough.

      I walked the vaguely familiar route to Killian’s office. The aliens in the big navigation room murmured quietly as I walked by them. Killian’s office door was ajar this time, and my eyes snagged onto the big table as I walked inside. Killian sat at the end, facing away from me as he leaned back against the table with his arms folded across his chest.

      The same Dahk alien was on the screen that had been there the first time I was here. The Dahk King.

      “We haven’t heard from the Veel in some time,” the Dahk King was saying.

      “The Order was enough to deter them before, but those of us not cowing to the order have seen plenty of them.” Killian stiffened as I moved closer but didn’t turn to me.

      The Dahk King scowled. “I grow weary of defending our alliance to my commander, Kil. You’re unpleasant nature only drives his resentment of you.”

      Killian grinned at the huge screen. “Tahk is not my concern, he is your subordinate Uthyf, deal with him and stop whining.”

      Uthyf looked up, shaking his head. “Between you and the Juldo I am hard pressed to believe we can rebuild an Order to replace the crumbling chaos Viytenus has left behind.”

      “I’ve told you more than enough young king, I want nothing to do with this new Order.”

      Uthyf sat forward, his clawed hand at his chin. “Yet, you have a vested interest in the humans.”

      “They have nothing to do with your gains in universal domination.”

      Uthyf snorted. “I have enough to deal with in my own kingdom than to seek domination outside of it. But the human leaders have requested our aid and inclusion in the Order, a deserved consideration. Besides, you have far too many enemies to turn me and both the Xixin and the Guhuvin leaders away.”

      Killian grinned sharply. “You assume I need this alliance, King. I am not the Dahk, nor the soft hearted Guhuvin. Me and mine have survived drifting the stars far longer than your little planet can comprehend. You need me far more than I need you.”

      Uthyf scowled. “You are nearly as irritating to converse with as Chyn.”

      Killian chuckled. “Now, Uthyf, the flattery is unnecessary. I told you I would help protect your little kingdom, and I will keep my word, that is more than you can claim of the Juldo. At least I have not threatened on more than one occasion to steal into your bedchamber at night and cut the life from you.”

      Uthyf’s scowl deepened. “I am not as helpless as you and the assassin may believe.”

      “Truth,” Killian nodded. “You are formidable in your own right, but make no mistake, if the assassin wants your life, it will be his.”

      “Chyn is our friend,” a female voice called sternly.

      I wasn’t following most of their conversation, but I clearly recognized the woman for what she was as she stepped into view of the screen. A human.

      Uthyf’s eyes lit up on her and he pulled her into his lap.

      Killian bellowed a laugh. “Little human, Chyn is friend to no one, save me,” he winked. “But his own little human will keep him in line. Befriend her and Chyn will be far more amenable and less stabby.”

      The woman wrinkled her nose. “We love London, she is our friend.”

      “Then you have nothing to fear.”

      “I am not afraid,” Uthyf seethed.

      The woman kissed his chin. “He’s just teasing you.”

      “I am not,” Killian said around a grin. “You should fear the new master of the Juldo. He nearly took my own head a time or two, but a great bond can be forged through a good match to the death.”

      I looked at him, my mouth pressed tight. I didn’t like to think about some scary assassin, or master, or whoever this Chyn guy was trying to take Killian’s head.

      He looked at me over his shoulder and winked.

      “Oh,” the woman said. “Hi.”

      I looked up at her and waved weakly. “Hi.”

      “I’m Mona,” she said to me, her eyes tilting curiously.

      “This is my Theo,” Killian stated grandly and held his hand out to me.

      I walked slowly toward him, not wanting to be rude in front of these strangers. A king.

      “Your Theo?” Uthyf asked, something like shock in his voice.

      “No.”

      “Yes.”

      I glared at Killian.

      Uthyf smirked. “Suddenly things become clear.”

      Killian scowled at me. “Yes, so do not call me whining again. As I’ve said, Chyn has the removal of the humans at hand, the Xixin will not recede until the last of the survivors have been moved as they are far too fascinated by their potential,” Mona looked at him warily. “Though I’d say any human those beasts get their paws on will be far more comfortable in the tropics of Xidia than your ice ball of a planet, and I will deal with the Veel problem myself.”

      Killian leaned forward to press a button.

      “Wait,” Mona cried. “What is he talking about? The Xixin are taking humans for themselves?”

      Uthyf glowered at Killian. Who just winked and pressed the button with a flourish, blacking out of the screen.

      “What was that all about?” I asked him warily.

      Killian stood and stepped into me. Backing me toward the door. “Nothing you need to concern yourself with.”

      “Killian,” I warned him with a bite.

      He flashed his glittering fangs at me. “Not now, Theo. I’ve been waiting for you to cease with your silent treatment of me and now that you have, I intend to take full advantage of you having dropped your guard.”

      “I haven’t dropped my guard. I’m still mad at you,” I stumbled as he herded me toward the door, dark promises in his eyes. “I want to talk. Just talk.”

      “No.” He licked his bottom lip, grinning. “I’m done doing this your way.”

      “My way?”

      Killian lunged, tossing me over his shoulder. I yelped and held on as he swung toward the door, marching out and into the big navigation room.

      “Yes, dear,” he mocked loudly, grabbing the attention of every Kilbus in the room. “I’m done with fighting. It’s time we make up now.”

      “There will be no making up! Not until you swear not to hit Noah again.”

      Killian sighed long and heavily. “You drive a hard bargain love of mine. But I will accede to your terms on one condition.”

      It was my turn to sigh. “What are your terms?”

      “Just one, sweets.” He slapped my bottom sharply. “You give up your door.”

      “My door?”

      “Yes, I will have it removed so you cannot lock yourself away when you grow cross with me.”

      “I need my door, Killian,” I said on a drawn-out groan.

      “You do not.”

      “No? You want Oren watching me get dressed?” I smiled triumphantly. “Lahn and Kayd?”

      Killian spit a curse. “Fine, then you lose your room. I will give you my door.”

      “I’m not moving in with you.”

      He marched through halls. Inviting too many alien ears to yet another argument between us.

      “Then I will break Noah’s nose.”

      I gasped in outrage. “You asshole!”

      “I’ve never claimed to be anything else.”

      I wiggled, straining against his grip. He smacked me again and I yelped smacking his backside in return. Problem was, it was taught. Firm and perfectly globed. My hand may have gotten away from me.

      Killian chuckled wickedly, returning the grope.

      “Everyone can see us,” I seethed, balling my fists and glaring at them for betraying me.

      “That they can,” He stated happily. “and as their king, it is good they see me claim my queen.”
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      “I am not their queen,” she continued to declare as I entered our rooms.

      “You are,” I told her proudly. “And what a fine queen you are.”

      She sighed heavily as I pulled her upright.

      I waved my hand down, drawing her eye to my chest and hard cock. “And you, my queen, have chosen only the very best of kings.”

      She tried to stay firm. Keep tight of her anger, but her eyes could not hide her interest from me. They strayed to my straining cock, reaching for her as it ached. Her little tongue peeked out, wetting her plump lip and my gaze grew hungry, my palm rubbing down my length to soothe it’s want of her.

      Her pale breasts shuddered and strained against the tight confines of her shirt. In moments I would have it in shreds if she continued to look at me in that way.

      I rubbed harder, nearly begging her to open her mouth for me.

      “You’re touching yourself,” she said breathlessly, squirming and watching my palm with avid eyes.

      “I am,” I returned smugly. But my hand was a poor substitute for the sweet warmth I knew awaited me between her squirming thighs. I unbuttoned my pants, reaching inside and sliding down the swollen length. My mouth parted as hers did, my lids growing heavy along with hers.

      “You don’t fight fair,” she whispered in a near plea.

      I shook my head solemnly. “Kilbus never do.”

      She shut her eyes tight, blocking my want of her. But I could read every titillating desire that ran through her mind and it was a true test of my control that I did not toss her down where she stood and take from her what we were both wanting.

      “Anything else,” she begged. “I’ll give you anything else but my room if you leave Noah and what happened in that mountain alone.”

      Those words were the only thing that could have cooled my lust. Just the mere thought of what I already knew went on in that vile place—what her own blood allowed to happen to her—chilled me. I released myself and turned away from her.

      She asked too much of me. I wanted to rip that bastards head from his shoulders and mount it on a spike. But this was my Theo, and too much or not, I would always give her what she wanted. Anything she wanted.

      Almost. “You are mine, Theo. I left you once, I will not again. It is time you accept that.”

      “You’ll leave it be?” She asked, shock in her voice.

      I chuckled grimly. This female. This human female had me on my knees. The Kilbus Lord on his knees prepared to grant her the universe and everything inside it. And she was completely blind to it.

      “Yes. Stop fighting me, and I will leave your precious brother to his own devices.” If he should fall at the hands of a trusted crew member, or find himself walking blindly into the den of a hungry Geroun below decks, well then, who am I to claim ownership of his death? But it was mere fate the male was to die of stupidity.

      Theo glowered at me, as if the devious minx could herself read my every cunning thought. I grimaced and trudged up every last ounce of conviction I could muster. “He will be safe from harm from me and any on my ship, love. Give me the chance to court you as you once did and I will protect him with my own life.”

      Even if it killed me to do so. She was worth it.

      Her eyes, blessedly, softened. The sweet look of surrender I craved to see again for so long peeking through her towering walls.

      Stars help me, but I really would protect that fuckwit if it earned me a look like that again.

      Hope, like a burning sun, seared through me. I stepped closer, taking her beautiful face into my palms. I bent, my mouth watering to taste that look from her lips.

      Her chin tilted. An invitation.

      I hardened painfully. I would have her. I would lay claim to this female. This human woman. My cock would sink into her and all would know that she belonged to me.

      Theo whimpered, a sound so low and captivating my cock jerked, reaching for her again.

      I growled, breathing in her broken sweet breaths and I licked at that quivering lip. Wanting to lick between her thighs once more nearly as bad as my cock did. Nearly.

      Her chest pressed into mine, her hands reaching for my hair, tugging on the beads that proclaimed me as my stature but would soon adorn hers for all to see and I tensed, savoring the moment. The moment that would bind us together for all eternity.

      She whispered my name. No, she whispered Killian. A name I gave her in trickery but she now breathed life into.

      I grinned against her mouth, savoring her surrender.

      And then a blasted knock came to the door.

      I seethed a curse. Not removing my hands or gaze from her. “It better be a gods damned Veel freighter attacking or I will—”

      “It’s a gods damned Litsipith Overlord calling,” Oren drawled from the doorway.

      Theo turned, looking to him, and I swore then and there Oren would meet me in the sparring ring later where I would rip his cock from him so he might feel an iota of pain I was feeling in this moment.

      He grinned unrepentantly, enjoying my suffering.

      “You have to go?” she asked me.

      My cock wept. I may have even shed a tear myself if not for the genuine pain she wore on her own face, the sweet paradise between her thighs reaching for me as Oren watched on.

      “I do,” I cursed again. “I am going to slaughter that vile Marcovin for calling.”

      I let her go, my hands fisting at my sides.

      “Marcovin.” She muttered, shaking her head, the lust washing from her eyes. “It’s hard to keep up with all the different aliens.”

      “You get used to it,” Oren told her, a softer look in his eyes than he used to wear all those days ago. She was his queen. There was no denying her now, but Oren truly had regretted his behavior.

      This new habit of his, I would make sure was burned from him as well.

      His gaze said he knew what was coming to him and was resigned to it.

      “I’ll be back soon, love.”

      She nodded absently, a trembling hand touching her chin as she watched me.

      Worry was working through her again. All that work for naught.

      On my knees I would be once more when I returned. Only this time, I would bar that door until I could have her on hers as well.

      

      “What does he want?” I asked my second, scowling at every one of my crew in my way. Some sped away, clearing a path in the halls for me, others, used to my plummeting moods recently, paid me no mind.

      “He’s heard rumors of the Veel tracking us.”

      Oren needed to say no more. Klader—the Marcovin and overlord of Litsipith—was a wary sort. He would not like us invading his flight space and bringing a possible Veel attack to his doors. He would need coddling before he opened his gates to us.

      Coddling easily frightened rulers seemed to get in the way of claiming my Theo far too often as of late.

      I sat heavily back in the chair before the comm screen. I was back here so soon after she came looking for me. I was not a ruler that worked tirelessly, always hounded by unending reports and problems at my feet as was the way with most in my position. Uthyf rarely took a breath to savor in his mating life. No, Kilbus were not that way.

      We valued every moment of life, never taking any difficulty too seriously. As their ruler, I set a precedent for my crew in this way. Them seeing me with my Theo, playing with her, loving her, was yet another way in which I inspired their enjoyment.

      But as of late, that was no longer the case. From the moment Uthyf sought me out and called on our tentative alliance to save the humans from the Vitat, it seemed I was becoming more and more hardened down by responsibility. If I was truthful, that had become the case the bright day I found my Theo in that small town what seemed now like so very long ago.

      But now here she was, on my ship, roaming my domain. In my arms. It was time we Kilbus returned to our way of life. Beholden to nothing and no one.

      But for me, I was now beholden to my Theo. It was a place I was gladly bound.

      But first, this sniveling overlord.

      “Marcovin,” I greeted blandly, unimpressed by his anxious energy. “Calm yourself and open your gates.”

      Klader snorted from his reder, the thin skin flapping indelicately. His ruddy face angry and restless. “Kilbus,” he spat like a curse. “Why have you returned so soon? We are not due for your demands for yet another few sunspins.”

      “I seek your aid,” I placated him. “I shall pay you handsomely for the inconvenience.”

      “You still owe me for the damage you and your kind caused last you visited,” he sneered, his eyes shifting from mine to hide his unease.

      This vermin, so boldly defying me when he damned well knew he had no choice.

      I grinned. “We are a rowdy bunch.”  My Kilbus visited Litsipith rarely, when our desire for solid ground and a taste of the depraved drove us from our star faring. My crew, the largest vessel this side of the sector, as stouthearted as any other, relished in all Litsipith had to offer, driving the poor overworked overlord to the brink. Just another enjoyment of taking over the floating concourse in my opinion. “Do not over tax yourself, Klader, this is a rare occasion. We will take what we need and be on our way before you can muster to heave your bulk from that throne of yours.”

      He bared his stubbed tusks in frustration. “And the Veel? You would draw them here and then leave us to fend for ourselves.”

      “The Veel have no interest in your precious hunk of metal,” I drawled. “But the longer you deny me, the longer it will be before I indulge your fears and draw them away.”

      Klader spat in his ancient tongue. Cursing me to an angry star’s destruction.

      I grinned, unrepentant.

      “Make it fast, Kilbus,” he muttered, obstinate, and I watched as the gates of Litsipith opened for me.

      “Don’t test me,” I warned him darkly and left him to simmer in his frustration.

      Litsipith may be a floating cesspit, falling apart for lack of proper care over the eons, but it called to the most deprived of souls. The most reckless and dangerous of creatures. It was not safe here any longer. Not now that I carried precious cargo.

      If any got even an inkling of what we carted on board, I would be taking all of Litsipith on even as I fought the Veel stalking my back. I could not allow the humans to be discovered.

      “Oh, but my lord,” Klader called in a tone he had yet to use with me in all my dealings with him. I tensed, reading that tone. Rage, clean and hotter than a young star, seared through me. “I look forward to meeting your new queen.” He t’sked, a clumsy sound with his massive tusks. “Please allow me to introduce myself to the human female that has brought the fierce Kilbus Lord to his knees.”

      He flinched as I turned back to him. “Who betrayed me?”

      He swallowed hard, not regretting his idle threat, but still with enough sense to fear me. I would make him beg for my mercy when I was through with him.

      “I have not seen a human in too long, not a single slaver has passed through with one, my curiosity is peaked.”

      I shook my head solemnly. “Klader, you fool, you better run as fast as your hefty stubs will carry you when I land, or you will pay the price of the traitor long before he screams for my mercy.”

      He swallowed tightly and clicked off.

      Fuck.
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      “I don’t understand,” Bets fretted as she fumbled with the buttons on the gown. “I thought Killian said it was too dangerous for any of us to set foot out of the ship here.”

      Out of the room, he’d actually said.

      Yet here I was, dressing in some elaborate gown to do just that. It was full length. A lacy silk that went from my shoulders to pool in a puddle at my bare feet. I was covered completely from neck to toes, but it was so damn tight you could see every dip and line of my body underneath. I rubbed my injured arm thoughtfully. It still ached but it had healed lightning fast. The lace was soft and beautiful but it hinted at the skin it hugged, making me squirm. Only thin belts of silk around my breasts and pelvis covered the most important parts of me.

      It was a perfect fit, so long as Killian meant to show off every one of my curves. Kilbus had no females on board. Not a one according to Oren. I couldn’t even listen to his explanation of it. It was so chauvinistic and arrogant, that only males were allowed on Killian’s crew, I wanted to punch him in his proud nose. Iris nearly beat me to it. It wasn’t that they had no mates, many of the Kilbus did all over the universe, but the little women stayed at home while the men did the pirating apparently.

      But this dress seemed molded to me, made just for me. I didn’t know what other alien females looked like. Thinking on it now, it seemed all alien kings were that man-brained, because the Dahk never had females on Earth or the Xixin. But I’d heard from Lahn and Kayd they did have females on board their giant ass spaceships.

      “He’s collected many things for you,” Oren said from the doorway, startling me and Bets.

      “Thought you couldn’t read minds,” I drawled spitefully.

      Oren just shrugged. “You are very expressive.”

      “Reading faces is an admirable talent,” Bets said with a smile. Back to loving on them all as she once did. Oren flushed and shot her a hesitant smile. Bets’ lashes fluttered and her hand flew to her chest. “Oh, it’s so good to see you smile.”

      Oren shifted, nearly bashful over her gushing.

      “What do you mean he collected things for me?”

      Oren stood straight. “He’s been preparing for your arrival from the moment he left you behind.”

      I rolled my eyes. “So you claim, he may never have come back.”

      Oren shook his head. “No, he was always coming. He may not have realized the fact himself, but in our travels, he thought of nothing but you. You have gowns and treasures and artifacts all stored on the ship should he find the courage to present them to you.”

      I shifted uneasily. “Killian doesn’t need to find the courage, he has plenty.”

      Oren grinned. “Not when it comes to his queen.”

      Bets sighed dramatically. “A queen. My Theo.” She turned to the door to shout, “Can you believe it Sal? Theo is a queen!”

      “Nope. Can’t believe it,” he called back dryly.

      “Oh, this is so exciting,” she gushed, fanning out the gown around my feet. “This dress makes perfect sense now that I’m thinking of it. He can’t have his queen walking at his side in ratty old clothes.”

      “I’m not a queen,” I mumbled, shifting anxiously. “We aren’t even married.”

      Bets eyes lit up and mine widened. Oren chuckled.

      “Not that I want to marry him,” I rushed to say, watching that horrifying excitement wash away from her face. Not yet anyway.

      He needed to grovel a little more.

      God, was I really doing this? Letting Killian court me again? After everything?

      Killian pushed past Oren and into the room. Tight black leather textured pants encasing powerful thighs and a hefty bulge between them. A flowy white linen shirt, parting from neck to sternum to show off the smooth valleys of this chest. Gold at his neck and wrists. Those pretty beads coiled into his silky long hair, past his shoulders.

      A wicked grin aimed my way.

      Yes. Yes, I was doing this.

      “You look positively ravishing, sweets,” he purred, standing before me.

      From the corner of my eye, Bets backed away, her hands balled under her chin and her eyes lit with joy on the two of us standing there dressed in Killian finery.

      “It fits,” was all I said. Shifting in the revealing dress. “But no shoes.”

      Killian knelt before me and lifted the hem of the dress, his clawed fingertips delicately running along the tops of my bare feet. “Hmm, this will not do.”

      “You have no shoes?” Bets fretted. “Oren said you thought of everything.”

      Killian looked at Oren over his shoulder. “My second has been telling tales then?”

      “Not tales if it is truth,” Oren said dispassionately. “Yet somehow my lord had forgotten humans, too, have feet.”

      “It’s fine,” I told them, trying to dispel the tension and walked to the bed, sitting to pull on my black boots. “I like these just fine.”

      Killian scowled at the cracked leather. Honestly though, they looked kind of awesome paired with the dress.

      “The gown was designed in regard to the old Kilbus female royals,” Killian pulled me to my feet. “They did not wear foot coverings.”

      “You do,” I looked down at his own leather boots, thick and tall, nearly to his knees.

      “Now we do,” he said with a smile. “But it was not always that way.”

      “Well if you can wear boots then so can I,” I told him.

      He nodded and held his hand out to me gallantly, “You are nearly ready then.”

      “Nearly?” I looked down, I was wearing the gown and had shoes. What more was there?

      Killian’s claws smoothed into my shoulder-length hair. He frowned at the shorter cut from my time under captivity but true to his word, didn’t mention it. It would grow back.

      Swiftly, with talented fingers, he braided several strands of my hair. I watched as he lifted a delicate bead from his own hair and twisted it into my braid. Oren stood stiffly as he did this, not in anger, but with a strange reverent look on his face.

      “Only one for now,” Killian murmured softly, “more will come after I claim you.”

      I fingered the glittering bead, watching his eyes closely. “This is another queen thing?”

      His eyes smiled.

      Then Oren was there, holding out a delicate gold chain to Killian.

      Killian looked the chain over, so very carefully lifting is from Oren’s fingers. “Turn around.”

      I did, my breath picking up as Killian’s fingers gently pulled my hair back. The chain fell around my neck, short and resting at the base of my throat.

      Oren cleared his throat and motioned for Bets, both of them leaving without a word.

      Warm fingers caressed the back of my neck as the chain rested. “It’s pretty.” So thin and bright, I’d never owned a thing this nice.

      “Only the best Kilbus gold for you,” he softly purred in my ear.

      My dress felt impossibly tighter as his mouth dipped to my neck, his warm tongue tracing the line of the chain around my neck to my throat. My fingers reached up and tangled in his hair as his came around my waist and pulled me back into his chest. His large hand encompassed my belly, lying flat, inches above where his roaming tongue had me aching.

      “Killian,” I warned breathlessly.

      “I know,” he growled, nipping my throat sharply and then he was backing away. “Come then, lets get this over with.”

      “What changed, why am I going with you?” I asked anxiously as we left my room.

      “I wanted to keep your presence discreet, but it seems rumors have spread that I’ve taken a human queen. If I do not present you now, and claim you before Litsipith, curiosity will get the better of the most rash of beings. You will walk by my side and me and mine will put the fear of the gods in their eyes. It’s all I can do until we can fix what is needed on the ship.”

      “Is it really that dangerous here?” I asked, my fingers tingling in fear.

      Noah was nowhere to be found. It seemed Killian managed to remove him and Mike every time he tried to take me from the room. Most of the time Noah couldn’t put up much of a fight anyway, but I had a feeling if he knew I was leaving now, he’d be harder to deter.

      Killian nodded, his eyes softening on me. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      I nodded. I knew he wouldn’t. But it didn’t stop me from fearing for my family.

      Leo was sprawled on a bench as we walked out. He was going to stay here with everyone else along with Jareth. And an army of Kilbus were just outside the door in case some alien did find itself somehow managing to sneak on board.

      But Oren was going with Killian and me. Along with nearly three dozen other Kilbus. A few Xixin, like Leo. Careem, and other similar strange looking aliens. A Kilbus named Dereth that looked like Oren and Killian. All of them different looking. All of them Kilbus.

      Then there was the crew already prepared to disembark and begin the repairs. We traveled down the ship and into the massive ship hangar we first entered coming onto the ship. Wide double doors, as big as five-story buildings, hissed open. Parting like curtains.

      An army waited for us outside those doors. These alien far vaster in differences and odd garb.

      “One more thing,” Killian said quietly in my ear. I couldn’t look away from all those aliens waiting for us to disembark. All of them angry faced and tensed. All of them armed.

      “What is it?” I asked breathlessly. My eyes wide on the alien world outside the ship.

      “I’ll make it up to you later,” he said ominously. I tore my eyes from the scene in front of me, blinking in confusion. But a cold object touched my neck and I looked up into Kilian’s eyes. He winced and the object hissed.

      A searing pain shot through the skin behind my ear and I yelped, smacking it away. My mouth opened wide as my ears rang, my jaw popping the air in my ear. “What was that?” I screeched, affronted. That hurt.

      “An implant,” he told me, wincing. “I’d rather you were aware of what is being said around you.”

      “You could have just asked,” I grumbled, rubbing the sore area.

      Killian’s brow rose. “And have you attack me like my poor healer?”

      It was my turn to wince. “I told him I was sorry.”

      Killian frowned. “I didn’t want to distress you.”

      I huffed, angry. “Well, now I know you’re willing to jab me with needles when I’m not looking. Way to go.”

      Killian grinned, unrepentant. “Ready?”

      I looked back out of the ship again. My shoulders tight. “As I’ll ever be, I guess.”
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      Killian was not happy.

      I’d seen him angry a few times. Enraged even.

      This was something else altogether.

      That overlord Oren told him had been calling—moments before Killian finally took our relationship somewhere that had been building for a long time—was nowhere to be found.

      He’d sent some spindly tall alien in his place to greet Killian.

      There were words exchanged.

      The alien male clicked and clacked his way through a frightened apology all the while Killian and Oren both glowered at him.

      And I understood all of it. Every weird alien word.

      We were surrounded by dozens of strangers, all of them shifting on anxious feet, their weapons trembling in their hands.

      It made me nervous.

      But not enough that I was unaware of my surroundings.

      And there was a lot to take in.

      The room we stood in was wide and cavernous. Nearly a hundred times bigger than Killian’s ship. It fit more than fifteen other slightly smaller ships than Killian’s inside of it. All of them lined in a row. Their backs jutting out of a round hole with rubber fastenings, no doubt their asses sticking out in space. The wall behind the ships was completely glass-like, revealing a hazy view of space and the end of the ships through the foggy glass.

      In front of me, the wall was a grey metal, rusted from liquid that had bled down in streams. Every dozen or so feet was a metal balcony. Dozens of them. Each balcony jutted out from a dark hole. Bright strobing neon lights and crowds moved through the spaces that seemed small from the ground but I knew must be massive caverns inside the weird floating metal complex we were on.

      I was hyper aware that I was a small ant in a massive population of aliens, floating in a metal box in the middle of space.

      An ant that had an incredible amount of attention directed her way.

      The skinny alien waved a three-fingered hand—one of five—toward us to follow him through the space and to a grated metal cage that hung suspended by cables. All of us—Killian’s army—fit inside the box with barely room to spare for the skinny alien and only two of his companions.

      My fingers slipped through the front gate as I gazed out at the hundreds of aliens we left behind down below as the box slowly lifted upwards. The Kilbus were already hefting large machines and materials to the side of the ship that I could now see held little pockets and holes of blasted and ripped metal. Killian gently pulled me from the front of the cage and moved me behind both him and Oren. Over fifteen other Kilbus crowding my back tightly, their eyes on everything surrounding us with tight tension lining their faces.

      The skinny alien hesitantly complimented my strange alien beauty and I watched as Killian sent him a look so full of rage and warning I would not have been surprised if that alien wet himself in his stiff, pale-beige coverall suit.

      We went up and up, past three then four then five levels of the complex. Aliens peeking over the balconies to catch a glimpse of the Kilbus in all their glory crammed inside.

      Some had two eyes, some dozens. Some had none at all. Some had mouths some none. Some had beaks and trunks and awkward looking skin flaps in place of a mouth. Appendages were so far and away different it was hard to look away. But then there were the more humanoid looking aliens. Those like Killian and the Dahk and Xixin. While none of them looked nearly anything like a human, there was clearly a relatively symbiotic nature to how they stood and carried themselves on the majority of the different species. They may have had more than two legs, but most only stood on two. Those that had any leg-like appendages at all.

      Sal would have shit himself if he were witnessing this while gazing at a massive window into space beyond.

      But me? I was just taking it all in with fascinated gaping and bugged out eyes.

      Killian hadn’t been kidding when he claimed he would show me things I could never even dream of all that time ago. I’d wanted to travel my world but instead I was traveling many worlds and the things I knew I would see would be so outside of anything I could have conjured up on my own, I knew I would never tire of it.

      Not so long as I had my family with me.

      We stepped out onto a balcony and faced inside one of those crowded, massive caverns. Bright neon lights nearly blinded me, alien signs in front of huts and rusted buildings. The noise of the crowds was nearly deafening. I could barely hear a word the skinny alien said as he ushered us into the teeming crowd.

      My feet stumbled underneath me as my head whipped back and forth, taking it all in so fast it was dizzying. Aliens traded goods on the streets and sang alien tunes while tossing mugs and bowls of liquid around. Shouting and screeching and baying and just so much noise the new translator in my ear didn’t pick up a single cognitive word.

      I could feel the thunder of the noisy hall reverberating under my boots as the Kilbus branched out, clearing a path for us to walk through.

      At first, most didn’t notice us. But Killian and his crew were hard not to notice for too long. Kilbus was whispered in a steady wave through the crowd, slowly picking up in volume. But then human quickly replaced it with an eerie tone of excitement and hunger.

      I inched closer to Killian as all those eyes one by one fell on me. His arm wrapped around my shoulder and he pulled me tight to this side. His cold indifferent face daring one them to take a step closer. None did.

      “On such short notice this was all we could provide for you,” the skinny alien bleated frightfully. He waved us out of the crowd and into a tall grey building. I had to blink the neon light’s glares from my eyes as I took in my new surroundings. Red walls and red downy carpets ran through the huge entryway. Several aliens similar looking to our escort stood at attention in front of a long countertop. All of them dressed in beige coverings from head to toe. Each of them with a bulky looking firearm strapped to their bulging backs. “The facility has been cleared for your use. No other resides here.”

      Killian looked around with a bored frown. “We won’t be staying on board.”

      The alien flushed and twisted his three fingers nervously. “You’ll be staying on your ship?”

      His tone said clearly this was not the norm for Killian and crew.

      “After this eve.”

      I didn’t understand why we were staying even for one night, but Oren had told me it was important Killian at least make his presence known while we were here. It just seemed like an unnecessary risk to me.

      The alien nodded. “The lodgings will remain available to you should you change your mind.”

      Killian ignored him.

      This seemed like an awful lot of special treatment for one group of visitors on a complex that likely housed and entertained more than hundreds of thousands of aliens at any given time. But then again, I was learning Killian and crew were not your average run of the mill aliens. There was something special about them, something dangerous that caused these aliens to fall at their feet to please him.

      Killian guided me past the alien and to yet another cage. This one shiny like silver and clearly more maintained than most of the buildings we’d passed. Only Killian, Oren, and Dereth fit inside with us, the rest remained outside, circling the box with their backs to us and their blades and guns ready at hand as we slowly ascended several floors.

      “Can I talk now?” I whispered hesitantly.

      Killian shook his head sharply and guided me from the cage, walking through a very wide hallway. Down the grey corridor were two black double doors. Outside of it were two more of the skinny five-arm aliens, and both of them held open the doors for us as we walked inside.

      It wasn’t until the doors were closed firmly shut behind us that Killian turned to Oren and Dereth. “I could not read many,” Killian started quietly, “but the Veel have spies here.”

      Oren nodded. “I spotted a few myself.”

      Dereth nodded as well. “The Ockdal are here for repairs as well.”

      Killian’s brows rose. “I did not think they frequented the outer sectors.”

      Dereth shrugged. “I am as shocked as you.”

      Killian sighed. “You spotted them then?”

      Dereth shook his head. “No they will not reveal themselves unless necessary. I heard word from the ship. Jareth is paying their commander a visit.”

      Killian chuckled. “That should go well.” He turned to me, knowing all the confusion I was feeling. “The Ockdal are an uptight sort.”

      “Another enemy of yours?” My tight mouth showed him I was not impressed. Killian seemed to have a lot of enemies.

      He grinned wide. “You could say that, though their commander would think himself an ally of ours.”

      Oren rolled his eyes to the ceiling. “Their animosity toward us comes and goes with Killian’s mood.”

      “Fenru and I do not get along,” Killian said and walked to the window overlooking the glowing city below. “But he does try. Perhaps I should reach out to him.”

      Oren grunted. “No, he’ll want to meet Theo.”

      Killian frowned looking at me over his shoulder. “Come here, sweets.”

      I walked to him, warily looking out the tall window. Aliens were several stories below us, all of them coming and going from shops and bars and just merging together into groups on the street-like traffic. “What are we doing now?”

      “Now,” Killian murmured, playing with the little bead in my hair. “We have a drink.”

      

      “Another!” Dereth crowed over the loud crowd.

      Our alien waitress winked at him and sashayed away, her tail flicking behind her along with her long mane of bold green hair. As she turned away, the neon lights glistened against her snout and I stifled a shudder. I hadn’t even known she was female until Dereth started flirting with her unashamedly. She returned his interest so long as he was tipping her in gold coins.

      Our waitress wasn’t the only female or male in the bar showing the males I sat with interest. Half the crowded bar was full of Kilbus, but the other half watched from their tables with rapt interest as the Kilbus grew more and more rowdy with every drink they ingested. Alien males and females, dressed scantily, danced on tabletops and from long poled platforms distended from the ceilings, all of them whistling and shaking their assets for the rowdy Kilbus below. The music was loud, tinkling bells and blaring horns, sort-of techno in nature but unlike anything I’d ever heard. I could feel every beat pound into me from the tops of my toes to the tips of my ears.

      If it wasn’t for Killian grounding me, I would have been overwhelmed from every sense.

      I sat on his lap, his hands spread wide and relaxed on either of my lace covered thighs. Oren passed me a few different drinks to try and I sipped on them, watching the antics of the Kilbus as nearly every one of them tried to outdrink the other.

      Everyone seemed relaxed, not at all on guard for the supposedly dangerous creatures that I had been warned would lurk here. Oren and Dereth were weaving and bobbing in their seats, pounding their fists on the table for more drinks. Only Killian seemed the most sober, but with every drink he did finish, his hands became more and more invested in feeling me up in the most discreet ways possible.

      First, just my thighs, then my hands, parting my fingers, and sliding his along the skin between them. I was squirming in his lap, tingling from more than the warm rush of the alien alcohol. “How long are we staying?” I whispered in his ear.

      He pulled me tighter to him, brushing his lips against the shell of my ear. “Bored?”

      I could hear the amusement in his voice and it only served to drive my anxiousness that much higher. I didn’t want to be here, surrounded by so many strange beings and faces. Drunk aliens all around me. But more than that, Killian was driving me mad with his wandering fingers and he knew it. “I’m tired,” I lied. I was not the least bit tired. His clawed index finger drawing little circles on the inside of my thigh made sure of that.

      He chuckled darkly, most likely reading my lie before it even left my mouth. You’d think it would be hard for me to accept that Killian could be in my head at any given time, knowing my thoughts at any given moment. And sometimes it did bother me, a lot, but that was who he was. It was as easy to him as breathing was to me. I also knew he could control it. And it may seem a little oblivious or short-sighted of me, but right now I was choosing to believe that he was showing restraint and leaving my thoughts to myself for the most part. That could change in the future, but it was just too exhausting to worry about it every minute of every day.

      Killian and mind-reading went hand in hand. If I was really going to give him a shot, give us a shot, I was going to have to accept that about him.

      Even the mind control. Even that.

      I could hope and pray he wasn’t using it on me or anyone I loved, but it was who he was, and at some point, I needed to either put my trust in the words and promises he gave me or back away from him completely. Forever.

      I couldn’t do that. I just couldn’t. My feelings and heart were in too deep. They always had been with Killian.

      So in the sand my head would stay. For now.

      A male walked into the bar, pulling Killian’s attention from me.

      The patrons stopped to stare. A hush falling over the room.

      He was tall, dressed in black from neck to toe. A few pelted furs hanging from the belt at his waist and over his shoulder. He had short cropped hair, nearly to the skin of his head. His eyes were dark, shadowed by a deep black battle paint, painted across his face in stripes from his temples to meet at the bridge of his nose. Given that his skin was a deep shade of emerald, the sparkling of his silver irises stood out starkly against the black paint.

      His ears stood up against his head with a sharp pointed tip and rows of pearl matte stones hung from the lobes in a row. They looked like bones.

      He had two arms, two legs, and humanoid features, but he was by far the biggest male in the room. His head was over a foot taller than the Kilbus he passed as they each turned in stony silence to watch his progress to our table. Several aliens like him remained at the door, all of them dressed in the same black leather and furred adornments.

      The newcomer kept his eyes on Killian as he swaggered closer, his muscular arms swinging by his side relaxed. His clawed emerald hands without a weapon.

      He flashed Killian a sharp grin, revealing two rows of razor-sharp teeth.

      Killian remained relaxed under me as he grinned back, but his hands were very, very tight on my hips. “Fenru!” Killian called grandly. “I’d heard you were near.”

      This was the Ockdal Commander Oren and Dereth had been talking about earlier. The uptight commander.

      I stifled a shiver. This Fenru didn’t seem uptight, he seemed dangerous. Very dangerous. He could crush me with one swing of those massive arms.

      “Kil,” Fenru said in a strange tongue. My implant stumbled over itself to relay the translation. That hadn’t happened before. “I wish I could claim the same, but it seems the Marcovin had been determined to keep your presence as quiet as possible.”

      I felt my brows hike up my forehead in surprise. Killian and the Kilbus had been the opposite of quiet in every way since the moment we stepped off the ship. Every presence here had stopped to stare.

      Those dark piercing silver eyes shot to mine and I stiffened. “Or, not your presence, I should say, but rather that of your new queen.”

      Killian stiffened then, his arms coming around me to gently push me from my seat on his lap. He stood in front of me, crossing his arms. “I’m surprised to see you off your ship, my friend. Surely you did not break your isolation to gossip.”

      Fenru chuckled then. A dark, sinister sound. “You owe me,” he said darkly. “I’ve come to collect.”

      Oren’s hand claimed my arm in a tight grip. Suddenly he and every other Kilbus were stone cold sober.

      Killian shook his head, clicking his tongue. “Are you sure Fenru?”

      Fenru nodded, still grinning that sinister smile. “I’m afraid so, friend.”

      Killian sighed heavily. “I’m quite fond of her.”

      Fenru just kept grinning, his eyes pinning Killian.

      Killian nodded back to me. “You’ll find my queen is quite fond of me as well.”

      Fenru just shrugged. “One night in my bed and she will have forgotten all about her cheat of a king.”

      Killian chuckled again. “Very well, commander. To the death?”

      Fenru nodded, his eyes gleaming. “To the death.”
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      “What’s happening?” I asked Oren for the hundredth time, seething.

      We were in a huge room, a crowd of hundreds cheering and roaring below the platform I sat on with Oren and Dereth at my sides. Below us and the crowds in the stands were a bare-chested Killian and Fenru, both of them kicking up dirt at their boots as they circled one another in what was clearly a battle ring. Blood still stained the dirt under them and what looked suspiciously like bones were piled up in the far-right corner of the ring, right next to a massive gate that had eerie animal roars coming from behind it.

      Several Kilbus had already tossed both opponents different weapons but all of them had been rejected by both Killian and Fenru. This fight was apparently going to be hand-to-hand—for which I was grateful. I’d nearly had a heart attack when Fenru seemed to closely consider a swinging metal ball covered in serrated blades.

      “It’ll be fine,” Oren murmured, absently patting my arm as he watched the two of them circle each other.

      I fisted my hands. “What will be fine?”

      Neither Oren nor Dereth answered me, both of them nearly vibrating with excitement.

      I pinched Oren hard on his inner thigh. He yelped and glared at me. “Explain. Now.”

      He rubbed the spot I abused, shifting away from me, still glaring. “Fenru and Kil are evenly matched.”

      Dereth nodded then, also patting my arm. “If our lord were facing the Shadow Assassin, you’re concern would be more tolerable.”

      “Tolerable?” I asked through my teeth.

      Oren nearly rolled his eyes at me. “You insult Kil with all your worrying, he’ll be fine.”

      I was vibrating with frustration. “I don’t even know what this is all about!”

      Oren looked at me warily. “H—”

      “And he said to the death! They both did!”

      Oren opened his mouth, backing away from me a little. “Y—”

      “And you said they were evenly matched! That means there’s a fifty-fifty chance he could die!”

      “Theo—” Oren lowered his voice, looking around us. “Ca—”

      “Why did he agree to this?!”

      Dereth stood, glaring at us both. “We’re going to miss it.” He walked to the end of the platform, looking down.

      “Oren, if you don’t explain right now—”

      “Shh,” he hissed, covering my mouth. “It’s starting.”

      My eyes bugged out in outrage and then a loud horn echoed in the room. The crowd went crazy.
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      “You’re queen seems to be in a fit,” Fenru observed with a grin.

      I looked up, watching in delight as she shouted at Oren. “She will be angry with me.”

      Fenru snorted. “This makes you happy?”

      My smile grew. “Very.”

      Fenru rocked his head to the side, stretching, prolonging the tension soaring through the room. “She is disobedient,” he noted accurately.

      I shrugged, relaxing my stance as I watched her fury fly. “Yes.”

      Fenru twisted his mouth in disgust. “I do not see the appeal in mating. What has happened to you?”

      I roared my amusement. “If you were to settle, my friend, you would have the most submissive of mates,” he grinned, unrepentant, “but I must caution you, such a female does not exist.”

      “I will find her,” he claimed arrogantly.

      “Your mate will find you, Fenru,” I told him with mock sympathy. “and she will be savage.”

      His expression twisted again. “Pass.”

      The crowd roared their impatience. “Ready?”

      He jumped in place, waving me forward. “I have been since we last met.”

      I nodded, stepping forward. “Very well. I hope you’ve prepared your successor, for your brothers will be needing him.”

      Fenru grinned. “He is ready to claim my throne should you best me.” He swung and I narrowly avoided the blow to my chin. “I doubt Oren is as equally as willing.”

      I knocked his next blow aside, hitting him in the sternum. He grunted backing away. “Oren knows there is no need, it will be you leaving in a tomb this eve.”

      Fenru rammed me head on, thrusting my back into the dirt below us. He straddled me, aiming for my throat. I kicked up, flipping him to the side and stood again, pulling him up by the chain of his belt and kicking him back with a blow to his temple.

      I sighed and backed away, letting him roll to his feet. “Why do you even want a human?”

      “I heard they sell well,” he grunted, wiping the blood pooling at his temple.

      He ran for me, and I clasped his shoulder as he raised me above his head, grinning at the frenzied crowd. Grandstand.

      I elbowed his spine and he dropped me, hissing. His eyes bled red, a sign of his true nature fighting to get free of its confines. His next drive of his fist would have broken the skin of my lip but I stopped him with my own. “Not the face, bastard, I will not be able to enjoy my queen’s mouth this eve.”

      Fenru grunted in exasperation and delivered a solid kick to my chest. I coughed, laughing. “If you’re dead she’ll get to enjoy my mouth.”

      I hissed, glaring. I would take a lot of boasting from the Ockdal commander, but, “Too far.”

      He chuckled then, grunting as I took him to his back with a solid kick to his thigh. “I didn’t believe it,” he panted as he threw hit after hit at me. I dodged each one, busting his own lip. “But it’s true. The Kilbus Lord brought to his knees by a human female.”

      I looked down as I stood above him. “I am not the one kneeling.”

      Fenru shook his head and rolled sharply, knocking me to my knees and wrapping his thigh around my neck, choking me. He pulled my arm above my head, grinning down at me as I rolled to my back. “Do you hear them?” He taunted as the crowd roared its approval. “They want to see your blood staining my boots.”

      “Perhaps if you let the beast out of its cage,” I drawled back, thrusting my legs up. “They might.”

      Fenru scowled, hating that I knew what lurked beneath his skin. It was true, had Fenru released the side of himself he kept so tightly leashed, he would be an opponent I could not best. But fear and uncertainty restrained him, as well as the blessed ornaments he wore to chain himself. As all the Ockdal wore. I thrust up, using his bulk to leverage myself and broke free of him. We backed away from each other.

      “You’ve been training,” I noted, impressed.

      Fenru’s chest lifted with each panted chuckle. “You have not.”

      I shrugged and walked to the side of the ring, choosing a long sword. His brows rose and he did the same with the crude flail he had considered earlier. He swung it wide, spinning to face the crowd with wide arms and an overconfident grin. He would not be wearing it much longer. My Theo was growing anxious and frightened and though I enjoyed this little dalliance with the commander, I had far better plans awaiting me with her naked form and the anger in her eyes.

      I told him so and he sighed, “Very well then, I’ll make it as painful as possible.”

      I chuckled, amazed at how confident he remained after his last—and failed—attempt at me.

      By the end, we both spilled blood in the dirt.

      Fenru lay on the ground, his death glazed eyes open and unseeing above him. His neck split and hemorrhaging. My thigh had deep marks from the blades of his flail but my face—true to his word—remained untouched. I nodded to the Ockdal that walked into the ring to claim their commanders lifeless form. They nodded back, silent and respectful as was their way.

      Then I looked up at my Theo, her tearful eyes full of fear and relief and silently thanked my dead friend.

      He had just ensured I had a very good night ahead of me.
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      Killian killed him. That big ass sword swung high and nearly cut the green head off of Fenru. Now Fenru was very, very dead and I was having trouble not vomiting all over Oren.

      It was the strangest experience. Sitting there, watching Killian and that guy try their damnedest to kill the other while Oren and Dereth hooted and hollered their excitement. I didn’t see one single thing about that exciting.

      It had been terrifying.

      I nearly came straight out of my boots as I trembled, waiting for Killian to make his way up to us. My eyes glued on Fenru’s friends as they reverently dragged his lifeless body from the dirt.

      Dead. Just totally dead. And they had been laughing. Like the whole time. Blow for blow, laughing and heckling each other.

      Fenru had seen that blow coming. It was too quick for him to move from, but I could see it in his eyes. He knew in that too fast second that death was coming. I would never get that look on his face out of my mind.

      He hadn’t been afraid. Not angry or emotional. Just resigned. He looked disappointed but he had a little smile on his face and Killian had been laughing as his blade cut into Fenru’s neck. The pair had said something and then Fenru was dead. A crude word on his chuckling lips. Killian bowed for the cheering crowd and then he walked off, a swagger in his step.

      I blinked away tears as I saw him moving up the long stairway, his eyes on mine.

      That could have been him. Killian laughing as he died. I just knew he wouldn’t go out afraid or sad. He would take it the same way, with a laugh. That was more terrifying than actually seeing him kill someone.

      He was only three feet from me when I pushed past Oren and ran for him. He grunted as I slammed into him, stepping back on a foot. I pushed away, running my eyes up and down his blood-soaked shirt. “Where are you hurt?” My hands ran over him frantically, my fingers feeling both his blood and Fenru’s.

      Killian pulled me into his side, walking us though the crowd with a wall of Kilbus between us and the onlookers. I looked up at him, my eyes stinging as I felt the little cuts in his shirt.

      “Killian?”

      He frowned down at me. “Everywhere, love,” he said gravely. “I hurt everywhere.”

      I made a noise in the back of my throat, scared and sympathetic and hugged his middle as his arms came around my waist. He lifted me from my feet and held me to his chest as he walked. “Don’t,” I squeaked. “I don’t want to hurt you more.”

      He ran his nose down the side of my face. “I just want to hold you.”

      My eyes welled even more and I carefully held him back, hiding my face in his neck and kissing him there.

      I completely missed the smug grin on his face or the twinkle of mischief in his eyes.

      

      We got to our room and I squirmed away from him, running to the bathing room and wetting the cloths stacked next to the enormous depressed tub. When I came out, Killian was at the door, heatedly whispering to Oren as he pushed him out of the room. Oren looked up at me before Killian slammed the door on him, a look of pure exasperation on his face.

      “Sit down,” I ordered Killian, my voice thick and hands trembling.

      As he did, I gently removed his shirt, a noise of grief scraping out of my throat. He was cut all up. His chest nicked and bleeding little cuts all over. I dabbed at them, watching his frowning face carefully for any sign of pain. “Anywhere else?”

      He frowned deeper, nodding. Then he stood, unbuttoning his pants and pulling them down and off.

      I felt my face flame as he stood before me, seeing him in all his naked glory for the first time. I licked my lips, swallowing heavily. He gently grabbed my hand holding the wet cloth and brought it to several deep cuts on his upper thigh. “Right here love.”

      I pressed the cloth to the cuts, trying to clean the already scabbing wounds. “Does it hurt much?”

      He made a soft sound, pushing back my hair as I cleaned him.

      “I thought he was going to kill you,” I confessed, my voice shaking as I kneeled before him.

      Killian scoffed then. “Fenru knew he had no chance.”

      I looked up at him in surprise. “Why did he engage you then?”

      Killian chuckled. “He cannot help himself.”

      “Well you killed him,” I spat heatedly. “He knows better now.”

      Killian pulled me to my feet, roaring with laughter. “I doubt that.” He picked me up and sat me on the bed. I sat up, patting the cloth on his chest and shoulder. I kissed beside a particularly nasty wound, marveling at how fast he seemed to be healing. It was nearly closed when just minutes ago it had been gushing blood.

      Killian purred as I kissed each wound, pulling me closer and closer to his naked chest. His hands running down my spine to latch onto my backside. “He’ll be challenging me again in no time,” he murmured absently, licking along the side of my neck.

      I stiffened in his arms, blinking at the wall behind him as his hands molded and squeezed my bottom, his hips thrusting against me.

      “Theo?” He asked on a mumble, his mouth open against my collar bone. My hands had dropped from him, laying limply against my sides.

      “He’s dead,” I said again. I saw him die.

      Killian cursed and stood straight, watching me warily. “He did.”

      “So—” I drawled, narrowing my eyes on him. “He won’t be challenging you again.”

      Killian’s head bent and he winced at the ground. “Fenru’s kind don’t actually die.”

      He said it slowly, hesitantly. His eyes watching me from under the sweat dampened curtain of his dark hair.

      I sat back on my thighs, gaping at him. “He can’t die?”

      “Only for a time. He’ll be revived by morn.”

      My mouth was parted, no air coming in or out.

      “Had he actually died, we would find ourselves in the middle of a war with a legion of unrestrained Ockdal.” Killian stepped closer to me, shutting my mouth with a claw to my chin. “Breath, sweets.”

      I took in a shuddered breath. My lashes fluttering as my face heated with anger. “So you knew that whole time he couldn’t die.” I narrowed my eyes on him. “But you can?”

      Killian winced again, shifting on his feet. “I knew he would not deal me a death blow.”

      “But he could?”

      Killian huffed a nervous chuckle. “Yes, had I been facing his forefather, I likely could have died. But Fenru does not wield the affliction his ancestors passed onto him. None in his company do unless provoked. He could not kill me on his own.”

      I was shaking I was so mad.

      “Theo—” Killian said, his hands up like I was going to attack him. I very well might. “It was just a bit of fun.”

      “Fun.” I shut my mouth and huffed hot air out of my nose, glaring at him. “It was just a bit of fun?”

      He nodded, his eyes watching me avidly, alight with fascination now. “You are angry.”

      “Oh yeah,” I seethed. “I am very angry.”

      I had been scared out of my mind watching them fight and the whole time they had just been a couple of egotistical males boasting and banging their chests. Cavemen.

      Killian’s eyes lit with excitement and I watched, pissed beyond belief, as his lips kicked up at the corners. “You were worried,” he taunted. “For me.”

      He stepped closer.

      I was going to strangle the life out of him. I could feel the want in my curled fists.

      “My Theo,” he purred, “worried her king was going to die.” He grinned wide, sparkling fangs gleaming in delight. “Sweets,” he crooned. “You care. You care very much for me.”

      I punched him.

      My fist slamming into his chest as a battle cry left my mouth. “Yes, you asshole, I care! I care if you die and I care when you make me think you could die and I care you’re reveling in it right now!”

      Killian took my hit and pounced on me, pulling my thrashing body up the bed and lying on top of me. He laughed in my face as I fought against him, pulling my hands across my chest and pinning them there. I raged against him and he spread my thighs dropping his hips in between them and pressing his forehead to mine. He grinned at me, his eyes sparkling. “I love you.”

      I stopped. My body slackening, and my mouth dropping back open. I looked up at him as he searched my face, his mouth spread in a soft smile. “What?”

      “I love you,” he said again. “I loved you then and I love you more now. I’ll love you harder every moment I hold you close. My love for you is unrestrained and will grow boundless through the eons. You are mine, Theodora, and I am yours.”

      My eyes welled, spilling over and down my temples, soaking my hair. “You love me?”

      He nodded solemnly, “Very much.”

      “I—I,” I stuttered, my chest filling up so full it felt like it would burst over like a broken dam. A roaring of emotion that would swallow me whole.

      He kissed me. Taking my mouth fiercely, his tongue spiking in and twirling against mine. I melted under him, surrendering to him and the truth in his words.

      “I’m still mad at you,” I panted against his mouth, my hands diving into his hair and pulling him closer.

      “Yes,” he murmured back, rolling to his back so I was on top of him. “I accept your anger,” he told me impatiently and pulled my mouth back to his.

      “I’ll be mad at you for a long time,” I warned him between frantic kisses. “This doesn’t change anything.”

      “I suspect,” he said just as breathlessly, “that I will make you angry quite often.”

      I nodded back, both of us frantically pushing up the skirt of my gown. “You’re really good at pissing me off.”

      He chuckled a little manically, tearing the fabric with his impatient claws. “If it leads to you straddling me, I fear I will seek ways to piss you off nightly.”

      I made a needy sound as the tight dress got caught around my waist. Killian scowled at it and dipped his hands under the fabric, piercing his claws straight through at my belly. It ripped, shredding in two as he pulled it, his arms bulging. The split made a whisking sound as it tore up my stomach to my chest, falling away and hanging on my arms.

      The cold air in the room kissed my skin and my nipples pebbled painfully, both of them pointing at his rapt expression. He made a guttural sound and sat up, taking one inside his hot mouth, his hand curling around the other one. He squeezed as his mouth sucked and I hissed, my back bowing.

      My hands dove into his silky hair, pulling at the stands and beads like they loved to do when he was close. He grinned against my breast, my nipple caught in his teeth.

      My hips rocked against his and he groaned, dropping my other breast to push the fabric aside. No underwear meant that the moment the fabric was torn away our skin met with nothing barring it. We both groaned at the feel of each other, my hands curling tight in his hair and pulling sharply.

      I rocked against him. Killian rocked back, he grabbed my hips tight and pulled me as close as we could get to each other. He was thick and long, spreading me wide against him. The heat from him burned against me and my head dropped to his shoulder, my hands leaving his hair to curl into his broad back.

      Killian’s breath shuddered against my neck, his throat bobbing as he swallowed heavily. “I’ve wanted this for too long.”

      I nodded against him. Way, way too long.

      He chuckled anxiously. “Now that I have you here, I fear I’m not prepared for what you will do to me.”

      I blinked glassy eyes, my arms hugging him. “I’m scared too.”

      He sighed, rocking my hips. Groaning and cursing. “There’s nothing for it, love. We’re going to have to do this again.”

      I looked up at him in confusion. He lifted me up and inch, settling himself at my entrance. My thighs trembled, tension and anticipation causing me to clench around the wide crown of his cock. He bared his teeth at me, a sheen on his forehead. “I’m going to fucking explode the moment I get inside you.”

      “I’m going to explode if you don’t get inside me,” I whimpered, the tell-tale sign of an orgasm already throbbing between my legs from just him sitting at my entrance. I pushed down, not able to wait any longer. His head dropped back and he hissed at the ceiling, his hands curling around my bottom and squeezing. The tips of his claws scraped along the skin and a hot breath burst from my mouth.

      He took it from me, licking into my mouth and pushed me down just as I dropped on my own. He went completely inside, bottoming out.

      My mouth dropped open against him and a small sound of shock escaped my throat. He rasped a litany of curses, his hands bruising now.

      We just held there, both of us staring at each other as I trembled, my thighs quaking.

      I was going to come.

      His eyes flared. “Go on, love,” he urged. “I’m right there with you.”

      I rocked against him. Just once. My clit scraping against the smooth skin of his thick cock and pelvis. That was all it took. I cramped, squeezing around him as waves of throbbing relief moved through me.

      He growled and bucked, his arms curling around me completely and holding me to him as he bellowed loudly.

      We clutched each other as we caught our breath. We’d barely moved but the strength of coming together finally after all this time had taken its toll.

      I’d never felt anything like it in my life. This man. This alien meant more to me than any man I had ever thought I’d cared about in my entire life and we’d just used our bodies in the most physical way possible to express every last emotion we’d felt for each other over the last two years.

      Killian was it for me. I knew that now. There was no escaping these feelings or him. He’d caught me the moment he showed up at Sal’s salvage yard and hadn’t let go. And I knew with everything in me I never wanted him to. I always wanted him to be mine and I always wanted to be his. No matter what that entailed.

      He saw my surrender in my eyes. Or read thoughts straight from behind my eyes. Either way, his gaze softened and a pleased little smirk lifted his mouth. “We are doing that again, sweets.”

      I was on my back before I could answer and the rest of my dress torn from my body.

      All night long we touched and kissed and played. Angry lovemaking and rapturous lovemaking. Every single moment of it was a promise. A solemn vow that we would never leave each other again. No matter who or what tried to pry us apart.
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      I closed the door softly behind me. My Theo’s soft snores echoing past the barrier. My mouth lifted and I rubbed my chest, soothing the ache of leaving her there. But only for a time. A short moment in time we would be apart of all the long eons of love and life we would experience together.

      She was bound to me now. No longer a human but part Kilbus. Where she would remain forever suspended in time. Tied to me in every conceivable way.

      It was a secret I would hold close. She was too fragile to impart that revelation on her. Not so soon with her newfound trust in me. But one day I would tell her. That my life was now hers and hers mine.

      “It is done?” Oren asked in a hushed tone. He sat on the settee outside the sleeping quarters of our rooms. Guarding his king and new queen as we completed the bond. His eyes gave away his exhaustion but his joy for me shown through.

      “It is done.”

      “What will you do when we reach the human’s new world?”

      I sighed and slumped against the wall, rubbing my brow. “Perhaps she will come to that conclusion on her own.”

      Oren raised one brow and frowned. No, my Theo would not accept abandoning her family to sail the stars with me.

      “Why travel there at all?” Oren murmured quietly. “Her family will not leave her either. The only option is to keep them all on board.”

      I shook my head. “And travel with such coveted cargo? We’d have every last overseer and tyrant seeking to steal them away. We attract enough trouble ourselves. No sense in adding any more reason.”

      Oren watched me closely. “Then what do you suggest?”

      I looked at him. My mouth pressed tight.

      Oren chuckled slowly, his eyes wide and uncertain. As I remained unmoved, his chuckles increased in volume, bellowing out of him. “Your crew may very well overthrow you for that.”

      “We have not settled once since we left our home,” I told my brother solemnly. “Perhaps this is a sign that the time has come.”

      “We do not settle,” Oren said, angry now. “We are what we are, Kil. We were meant for the stars.”

      “No,” I told him intensely. “You were young then Oren, but we once thrived on solid ground.”

      “The Kilbus is not what we once were,” he said just as passionately. “We have not been for far too long. You cannot drive us to ground. You would break us apart.”

      I looked away from the fear now encompassing his face. “There may be no other way.”

      “We are loyal to you,” he hissed quietly. “You are our lord. There is no other, but grounding us will break that bond. You know this.”

      “I do know.” I boldly stared down his dawning horror.

      “Who would replace you?” His voice was choked, frightened. Oren did not scare easily.

      I looked at him. Daring him.

      He shook his head furiously. His face flushed in denial. “No, I will not.”

      “You may not have to,” I placated him. Not liking how harshly he was taking the suggestion. “You could be wrong. My Kilbus may follow me.”

      But we both knew they would not. My Kilbus were different now. So few of them even able to remember what we used to be, so many more not Kilbus by blood. We were meant for the stars. They were home now.

      “I won’t let her go,” I told him. My tone low and severe.

      “I don’t expect you to,” he spat, insulted. “Tell her what it means to you, to us.” He stood, stepping closer to me with hostility. His emotions guiding him. “You don’t give her enough credit. She’ll understand.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said, tired. “I won’t endanger her. She needs a home. Somewhere defensible. Not to live every moment of her life running from my enemies.”

      Oren swallowed thickly. His face shutting down.

      He left. I let him go. I could tell he had not anticipated this from me. Could not have. I’d given no evidence of what I’d been planning from the moment I found her again. He would need time to come to terms with my decision. As would my crew.

      But I would not be moved. I would not live out my life with Theo on this ship. She deserved more from me. Better.

      No matter if she didn’t agree with me.
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      I’d heard every word. His face said he knew when he came back inside the room. He’d known I was listening from the moment I woke up to his and Oren’s hushed voices.

      “You won’t even ask me?” I asked him, stunned.

      He shook his head, pulling on his blood-stained shirt at the end of the bed. “It’s already been decided.”

      “By you,” I muttered angrily. “It sounds like you didn’t even bother to ask anyone.”

      “My decision is the only one that matters.”

      I scoffed. “Wow, way to start the day, dick. My opinion should matter to you.”

      He glared at me, his mouth pressed tight.

      “And so should Oren’s,” I continued insolently. “And Leo’s and Dereth’s, and every single other Kilbus on your ship. How can you so easily dismiss what everyone else wants?”

      Killian just shrugged, his face completely shut down from me. “Get some rest,” he said, ignoring me. “We leave back to the ship soon.”

      “Where are you going?” I called, heatedly, as he reopened the door.

      “Out,” he muttered, stubbornly.

      “Fine,” I bellowed just as stubbornly. “Run away! That’s what your good at anyway!”

      He slammed the door, shaking the walls of the room.

      I hissed a curse, seething.

      I didn’t want to live on his damn ship anyway.

      All those promises to show me the universe was a load of crap back then as it was just days ago. He never intended to follow through with them. He just wanted to lock me away in a fortress where he could keep me trapped from every supposable danger in the entire universe.

      But I knew better now. I’d thought I was safe back home. Living with Uncle Sal and Aunt Bets, I’d thought I was untouchable. Naïve, maybe, but it didn’t matter. Because I hadn’t been. No one had been.

      The aliens that destroyed our world and slaughtered so many of us had shown me that.

      I didn’t know what kind of world was waiting for me. For all of us humans, but I knew it was just as vulnerable to all the unknown dangers we now knew were lurking in the universe. Nowhere was safe.

      I would not live my life terrified of everything. That was not living. I wanted to experience everything there was to this brand-new exciting universe. That was Killian, his humor and sweet words and impossible arrogance. His stupid big head was a big part of my life and that included his ship and his crew.

      The alien genie was out of the bottle now and there was no putting all those secrets back. Even if I’d wanted to, I couldn’t unknow what I knew now. Living on some brand-new world, sticking my head back in the proverbial sand was out of the question.

      I was dating an alien. I’d just had sex with that alien. And I may even love that stupid alien and so help me I was going to make him listen to me even if I had to tie him down.

      His life was now my life. Stupid scary pirating and all.

      And if he refused to listen to me, then he would have to drag me kicking and screaming from his ship. Because if this was what he was meant to do then I wouldn’t be the reason he gave it up.

      We were a team. And my teammate needed a lesson in how to communicate.

      

      I couldn’t fall back asleep. I knew Killian was about to make my life more difficult. He had not been kidding about pissing me off every chance he could. He’d wasted no time at all making good on that promise.

      I left the room in a huff. My shredded gown looked ridiculous as I attempted to tie the lace back together in a pathetic attempt at modesty. It was hiked up to my upper thighs, the arms tied around my chest and waist to hold it all together. I was sweating just from the effort of salvaging it as I walked through the hall to the center room.

      Oren was glowering at the wall, his shoulders slumped dejectedly. He looked so forlorn I felt some of my anger drain away. “He’s an ass,” I announced, startling him—to my surprise. His mind must be really preoccupied. Not the norm for Oren.

      “That he is,” he said desolately.

      “Well,” I told him with false cheer, “it doesn’t matter because I won’t be listening to him.”

      Oren’s dry look told me how little conviction he had in me.

      “I can be very convincing,” I told him fiercely. “Killian won’t know what hit him.” Not when I got him on his back again.

      Oren chuckled then, his shoulders relaxing.

      “Where is he?” I asked, looking around the empty room. I knew an army of Kilbus were probably guarding my room right now but I still couldn’t believe Killian would go far while we were here. He’d been too worried about bringing me off the ship to begin with.

      Oren shrugged. “Festering in his poor decisions.”

      I held back a nervous laugh. Seemed mine wasn’t the only anger Killian would be feeling for a while. “I want to go back.”

      I was done sitting in this room waiting for him. If he wanted to go pout, he could come find me when he was finished.

      Oren shook his head though. “We leave when he returns.”

      I sighed, knowing he wouldn’t budge on this. As if Killian was all that would stand between me and danger and not an army of Kilbus. Killian needed to realize that I was safer with him and his crew than on a floating rock attracting alien races of all kinds.

      “Call him then,” I muttered. I needed to check in on my family. If it was so dangerous for me then it was for my family too. I wanted to get back to them. Killian had pranced me around this place, pissing on me to mark his territory. It had to be enough.

      “He—” A loud thump came from the hall. Oren looked that way, his words dying off.

      “—is back,” I finished for him, walking to the door.

      Oren grabbed my arm, pulling me back from the door. “No, that’s not him.”

      Another thump and then a shout.

      I looked at Oren nervously.

      His hand lifted, a little black box beeping. He pressed a button and screeches and shouts hissed through the unit. Oren’s other hand tightened on my arm.

      He looked at me, something close to fear in his eyes. “The Veel.”

      “What?”

      He pulled me from the room, practically running down the hall. “The Veel are here,” he tossed me into the bedroom I’d just laid in. “Hide.”

      “What?”

      “Hide,” he hissed again, slamming the door closed and dragging a large bench in front of it. He leaned it on its ends, slanting the long bench against the door and shoving his shoulder into the cushion, barring the door.

      I jumped when a loud crash came from the hall, running for the bed and rolling under it. It was taller than my bed at home had been. Nearly another person could have laid on top of me under it. Anyone who walked in that door would have been able to see me. I scooted to the back, curling up into a ball to try and hide.

      More crashes and shouts and then another loud bang came from up above us. I watched Oren from under the bed as his head shot up, gaping at the ceiling. “They’re coming,” he hissed to me.

      Why was it that every time something terrible happened near me, Killian was nowhere to be found? This was getting to be ridiculous.

      Oren had one weapon on him. A gun that shot no bullets. Just bright light.

      It might have only looked like light to me, but when he aimed it up to the ceiling and fired on the brown wormy looking thing crawling through the ceiling, it blasted a whole straight through it.

      Brown sludge popped and painted the ceiling and walls.

      I screamed. Then gagged.

      The body of the thing fell to the ground with a thump, inches from my face under the bed. The pudge of its brown torso twitched and I startled, scurrying back and away from it.

      Oren fired, again and again. Yelling for me.

      I gaped as more of the large worm things crawled into the room from the ceiling. Hole after hole being ripped open by their massive clawed appendages.

      One dropped onto the bed and I could hear it ripping at the bedding. I laid on my side, wide-eyed and trembling as fluffy padding started to rain down on me as it clawed straight through to the bed.

      Three glassy orbs looked down on me and I screamed again. It had a massive gaping mouth in a perfect circle shape, its razor teeth spinning in unison inside its mouth. Just the sound of the teeth clacking against each other sent shudders of disgust and terror through me.

      “Oren!” My voice was shrill, hurting my own ears. The thing roared into my face.

      Hands grabbed my thighs, yanking me from under the bed. I screamed again, smacking my captor.

      “Stop!” Oren shouted, wrenching me to my feet and thrusting me toward the door. “Go!”

      I stumbled over two limp goopy brown bodies as I tripped toward the door. Oren kept firing at the ceiling and behind us. I skidded to a stop, my back bouncing off his chest. They were clawing straight through the door. Oren spat a litany of curses and pulled me back and toward the wall on the far side of the room.

      I read the panic on his face and it only escalated my own to hysterical proportions. Those things were like worms or moles, nearly a dozen of them burrowing through the ceiling and walls.

      Then the floor beneath my feet trembled.

      Oren’s name barely made it out of my mouth in a piercing shriek before the floor below me gave way.

      He reached for me. His face horror stricken. But I was falling.

      It felt like I fell forever. My torn dress fluttering up to smack me in the face. But it was a short fall. I slammed into the ground, the wind blasting out of me in a rush.

      I groaned, my head throbbing as it bounced off of something thick and stiff. My ankle screaming in pain from where it smacked against the floor. I blinked away a blurry haze and looked up at the ceiling. The hole gaping there.

      A big brown worm looked down on me from the ceiling, its orbed gaze narrowing on me. Then it scurried across the ceiling and to the wall.

      I could see Oren’s feet as he tripped around the edge of the hole. He was fighting something off as he shouted for me, one hand reaching down the hole for me but something kept pulling him back.

      Slick, pointed nubs grabbed me, sharp claws piercing my sides. I shrieked as it dragged me across the floor. My hands grappled for purchase, anything to stop my body from flying across the floor, but I was moving too fast.

      I looked down my body and saw one of the worm things had its wiggling wormy appendages wrapped around my waist as it slithered through the room and down a hall, so fast everything around me was a blur.

      My bare arms squeaked as they burned against the flying floor, my dress doing nothing to protect the rest of my body from the burn.

      I screamed for Oren.

      For Killian.

      No one came.

      My voice grew hoarse as I flew down hall after hall, my legs kicking and my arms swinging. Nothing I did stopped the worm thing from its course.

      More joined it. Three then four other giant worms, all of them wiggling their bulging bodies against the floor as they raced from the hotel place we were staying.

      Warm air blasted me in the face as we exited out a hole in the wall and out into the chaotic streets of the complex. Startled shrieks from the crowds of aliens hurt my ears, feet and other things scrambling to get out of the way as the worm dragged me down the pathway.

      I yelled for help.

      Shrieking and screaming until my voice grew hoarse but even when a very few aliens raced behind me, the worm was just too fast. They fell behind too quickly.

      I saw the balcony coming up at the end of the road and I gawked as the three worms ahead of me dove down right off of it. They weren’t slowing down.

      It was going to drag me right over the end.

      I thrashed against the grip, my fingers clawing at its slick skin in overwhelming panic. But it only tightened around me, my ribs quaking from the powerful grasp.

      Then it was too late. My hands bounced off the floor, my fingernails breaking right off as I tried to stop it.

      I flew right over the balcony, my stomach smashing up and into my throat.

      I fell so rapidly it took my breath right from me, my body airborne, nothing there to stop the fall.

      The worm made a weird bleating sound and its mouth caught on the metal wall, its spinning teeth slicing right into the metal and slowing our fall.

      It slowed, but my body flailed out of control, swinging down and slamming into the wall underneath it.

      I grunted, curling against the grip that held me now, holding onto it with everything I had. If it let go of me now, I would be falling five stories down with nothing to stop my fall. I would die.

      My curled body hung, tight with tension and terror as the worm grappled against the wall, its slimy body slithering down and dragging me with it.

      Inches from my face slamming into the floor, the worm spun again and dropped me onto its back as it let go of the wall and slithered down onto the floor.

      There was gunfire and shouting, an army of aliens now chasing after us, but the worm didn’t pay them any mind, slithering so fast across the floor I could barely see the hangar of ships around me.

      I saw them pass by in a blur and stupidly thought we were headed right to Killian’s ship, but the worm turned again and then dove down, a tunnel of pitch black in the floor.

      I had no idea where it was taking me and I couldn’t think past the pain of being dragged so fast and harshly but I knew it was really, really bad.

      If I didn’t get away soon, this thing was going to escape on some kind of ship. And once that happened, I likely would never be found.

      If I didn’t die first. This thing could just be dragging me to its den to eat me and a fresh wave of horror had me lashing out.

      My fingers bruised and burned as I tried to pry the grip off me.

      The hole grew narrower. My elbows and legs smacking against the walls of the hole. Cold metal battered my body from every side.

      Then bright light was blinding me and I was flying through the air again, dropping down and down.

      My body slammed against more metal and I looked down as a flat flying surface zoomed through a massive cavern. I turned just in time to see the worm smack against the edge of the platform, screeching as it tried to grip onto it and then it dropped, falling down and into the dark bottom of the cavern.

      I slid with it, my skin screeching again but hands grabbed for me and then the glint of a blade sliced the worm’s wriggling arm from around my waist, narrowly missing the skin of my waist.

      I lay there, panting. My heart threatening to burst from my chest it beat so hard.

      “Up,” a sinister voice hissed.

      I looked up into the bright lights of a ship above me. I was in a glass chamber, a tunnel of glass. On one side of me, above me, were the ships inside the hangar, their ends hanging out of the complex. On the other side was black space.

      I was under the complex, a winding glass tunnel below it.

      “Up,” someone hissed again.

      I tried to focus past the bright lights of the ship I was flying toward but fear and panic made thoughts hazy. I was unable to grasp what was happening from second to second.

      A dark shadow stepped in front of the light. I squinted, my hands coming up to block the glare as I looked at the alien.

      He was tall. Huge. His body a dark grey and covered in thick armor. A metal plating came from his skull to wrap around the sides of his face, obscuring his features from me.

      “I won’t ask again,” he hissed and reached for me. I scrambled away from him, my hair flying up as I nearly toppled over the edge of the flying platform.

      He hissed, grabbing me in an iron grip and tossing me to the middle of the platform. A cruel frown twisting his grey lips.

      “Who are you?” I gasped as he stepped over me, walking to some kind of control panel.

      “Quiet beast,” he growled blandly. “Speak to me again and I’ll cut your tongue from you.”

      I trembled as we flew through the tunnel.

      There was nowhere to go.

      Not unless I wanted to follow the worm, down into the endless black below me.

      I was stuck.

      Shit.
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      The tunnel was a marvel. It had a ceiling and two walls, so wide I could barely see the sides, but it had no bottom.

      Something that became clear as we reached the end of the tunnel. The ship in front of me sat at the end of the tunnel, black space behind it. We spun in a circle, so fast, air slapped me in the face. And then we dropped. I screamed as I flew a few inches up, hovering above the platform as we dropped. I watched as the tunnel flew above us and then nothing was around me as I fell into deep space. Nothing to protect me from the danger of it.

      But nothing happened.

      I didn’t freeze. The air wasn’t sucked from my body.

      I was floating free in space and nothing happened.

      I couldn’t help but gape, my mind splintering apart to try and wrap around the magic of it.

      Then we slammed to a stop and my body hit the platform with a harsh thump.

      “How? What?”

      The alien looked back at me with a cold grin. “So small minded your kind are.”

      He stomped toward me, wrenching me from where I lay and tossed me over his massive shoulder. I lay there limp, gawking at the stars all around me.

      And the silence.

      The silence was deafening.

      I shouldn’t be able to see this. I should be dead.

      It wasn’t possible to walk in space with no protection. No air. It just wasn’t possible.

      But I was.

      There was absolutely nothing around me.

      He walked to the edge of the platform. Waiting.

      The ship sat at our side. Silent and hovering in space. It was smaller than Killian’s. By a lot. Maybe the size of a large house back home.

      A door hissed open but I couldn’t look away from the complex above us. We were at least a mile from it, that tunnel we were in slowly contracting in on itself.

      That worm had dug a tunnel right up from the bottom of the complex. How was the complex not imploding on itself? How had I not died just from being inside that hole?

      I was so confused.

      That worm had dragged me right down the complex and fell out into space and I was still breathing.

      I blinked away tears of relief and panic. I was so over my head with this. An alien had me. I had no idea what he was or what he wanted with me. I was breathing when I shouldn’t be able to. Living when I should be dead.

      My mind just could not fathom my current situation. Nothing made sense.

      And Killian wasn’t here.

      I didn’t know where he was.

      I didn’t know if he knew where I was.

      If he even knew I was still alive.

      But I was. Alive.

      The alien walked to the edge and I finally looked back. A glass box butted up against the platform from the entrance of the ship. This one short. It had a ceiling and three walls. And a floor. But it was just as open to the blackness of space by its entrance. It slowly encompassed us and the platform and then the alien was walking into it.

      He stomped through it and to a door that hissed open at the end.

      Three more grey aliens stood there as we walked inside. All of them wearing the same armor.

      I watched in awe as they pressed and pulled levers, the tunnel slowly disintegrating from my eyes.

      I could see it now. A blue-ish haze at the end of the tunnel.

      I hadn’t seen it before. I hadn’t felt it, but it glistened against the lights of the complex behind it. Some kind of forcefield that had protected me from the lifelessness of space. The tunnel wasn’t physically real. The worm had fell straight through it. It protected me from lack of air, but had I fallen too, I suspected the moment I passed it I would have died.

      

      The aliens didn’t look at me. They didn’t speak to me—except when the bigger one called me beast again.

      Their lack of interest in me was both frustrating and a relief. It allowed me to study them and my surroundings.

      I drank it all in with frightened determination.

      The ship was as bland as they were. Grey and armored. Sharp edges and smooth sides. Four seats in the cockpit and nothing else.

      No beds. No rooms. Just a huge room with a few crates on either side of me.

      That and the cage they had thrown me in.

      It was a big cage. Enormous really. Definitely meant for something much larger than me. I had room to stand and stretch and I did so, assessing my injuries.

      I was bruised all over. But other than a few small cuts on my waist, nothing too serious. I just ached and I was freezing.

      The cold didn’t seem to bother them.

      Nothing bothered them. Cool and calm, the four of them converged on the cockpit and taking their time, they quietly prepared the ship for flight.

      If they left. I was gone, likely forever.

      But I could do nothing to stop them.

      “Hey!” I shouted impulsively. I needed to create a distraction. Anything to stall them. “Hey! What do you want with me? Where are you taking me?”

      The first grey alien—the asshole that kidnapped me—lazily looked over his shoulder. A sinister glare aimed my way. “What did I tell you beast? Quiet.”

      My teeth ached from clenching them in fury. “Let me go.”

      “No.”

      He turned away from me, shooting his seat partner a baleful sneer.

      “What does it say?” The other asked him.

      I swallowed thick dread.

      He shrugged. “Hells if I know what the thing is screeching about.”

      They couldn’t understand me. They may know I was human but clearly they didn’t have the upper hand on my language like Killian did, like the Dahk and Xixin did.

      That was very bad for me.

      I went to smack my hand against the bars of the cage in frustration but the bastard spun quickly in his seat, freezing my hand in the air with just one malevolent warning. “Behave.”

      I shivered, my hand ice cold and frozen in the air. I slowly lowered it, backing away from him and the rest of them. My back met the thick bars of the cage behind me. I lowered slowly into a crouch, hugging my ice-cold knees to my chest. I glared right back at him.

      His lip twisted nastily and he turned back around.

      Killian, I thought in desperation—blinking away more tears, now would be a good time to deliver on all those promises you made me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Rage and Shame

          

          Kil

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      She was gone.

      Taken.

      I left Oren to nurse his wounds in silence.

      I couldn’t speak to him. Not a word. I knew he’d done all he could to prevent the Veel from taking her. Facing the Veel’s disgusting pets would have made the feat nearly impossible for just one Kilbus, but I was going to rip his head from him if he so much as apologized one more time.

      Theo was taken, let down by me for the last time.

      I should never have left her with Oren. Slithering away to stew in my own despicable emotions and leaving her unprotected shamed me beyond comprehension.

      The Veel beasts were taken care of. The Marcovin whimpering on the floor at my feet.

      “You let them inside,” I sighed heavily, disguising my rioting emotions.

      “They would have attacked Litsipith! They would have killed me!”

      I glared down at the cretin, sniveling and bleeding all over my boots. “And what did you think I would do to you?”

      He whimpered in fear, his face flushing in terror.

      I read his thoughts. Every weak snipe and insult directed my way and I shook my head in fury. Even now he felt no remorse.

      But I couldn’t stand here a moment longer.

      The Veel ship could not be stopped. Not in time for my ship to depart. She was inside, drifting farther and farther away from me.

      I turned back to Oren reluctantly. “You will stay and take care of this,” I rumbled.

      Oren lifted his chin, his gaze flaring in outrage. “No, I will go with you to retrieve her.”

      I would not argue with him. “No.”

      I left the hangar, the onlookers scattering to get out of my way. Shying away from my fury. Bodies littered the path to my ship. Veel, the Veel’s pets, and the Marcovin’s guard. All of them eliminated by me and my crew as we chased after my Theo.

      We were too late.

      She would never forgive me for this.

      No one spoke as I embarked, firing up the ship. The repairs had been hastily patched as I tortured the Marcovin for information. They would hold for now, but I knew the trip to the human’s world would be tentative. I was going to have to ask the gods damned Dahk King for an emergency repair crew.

      It galled me to ask for aid.

      But we would need it. That is if I didn’t tear the ship apart battling the Veel.

      In that case, there would nothing left to repair.

      I needed to catch up to her before the small retrieval team they’d sent to capture her returned to their warship.

      Already I was losing track of our bond. It was fading the farther she slipped from my grasp.

      Time was running out.

      

      I felt her, more and more the closer my ship drifted along the Veel trail left behind. It was a hazy mist. Almost imperceptible to the untrained eye. But I could see the shimmer the ship left. It was faint, but it was there.

      Not before long I could see the ship in the distance.

      “How do you want to handle this?” Leo asked, a glower aimed toward the Veel. My little Theo was on there, terrified and wanting me. Angry with me. This time, I did not welcome that anger. It infuriated me.

      The Veel, long rivals of mine, would pay for this offense.

      “Board the fighters,” I told him. “Send Jareth to infiltrate.”

      Leo looked to me then. “And you?”

      I sneered at the stars. “I’ll go alone. I believe it’s time the Veel enforcer and I met face to face.”

      Leo shook his head, grinning. “Just don’t destroy their ship. I’d like to study it.”

      I glared at him, not making any promises. Leo, ever curious and studying the mechanics of space flight could capture his own Veel ship for his amusement. This one was mine.
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      Killian rammed the ship.

      How did I know this?

      The grey aliens started arguing about it in irked tones.

      Also I felt it.

      My ass was throbbing from slamming against the bars of my cage.

      Smoke burned my eyes from where it filled the left side of the ship that now dented into itself.

      Alarms blared, deafening me.

      I was going to either lose my mind to pure terror or break down crying. Instead I chose to focus on anger. Anger at the grey aliens. Anger at Killian from freaking ramming the ship I was inside of—I mean how careless was that? He could have killed me!

      But all of that was overshadowed by relief. He was here. He’d come for me.

      Now all I had to do was wait. Because I knew now that he was here, he would kill all of these dick heads. I had nothing but faith in him in that moment.

      Well, until sparks started coming from the top of the ship.

      Déjà vu swept over me as I watched another alien try to come for me by boring holes into the ceiling. Only this time I was waiting in anticipation for that hole to open. As long as all the damn air wouldn’t get sucked right out into space.

      Hopefully Killian was using caution at least in this area. Hopefully.

      The grey aliens hissed at the ceiling. All of them turning to me with rage.

      I held up my hands. “You brought this on yourselves.”

      Beast guy stepped closer to me with a shocking amount of fury.

      “It’s not worth this,” one of them said tiredly. “Just let it go.”

      Beast guy looked back at him with frustration. “We can use it for leverage. The Kilbus Lord will hand over the rest of the humans to get his queen back.”

      I looked up at the burning ceiling. The metal was melting. Any second now he would drop through.

      At least he better fucking be dropping through. If he sent Oren or anyone else in his place, I was going to go complete bitch on him. If he thought the silent treatment was bad, he was in for a surprise. There were far worse things I could do to him.

      The bastard rumbled something low to the others, all four of them reaching into the crates beside me and pulling out weapons. “Our comrades will pick up our distress beacon. Relax. Hold off the Kilbus.” Then he turned to my cage and unlocked it, waving his hand at me impatiently.

      I shook my head defiantly and he sighed heavily, reaching in and wrenching me out.

      “Where are you going?” One of them asked him as he dragged me back to that flying platform at the back of the ship.

      He placed his palm on the wall and the wall hissed, sliding into the wall of the ship. I looked past the blue haze that allowed me to keep breathing, my body tense and waiting to be sucked into space. But like before, nothing happened.

      “Keep him distracted. They won’t attack me if she is by my side.”

      One of them shook his head in disbelief. “Just drop her out. They’ll be too distracted by her dead corpse to chase after us.”

      Beast curled his lip. “Cowards. Do as I say.”

      Then he pushed me onto the wide platform and we shoved off from the ship.

      I could see Killian’s ship in the distance. A grey speck mingling with the stars.

      As we drifted from the ship, three pairs of grey eyes watched us go, frowning. I looked up past them, to the top of the ship and saw a little grey mass of metal clamped onto the top.

      The bastard hissed a curse when he saw the dozens of little ships hovering above it. Clear glass allowing us to the see the faces of the Kilbus in each cockpit.

      They had been waiting for this. For us to leave.

      How they snuck up on the grey aliens without alerting them, I would never know.

      “They’re going to blow your ship up,” I pointed out dryly. Pointing as one of the ships did just that, firing directly into the side of the ship. Now that they knew I was outside of it, those other three hadn’t stood a chance.

      Bastard glowered at me, dragging me to his side by my arm. In true villain fashion he aimed a weird alien gun at my head.

      “Typical,” I muttered. So tired of assholes. This entire crapshoot was only going to give Killian more reason to back up his decision to leave his ship and his crew.

      A few hundred feet from the ship I watched with tired fascination as the three grey aliens looked up, as if they could see what awaited them through the ceiling and then resignation filled their faces. Bastard snickered rudely as they glared at him.

      Then they were gone. Just poof. A ball of fire enflamed the ship and three crispy aliens dropped out of their magical ship, floating dead as their ship burst apart into hundreds of blasted parts.

      I looked at Beast guy. “That’s going to be you next.”

      He sneered at me, stiffening as one of the ships crawled closer to us. I was still kind of amazed that the little platform was still working. I guess I’d thought it only worked as a moving part to its ship but it seemed to be functioning just fine on its own.

      The ship lowered, hovering next to the platform. I felt the alien sigh deeply, holding me like a shield in front of him. “Be a good little beast,” he murmured. “Or I’ll toss you right over.”

      I nodded, my jaw clenching. I wasn’t moving until Killian pulled me from the platform.

      Then Killian was there, a black metal helmet covering his head and face. I could barely make out his features, but I knew that body intimately.

      He stepped from the open door of the ship lazily, his boot touching down on the platform. The moment the blue haze encompassed him he tapped the helmet and it slid back and into the sleek silver suit he wore. Way cooler than any astronaut suit that I’d ever seen. It looked more like a wet suit, except it was metal.

      “Sweets,” his beautiful lips murmured around a frown.

      “Baby cakes,” I murmured back, thickening my greeting with all the anger and frustration I was feeling. It was far better than fear.

      Killian narrowed his eyes on me. A warning. I sighed, stiffening my limbs to try and hide their trembling.

      “Release her and I just might grant you a swift death.”

      I looked up at the stars, searching for calm. Threatening my abductor was not the best way to go about saving me.

      Killian’s hands fisted in reaction to my thoughts.

      He shouldn’t be stalking them if he didn’t like what he heard.

      “I may not have lived as long as you, Kilbus, but I’ve witnessed enough to know that your words hold no reliability. I think I’ll keep the beast right where it is.”

      “She,” Killian hissed through clenched teeth, “belongs to me.”

      “Yes,” my kidnapper said calmly. “Precisely why I was sent to retrieve her.”

      “What is it you want for her?”

      “A shipment.”

      I looked back at the grey alien, my mouth tight. “A shipment of humans?”

      “Quiet,” both of them hissed at me in unison.

      I glared at my feet, my arms folded across my stomach.

      “It is not I transferring them,” Killian told him heatedly. “Take it up with the Xixin King.”

      I felt the grey alien shrug. “It matters not who gets me what I want, so long as I get it.”

      “Then release her,” Killian snarled.

      “No, I think I’ll keep the little beast until you make the call.”

      Killian shook his head. “I have no patience for this.”

      “Nor I,” rumbled from behind me.

      I felt both of them as they seemed to swell in size with tension.

      This was not going well.

      Bastard tossed me to the floor of the platform. My elbows smacked against the cool steel and I felt the rush of air as Killian dove above me, knocking into him.

      Bastard hissed a curse. Then Killian. I turned, watching them roll on the way, way too small platform.

      I took a foot to the knee and scuttled away, my fingers touching dangerously close to the edge.

      Killian hit him in the mouth, both of them cursing. Bastard as the blood flooded his busted lip, Killian as his knuckles smashed against the edge of his helmet.

      Bastard and Killian grappled, spinning in a circle. A moment before Killian’s eyes flared wide, he glared, hissing, “Don’t.”

      Bastard grinned maliciously. Then we were flying.

      I slid the other way on the platform as it shot forward, my body rolling into their legs. Thankfully stopping me from tumbling right off the edge.

      Killian’s hand twisted into the back of my torn dress, holding me to his legs as he fought off blow after blow with his free hand.

      The platform dipped and my legs slid around, curling against the back of Killian’s boots then I slid again, swinging wide and holding on with everything I had.

      There was no rush of air. No gale winds to indicate how fast we were going. Just this powerful force of nothing pushing and pulling my body every which way. Killian wavered on his feet and I knew I was hindering him but I wouldn’t let go of him and he wouldn’t let go of me. We couldn’t.

      A boot hit me in the arm and I yelped trying to shift away from the bastard but we were moving too fast. I had no control over my own body.

      I looked up in fear, feeling completely useless as Killian fought him one handed. A gun was pulled, by who I couldn’t tell, but it was quickly knocked away, flying over the edge of the platform and down into the black abyss. I watched where it fell, gulping. One wrong move and that would be me. Or Killian. Likely all three of us for how tight we were holding onto each other.

      “Stop it!” I screamed when the platform tipped dangerously.

      “Listen to your beast,” the bastard sneered. “Surrender.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” Killian spat back.

      The grey alien chuckled darkly. “You speak her strange words.”

      “That’s because she’s mine,” Killian roared again, bringing his elbow forward and up, knocking the grey alien’s head back. He stumbled, his arms pinwheeling to hold his balance at the edge. Killian dragged me along with him as he tried to shove the alien again.

      Both of them had a hold of each other though and for one terrifying moment, my entire body lifted in the air, balancing them both as they almost both fell over.

      The grey alien wrapped his arms around Killian’s shoulders as Killian ducked to ram him. I watched them both as they nearly tripped over me.

      Someone’s boots crushed my fingers and I cried out.

      Fuck this. Laying here was not going to save me.

      As they both dragged me with them to the center of the platform as they fought, I reluctantly let go of Killian’s leg with one hand. It caused him to have a minor freak out.

      I winced as he caught a blow to his chin reaching for me to pull my arm back. But I already had that hand wrapping around the grey alien’s leg.

      Now I was holding onto both of them with my arms. My face was smashed between their shins, both of their suits smooth metal felt icy cold against my smooth skin and one wrong move would likely crack my cheekbone. But it did what I had intended, bringing them both off balance. They both went down in a tangle of limbs beside me.

      Twin curses were aimed my way but I scrambled up, climbing on top of the grey alien and hindering him from returning to his feet. We both slid, Killian’s grip on my dress stopping our momentum.

      Steel armored hands wrapped around my waist and tried to lift me. But I clung to that bastard like a monkey, smothering him with my chest.

      A muffled curse came from below me as Killian tried to grab him from above me.

      For all the power that was in the large alien below me. He did not hurt me. He could have squeezed the life from me with his grip but other than an uncomfortable hug, he didn’t do it. He just laid there, wiggling and bucking.

      Killian was crushing me to him from above. I was sandwiched between them. Our combined weight somehow keeping us at least a little stable on the fast flying platform.

      The light from a nearby star system was reflecting against the platform and when it started to shake under us, I looked up in alarm. We were headed straight for a small rock. Shadowed from the stars behind it, I couldn’t make out what it was but we were almost on top of it.

      “Hold still,” Killian was hissing in my ear. To who was anyone’s guess. All of us were wrestling.

      “Get it off me,” the grey alien hissed back muffled. I did not miss the disgusted tilt to his voice as he said it.

      “Uh, guys,” I called nervously. Hysteria creeping up on me. We were going to smash right into that rock. Now close enough to see it was fucking humongous. As fast as we were going, we had maybe five minutes tops. And though that weird haze was protecting my air, I knew it was not going to do one damn thing against a crash landing on a strange planet.

      They both ignored me. Pulling me back and forth between them. I was going to have whiplash after this. If we lived through it. “Hello!” I shouted shrilly.

      “What?” Killian snarled absently.

      “Look!” I let go of the alien with one arm pointing. They both followed my trembling finger. The grey alien shoving against my breasts so he could peek out from below me.

      More curses.

      I could make out little rivers of something on the tiny planet now. Craters. The shaking was getting bad, my knees bouncing against the platform so badly I knew I would be bleeding if I looked down.

      “C-c-c-r-r-a-a-s-s-h-h-h,” I tried to yell, my voice vibrating along with the rest of me. It was like the worst kind of turbulence you could imagine.

      Grey alien thrust me up and into Killian, rolling onto his belly and trying to crawl away against the vibrating platform. Killian twisted until I was laying under him, flattening me as best he could as he vibrated. The skin of his cheeks were wiggling. I stared at them, a hysterical laugh bubbling up and out of me.

      Unbelievably, he looked down at me, grinning wide with chattering fangs. He winked and placed a shaky kiss on my mouth. I accidentally bit him with my own chattering teeth. It felt like my bones were going to rattle tight out of my body.

      “G-gr-av-it-tal p-p-ull,” Killian tried to shout over a weird whistling sound. It steadily picked up volume. Hot air now somehow coming out of nowhere to blow my hair back against my face.

      “Y-y-e-s-s-s-s-s,” the grey guy hissed. Somehow coating that vibrating word with a heavy dose of no shit.

      “F-f-i-i-x-x-x-x i-i-t-t-t-t-t.”

      “T-t-r-y-y-i-i-n-g-g-g.”

      “F-a-s-s-t-t-e-r-r-r-r.”

      If I could have rolled my eyes. I would have.

      The shaking slowed but not enough. We were on the planet’s horizon now. The size of it blocking out everything around us. Pure white haze flooded my vision and a musky smell. Both sweet and hot like fire. I looked up in horror as the blue haze started to wink in and out. The air around me thinning.

      “Sh-u-tting d-own,” the grey alien shouted.

      “Wh-a-t?” I shouted back. The whistling so high I felt my ears popping.

      “Have to jump!” He shouted at us both.

      I looked at him upside down incredulously.

      He grinned wide and sharp. “Til next time, beasty.”

      Then he jumped.

      I felt Killian sigh above me.

      “TIME TO GO SWEETS!” His voice a whisper even though I could see him trying to shout.

      “WHAT?”

      “JUMP!”

      “WHAT?!” He did not just say fucking jump.

      “JUMP!” Killian dragged me to the edge of the platform. Dark clouds below us. No clear ground.

      “NO!”

      Killian roared laughter, it sounded more like a high hiss to me than anything else but I gawked at the wild grin on his face.

      Don’t you dare.

      His eyes crinkled with wild glee as I aimed my thoughts to him. He curled his body around me, my dress whipping back and forth against my legs. I shook my head frantically. My feet stumbling against the platform as it started to tip on its side.

      Killian nodded, watching me closely.

      Then the platform dropped out from under me and we were free falling.

      I clung to him, a painful scream trapped in my throat.

      Wind whipped at me from all angles like knives. I could see his mouth moving as he held me clutched to his chest, but I couldn’t hear a single word.

      The strange planet and the dark sky tumbled in around me. Spinning so fast I grew dizzy, my head rattling on my shoulders.

      I felt Killian’s ice cold cheek against mine, his lips moving against my ear, little cold kisses all over my neck and I squeezed my eyes tight. We were going to die.

      This was it.

      There was no bright flash of all my favorite moments going through my mind. No revelation.

      All that was in my head was:

      I’m going to die.

      I’m going to explode all over the ground in a splatter of goopy Theo mess.

      I’m going to die.

      Killian’s going to die.

      We’re going to die.

      We’re going to die. We’re going to die. We’re going to die.  We’re going to die. We’re going to die. We’re going to die. We’re going to die.  We’re going to die. We’re going to die. We’re going to die. We’re going to die.  We’re going to die.

      We’regoingtofuckingdie!

      I didn’t notice us slowing. My eyes glued to Killian’s shoulder, open wide with terror. Dry as a fucking desert.

      But we did slow. And slow and slow. Until the shrill sound of my own scream startled me so bad, I nearly peed myself. And on Killian.

      It petered out slowly. My eyes moving from his shoulder and slowly falling to the ground. It had stopped rising. Or we had stopped falling. We were hovering.

      I looked up at Killian, my mouth gawking. My tongue drying out just as much as my eyes had.

      I had to clear my throat a few times before I could speak. I must have been screaming that entire time.

      “Y-you have a rocket on your b-back,” I said hoarsely.

      Killian smiled at me wide and unbidden. “Alright there, sweets?”

      I blinked at him owlishly. “No, Killian,” I told him, too hoarse to inject the venom I wanted to in my voice. “I am not alright.”

      “Love you,” he said around his irritating grin.

      “I hate you,” I rasped back.

      “No,” he said low, his hair fluttering around his face in the wind—wind from the air I was breathing. “You love me.”

      “No,” I tried to hiss. “I don’t.”

      He clicked his tongue. Leaning against my mouth he whispered his smile across my lips. “Little liar.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Theo

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t speak to Killian for two whole days.

      When that didn’t seem to get my point across, I had no choice but to revert to extremes.

      Naked was the only way I could get his irritating aloofness to crack. I slept naked. I ate breakfast in our room naked. I took way too many showers, gleefully rubbing my body in every which way as he watched. I hadn’t worn a bra or underwear once since Leo picked us up from that weird little planet. And I picked out the tightest clothes I could get my hands on to make sure he knew it every moment he looked my way.

      Two weeks now I’d pranced around him bare as the day I was born, flaunting what I let him see but refused to let him touch.

      Any day now he would break. I could feel it in the air. His hot eyes barely able to leave me for more than a second each day.

      I felt powerful. Like I could conquer the galaxy.

      See, I did this because Killian was a hard man to love. He did not make it easy on me. My anger did nothing to deter him. He seemed to look forward to our arguments. Silence was no longer an effective weapon. He would just read my mind to get his kicks.

      That left sex as my only viable option.

      And oh boy was it working. For both of us.

      Two weeks without even a finger on each other and we were both feeling the effects.

      And while I knew he was holding out to prove his many points—the biggest one that he planned to settle down with me on this new safe haven of a planet for us humans building a white picket fence and having a dozen kids—I was holding out for an entirely different reason.

      At first it was to punish him for terrifying the living daylights out of me. Letting me get abducted. Refusing to have an adult conversation with me about our future—really, the reasons had been endless. But now, now, I was savoring this newfound power I had over him. Not because I wanted to teach him some kind of fucked up lesson, it had started because I was just so damn mad, but my anger had waned pretty quickly. I chose him after all, enemies and rockets and stubborn lord traits and all. No, now I held out because I had needed it.

      At any moment Killian could have ended the sex ban. Literally with one simple invasion of my mind he could have wiped my conviction right from me. But he hadn’t.

      He hadn’t.

      He let me have these last two weeks. He let me test him. His vow to never control me that way ever again.

      And now I knew.

      I fucking loved him. An alien pirate lord.

      I loved him so hard that I kept it up because it was the best kind of tease, and I could tell he was enjoying the sexual build up as much as I was at this point.

      I had a feeling this was not going to be the last time we tested each other. It was too delicious. Too addicting. Fucking foreplay at its best.

      Now we were just holding out to see who would break first.

      Killian’s hot eyes were glued to my pebbled nipples under my shirt. Noah glowered at me from the across the room as I squirmed in my seat. He was talking with Killian, trying to get our arrival time out of him again. But Killian loved keeping Noah in the dark. He got a sick satisfaction out of irritating my brother since I had flat out told him he wasn’t allowed to pummel him into the ground.

      After two weeks the two of them were settling into some weird contest. See who could piss the other off more that day. I didn’t care so long as blood wasn’t involved.

      I licked my lips as Killian’s eyes ran over my stomach to stare hungrily at my shifting thighs.

      Jeremy sighed from beside me. “I can’t sit with you anymore, Theo. You two need to fuck and put the rest of us out of our misery.”

      “You’re just jealous,” Iris mumbled around her spoon. She swallowed and looked up at the ceiling, shivering dramatically. “Poor Jeremy. He’s going to catch your cooties.”

      We both snickered as he glowered at us.

      “It’s making me horny too, man,” Wes mumbled around his food sullenly.

      “Gross.” Iris gagged, slapping her bothers arm.

      He scowled at her. “There’s mostly alien dudes here, sis. You can get your rocks off if you just shake your ass at one of these guys. Unless I want to fuck May or Marcy, I ain’t gettin’ laid anytime soon.”

      Oren thumped him on the back of the head, glowering at him.

      Wes winced. “Alright, alright, just May then. Fuck.”

      Oren didn’t stop glaring at him until Wes ducked his head in defeat.

      Marcy sat with her sister a few feet away, her eyes on her plate, a curious blush on her face. She was quiet these days. Her and her sister both. Not at all how she’d been pre-alien invasion. But then none of us were the same anymore.

      I looked at Holden then, sitting beside his brother with a blank look on his face. He’d been handling Abby’s death a little better, but I knew it would take him a long time to accept it. It would be a long time for myself as well.

      Jeremy saw me looking and shifted, a subtle attempt to protect his brother. They’d spilled the beans to us last night. After Killian had said we would be arriving at our new home soon. All that time in Alaska, they’d planned to stay on Earth. They’d never realty intended to leave with us. They’d never wanted to go to this new planet. It had hurt to hear, but I understood it. Didn’t mean I wasn’t angry that they had been plotting their escape in secret the entire time we hid out in Alaska.

      It didn’t matter now though. We were all going. That choice had been taken from them by Killian. By our trip home and finding everything and everyone…just gone.

      Jeremy and Holden had nowhere else to go anymore.

      After a quick escape from a Veel army near Litsipith, narrowly avoiding a war with them, we’d had to meet up with the Dahk for emergency repairs. And now they were escorting us to this new planet in their big ass—but still not as big as Killian’s—ship.

      I caught Killian’s flared gaze and ducked, hiding my smile.

      We would be there soon. And me and my family had a big decision to make.

      Well really it had already been made.

      Uncle Sal and Aunt Bets were not happy with my decision at first—particularly Sal—but they understood. I had a feeling they didn’t trust this new home any more than I did.

      Noah would stay with me—for me. Jeremy and Holden didn’t feel passionate one way or another. So they agreed to stay with us.

      We wouldn’t be rehoming to some strange planet.

      We wouldn’t feel safe there. I doubted any human would.

      I did not hide our plans from Killian. It would have been impossible anyway. He knew what was coming when we landed.

      We would have probably already confronted him if it weren’t for Iris, Wes, Tibert, and the others. Tibert was still their father and May and the others still followed him blindly. They still needed to get to that new planet, regardless if I had zero intentions of ever stepping foot on it.

      Killian had until we arrived to get with the program. After that, all bets were off.

      

      That next morning I woke up to him just as naked as me. Both of us wrapped around each other. I was so entwined with him I might as well have been an octopus.

      We both groaned out loud. Both of us sweaty and panting from rubbing against each other all night.

      “Ready yet, sweets?”

      “You first,” I grinned down at him. I would not be the first of us to surrender.

      He smiled, wicked and tempting, palming my naked behind.

      “No touching,” I said inches from his mouth. Breathless and panting.

      He looked down at my breasts smashed to his chest and raised one dark brow.

      “Who is mounted on me, Theo?”

      “I am.” I shivered as his palms slowly ran up the back of my spread thighs.

      “Who’s cunt is spread across my cock?”

      “Mine.” I couldn’t help but grind. Just a baby one.

      He licked one of his fangs, flicking his tongue against it sharply.

      “It is not I that begged for release in sleep last eve,” he claimed boldly.

      But I had. I so had. I could remember every filthy minute of my dreams. I couldn’t not have tried to act them out in my sleep. They had been so damn vivid.

      One more lift of my hips and my forehead beaded with sweat. The effort to hold back nearly impossible.

      I jumped up from the bed. My desire coating the insides of my thighs as I backed away from the bed.

      He lay completely naked across the sheets, his head propped up on a fist as he watched me escape. I had to close my eyes to block out the sight of him palming his cock in his other hand.

      “I will not surrender!” He shouted to me as I ran to the bathroom.

      “Neither will I!”

      He roared a dark laugh. “Today Theo! You will be beg me this day!”

      I rolled my lips between my teeth to hold back a hysterical giggle.

      God, I hoped so.

      

      
        
        Killian

      

      

      “No,” my Theo’s uncle choked on the word. “I’m fine.”

      I looked back at my queen, a brow lifted in disbelief.

      “He’s fine,” she insisted.

      I shook my head. “It will not be for quite some time before we dock anywhere again.”

      Sal nodded slowly. His mind a haze of uncertainty and determination.

      The poor human must love her. There was no other reason he would agree to this.

      I looked back at her. A frown weighing me down. “I don’t want this for you.”

      She shrugged. Unconcerned. Not even a hint of fear in her mind. “I don’t want this for you.”

      I looked out on the lush planet. The other humans already having said their goodbyes and disembarked. They stood there, fear and excitement warring within them as Burin animatedly greeted them. A cadre of Dahk and Xixin at his back, ready to help the new arrivals integrate within the small human population.

      “You don’t even want to see?” I asked her worriedly.

      The rest of them spoke for her. “No, we want this.”

      I looked them over. Her family. Sal, Bets, Jeremy, Holden, and even that cretin Noah. All of them prepared to follow her into the stars. The other two females, Marcy and Liza still undecided. Though Oren glowered at them both. His stance shifting anxiously beside the elder of the two sisters. He was already attached. They were waiting to see what my Theo did. If they chose to leave, I worried he would go with them.

      Then what? Give my ship to Leovin? He would have the thing torn apart and sold before I could step foot from it. There was no other I could pass down my position to. Not without infighting.

      I sighed in resignation. “Are you sure?” I asked her again, my eyes only for her. I already knew her decision. She was so stubborn. Her hot gaze both alight with lust and determination.

      She was mine. Finally. In every way that she could be.

      And I was a fool for her.

      “But you have yet to even see it.”

      The planet was truly beautiful. We could have a life there. A simple, quiet, safe, life.

      She lifted her chin stubbornly.

      I held back a snort.

      My Theo did not want safe and quiet.

      My own doing.

      I had ruined her in the best ways.

      “Very well,” I said, grinning despite my wavering emotions.

      If a life in the stars was what she was after, then who was I to deny her?

      “On or off,” I told the two females Oren watched with longing. “We leave for Rederend!”

      Several of my crew cheered and thumped their feet in celebration.

      “Rederend?” Theo asked me, a pleased smile mocking me.

      I lifted her, growling playfully into the skin of her delectable neck. “A dreadful corner of the stars. Rife with war and the most devious acts your naïve little mind could conjure.”

      “Sounds delightful.” I ignored the dry tone from her brother. He did agree to this stubborn join of forces. But unless he were to leave her, he had no choice. And Noah was fraught with regret when it came to my Theo.

      Nipping at her until she squealed in delight, I walked through the hangar of the ship.

      “How long?” Sal called anxiously. “How long until we get there?”

      “Months in your human time!” I called back jovially.

      Telling silence.

      “What are we going there for?” Bets cried in alarm.

      I turned back to my Theo’s most treasured humans. Now mine to protect. “To pillage, love. What else?”

      “Is he serious?” An appalled whisper.

      “We are Kilbus,” Jareth answered her in perfect human tongue. It was the only answer to give.

      We were thieves. Adventurers. We sailed the stars looking for nothing more than the most dangerous of voyages. The most thrilling of undertakings. The most carnal of entertainments.

      And now my little Theo would experience them all with me.

      I looked down at her. Lust, pure and agonizing hounding me. Nipping at my heels. Hounding my cock unbearably. She was all of those things to me, I realized.

      Theo was my greatest adventure. My most dangerous mission. The highest thrill of my life. And every carnal and devious desire wrapped up in a deadly beautiful human package.

      Who was I before her?

      Nothing. It no longer mattered.

      She was everything to me now.

      Her eyes flared as I shut her inside our room, locking her in from the universe outside of my lust for her.

      “Strip,” I commanded her on a rasp.

      She smirked, the minx. “Beg.”

      Gladly.

      

      The End. For now.
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        Thank you for reading Flying in Spaceships with Aliens!

        I hope you enjoyed Kil and Theo as much as me, please take a moment to leave a review. They help so much!
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      And there it is. As promised, their story tied up with a pretty temporary bow. I freaking loved writing this series. I loved it so much I’ve decided it isn’t the end. I refuse to end it. Not exactly. Kil and Theo will return with the new Kilbus Adventures series in the near future(when….I have no clue, but I am DETERMINED to carve out more time for them). My current plan is for a series of small adventure stories of them and others I’ve introduced to you in this series and before. Oren and Leo absolutely, Jareth and others as well.

      But I know, I know you guys so well! You’re already chomping at the bit for Fenru, I can feel it! But I have other plans for him. Oh so exciting ones! And as for our mysterious bastard I tossed at you there at the end… well his story is already pushing close to the head of the pack. His little human beast is going to knock him off his feet.

      Iris and her brother were delightful little surprises and I have a feeling they won’t be satisfied with their new home for long. ;) There’s one mysterious guy hanging around out there from GO that may just find himself trapped with them in the near future!

      As always, thank you guys for reading and supporting! It really does mean so very much to me!

      My beautiful friend Lexy, thank you for all you do! And congrats on your own recently published book!! Freaking awesome! My editing team, I am very thankful for all you do. Never once have you let me down! And to my fantabulous Beta’s, you hung on for this ride and gave me so much amazing feedback, THANK YOU!

      My husband and little man, love you both like crazy!

      It was hard to get this one out with all the craziness going on in the world, but at the same time Kil and Theo were just the escape I needed.

      Thank you from the bottom of my heart for wanting Kil’s story as much as you did. I had so much fun writing it and it has inspired me to write so much more!

      Stay safe and well,

      Erin.
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      Battler Games: The Juldo fighting games. Species throughout the universe travel to watch the games and the slaves of the Juldo forced to fight.

      Dahk: A purple-grey-skinned alien species. They are an honorable warrior species and led by a King and his House. The throne is passed down through their royal genetic line. Description: Over seven feet tall, on average, purple-and-deep-grey-skinned, with armored plates and ridges strategically placed on their bodies as a defensive trait. They have large wings, claws, and fangs as offensive traits. Their ears are large and pointy, flattened to the sides of their skulls, and they have horns that curl from their upper temples to the back of their crown. Dahk are built for dark surroundings, and sunlight is an irritant.

      Dahkish: Dahk Ancestors. Often used as an exclamation of surprise or great emotion.

      Dahk Hierarchy: All Dahk are ruled by one King. His House is the ruling line, passed down from each generation. A King has a personal council that will aid him and give him guidance during his rule. He will grant his chosen members of his council a “Rise,” placing them in their position. He will Rise a Commander to lead his army. A Dahk Commander will also have a personal council. He too will hand-pick its members and grant them the “Rise.” A Dahk House is their immediate family and those to whom they extend an invitation to join. A House is comprised of a “First Father” and several mates that his own “First Father” have matched him with. These mates have their own hierarchy, “First Mate,” “Second Mate,” and so on.

      Galactic Council: A group of twelve seats of different species filled by invitation alone. They enforce Galactic Law throughout the members of the Order.

      Galactic Order: A large group of alien species joined in an alliance.

      Galactic Vernacular for telling time: Sunring- “Day,” Sunspin- “Year,” Dimtide- “Hour,” Spin- “Minute,” Click- “Second.” Actual times vary from species to species based on how their time is judged.

      Geroun: Worm-like creatures enslaved by the Veel.

      Guhuvin: An avian species, they are known for their skills of flight. They are a peaceful species but are fiercely protective of their home and nests. Their Guhuvin steel is highly sought after throughout the universe. They are led by a king and his flight captains.

      Heraterran: Scorching planet filled with multiple species, known for its slave auctions and unlawful trading.

      Hima: Dahk word and interpretation of their “ear.” Also referred to as a hima canal.

      Home World: The Dahk’s home planet. Dark due to their dying sun. It is known for its various types of toyl stones. The Dahk use them to light their homes and for trade with other species who use them as a fuel source.

      Hugund: The Galactic Order Outpost. Home to various species, Hugund was built among the moons and the remains of the Order’s chosen home planet. The planet died hundreds of years ago for reasons unknown.

      Huktbores: Galactic curse word. Often used to express anger, surprise, or rage.

      Ilyndahdus: Warmest landmass on Home World.

      Ilynda: Home World’s trading city. (Outside of Ilyndahdus)

      Juldo: A warmongering species. Their mechanics contain a disease that will allow them to infect other species and change them into Juldo. They are led by a Juldo Master who earns his title through a challenge. Description: Juldo are large, varying between six and eight feet—and in some cases larger, though this often means a Juldo is close to succumbing to the virus. They are a red-skinned species with large incisors. Both traits are a result of the infection. They alter their bodies for battle with nano-mite tech. The nano-mites are also essential for their survival. Without them, the virus would grow in strength, eventually killing the host.

      Juldo Made: A term used by the Juldo and other species for the process and end result of infecting another species and turning them Juldo.

      Juldoris: The Juldo home planet.

      Kilbus: A nearly extinct raiding species. They are led by one lord for thousands of years.

      Litsipth: A trading post. Free-floating of any known orbit.

      Neyvit: Small beasts known to roam near-lifeless moons and traveling complexes.

      Ockdal: Battle species ensnared by their baser instincts. They keep a clear mind and body through ritual and sacrifice, caging the uncontrollable beast that prowls beneath their skin.

      Pythe: The female vernacular for a true mate in the Dahk species.

      Pythen: The male vernacular for a true mate in the Dahk species.

      Pythen Mating Rage: An affliction the Pythen endures when he finds his Pythe. He becomes feral and enraged beyond his control.

      Pythen Mating Ceremony: After a Pythen loses himself to the mating rage, he is chained for long periods of time to honor his Pythe. This is to allow him to become worn, lessening his strength and rage, so it is safer for the Pythe during their first mating.

      Rite: Dahk burial ceremony.

      Ruhasha: Galactic vernacular meaning “Treasure” or “Prized.”

      Shadow Born: A Juldo Assassin. Their ancestry is unknown. The Shadow Born were believed to be eradicated by the Old Juldo Master hundreds of years ago, after they became too powerful and hard to control. A Shadow Born is believed to be so formidable, it would take an army to destroy him. They are not as dependent on nano-mites, but it is unknown why. The Juldo are secretive about their Shadow Born and their capabilities.

      Vitat: A carnivorous alien hive species. A queen at the helm controls their minds. Description: The Vitat are over seven feet tall, on average, and white―nearly translucent―skinned. As offensive properties, they are fast and have claws, and their featureless, bulbous heads have a mouth that splits their head open from one side to the other, filled with several rows of razor-sharp teeth. They have no sight, and they pick up on sound through vibrations. They also have a sensitive palate. They track their prey through sound and a sense of smell though their mouths, using organs in their mouths that collect small organisms in the air.

      Veel: An omniscient species that values no life outside of their own.

      Xixin: A feline species. They are currently ruled by four brothers, four kings, the first to share the throne in their royal line, until they challenge each other for the throne. The males mate several females in a pride until a challenger takes his place in the pride. Description: Their height ranges between six and seven feet. Their females are known to be larger than the males. Their color ranges from dark shades of brown to deep gold. They have a great deal of fur to protect their skin from the elements of their home planet, as well as large incisors and claws as offensive traits. They have excellent night vision and an extraordinary sense of smell.

      Yula: Galactic vernacular for “Star.”

      Zythen: Sexless species. Protectors by nature, they bond to a being they deem defenseless.

      
        
        If there’s something here you don’t see and want added, or more detailed. Hit me up at author.erinraegan@gmail.com

        Thank you for reading Flying in Spaceships With Aliens!
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