
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    Laurel 
 
    Becoming a mail order bride is the only thing I’ve wanted since first seeing the alien men in need of mates. Richter is more delicious than I’d hoped to imagine, but problems I’d hoped to leave behind are catching up to me. He’s a part of a military branch meant to stop the monsters in the icy wastes from reaching civilization. I’m a spy whose new world is turned on its head by the new life I’ve found. Doing my duty would be betraying myself. 
 
      
 
    Richter 
 
    She’s exactly what I never knew I needed. And now, she’s mine. But keeping her is its own sort of problem. There are monsters in the shadow zone that want to kill her. And protecting her is more important than protecting anyone else on this planet. But if she finds out what I am… what our baby will be… she may never forgive me. 
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    DEDICATION 
 
      
 
    For those who want the vastness of space… and a romance to fill it.


 
   
  
 

 ONE 
 
    LAUREL 
 
    I can still remember the day the Sian envoy arrived.  
 
    April 13th. 2013. 
 
    My tenth birthday. 
 
    The news went apeshit. My parents thought it was the end times…. and I couldn’t stop staring at the beautiful spaceship suspended in low orbit. 
 
    That moment put me here, fifteen years later. Sitting in the chair at the space terminal, signing the last of the paperwork, about to get on a nearly identical ship outside the window.  
 
    It had just been the ships that fascinated me at first. 
 
    Then there were whispers. 
 
    And at seventeen, I learned the real reason they’d come to us… the reason that wasn’t spoken of to little girls. 
 
    A friend snuck her older sister’s login and I finally saw a Sian man.  
 
    Their images were hidden behind paywalls. And it wasn’t hard to tell why. 
 
    They were gorgeous, muscled creatures. The sort of men you only read about, or saw on a movie screen. 
 
    Something in their physique, the way their planet’s gravity affected their musculature… I might have been seventeen, but that didn’t mean I was immune to salacious dreams.  
 
    The real reason they’d come to us was the one that set my mind ablaze with ideas… and left me exploring my own body at night, wishing it was their hands. 
 
    Maybe I was crazy, but none of the earth boys could compare to what I imagined of the Sian men whose photos were found behind paywalls and on free sites that had severely incriminating ads. 
 
    There were, of course, the hate groups who thought women like me were fetishists, and that we were little more than cattle to the men on the planet I was headed to…. 
 
    At seventeen, the idea of being a bondmate to a Sian man had been a pure fantasy. 
 
    One I was willing to do anything to bring about. 
 
    Now.  
 
    Here.  
 
    Waiting for that final stamp of approval. It was a reality millimeters from my grasp… and I intended to seize hold of it with both hands…. And I wasn’t about to let go. 
 
    “Please sign here,” the agent tapped the lower half of the pad in front of me. “To confirm that you have read the terms and conditions.” 
 
    The terms that said there was no going back. The conditions that acknowledged I was entering into a lifetime commitment…. 
 
    Because that was the only way to terminate a Sian bonding. One or the other bondmate had to die. 
 
    With a quick flourish of the stylus, I’d done it. 
 
    “Congratulations!” The agent’s smile was wide and warm. “You’re all set to go. Take off is in one hour, and we have three others to get through processing, so please, get your bags and go to the staging area. Good luck.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She nodded and turned back to her stack of discs. 
 
    Moving through the wide halls, I dropped my bags off with the claims desk and sat in one of the wide, plush seats among a half dozen other women.  
 
    There was only one thing left to do. 
 
    With the bright daylight streaming in through the windows, the dark hull of the Sian ship filling half of them, I read through the email again. It was the fifteenth time, but there were some things that couldn’t be said in a hasty line or two. Blowing out a long breath, I ignored the tiny knot coiling in my stomach. 
 
    But there wasn’t anything else I could do to polish the email to my family. 
 
    So, I set the delivery delay and pressed send. 
 
    By the time it delivered, it would be too late for any of them to try to stop me.  
 
    I’d be on that ship, on my way to a whole new planet. A whole new life. 
 
    My computer vibrated in my lap and I all but jumped out of my skin. 
 
    But there was no way I’d accidentally sent the message.  
 
    That didn’t make it any easier to open the screen to see what had come across. But the missive, a simple question from someone who should have known better than to contact her, wasn’t one I needed to fear. 
 
    I tapped out the response, a simple text, “Confirmed departure.” And closed it back up again. 
 
    Sitting in this chair had always been the plan. Getting here had always been the problem.  
 
    The resume required was long and polished. As soon as I’d gotten my hands on the requirements, I’d set about fulfilling them. 
 
    While my family had remained oblivious… others had not. 
 
    The military had approached me in my senior year of high school. A beautiful woman in a crisp uniform had offered to help. In exchange for a few, simple things. 
 
    Things we all knew I might have no chance of doing once I got there. 
 
    They thought this was entirely their idea, that I just happened to fit the requirements. A happy coincidence. 
 
    Maybe they thought they were using me. 
 
    Maybe they knew I was using them. 
 
    The call to board the ship was met with excited murmurs, and I lined up with the others. 
 
    I was one intergalactic ride away from being a mail order bride.


 
   
  
 

 RICHTER 
 
    “We don’t need them.” I say, knowing we do.  
 
    Knowing that without human women, it’s only a matter of time until we, as a species, die out entirely. 
 
    That’s why I’m here.  
 
    Waiting for mine alongside my best friend.  
 
    Waiting as the dark ship--one on a daily delivery schedule drops its wide docking gate and the delicate female bondmates spill from its passenger compartments. 
 
    They’re breakable.  
 
    The same problem that arose with the previous attempt at successful crossbreeding. That catastrophe almost killed us all… not that I had been old enough to participate, but I’d seen the effects. 
 
    Each woman was led from the ship--snatched up as soon as their feet touched the tarmac--by an agency liaison. The woman led to Core stared up at him with wide-eyed admiration… something I don’t know that he deserved… she’d get to see what a slob he was soon enough. 
 
    But ten minutes later, every woman on the ship had been shuffled to her man… and no one stood in front of me. 
 
    One of the agents, a slickly dressed man with a wrist comp and a worried scowl hurried up to me. “So sorry, M’lord.” 
 
    I bristled at the title and scowled at him. I could only guess what he was about to say. 
 
    “Your bondmate was scheduled for the next transport. Our error. I have already received the notice that she’s been signed in and is onboard.” 
 
    I tried to feign enthusiasm, but it was hard to do when all I could think of was how relieved I was to have another day to get used to the idea… as if one day would sort out what had been roiling through me for the last month. 
 
    Around me, others had begun to disperse, some sweeping up their prizes and whisking them to ground cars. Others, likely, to the nearby hourly hotels to make sure their claim on her was unbreakable.  
 
    Beside me, Core looked down at the woman he’d been contractually assigned. His smile was something I hadn’t seen in ages. Something that spoke of hope. A hope I wasn’t sure I could muster anymore. 
 
    They shared low words, something said that I couldn’t quite understand, and Core watched her as she joined others, collecting her bags. 
 
    Not many let their women leave their side. 
 
    They wouldn’t need them--whatever they’d brought.  
 
    That was part of our terms. We gave them everything they could possibly want…  
 
    Everything was guaranteed but love. 
 
    Most of us weren’t capable of that anymore. 
 
    Core watched her for another moment. He was clearly pleased with the woman he’d received… though I knew for a fact there were strict requirements the agencies had been tasked with filling… and no woman who stepped off that ship would be anything less than perfect for the man who’d chosen her. 
 
    But Core finally took his eyes away from his bondmate and turned to me. Brows pinching, he searched the thinning crowd. “What’s going on?” “ 
 
    He looked from me to the closing docking ramp, and that smile completely vanished.  
 
    “Looks like mine’s running late.” 
 
    Core said something I didn’t understand in his mother’s tongue, and I nodded toward his bondmate. “Enjoy in good health, brother. I’ll be back here tomorrow to see if I can do the same.” 
 
    And I left. 
 
    No point hanging around when no one was waiting… not that anyone was waiting at home. 
 
    But there I had things to occupy my mind.  
 
    The long drive home, a route I could have navigated in my sleep, gave me too much room for thought… room to question if I had any right to bring a woman back to this desolate place. 
 
    Snow had started to fall again as the garage slid closed behind me, but the thermal currents pulsing in the walls and floors made me forget that almost instantly. 
 
    I’d been getting used to the heat. 
 
    Along with all the other ways in which human women were delicate, they didn’t like the cold. 
 
    And I lived in a hellscape encased in ice and populated by those like me… and the few monsters who crawled their way out of the caldera each month. 
 
    Walking back into this place, my home, alone… felt oddly like I’d lost someone I’d never had in the first place. 
 
    But that was a specter I’d long since become accustomed to. 
 
    Those of us who live in the Shadow Zone, know more about loss than most of our kind. 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    TWO 
 
    LAUREL 
 
    I don’t know much about their tech, other than that the ship we were on covered the distance in ways that even our top astrophysicists can’t understand. And a little over a full Earth day later, I’m stepping out into the dim blue sunlight of the planet in another galaxy, blinking away the odd colors as I scan the crowd. 
 
    I have no idea what my bondmate looks like… but none of the men in front of me are less than expected. Each is gorgeous, muscled, and has that look about them… the kind that makes me wonder if my particular man might just eat me whole before I can even learn his name. 
 
    “Right this way!” The man’s suit doesn’t hide his muscles, but he’s not looking at me like I’m his. He’s looking at his wrist and muttering something. 
 
    But the man he leads me to…. 
 
    The agent calls him Richter.  
 
    My breath catches in my throat and it’s only the agent’s grip on my arm that keeps me from taking a step back.  
 
    The man in front of me is a predator.  
 
    He’s cut lean and his eyes rake over me… knowing.  
 
    What he sees, I can’t guess. But it takes all of two seconds for that faint trace of fear to fade… and be replaced by something else entirely. 
 
    I guess it’s a good thing the man I’ve just been handed over to has me trying to discreetly squeeze my legs together. 
 
    A gasp from my right pulls my attention, and I see one of the women who was on the ship--a shy one who kept entirely to herself--has been swept off her feet and her bondmate has her locked in a kiss so flagrant, I have to look away.  
 
    Straight into the chest of the man whose name is the only specific information I have.  
 
    Swallowing back the trepidation that tugs at me, I look up and meet his eyes.  
 
    There’s the faintest smile, right at the corner of his lips. “Lauren,” his head dips in greeting. 
 
    It takes me a second to register the mistake. “It’s Laurel. Don’t worry. Happens all the time.” 
 
    Head dipped to the side, he considers me for a moment longer, and then nods toward a strangely shaped counter. “Let’s get your things and go home.” 
 
    So many of the others have already indulged in flagrant PDAs… and he hasn’t tried to touch me yet. 
 
    But he takes my bags, and there’s something in the movement... I wonder if he thinks I can’t carry them myself. 
 
    If the situation wasn’t so weird, I might wrestle them back.  
 
    His car--and if it’s not a car, I don’t know what to call it--pops open as we near, and he puts my bags inside, holding the canopy aloft and steadying me as I slide into the seat. 
 
    There’s no belt, but the way the seat conforms around me, the cushions molding to hold me in, I don’t think that’ll be an issue.  
 
    When he’s in beside me, the top closes, and we shoot forward, flying through a city I barely see, and out, into the blue-green landscape of the countryside.  
 
    The car steers itself. 
 
    Through fields overgrown to the point they’re encroaching on the road, and over a massive river that carved its way out of a glacier. 
 
    That’s when we begin to climb. 
 
    He presses a few buttons, and the seat warms around me. 
 
    A good thing too. Snow has begun to spiral at the windshield, and the drifts rising on either side have me curling my toes… knowing how icy slush feels against bare skin. 
 
    We take a sharp curve, and I reach out to steady myself. A reflex… not a need. 
 
    Richter catches my hand, holds it, and he swirls patterns on my wrist. “Don’t worry, I’ve never gone off this road once in my life, and I’ve lived here for fifteen years.” 
 
    His touch is distracting, but I don’t look down. “Have you gone off others?” 
 
    His smile is sly. “Too many to count.” 
 
    That’s when I see it.  
 
    Something blue glowing through his pupils. It shifts with the corners. The car isn’t driving itself after all. 
 
    But he’s looking at me like he can see straight into my soul, and I’m not sure how I feel about that. 
 
    “Eyes on the road, mister.”


 
   
  
 

 RICHTER 
 
    She’s not what I expected… and not simply because I read her name wrong.  
 
    She’s not soft… not delicate in the way I thought she would be. 
 
    As I helped her to the vehicle, I felt lithe muscles beneath her long sleeves. She slid into the seat like a dancer and I couldn’t stop myself from wondering how she would move with a blade in her hand. 
 
    How she might move in an entirely different environment.  
 
    I might be able to navigate the road home in my sleep… but it’s harder with her here. 
 
    She’s distracting in the best way, but I have gone off a few too many corners in my life to trust my distracted mind to trace the road ahead of us with certainty. 
 
    But I don’t let go of her hand. Not until we’re safely inside, and the garage doors are secured behind us. 
 
    I haven’t broken the news to her yet. And once I let her know what’s happening out there, she’s going to have even more to worry about.  
 
    As if completely changing her life wasn’t enough. 
 
    The lights fade on and snow swirls outside the wide windows. 
 
    With a thought my neural key link flicks on the heat current to the center of the room and I move her closer without touching her… I don’t trust myself enough for that. 
 
    “Welcome home.” 
 
    It feels strange to say that to another person.  
 
    Strange, but right. 
 
    As if the space had always needed her, been waiting for her.  
 
    As if I had too. 
 
    She spins in a slow circle and I watch her instead of following her gaze around the room. I know exactly what she’s looking at, but I have no idea what she sees.  
 
    I assume everything is self-explanatory, but still. “If there’s anything you’re not sure of… please tell me.” 
 
    “I think I can do that.” 
 
    She doesn’t look scared, thank Hell for that. When she turns back to me, she has a delightful smile on her face.  
 
    A laughing smile.  
 
    “Is this the part where you tell me the east wing is forbidden?” 
 
    I have no idea what that means.  
 
    “The whole house is yours. I would suggest that you not go outside… for a while. You don’t know the land yet, and there are scarier things out there than blizzards.” And the longer I could keep her in doors, the safer she’ll be. 
 
    Her attention turns to the white swirls outside, but it’s not until she turns back to me that she says, “I don’t think it’ll be hard to stay inside.” 
 
    And that’s when I know I’m in real trouble. 
 
    “Let me take your bags back.” I leave her in the main room, trying to get my head back in the right place as I go to the bedrooms.  
 
    Pausing by the master, I balk. I can’t put her things in there yet. Not until I’m certain…. 
 
    “I’ve been told there are bond mates who sleep in separate rooms. That--especially at the start--it can be too distracting to share a bed at night. 
 
    I glance back down the hall and see her for the brief moment before she moves further into the room.  
 
    She looks so fragile.  
 
    Like these bags would have been too much for her to handle. 
 
    That’s ridiculous, I know. But there’s something that makes me think I’m going to break her.  
 
    I’ve never heard of it happening before… but it’s not like anyone would admit to it. 
 
    A chill races down my spine. 
 
    There are no women here anymore… none that aren’t already bonded. And while there are some who freely share their bondmates, it’s not a practice I was ever able to stomach. Taking something--someone--that wasn’t mine wasn’t possible. 
 
    So, all I have to go off of is the sims. And digital women are so far from real that I have no idea if I’m going to get through the first night without hurting her.  
 
    I’ve been told it’s all instinct and that the bond means I have nothing to worry about, but still…. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I return to the main rooms. 
 
    She’s standing at the window when I get back. Head tipped up to stare at the flat white of the sky. We’ll have more snow tonight. 
 
    I have to stop at the end of the hall. Not daring to move closer until I have the image of her branded into my mind. 
 
    If Drift knew, he’d laugh his ass off. But he’d always been certain the universe gives us exactly what we need, when we need it.  
 
    And maybe she’s all I’ve ever needed. 
 
    Core would tell me I needed to take her now. Get the claiming over with. 
 
    So, she can’t leave. 
 
    Not that I’d ever heard of a woman leaving her potential bondmate…. 
 
    And I would be lying to myself if I tried to pretend the idea of that didn’t scare me more than the monsters I had to guard against. 
 
    It doesn’t matter that it’s exactly why she’s here. Doesn’t matter that I want to pull her to me… and never let go. 
 
    I just can’t do it.  
 
    Now is not the time to create that bond. 
 
    She’s got a whole planet and so much more to get used to. Dragging her to one of those hotels would have been efficient, but also… a little too much. 
 
    Too soon. 
 
    And it was time to have part of the conversation that was definitely too much, too soon.


 
   
  
 

 THREE 
 
    LAUREL 
 
    The landscape out the window is frozen. A textbook example of the word desolate.  
 
    I hadn’t particularly thought about the place in which I’d live when I’d call another planet home. But this definitely wasn’t what I’d pictured. 
 
    “We call it the Shadow Zone,” he said from somewhere behind me. “Beyond that ridge is the Forbidden Territory. There are… things that live out there, in the interior caldera. Things that like to hunt us.”   
 
    With a low chuckle, I say, “Here be dragons.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “A long, long time ago, maps were made with illustrations of monsters. Where ships would go missing inexplicably. Superstitions... but still useful when avoiding danger, you can’t see.” 
 
    “This is a danger we can see… most of the time.”  
 
    He steps beside me and I sway a little, toward his body heat. 
 
    “The ridge provides a natural defense, so most of the time you don’t have to worry about them creeping over the edge.” 
 
    “The ridge, and you.” 
 
    “Us. There are a dozen or so of us placed along this side of the exterior caldera.” 
 
    I’d seen the blades beside the front door on my cursory inspection of the main rooms. I may never have officially gone through the military weapons training, but those were hard to miss. “And what do you do if they get out?” 
 
    “We hunt them down, and deal with the problem.” 
 
    He said it so matter-of-factly that I have to pause. Have to wonder…. “How often do they get out?” 
 
    “Not often.” He pauses, as if that’s all he’s going to say, but a distant look covers his features before he says. “There was a problem once… before we blew the pass. “ 
 
    “But that’s your job. To protect from those monsters.” 
 
    “It was once, my only purpose.” 
 
    He takes my hand and leads me from the window. The warmth of the fire blazing in the center of the room suffuses my skin, driving away what little chill the windows let in.  
 
    His words remind me of my purpose…. 
 
    The agency spelled that out in literal black and white. 
 
    Help save a dwindling populace. 
 
    But children aren’t, apparently, something I’ll have to worry about just yet. 
 
    He hasn’t even tried to kiss me.  
 
    I was expecting something… more physical.  
 
    After all, I’d heard stories, and every one of them painted salacious pictures of insatiable appetites. 
 
    But maybe I wasn’t exactly what he’d asked for…. 
 
    They got to lay down certain preferences. Maybe I didn’t quite fit and he was adjusting his expectations. 
 
    Clearing my throat, I sit beside him, tucking one leg up under the other so I can turn to face him. “Have you been bonded before?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    So, whatever is keeping him from acting like the others at the landing site, it isn’t heartbreak. 
 
    But I can’t bring myself to ask him, outright, why he hasn’t made his move. 
 
    He takes my hand again, tracing my palm with his thumb. “What did you do back on Earth?” 
 
    I wince, but it’s not like there’s any point in hiding it. 
 
    “Nothing. This is where I wanted to be… so I didn’t make any commitments.”  
 
    So, I was here… with nothing… 
 
    Nothing, but him. 
 
    And I already felt like he was ready to run. 
 
    “I have a degree in early childhood education.” I have to hesitate. “You should already know this from when you picked me.” 
 
    “I didn’t specify.” 
 
    “Oh…” 
 
    “And your family? It must have been hard to leave them behind.” 
 
    I glance down at my nonexistent watch. They’d have received the email by now….. 
 
    “Yes, and no. They all have their own lives. I wasn’t really a part of them after I left for college. Me being here isn’t going to be much different from me being on the other side of the same planet.” 
 
    It was different. But not harder. 
 
    “What about you, does your family like you being all the way out here?” 
 
    “I don’t have one.” He smiled, ruefully. “I, all of us in the Shadow Zone were raised by the system. We’ve known each other for decades… most of us. And we trust each other. That’s the most important part.” 
 
    The way his face morphed with those words had me smiling too. “Then you do have a family, don’t you?” 
 
    He pauses, and his face clears before the most beautiful smile I’ve ever seen touches his lips. 
 
    “I guess I do. And now you’re a part of that too.”


 
   
  
 

 RICHTER 
 
    We’ve been talking for hours before I register the time. And then, it’s only because she yawns. 
 
    “I didn’t feed you.” 
 
    She glances toward the kitchen and then shrugs. “I’m not really hungry. Travel, nerves…” She brushes the words out of the air as if they don’t matter, but the mention of nerves has me inwardly cringing.  
 
    “There’s nothing to be nervous about.” I don’t realize how much of a lie that is until it crosses my lips. 
 
    Clearing my throat, I stand, offer my hand and pull her to standing when she takes it. “Let me show you to your room.” 
 
    Her smile brightens, and for a moment, I hope. But it’s just the promise of sleep. Who knows how exhausting her journey was--I’ve certainly never made it. 
 
    I stand, and she holds her hand out to me. Her skin is cold, her grip warm as I pull her to standing. 
 
    Her smile is shy, her cheeks rosy. 
 
    She is the most beautiful creature I have ever seen, and soon, she’ll be mine. 
 
    But not tonight. 
 
    She laces her fingers in mine as I lead her down the hall. As we pass the doors, she doesn’t look in them, her eyes are locked on me, and it’s all I can do to not return her stare. 
 
    I don’t look at her until we stop in front of the door to my second bedroom. 
 
    “This is your room. If you need anything, I’m just down the hall.” I point toward my room, and force myself to pause before I look back at her. 
 
    Head twisted to the side, her brows pinch for a moment. “My room.” 
 
    “For now.” 
 
    Blinking, she nods, but I don’t know if it’s in agreement.  
 
    “Right.” She looks down at her bags and then to the room beyond. 
 
    I look with her, trying to see if there’s something objectionable inside. 
 
    It’s a fairly standard room. Bed, dresser, lamps. Chair beside the fire. The two doors on the other side of the room lead to a closet and bathroom.  
 
    Should I have tried to decorate for her? 
 
    I could stand there worrying about it all night.... 
 
    I try to think of something worthwhile to say. But all I come up with is. “Well… Goodnight.” 
 
    She’s blinking at the floor, and her grip tightens on my hand. 
 
    It’s a quick, gentle squeeze, and then she turns to me. 
 
    She presses up on her toes, brushing her lips across mine. “What about a good night kiss?” 
 
    It’s dangerous. 
 
    My fingers itch to touch her. 
 
    Part of me, deep down, wants to claim her now as the others did when they whisked their bondmates away from the landing pad. It’s a rough desire, and she is small, fragile as all human women are.  
 
    But I’m not like the other men who retrieved their bondmates today. I might have told her I was an orphan… but I still don’t know how she’ll react when I tell her I’m also an experiment. It’s why the brotherhood is here. Why we’re bigger and stronger than most men of our kind. 
 
    Why I’m scared I might hurt her. 
 
    But the smile that quirks her lips is unsure, and if I wait any longer…. 
 
    Dipping my head, I take her lips.  
 
    They’re soft and sweet, and I pull away before I forget myself. 
 
    It’s barely a kiss, and she looks at me like I’m a boy who doesn’t know how to tie his own shoes. “That’s not a goodnight kiss.” 
 
    She takes a step, closing what little distance there was between us. Fingers cold on my jaw, she takes hold in a gentle grip and pulls me down as she presses up onto her toes. 
 
    Her lips are sweet and sinful, and despite knowing better, I can’t help but drink her in. 
 
    And when she opens to me, I greedily surge in to claim the rest of her mouth. 
 
    I can feel every inch of her against me.  
 
    Soft and strong all at once. 
 
    I have to lock my muscles to keep from pulling her in. To stop myself from crushing her to me. 
 
    That baser instinct has me ready to take her. To drag her back down the hall to my bed. Every impulse tells me to make her mine. To claim her before she can get away. 
 
    But logic is stronger than lust. I’m too big, too strong, and if I hurt her, in any way… I’d be hurting myself even more.  
 
    Maybe that’s selfish. Maybe my desire to draw her in closer, to hold tight and never let go is the more selfish. 
 
    I want to drown in her, I want the soft lips and her tongue teasing things more than just my own. 
 
    A shiver wracks through me at the thought.  
 
    I’ve run way too many sims. 
 
    It’s the thought of that. The thought of her on her knees looking up at me, hungry, that allows me to pull away again. 
 
    Clearing my throat, I set her back, away from me. “I will see you in the morning.” 
 
    And then, I retreat. Unable to breathe until I’ve crossed the threshold to my room.  
 
    I came too close to losing control.


 
   
  
 

 FOUR 
 
    LAUREL 
 
    The house is dark.  
 
    Not completely, the light from the moons reflected off the snow and spun through the windows with the swirling winds.  
 
    And I can't sleep. 
 
    Not with Richter so close. 
 
    He wants me. 
 
    I hadn’t been sure until that kiss. 
 
    And I have no idea why he won’t take me.  
 
    It’s why I’m here. 
 
    A gentle music drifts through the air, like a sad lullaby, but I’ll take it over dark silence. 
 
    My mind ticks through a hundred scenarios, each one more ridiculous than the next. 
 
    “Screw this.” 
 
    I didn’t come here to sleep alone, and he didn’t sign up for me to have a roommate. 
 
    I like sex. Always have. And having full access to a body like his…. 
 
    The tiles are warm under my feet and I don’t bother to pull on my robe. The chill of the night is bracing, and I need to get used to it. 
 
    Following the blue-lit hall to the room he vaguely pointed out as his, I pause in the open doorway. 
 
    Another floor to ceiling window looks out onto the snowy terrain, and bathes the room in eerie blue-gray light. 
 
    Richter isn’t asleep. 
 
    He shifts, propping up on one elbow to look at me. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    The moonlight reflects off his bare chest, the blanket slung over his body drops, pooling at his waist. 
 
    “I didn’t come here to sleep alone.” And then, I ask the question that’s been scaring me this whole time…. “Am I not what you wanted?” 
 
    With a curse I only recognize because of his tone, he flings aside the sheet and I only have time to register that he’s naked before he scoops me off the ground. His arms are a hard cage around my hips, and he captures my lips in a kiss so searing, I almost forget to breathe. 
 
    It was exactly what I wanted. I wasn’t about to fight him, even for room to inhale. 
 
    This is what I’ve been thinking about since we sat down on his couch. What I’ve been fantasizing over for years. 
 
    But those fantasies were wrong. A shallow shadow of what this is.  
 
    He’s ravenous, and I’m starved for his touch. 
 
    He pulls away, dragging in a deep breath. “I didn’t want to scare you.” 
 
    I could tell him he doesn’t scare me but that would be a lie. So, I tell the only truth I have right now. “Nothing has ever felt quite this right.” 
 
    And it hasn’t, which makes no sense because I’ve only known him for half a day. 
 
    I’m not going to fool myself into thinking this is love. It’s just lust and chemical reactions. 
 
    “I want you to make me yours.” 
 
    “Thank Hell.” Richter juggles me, and in a moment, the thin nightgown I’d been wearing is gone, and he’s tossed me onto the bed. 
 
    The moon bathes his gorgeous body in that eerie blue light. 
 
    Just like the rest of him, his cock is so… so big. 
 
    I’ve been with well-endowed men before. I know my body will stretch to fit him, and I’m wet enough I could drown in myself… but I can’t help but feel a little scared. 
 
    I might be wet for him… but I’m not fool enough to think I can handle him on that alone. 
 
    When he drops to the bed overtop of me, hands on either side of my shoulders, he doesn’t give me a chance to say anything.  
 
    He captures my mouth in a kiss so searing--so enthralling--that I forget that fear.  
 
    Just before I think I might drown in him, he pulls away, and then his lips find my breast 
 
    “Couldn’t sleep,” he says moving to the other. “All I could do was imagine you, on the other side of the house… alone.”  
 
    The fingers I’ve spent half the day watching stroke me. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have left me by myself.” I flinch on an inhale as his lips drag down my ribs. “What would have happened if I hadn’t come to find you?” 
 
    He raked his teeth against my stomach and pressed those strong fingers into me. 
 
    And I lost the ability to breathe. 
 
    I don’t hear the next thing he says. Smiling up at me, he nips at the inside of my thigh, then sinks down and pressed his mouth to me. 
 
    I forgot how to breathe entirely. 
 
    Lips, teeth and tongue working in tandem, he drove me further toward the edge. 
 
    “Please,” I barely recognize my own voice. “Please, Richter.” 
 
    “I’ll give you everything you want. All you have to do is ask.” 
 
    He presses into me. A long, slow move and the sheer size of him drives the breath from me.  
 
    I’m so full of him, and I’m not sure how I’ve managed it, but I’ve taken him all.  
 
    Looking down to where our bodies are joined…. 
 
    “Hell, you are perfect.” His words are a harsh breath, and I look up into his face.  
 
    His jaw is clenched, his features a mask of control and pain. He needs to move, but he’s forcing himself to give me time. And I am not about to complain, but as he slowly drags himself out of me, I know I’m ready. I know I can take anything he needs.  
 
    And I know he’s scared he’ll hurt me.  
 
    He’s pulling back in more ways than just the physical. 
 
    Reaching up, I slide my hand behind his neck. 
 
    “I want this.” I hold his head steady to look in his eyes. “More than that, I want this with you.” 
 
    He could have whisked me away to one of those hotels. Could have dragged me into this room the moment we got here.  
 
    Does waiting mean he’s unquestionably the best possible option I could have been presented with. No… but I trust him in a way I can’t explain. 
 
    He watches me for a moment, studying my eyes. Then, he takes my lips in a searing kiss. Takes me…. 
 
    Each thrust drives me further into the bed, each withdrawal leaves me sobbing to have him back. 
 
    His lovemaking is brutal, a pummeling my pussy happily accepts. It has my every nerve tight with pleasure. 
 
    Now it’s a race to completion… to that peak I know is just out of reach. 
 
    Something inside me clicked and it was as if I could feel everything.  
 
    Every inch of him, every molecule.  
 
    Every wisp of every emotion. 
 
    The overwhelming sensation broke over me, and I shattered on a scream. 
 
    He’s still inside me when I come back to sanity, every nerve ending coiled tight with continued need. 
 
    “You,” he said through labored breaths, “are not what I expected.” 
 
    “Same.” I wasn’t even sure I was what I expected. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    I hummed trying to track down my thoughts. “Yeah. I think I finally understand the term ‘fucked senseless.” 
 
    His smile turned feral and his hips shifted, assuring me he definitely wasn’t done with me. “Just how senseless do you want to be?” 
 
    Pivoting my hips, I consider… “If I can still talk and walk when you’re done… have you done your job right?” 
 
    His smile reminds me of a cat going in for the kill. “I like a challenge.”


 
   
  
 

 RICHTER 
 
    I’m a little worried the challenge of Laurel is going to kill me. 
 
    I’m completely certain I’m going to enjoy every second of it. 
 
    She squeaks in surprise as I turn her, flipping her onto her stomach. 
 
    It’s my turn to decide how deep I go, how fast. She’s mine now and I don’t plan on letting her forget it. 
 
    When the bond clicked into place. A startling rush of her, into me. And me into her… in more ways than one.  
 
    I hadn’t expected it to be anything like that.  
 
    She’s all slick heat as I pull myself from her. It’s excruciatingly slow and every millimeter is agonizing delight. 
 
    I could take her, hard and fast. Fulfill the promise to fuck her senseless. But the sound of her crying out my name as she came--her delicious pussy a vice around my cock--is a memory that will no doubt get me hard at the most inconvenient times. 
 
    I’m determined to give her the same. 
 
    As I dip down to nip at her shoulder, I wonder how many pairs of panties she’d brought with her. How many I can get her to soak through in a single day. 
 
    But that’s not the goal tonight. 
 
    Her breathing is still ragged, her head thrown back. 
 
    A press and a swirl of my thumb and she arches off the bed, my name a hoarse gasp. 
 
    I had no idea how powerful it could make me feel. 
 
    As I play with her, I don’t have to move. She rocks against me, her hands twisted in the sheets as she fucked herself with my cock. 
 
    It was the hottest thing I’d ever seen. 
 
    Momentarily mesmerized, I have to close my eyes to remember which planet I’m on. 
 
    I’m certainly not going to let her fuck herself senseless. 
 
    I’m not a toy. 
 
    Hands on her hips, fingers firm on her soft flesh, I force her to stop. Drag her up onto her knees. 
 
    Keeping her still, I force her to go slow. Force her to feel every inch. 
 
    Force myself to feel every inch of her.  
 
    But her breathing is as ragged as my control.  
 
    “Don’t tease me.” 
 
    And now I’m the senseless one. She meets each thrust with a keening moan that threatens my sanity. Each withdrawal fills me with the need to drive further into her. To join with her harder. 
 
    To reach that invisible edge faster, and spill every ounce of myself into her. 
 
    And I can’t hold on. 
 
    Every last ounce of me spills out, into her, and I can’t keep myself upright. I fall, heavy on the mattress and drag her close. 
 
    *** 
 
    I don’t bother to put my robe on as I leave her and go to the kitchen. My skin is still warm from her. 
 
    When I come back with a large glass of water, she’s lowering herself back to the bed. The bathroom light flickers off now that no one’s there. 
 
    “I guess I’ll have to try harder next time.” 
 
    She looks at me like I’m not speaking English as she takes the glass and drinks. 
 
    “You were able to walk.” 
 
    She breathes a laugh before guzzling the rest of the water. 
 
    “There was a minute there where I thought I’d never be able to again.” 
 
    She was all softness and silk.  
 
    Now that we’d resettled, she’d turned into me. Her eyes are closed, but I know she’s not sleeping.  
 
    I can feel her thinking, what I don’t know.  
 
    I have thoughts enough of my own.  
 
    Swirling my fingers over the warm skin of her back, I shiver, and I know I'm not the one who’s cold. I drag the blanket over us both and she snuggles closer.  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    How I thought I’d be better off waiting… sometimes I’m the biggest idiot. 
 
    Everything about me tingled.  
 
    It made sense now, why some chose to sleep separately. But I wasn't about to let her go. Not yet. Not even to cross the room. 
 
    I was determined to sate her every sense until she couldn’t think of leaving my bed.  
 
    I couldn’t stop the grin as I realized that was wrong. This was our bed. 
 
    Now, until fate part us.


 
   
  
 

 FIVE 
 
    LAUREL 
 
    Those first few days are a bit of a blur. 
 
    Like most new relationships, we’re learning about each other as we try to slake the lust that just won’t go away. 
 
    It was easy to forget--at least a little--that Earth, and everyone on it, existed. 
 
    But all good things come to an end. 
 
    It was a phone call I’d expected…. A few days late. 
 
    I hoped that meant she’d had time to cool off, or at least think about what she’d say. 
 
    One look at her face, dashes that hope. 
 
    “What the Hell were you thinking?” 
 
    “Mom…” 
 
    “Don’t ‘mom” me like I’m the one being unreasonable. I’m not the one who ran off to another planet because she couldn’t decide what to do with her life.” 
 
    “That’s not what this is.”  
 
    “Then what?” She swallowed and her face contorted to a mask of disgust. “This is some fetish, isn’t it? You know you can’t come back, right? He owns you now.” Her voice broke and she disappeared from view, long enough to mop the tears from her face and return with nothing but anger. “How could you do it?” 
 
    “This is why I didn’t tell you.” 
 
    Movement in the hall catches my eye and I look up at Richter. He’s watching me, warily. I know he can sense my stress, even though I’m trying to suppress it. 
 
    “He’s there, isn’t he? Telling you what to say. Has he hurt you?” 
 
    The shock of disgust from him is enough to turn my stomach. “No. Mom. And he never will. That's not how it works.” 
 
    “I just can’t believe my little girl would do something so stupid.” 
 
    “Mom… I’ll always be your daughter, but I’m not your little girl anymore. I haven’t been for a long time. Coming here was a risk. Possibly the biggest I’ve ever taken. But it’s paid off in ways I couldn’t have imagined.” 
 
    She sniffed and glanced away from the screen. “I know there’s no coming back. No arguing. But do you know how interchangeable we are to them? It took days to track you down. They kept trying to send me to a different woman’.” She shook her head. “At least you look better off than she did.” 
 
    “I know it’s going to be hard for you to accept for a little while, but I am happy here.” I can’t stop myself from smiling when I look up at him. “Happier than I could have imagined.” 
 
    It takes another ten minutes and countless reassurances she doesn’t accept, but I finally get my mother off the phone. 
 
    “You didn’t tell them you were leaving?” He sits beside me, slinging his arms over the back of the sofa.  
 
    “If you knew my mother you’d understand. And I couldn’t risk anyone else letting it slip. She might have locked me in the basement for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “Well, then I guess I’m glad you did what you needed to do to get here.” 
 
    I can’t stop myself from smiling. “Me too.” 
 
    I shift, swinging my leg around and rising to my knees to straddle him. “Want to remind me what a good decision it was?” 
 
    He kisses me. It’s the long, slow drink I’ve become used to. One I’ve begun to crave. 
 
    But it’s over too soon. He pulls away.  
 
    Richter is scowling at the wall, the blue glow shining behind his pupil. “We’re about to have company.” 
 
    Running my hand along his shoulder, I squeeze. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    When he looks at me, he shakes away the scowl that had marred his face. “Only that Core didn’t bother to give us any warning.” 
 
    “Does he have a bondmate?” 
 
    He nods. 
 
    “Then he should know better.” I dip down, pressing another quick kiss to his lips. 
 
    Richter doesn’t let go of me as he stands. He carries me all the way to the door before he gentles his grip and lets me slide down to stand at his side. 
 
    There’s no knock. Richter opens it before our visitors have made it up the short set of steps from the drive. 
 
    There was an instant recognition. Core was Richter’s friend. He was safe. And that feeling extended to the woman with him. 
 
    Introductions were made, and Richter’s unease filters through our bond, but I push it away. He’s just dealing with the after effects of our interruption. 
 
    “It is absolutely wonderful to meet you.” Cindy grabs my hand and pulls me away from them, all but dragging me to the couch 
 
    “So,” Cindy scooted across the couch until we’re close enough to whisper. “How’s life on a new planet treating you?” 
 
    I can't stop myself from sliding a glance at Richter. “Pretty great, actually.” 
 
    “How about you?” 
 
    “Wonderfully… aside from having to sew up my bondmate twice now.” She shoots a halfhearted scowl at Core. It only elicits a smile in return. 
 
    “I’m a nurse. Apparently, they’re special… able to ask for specific professions, on top of everything else.” She waved her hand in the air as if batting away a fly. “What did Richter pick that got you?” 
 
    I didn’t like the way that question turned into a sour stone and sank to my stomach… “As far as I know? Random chance.” 
 
    “Then the fates are as kind as they are fiendish.” 
 
    I smiled with Cindy, but ill ease prickled over my skin. Maybe my placement hadn’t been happenstance.  
 
    I need to report in to my superiors… maybe then, I’ll find out if they’re the ones who made this happen. 
 
    Glancing at the men again, I have to wonder if I don’t owe my C/O more than I can ever repay. 
 
    “The fates are kinder than I ever imagined.” She’s touching her stomach, a content smile on her face as she lets out a sigh. 
 
    It’s not hard to guess what she means. 
 
    “But I thought you only got here a day before I did.” 
 
    Her head tilts to the side and her eyes narrow in brief confusion as she smiles. “Gestation is accelerated between our species. I’m having this baby in five months, or less.” 
 
    “I guess I missed that part of the pamphlet.” 
 
    “Well, if the way he’s looking at you is any indication, you won’t be far behind me.” 
 
    The war of emotions that stirs in me forces me to look away. “I’d guess so.” 
 
    It was a part of the plan all along, but I hadn’t realized there was a shift in the timeline.  
 
    I thought I’d have time to ease my way out of my contract with the military. But once I’m carrying Richter’s child… there’s no way I’ll be able to lie to him about something so important.


 
   
  
 

 RICHTER 
 
    I might be listening to Core, but I haven’t taken my eyes off Laurel since Cindy dragged her away.  
 
    It’s not that I think Core’s bondmate will hurt her. But something in their conversation has made her uncomfortable and I’m not above swooping in to rescue her from that discomfort. 
 
    Up to now, Core hasn’t said anything worth a response. 
 
    “How’s it treating you?” He nodded toward them. “Bonded life.” 
 
    “Are you asking how indebted I am to you for making me do it?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Then I suppose I owe you my life. Because it feels like she’s given me a new one.” 
 
    “I know what you mean. I certainly feel more alive.” He chuckles and glances over at them. “I’ve already had to buy replacements for three different changes of clothing. I’m tempted to ask that she stop wearing any at all.” 
 
    “You’ve always had issues with impulse control.” 
 
    His smile tells me he’s perfectly fine with it. “I can’t decide if I want this madness to go away.” 
 
    I know what he means. 
 
    But his smile sours.  
 
    “I came to tell you I’ve had six sightings since Cindy arrived. Two after she got here, and the frequency has gotten worse… now that she’s pregnant.” 
 
    “You certainly didn’t take your time.” 
 
    “It’s that pesky impulse control.” He straightens, and I know he’s done here. “I wanted you to be aware, since I know your control isn’t much better than mine. And now… we’re going to go, so that you can get back to making our kid a playmate.” 
 
    “Only ever thinking of yourself.” 
 
    “I don’t know… I think it’ll make you happy.” 
 
    As Core collects his bondmate and they say goodbye to Laurel, I watch, wondering. 
 
    Because when that happens. I can’t imagine how I’ll survive being happier than I already am. 
 
    When she closes the door behind Core, I spin her around, kissing her as I pick her up. She wraps herself around me, arms around my neck, legs locked around my waist. Almost perfectly aligning herself with me. 
 
    “Now.” I say, barely pulling myself away from her. “Where were we before we were so rudely interrupted?” 
 
    With a wicked smile, she doesn’t answer. Instead, she leans forward, pressing the whole of her body to me, and captures my lips in a kiss so searing, my cock strains against my pants, trying to get to that warm, wet pussy I’m addicted to. 
 
    But my brain won’t let me throw her down on the couch and take her here. 
 
    Core and Cindy might be gone, but the primal part of my brain doesn’t even want to share her with their lingering memories. 
 
    Tightening my grip on her legs, I walk the hallway, nearly on auto pilot. There is no door to my bedroom, but I would have kicked it closed if I could. 
 
    The fireplace is lit and set her down on the rug in front of it. She has her shirt off before her feet touch the ground. 
 
    I don’t think. 
 
    I dip my head down, sucking one rosy nipple into my mouth as I untie the drawstring and hear her lounge pants slide down her legs with a whisper. 
 
    She’s opened my pants, but I’m the one who has to force them down. 
 
    Her hand is wrapped around me and she’s perfectly content to stroke me without doing anything else. 
 
    But I want more. 
 
    I want every inch of her touching every inch of me. 
 
    Somehow, I manage to get undressed and get her onto the floor. 
 
    She’s everything I’ve ever wanted, but I can’t say it. 
 
    So, instead, I cage myself over her and sink into her bliss.


 
   
  
 

 SIX 
 
    LAUREL 
 
    It’s hours later, and I’m half asleep with Richter curled around me.  
 
    I’ve never been one to take naps in the middle of the day, but he’s very good at wearing me out. 
 
    The rug protects us both from the cold, hard floor, and the enormous blanket he has wrapped tightly around me has kept me from moving to the bed.  
 
    Sleepily watching the snow from the enormous window feels like the perfect way to spend the afternoon. 
 
    Richter isn’t asleep either. He’s tracing soft circles over my belly, and I know what he’s thinking… how couldn’t he be after our visitors. 
 
    It reminds me that we’ve never actually talked about this. 
 
    “How many kids do you want?” 
 
    He hums. “I don’t really think that’s up to me. But I suppose the answer is: as many as you’re willing to have.” 
 
    Laughing, I can’t stop myself from asking. “Is there an upper limit?” 
 
    ‘Well, I think we’ll get crowded in this house once we hit six.” 
 
    I can’t imagine having six children. 
 
    “But as you’re the one who’ll be doing all the work… taking all the risk, I can be happy if you only want to have one.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll have to see how the first one goes, won’t we?” 
 
    I snuggle more tightly down into the blankets and turn my attention back to the snow. 
 
    But the flakes floating down aren’t the only thing out there. 
 
    Instinct forces me fully awake, I sit up, dragging the blanket with me. 
 
    “Did you see that?” 
 
    Something moved in the distance. Some faint shadow against the snow. But I can’t find it anymore. “I must have been imagining something.” 
 
    The sky is completely clear, so I can’t blame it on cloud shadow. 
 
    But Richter has gone tense. The blue inside his pupils has flared to life, and he’s searching the distance. 
 
    “Don’t second guess yourself out here.” He’s reached over me pulling me back as though we’re not separated from whatever it is by eight inches of glass and at least five miles. “It’s there.” 
 
    “What’s there?” 
 
    “One of the monsters.” He points, and then moves his finger as though he’s outlining it.  
 
    Whatever it is he sees, I can’t. 
 
    He rolls away from me, managing to tuck the blanket in as he stands and walks to the closet on the far side of the room.  
 
    He’s dressed before I manage to untangle my legs and follow him out of the room with the blanket wrapped tight around me. 
 
    I know exactly where he’s going. 
 
    He slaps his hand against the wall by the door and the rack of weapons extends outward. A holographic display lights and a screen flares to life… calling someone.  
 
    “How many?” A man who is impossibly large asks. 
 
    “Just one we’ve seen so far.” 
 
    The man’s face is covered over by a smirk, and he chuckles. “Told you she’d be good for you.” 
 
    “This is just an acknowledgement call. I don’t need any help… following protocol.” 
 
    He kills the conversation, and I pull the blanket more tightly around me. “Shouldn’t you take help?” 
 
    “If it’s just one… there’s no point. And I’d get to it before the others could get there.” 
 
    “They’d be getting dressed up for nothing?” 
 
    I like the way the suit conforms to him. I don’t like how thin it looks. 
 
    “Hey,” I grab his arm because there’s no loose fabric to grab hold of. “Come back to me in one piece.”


 
   
  
 

 RICHTER 
 
    The chill bites a little harder as I step out of the house that is only now truly a home.  
 
    Wrapped in the suit that keeps me agile and protects me from the frost, I throw the cover off of my bike and kick the thing to life. 
 
    The coordinates fed by my neural key download immediately, and I double check my gun as the bike shoots out of my drive and over the icy tundra. 
 
    I risk a glance back. In the bright window, I see her silhouette. Watching. Waiting for my return. 
 
    A real reason to come back… one I haven’t had before. 
 
    But I can’t come back if I don’t put the whole of my focus into dealing with this problem. 
 
    The landscape turns to a blue grid of vectors and I search for the anomaly. The change in terrain that isn’t due to snowfall. 
 
    It’s faint, but the trail is there. 
 
    I’ve been on this ridge a thousand times. Scanned this ever-shifting landscape twice that, if not more.  
 
    I can feel when one of them is near. 
 
    And that prickling has started along my shoulders. 
 
    The easiest way to kill a monster is from a distance. Drift is amazing with a sniper rifle. He sees things the rest of us can’t.  
 
    But I’m not going to find this one from a safe distance. 
 
    As much as I am stalking it, it’s stalking me. 
 
    I’m still on the ridge when I sense the movement, only a moment’s warning. 
 
    It jumps up from my right. 
 
    The screaming wind cuts around me, blowing snow in a blinding swirl. 
 
    Claws score the front of my suit, tears let in the freezing wind, and I have to slide further down the hill to get back on my feet.  
 
    The creature doesn’t give me any breathing room. 
 
    I’m used to claws and teeth. I feel them less than I feel the icy air. But they’re more dangerous to me right now. 
 
    I catch hold of its rear right leg and with a sickening surge of adrenaline, I yank. 
 
    The thing I’m so afraid of around laurel, is what’s kept me alive this long. 
 
    Resistance disappears too quickly as I tear the limb from its socket, skin, spines and hair ripping in ragged lines. 
 
    The thing cries out in pain, but losing a single limb never really slows them down. 
 
    A fact I’m reminded of when another of its legs crashes around to slash at me. 
 
    The snow shifts beneath my feet and we both tumble. 
 
    My gun goes flying. 
 
    The way we’re rolling… there’s no way I’ll wind up on top.   
 
    Even missing a limb, the thing is heavier than I am.  
 
    Weight for weight, I shouldn’t be able to best him. 
 
    On my back, I’ve only got two options, and the knife strapped to my calf is on the wrong side. 
 
    In the blinding white of the snow, I can barely take my eyes away from the thing. 
 
    Luck is the only thing that saves me now. 
 
    A glance to my left, a dark spot against the snow. 
 
    I thrust my hand out. 
 
    I don’t have enough leverage to push the snarling creature over.  
 
    Jerking my head left, freezing slush sliding my shoulders….  
 
    I manage to grab the gun and swing it up…. 
 
    This shot scores through the thing, splitting its skull and taking its left shoulder from its spine. 
 
    I take a moment in the eerie silence, listening to see if there’s another I didn’t hear before, but there’s nothing.  
 
    One was enough. 
 
    It’s an ugly mess of fur and gore. One I have to clean up before I go back and deal with the mess of my chest. 
 
    The shovel strapped to the side of my bike pulls off with a snap that echoes in the now silent landscape, and it takes less than five minutes to bury the remains in snow.  
 
    It takes twice as long to get home, and as I wait for the garage door to close behind me, I have to take long breaths--though I know she can already feel my anxiety. 
 
    Because everything I know of the monsters, as my mate calls them, tells me this isn’t going to be the last. And I will do everything in my power to keep her safe. Protecting the realm was a duty. 
 
    Protecting her is now the very core of my being. Failing is the only fear I know.


 
   
  
 

 SEVEN 
 
    LAUREL 
 
    Richter is covered in dark blood and I can tell he doesn’t want me to see him like this. 
 
    I don’t care. 
 
    This is a part of his life. So it is a part of my life now too. 
 
    “We need to get you out of those rags and cleaned up.” He’s burning hot--I have no idea what normal Sian body temperature is supposed to be--and I don’t like it. “Then you can tell me what I can have ready the next time you have to go out. 
 
    He lets me lead him through the hall to our room and into the bathroom.  
 
    “Where do you keep your first aid kit?” 
 
    He just shakes his head and turns toward the shower. “I just need to wash off first.” 
 
    He winces as he reaches up and I move around to help pull the suit from his sweat slicked skin.  
 
    The marks on his chest aren’t as bad as I thought they were. 
 
    “I felt this.” I hold my hand out, but don’t touch the reddened skin. When it had happened, I’d thought the claws had cut straight through his skin. It felt like his chest was being flayed open. 
 
    He captures my fingers. Not to keep me from him, but to hold me. 
 
    Drawing my hand up, he brushes his lips across my knuckles. 
 
    “It’s a side effect of the pairing. I’m so sorry you have to feel my pain.” 
 
    “I’m not.” I’m glad the words don’t sound weak as I whisper them. 
 
    They’re flat truth. 
 
    “I don’t like that you were hurt… but I’m glad I know that you’re only hurt. Not dead.” 
 
    I feel the spike of terror flood him before he can stop it.  
 
    He reaches up and brushes my hair back from my face. “I’m not about to die now that I’ve found you. I didn’t know you were what I needed until you were here.” 
 
    A different type of terror pulses through me.  
 
    My secret might change his mind.  
 
    And for the first time, that truly scares me. 
 
    Whatever he reads from that he pulls my chin up and kisses me, lightly. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    He strips off the last of his clothing and steps into the shower. He’s still looking at me as the water sluices over his skin. 
 
    He’s not as injured as I thought. The suit saved him from the damage I expected. 
 
    I never got dressed. 
 
    It takes nothing more than a gentle tug of the band at my waist and the robe slithers to the floor. 
 
    “I was hoping you’d decide to join me.” He holds out his hand. The soap is gone, leaving him clean and me so hot.  
 
    This time, I want to do something I haven’t had the chance to do yet. 
 
    The tiles were hard, but warm on my knees and I looked up at him, feeling his arousal backtrack into me.  
 
    He knows exactly what I want, and his smile tells me he wants it too. 
 
    His hands on my head, he pressed slowly into my mouth. The taste of him, clean from the soap, is all I taste on my tongue. 
 
    His fingers in my hair hold me steady. He doesn’t pull me toward him. Throughout, he doesn’t break eye contact. Each centimeter he moves forward, he’s watching, making sure… 
 
    Until there’s nowhere left to go. 
 
    I had to close my eyes too, surprised that I could manage it. That, somehow, I’d taken all of him. 
 
    But that’s just for bragging rights. 
 
    Pulling back, I grab hold of his shaft and set to pleasuring him, long strokes with my mouth and tongue, met by hand. 
 
    Every time I slid him into my mouth, a slice of lust ran through me. Until it was almost too much to bear. 
 
    That was when he stopped me. When he yanked me to my feet and turned me into the spray, scrubbing me down before stepping into me, walking me back to the tiles. 
 
    It was his turn to drop to his knees. He shoved me up against the wall, slinging my legs over his shoulders as he lifted me up off the ground.  
 
    Tongue swirling around my clit. I couldn’t stop the tiny moans from escaping my lips, no matter how hard I bit them. There was nowhere for me to take hold of save for his head, and I had to balance--not an easy task as he drove me wild.  
 
    “I need you.” His words are harsh as he kisses his way up my body. “I need you now.” 
 
    He turned me around, still holding me to the wall. 
 
    Those warm tiles were all pressure and arousal on my breasts. 
 
    He slid into me so easily, I had to gasp at the invasion. My body was getting used to him… my senses were not.  
 
    Every movement drove me higher, pressed me harder into the wall. 
 
    Until the wall--and floor were both gone. 
 
    He held me off the ground, one hand at my hip, one swirling around my swollen clit as he balanced me on his forearm. 
 
    I had to reach out to keep myself from falling forward. 
 
    My fingers pressed hard against the wall, each hard breath echoed back as he drove into me, relentlessly. 
 
    I was crying without tears as the delight and sensation drove me toward the edge. As every thrust made me hotter for him. 
 
    “Richter!” His name was a cry, bouncing off the tiles and he cursed as I came. 
 
    As he came. 
 
    That was something I was still getting used to.  They came so much more than earth men… and got hard so much faster. 
 
    He was already bouncing back as he set me down, holding me close--a good thing, as I wasn’t sure I could hold myself up. 
 
    He was still dripping down my leg.


 
   
  
 

 RICHTER 
 
    I had no idea it would be like this.  
 
    I want her again. 
 
    I want her constantly. 
 
    I remember something in the long list of required reading about the need to be gentle. To work them into constant coupling. But she’s so hot and I feel how much she wants it. 
 
    Dragging my hand up her leg, I get the last drips of my come that have dripped out of her and take them back up helping keep her wet and ready to take me again, because I have no intention of letting her out of this bathroom before I’ve taken her again. 
 
    Hands under her hips, I lift her off the ground, wrapping her legs around my waist as I turn off the water and step into the warmth of the bathroom. 
 
    It’s less than five full steps across the room to place her on the counter. 
 
    I give her space, but not much. The room might be warm, but she’s warmer.  
 
    Heavy lidded eyes on me, she bit her lip and reached out. Her delicate fingers slide over me. 
 
    Not good. 
 
    I take hold of her wrists. Her hands are dangerous. I have to keep them over her head. Have to keep her from touching me. 
 
    Her back against the mirror, my knuckles on the cold glass.  
 
    I don’t have to ask. She opens herself to me, knees wide, smile wicked. 
 
    “I want every inch of you. I want it now.”  
 
    Placing myself at her entrance, I trace her wetness. Wanting her… but wanting to tease her more. 
 
    She rocks her hips against me. Each movement sliding me into her, just enough to cover the tip of me and then drag back off, skin sliding in her wetness. Driving me closer to the edge. 
 
    “God, you’re so much bigger than anyone I’ve ever been with.” 
 
    She wasn’t a virgin when she came to me. But until that moment, I hadn’t thought about anyone else she’d been with. 
 
    “Are you thinking about them now?” 
 
    She shook her head, biting her lips and making the most delicious sound. 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “How could I think of any other man when you fuck me so hard, I’ve forgotten what any of them even look like.” 
 
    “But you remember their cocks?” 
 
    She smiles, her laugh a breath. “All I remember is that I’ve never felt this full.” 
 
    She pushes me back, hands on my shoulders, not my chest. With her nails in my skin, she moves me back so she can stand. 
 
    “You have nothing to be jealous about.” 
 
    I don’t have to tell her I’m not. She knows all I have in me right now is possessiveness and lust.  
 
    She doesn’t let me get her back onto the counter. Using our momentum, she drags me down, onto the rug in the middle of the room. 
 
    I have to let go of her, to catch myself on the floor so I don’t drop on top of her. 
 
    With her hands free, she takes hold of me, guides me back into her.  
 
    That silky pleasure is enough to push me to that edge. I drive into her. Two more, hard strokes and I’m spilling into her again. Emptying myself into the hot, wet pussy I’ve fallen for. 
 
    Breathing hard, I manage to turn myself, to roll away from her before I collapse.  
 
    I glance at the clock. It feels like we’ve been in the bathroom for an hour, but no time at all has passed. 
 
    Humming, she turns to me and rests her head on my shoulder. 
 
    “I think I need another shower.” 
 
    She’s laughing, and I can’t breathe enough to join her. 
 
    Pressing up onto her hands, she slides down me to press an open-mouthed kiss to my still twitching cock, then pops up and turns the shower back on. 
 
    When I finally get to my feet and look in the mirror, I can’t help but cringe at the pink lines on my skin. 
 
    She doesn’t know what my chest looked like half an hour ago, so she has no reason to expect… yet. 
 
    But she’s observant, when the marks are fully healed tomorrow morning, there are going to be questions. 
 
    Realization strikes a moment later…. As if the orgasm opened up space in my mind.  
 
    She probably doesn’t know what is and isn’t normal for Sian healing.  
 
    And if I word things right… maybe she’ll never have to know.


 
   
  
 

 EIGHT 
 
    LAUREL 
 
    “So,” I say, leaning against him as the news plays in the background.  
 
    I wait until he looks at me before I ask my question. 
 
    “When do I get to learn how to drive the car?” 
 
    “You want to run away so soon?” 
 
    The humor that back feeds through him is the only thing that keeps me from flinching. “No, of course not. But being able to go places, eventually, without having to make you play chauffeur, would be nice. I don’t think I can walk all the way into town in less than a day.” 
 
    I laugh at the idea, but he’s gone still.  
 
    Silent. 
 
    What humor was there has been replaced by something cold, like dread. 
 
    “Walking would be a very bad idea.” 
 
    Fighting against that wash of dread, I flash him as bright a smile as I can manage. “All the more reason to stop me from doing something silly because I’m stir crazy.” 
 
    He studies me for a moment, and I can feel that initial hesitation fade. 
 
    He nods. 
 
    “We can’t start tomorrow, I have to meet with the rest of the Brotherhood, but the day after.”  
 
    “Sold.” 
 
    He’s silent again for a long time, but I can feel his tension. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “The monsters. They’ll come after you if you set out on foot.” 
 
    “But they’re on the other side of the caldera.” 
 
    “They won’t be for long if they catch wind of you. Or Cindy for that matter.” 
 
    Pushing up to sitting, spinning so that I faced him. “Okay. So that’s why you only go out if the sensors trip?” 
 
    “Yes, and no.” He takes my hands, thumbs tracing over my knuckles. “The cold saps energy. Makes it harder to fight them--stiff joints, fatigue, etc.” 
 
    “Okay, so avoid exposure to the air.” I walk to the windows, looking out over the icy landscape. 
 
    If the house was less comfortable, I might imagine it was a prison. If the warden was less appealing.... 
 
    “What do I do if one….”  
 
    I’m in his arms so fast, I don’t even realize he’s turned me until my face is against his chest. 
 
    “There’s no reason for you to go out there alone.”  
 
    “I know that. And I don’t plan on going snowshoeing. But no matter how well you prepare for things, the universe always throws you curveballs.” 
 
    His brow wrinkles and I know I’m going to have to introduce him to baseball. 
 
    “There’s no reason I’ll run into one of these on my own… but if I need to hold my own long enough for you to deal with a second one, God forbid. I think we’ll both rest a little easier if I have a chance.” 
 
    His jaw is set and he’s looking out the window, down at the icy tundra where the monsters lurk.  
 
    I’m asking too much, too soon. But nose to chest, another question pops into my head. 
 
    “How do you heal so fast?” I traced the places where the lines had been. “Is that a Sian thing?” 
 
    His mouth twists and brow crinkles as he shakes his head. “Sort of.” 
 
    “Cindy said she’s had to stitch Core up a few times….” I remember the searing pain, the utter conviction that the monster had torn straight through Richter’s skin. “He doesn’t heal this fast, does he?” 
 
    “No.” There’s a pause, and I feel his internal struggle. 
 
    I try to wait, try to focus on being open to anything he might say. Try to let patience seep through our bond. 
 
    “None of the others heal as fast as I do… because they were made differently.” 
 
    There’s enough tension in his arms around me that I know enough not to push for more on that subject. 
 
    Not yet. 
 
    “I think,” I swallow, not wanting to push too hard. “We both know I need to know what to do if I’m out there and run into one of them.” 
 
    His jaw hardens. “It won’t happen.” 
 
    “But if it does. I’d rather be prepared for the worst.” I pull his chin down, make him meet my eyes. “I have to know.” 
 
    Maybe it’s because he doesn’t have to talk about being “made”, maybe it’s because he finally sees reason in my request. Whatever it is, he nods in stiff and silent agreement.  
 
    “They have a massive jaw strength. If they get their teeth into you, you’re done for. But it only works one way. If you can manage to trap it closed, wrapped with some sort of cordage, they have little chance of getting it back open.” 
 
    “Like an alligator.” 
 
    “If you say so.” He glares out the window and clasps my hand against his chest. “But getting their jaw closed only removes one danger. Their claws are.... Well, come look.” 
 
    He leads me to the wall beside the door where he stores his weapons. I see now they’ve distracted me from what is on the other side of the entryway. 
 
    A pair of shadow boxes bolted to the wall hold bits and pieces of the monsters. Not enough to get a full picture, but enough to illustrate how much I don’t want to wind up in their grasp. 
 
    “We can’t afford to try to kill one of them cleanly enough to get a full specimen. We don’t even have a clear picture of them.” 
 
    He hates that he’s telling me this.  But I can’t risk reassuring him. If I talk, he might stop. 
 
    “They have three of these ugly things on both of their front legs.” He taps the glass overtop of a set of claws. 
 
    There are enough of them that I know they’ve been collected from multiple monsters. 
 
    The claws are like shark teeth, sharp triangle points and serrated edges along the inner part of the curve. 
 
    He turns away from them as though they’re the most offensive thing on either of our worlds. 
 
    The other box holds a piece of bone with sharp teeth. It’s a mangled mish mash of things I’d guess were from ten species on Earth. Some are needlelike, others sharp canines…. Still more look like they’d do more damage to the creature’s mouth than they would something outside of it. 
 
    Richter is glaring at the thing, disgust writ on his features. “That’s only part of their jaw…” 
 
    He draws a finger along the lower left side of his. “The lower portion has three bones. A duplicate of this on the opposite side, and a sharp, spear like protrusion on the bottom. 
 
    Any part of it can kill or maim.” 
 
    The explanations are stressing him out. I can feel it across the bond. So, I slip my hand in his and tug him gently away.  
 
    “I think that’s enough for tonight. I won’t need it right away.” And I’m better at assimilating things when I’m given time to process. “Let’s go to bed. We can talk about this some other time.”


 
   
  
 

 RICHTER 
 
    I’ve come to learn that Laurel specifically chooses to say “go to bed” rather than “go to sleep. 
 
    There has yet to be a night where sleep was the first thing on her mind. 
 
    And maybe that’s because there has yet to be a night where having her wasn’t the first thing on mine. 
 
    She’s pressed against me, her leg thrown over and twined with mine. I don’t have to look down to know that her eyes are closed as I stroke her hair. 
 
    “A girl could get addicted to the sort of feelings you have for me.” 
 
    Her words are thick with sleep and her drowsiness is sliding through our connection. If I was a cad, I could kiss her awake and exhaust her all over again. But I’m not sure I could survive that.  
 
    She needs her sleep, we both do. 
 
    But talking about the monsters has me on edge. The idea that something might happen to put her in one of their paths. Or worse, that something might happen to put her in one of their jaws…. 
 
    I shudder at the thought, and Laurel shifts in my arms. She’s asleep, but I know my thoughts are giving her bad dreams. And I hate it. 
 
    Hate that I can’t even protect her from the fear inside me. 
 
    It’s that depth of feeling that drives so many of us mad when we lose our mates. The visceral tear of the pain… the emptiness that follows.  
 
    Before, I could barely imagine how a person could hurt so much they’d be driven to the things I’d seen. 
 
    Now…. 
 
    I glance at Laurel, fast asleep. Now, I can’t imagine how anyone would stay sane if they lost her.  
 
    A small part of me wants to apologize to her family for taking her away.  
 
    The wind howls outside, and the moonlight shifts over the icy landscape that wasn’t truly my home until Laurel came into it. The night is all I’ve known for so long…. 
 
   
  
 





 
 
    NINE 
 
    LAUREL 
 
    Richter’s gone the next morning when I finally drag myself out of bed.  
 
    I’ve been deliciously exhausted, but I’m going to have to start acting like a real human being again and figure out something to do with myself during the days. 
 
    But today isn’t a day I plan on putting on real pants. 
 
    In the pajamas I have yet to wear for a whole night’s sleep, I pad to the kitchen with bare feet. 
 
    There’s a box on the counter with my name on it. Not a gift, just mail. 
 
    Inside… the tea I’d just run out of. 
 
    The receipt has Richter’s information on it.  
 
    “Somebody’s been paying attention.” 
 
    Snatching a sachet from the box, I drop it in a mug and go to the hot water dispenser. Not as nice as a kettle, but immediate and the perfect temperature, every time. 
 
    Wrapping my robe more tightly around me, I flip through the rest of the mail while the tea steeps. There isn’t much of it. 
 
    But there’s still more than I expected. I’d thought they were entirely digital on this planet. 
 
    More the fool me. 
 
    I scan through it, thankful there’s nothing that my C/O would want me to “accidentally” open. 
 
    There’s another item for me in the stack… an envelope with strange routing information, from the town. The return address just has my last name. But which of the four possibilities…? 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I tear the top seam open and pluck a small card from within.  
 
    I know exactly who it’s from before I have to flip it open.  
 
    No one else in the family would send me a pink card with cutesy flowers surrounding a very anatomically correct Sian heart. 
 
    But then again, there’s only one biologist in the family. 
 
    The interior is plain, simple, and straight forward. 
 
    Call me. 
 
     --Jess 
 
    Tea done and creamer poured, I take the card and torn envelope with me to the couch. I have to look up the time differences, to be sure, but nine thirty at night isn’t too late to call her, so I punch in the codes and wait as the fluttering symbol tells me the call is connecting. 
 
    And there’s Jess.  
 
    Fresh from a shower and half way done braiding her ridiculously long hair. 
 
    “I was going to call you sooner or later,” I say as she goes to shut the door to her room. “You didn’t have to send me orders.” 
 
    She smiles and adjusts something on her end. “Not orders, just a reminder. Chris told me not to, but I had a feeling you were going to be distracted and would need the nudge.” 
 
    “How are things on Earth?” 
 
    She cringes. “Oh, you know… the same as usual.” 
 
    There’s something she isn’t telling me, but I know better than to jump on her right from the start. And she doesn’t give me the chance anyway. 
 
    “I can’t decide if you’re the bravest person I know… or the most cowardly. Running off to a completely new planet like that.” 
 
    “Let’s land somewhere in the middle and call it good. How about that?” 
 
    She hums. It's one of the few agreements I’ve been able to coerce from her in our lives.  
 
    “I thought Chris would be there to give me hell too?” 
 
    “She’s a little occupied right now. But if it’s safe to get her before you have to go, I will.” 
 
    “I have no idea what to say to that.” 
 
    “Then don’t. I’m sure it’ll come up later.” 
 
    An awkward pause hits us. It’s unfortunately familiar. 
 
    “So…” Jessica waggled her eyebrows at me. “What are they like in person?” 
 
    “Are you asking about personality, or anatomy?” 
 
    She smiles and scrunches her nose. “Can’t turn the biologist off.” 
 
    “They’re wonderful, the very few I’ve met.” 
 
    “Any chance you’d be willing to take measurements or samples?” 
 
    “Not even for my favorite sister. And I don’t think Christina’s going to take your side.” 
 
    “That hurts.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t.” 
 
    There’s a commotion somewhere in her house and she sighs. “Mom’s come to make sure neither of us decide to hop on a spaceship and follow in your footsteps.” 
 
    “If I remember correctly, I was the one who was always chasing after you.” 
 
    “And now, you’re blazing your own trail.” 
 
    Another sharp, unintelligible yell from the depths of Jess’ home. 
 
    “Is mom really that upset?” 
 
    “I mean, it’d be worse if it was her first born.” Jessica pressed her hand to her chest, and then waved toward the door. “Or the baby of the family. But you’re the middle child. She’ll get over your loss soon enough.” 
 
    I laugh, but even I can hear how false it feels. 
 
    “Hey,” Jessica scowled at me from a million lightyears away. “You know I’m joking right? I thought it’d be better to joke than tell you the truth. Mom’s a wreck. Dad’s just confused, but mom… you know how she can be. Chris pointed out that’s why you sent the email when you knew she couldn’t go nuclear on you.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to make her descend on you.” 
 
    She throws a hand into the air as though swatting a particularly pesky fly. “I’m sure you can make it up to me.” 
 
    “I dread the thought of what you’re going to ask.” 
 
    “Will you ask him if you can take pictures?” 
 
    “Ew. No.” I glance over my shoulder even though I know he’s not here to have heard it. “Go to a damn porn site.” 
 
    “But I don’t know if those are accurate. We both know things are…” She waved her hand at the ceiling. “Augmented.” 
 
    “I can tell you that much at least. The pictures are real, if my random sample is any indication.” 
 
    The thought of Richter’s cock has me ready for it again. It’s ridiculous how horny he makes me. 
 
    I’m addicted, and I’m one hundred percent okay with it. 
 
    “Hello… Earth to Laurel.” Jessica waved her hand in front of the camera. “Did I lose you there?” 
 
    “Sorry… day dreaming.” 
 
    She hums in a sound of disbelief. “Sure. Are you sure you’re not just sucked into the black hole of the honeymoon phase of your relationship?” 
 
    “I’m completely certain I am.”


 
   
  
 

 RICHTER 
 
    I hadn’t realized how grating it would be to be away from her for this long. It was all I could do to keep from fidgeting. 
 
    “I feel it too.” Core said from beside me. “They say it gets better with time.” 
 
    Distracting as it is… I’m not sure I want that. 
 
    Core smiles. “She’s singing. I hadn’t realized it would feel different, but it does.” 
 
    “Is our meeting boring you, gentlemen?” Drift asked. 
 
    Trench chuckled from behind me. “They’re newly-mated, boss. We can’t count on them for anything right now.” 
 
    Snickers echoed through the room. 
 
    Drift silenced them with a sharp whistle. “We all know that’s no excuse. Now, if it was you, Trench, I’d be worried.” 
 
    More snickers. 
 
    It was difficult to pay attention. Something was upsetting Laurel. I hoped it was nothing more than another call from her mother. 
When it was my turn to give my report, I was as brief as I could be.  
 
    Drift wasn’t happy to hear I’d had two incursions in as many days. 
 
    “I think we all know it’s because of Laurel.” Clearing my throat, I glanced at the others. “Core and I are the first to take a mate, and he has also had to deal with one.”  
 
    No murmurs met that theory. We all knew the monsters hunted women. Drift motioned for me to sit down. I didn’t want to hear what he had to say next. Didn’t want the horrific thought given words. “We all know how dangerous the monsters will become when your mates fall pregnant…” He shot us both hard looks. “If they aren’t already.” 
 
    The ugly war of emotions that thought shot through me wasn’t one I wanted to experience. Now. Or ever again. 
 
    The reminder had me ready to bolt home. 
 
    It brought to the forefront of my mind Laurel’s request. 
 
    The idea of her, alone and cold in the wastes of the tundra. 
 
    “Stop.” Core knocked my shoulder with his own. “If you dwell on it, all you’re going to do is make her more anxious until you get home.” 
 
    He was right and I knew it.  
 
    Knew that there was no point in causing her to stress.  
 
    I’d feel it if something was wrong. And until then, dwelling wasn’t going to help anyone.


 
   
  
 

 TEN 
 
    LAUREL 
 
    The peal of a doorbell was the last thing I expected to hear all the way out here in the middle of nowhere. But maybe there was more mail, or maybe Cindy had come for a visit. 
 
    The screen beside the door told me it definitely wasn’t Cindy. And the man outside didn’t look like a courier. 
 
    But he also didn’t look like he was going anywhere any time soon. 
 
    I opened the front door, leaving the security screen in place. 
 
    He was like every other Sian man I’d encountered. Tall, muscled and dangerously handsome. 
 
    So why did he creep me out? 
 
    Maybe it was his dark eyes, or the way they traveled up me like he was assessing livestock. 
 
    He’s not one of Richter’s friends. There’s nothing of that recognition I felt with Core. “Can I help you?”  
 
    His eyes drag over me and my skin crawls. But I don’t let it show. Years of college creeps have prepared me for guys like him--no matter the species. 
 
    “You,” He said, “aren’t supposed to be here.” 
 
    Something in the way he says it--like he plans to remove me--makes me immeasurably grateful for the bars separating us. 
 
    “Funny, that’s what I was about to say about you.” Wrapping my robe more tightly around me--and not because I’m cold, I nod toward his car. “If you’re lost, turn left out of the driveway and stay on the main road. It’ll take you back to town.” 
 
    He didn’t look relieved to hear it. Didn’t look like he wanted to take the directions and go.  
 
    But after a moment’s pause, he flashed me a too-bright smile, turned, and walked the short distance to his car. 
 
    I didn’t close the door until he’d turned out of the drive--to the left as I’d suggested. 
 
    The encounter has reminded me that I need to shower--or maybe I don’t need to, but I certainly want to. 
 
    I turn the water to scalding, letting it burn away the memory of his eyes on my skin. 
 
    I’ve just turned off the water when Richter arrives home. 
 
    He comes to me before he has even taken off his coat and gives me a long once over. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, just got a little weirded out by a lost motorist. How was the meeting?” 
 
    “Informative. But otherwise, not the place I wanted to be.” 
 
    He’s as stressed as a cornered cat. 
 
    Covered in the blood of a monster he’d dealt with on the way back from Drift’s, he needs the shower more than I did. 
 
    With the water running, I leave Richter to get clean--we both know that joining him will defeat the purpose.  
 
    I make another cup of tea and sit on the couch, waiting for Richter to rejoin me. My computer is on the low table and Jessica’s call reminded me I had two other forms of communication I’d been ignoring. 
 
    My email was a mess. One giant pile of things I’d been meaning to unsubscribe from for years--and really didn’t need to have at all anymore. 
 
    But among them was a piece of spam that was intended only for me. 
 
    The wording was a twisted, convoluted mess of code that wasn’t worth calling covert. But the gist of the communique was to notify me of a contact who would soon make contact.  
 
    I look at the timestamp. Two days ago. 
 
    Maybe their guy had made contact this morning…. 
 
    A shiver laced through me… a reaction to him, or to Richter getting out of the shower, I didn’t know. 
 
    The rest of the email was a slightly larger pile of emails from people who had learned what I’d done and--despite having nothing to say to me in the decade before--decided to toss emails across the expanse of space with varying messages that trended toward a few very specific opinions. 
 
    The curious ones looking for me to share more than a few TMIs, and the ones looking for something akin to permission to follow in my footsteps were uncomfortably amusing. 
 
    The ones that more or less said “you go girl” felt weird.  
 
    But it was the third category--the one filled with people who had to have gone searching for my email address--was the one I’d expected and also been mildly unprepared for. 
 
    “Whatever it is,” Richter pressed the laptop screen closed. “I don’t want you to read it. Ever again.” 
 
    “Hate mail.” 
 
    “Definitely don’t read that.” 
 
    “Some of it was from here.” 
 
    His lips twitched.  
 
    Almost a scowl.  
 
    “There are always people who think… anything you do is a sin. And inter-species relationships haven’t managed to dodge that.” 
 
    Slipping the computer into its sleeve, I slid it onto the table and tugged him down beside me. “Guess you guys aren’t perfect after all.” 
 
    “Not as a whole, no. But I like to think that a certain individual might be… for you?” 
 
    He wrapped his arms around me, turning and lifting me so that I was on his lap, shoulder to chest. 
 
    “He’s doing a good job so far.” 
 
    Teeth flashing in a smile, he kissed me. “Then let’s work on distracting you from those imperfect ones.”


 
   
  
 

 RICHTER 
 
    Drifts words were still bouncing around in my head. 
 
    The idea of her pregnant, of a child growing inside her…. It has me almost feral. 
 
    “What would you do,” I ask, backing her toward the bedroom. “If I tied you to the bed until we know?” 
 
    “I’d say yes, please,” She drags her hands up my shoulders to my neck and pulls my head down so she can bite my ear before saying, “And then I’d say, ‘fuck me until you can’t fuck me anymore.” 
 
    “Let’s see if you deserve that sort of treatment.”  
 
    “You’re not the only one who likes a challenge.” 
 
    She pushes me down, the towel still clenched in her fist as I drop.  
 
    With a shrug, her robe slides from her shoulders, and both it, and my towel pool on the floor at her feet. A gentle tug of drawstring, and her lounge pants follow after. 
 
    She crawls up on the bed, holding my wrists, as though she could keep me down if I wanted back up. 
 
    But I don’t want back up. 
 
    I want this. Her. 
 
    She slides over me, using the motion of her hips to drag her sweet, wet lips over me until I’m so hard, I press against her. So hard, I twitch up as she slides forward, and am perfectly placed when she moves back, impaling herself on me. 
 
    The contented hum that meets my invasion only makes me harder. 
 
    And I lay back, watching as she rides me. 
 
    Rising and plunging back down on my cock. Her own hands caressing her beautiful breasts.  
 
    I hold her hips to steady her and revel in the sensations floating across our bond. 
 
    When she comes, I come too. 
 
    *** 
 
    The problem with threats like that was that I couldn’t keep her tied up. Even if she’d let me, it wasn’t fair to keep her locked away like some maiden in a tower from old story books. 
 
    Tracing a hand down her back, I skim my hands over the globes of her delicious ass. 
 
    She’s tired--exhausted, if what I feel through the bond is right--but she said.... 
 
    She comes back to wakefulness on a long breath and with wide eyes. An even wider smile covers her face when I slide into her again. 
 
    In the deep, moonlit hours, we make slow, passionate love. 
 
    It’s not something I ever expected to have…. And something I have no intention of giving up.


 
   
  
 

 ELEVEN 
 
    RICHTER 
 
    Letting go of something fragile is harder than I expected. 
 
    But Laurel has done everything right with my car in the last week.  
 
    In fact, she took to it better than I did, or any of the rest of the Brotherhood, for that matter. 
 
    The focus required to maintain the vehicle… especially to maintain it while having a conversation or perform any other distraction, was the hardest part. 
 
    Maybe she was just wired for it. 
 
    Either way…. 
 
    She’s sitting across the table from me with narrowed eyes. “What are you so anxious about? I’ve had shivers racing down my spine for the last ten minutes.” Setting down her fork, she leans back in her chair. “Out with it.” 
 
    I’m still not sure how to best tell her. I’ve never been great with words…. So instead, I slide the neural key-link to her across the table. 
 
    She picks it up and if she notices that it’s not the one for my car, she doesn’t say anything. “We’re going driving?” 
 
    “That’s part of it.” 
 
    The spike of giddiness as she picked up the chip has me smiling. 
 
    I lead her to the garage, and the lights flick on, gleaming off the new car. 
 
    “Is that for me?” 
 
    “I can’t leave you stranded while I’m at Drifts, so we needed a second.” 
 
    She squeals with delight, pressing the neural key to her temple and jogging to the driver’s side-as she calls it. 
 
    It pops open, and she slips inside snuggling down into the seat. “Can we go for a drive now?” 
 
    “Of course. Just remember we have plans tonight.” 
 
    “How could I forget?” 
 
    Settling into the seat beside her, I sit back and let the landscape I’ve known so long and so well fly by. 
 
    I learned in the first lesson, that Laurel likes to drive simply to go. And the GPS will always get her home, so there’s no harm in it. 
 
    When we finally wind our way into town, she starts asking questions. It’s a different part of the population-dense port, and her questions are mostly about the kinds of foods restaurant’s serve. 
 
    “What about that one?” 
 
    “That’s not a restaurant, it’s Margot’s. She runs a sort of… strip club brothel setup. It’s a place bonded women can make an extra living by teaching unbonded men how to please their woman, once she gets here.” 
 
    “Is that why you’re so good at it?” 
 
    “I used sims. Less possibility of her bondmate deciding I wasn’t the kind of guy he wanted laying hands on his mate.” 
 
    A chime echoed through the car. 
 
    “Time to head back to the mountains. Core will have our heads if we’re late for Cindy’s dinner.” 
 
    “Thank you. For the car, for everything.” She set us back on the long ribbon that wound its way up into the foothills. “I know it can’t be easy to hand over something like this.” 
 
    I didn’t know if she meant the car--the expense--or the freedom to explore my world on her own if she wanted to. Either way... 
 
    “I trust you. Completely.” 
 
    There’s a flicker of… something that crosses our bond. Maybe it’s fear 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 LAUREL 
 
    Dinner was delicious. I had no idea what any of it was, but I was now stuffed and ready to take a nap. 
 
    Cindy and I had been shooed away while our men cleaned up, a distant murmur barely audible over clinking plates. 
 
    “How are you holding up?” I ask with a conspiratorial smile. 
 
    “This whole experience has been completely different than I expected.” 
 
    “I think I know what you mean.” Though I doubted she was lying to Core. “What’s your biggest surprise?” 
 
    Cindy looked toward the kitchen, a soft smile on her lips. “I love him.” 
 
    I manage not to gape at her. 
 
    “I will be honest. I came here knowing I would be well cared for and content. Kids were my main goal. I never dreamed….” 
 
    Something hard and heavy coiled in my gut. It was all I could do to keep a smile on my face. But she wasn’t looking at me. “How are you so calm and confident about all of this?” 
 
    Shrugging, her smile brightened. “I have no idea. It just feels perfect. And I know, somehow, that he loves me too.” 
 
    “Could it be that he can’t keep his hands off you?” I’m honestly surprised they’ve managed to stay away this long. 
 
    “Maybe. Thank God the point where we have to stop having sex is relatively short before and after having the baby.” 
 
    “They certainly are voracious.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever had this much sex, even in college.” She’s pretending to be exasperated, but I know it’s just a show. After all, I’m right there too. 
 
    She waves a hand, “Sorry, the hormones have me oversharing.” 
 
    The sound of running water stops and I hear them more clearly, headed back to us. 
 
    “You may want to start reading up on this whole thing,” she gently rubbed her belly. “It’s completely different from having a fully human kid, and let me tell you, there are some things you are not going to want to be surprised by.” 
 
    “Tell you what, we’ll institute a study group. How about that?” 
 
    She glances over her shoulder again. “I’m glad we did this tonight instead of yesterday. Core got a little… exuberant the other day. I’m sure you’ve noticed they’re packing a lot more than Earth men… and I couldn’t sit down after he had a little more fun than I think either of us bargained for.” 
 
    The idea of that was mildly terrifying. But before Cindy could say anything else, the men join us then. 
 
    Richter crosses the room and pulls me to my feet, wrapping his arms around me from behind. 
 
    “It’s time for us to head home.” He leans in close, his lips brushing my ear. “I don’t like it when you’re wearing this many clothes.” 
 
    I glance at Cindy and Core, but they’re too distracted by each other to notice.  
 
    “I could say the same thing about you.” 
 
    “I’m so glad we don’t have to argue.” 
 
    He loosens his grip, but doesn’t move away. 
 
    It only takes a minute to thank them and move to the door. 
 
    I pretend not to understand as Core reminds Richter to be careful and keep an eye on his warning screens. 
 
    If Cindy understands them, she gives no indication either. 
 
    “Come visit me any time.” She squeezed my hand. “Until the others finally get their ducks in order, we’re the only ones who are going to have any sense out here on the rim.” 
 
    Richter slips his hand around my waist, turns me away, and all but carries me to the car. 
 
    From behind me I heard, “What is a duck?” 
 
    This time, Richter drives.


 
   
  
 

 TWELVE 
 
    RICHTER 
 
    The monster took two of us to kill. 
 
    A huge, ugly beast that was one and a half times the size of others I’d encountered so far. 
 
    It straddled the line between Trench and my territory. Almost as though it was trying to sneak through his on its way to mine.  
 
    On its way to kill Laurel. 
 
    As the door closes behind me, my gaze lands on the robe she’s left on the back of the couch and three other tiny ways in which she’s changed my life.  
 
    Tiny ways in which she’s made this a home. 
 
    She’s in the kitchen.  
 
    She’s pulled her hair up into a messy bun, but several strands have escaped and flow around her shoulders as she goes through the motions of baking something I’ve never seen before. 
 
    I love her.  
 
    I take a step forward and force myself to stop. I’m still covered in blood, and if I get too close, I’ll ruin that pretty sweater she loves. 
 
    She sends a smile my way. “Go get cleaned up and I’ll introduce you to the caramel-y delight that is Flan.” 
 
    I love her. 
 
    But I can’t tell her. Not yet. Because I can’t hope for reciprocation until she knows what I am. 
 
    In our bedroom, I clean myself up, but before I head back out, I need to ask for guidance. 
 
    “What is up, brother?” 
 
    “How did you tell Cindy about… what we are?” 
 
    His jaw tightens and he turns the camera away, but I can tell Cindy’s not actually there. 
 
    “I didn’t. And I don’t plan to.” He squared his shoulders. “There’s no reason to. It doesn’t change anything. She signed on for better or worse.” 
 
    “You’re going to lie to her for the rest of your lives?” 
 
    “It’s not lying if she never asks. Just let it go. Enjoy your bondmate, and thank hell every day that you are who and what you are. Because if you weren’t, you’d never have gotten her.” 
 
    He hangs up on me, and I’m left blinking at the vague reflection of my own face. 
 
    Ignoring it is so tempting. Maybe I can put it off for a few more days.


 
   
  
 

 LAUREL 
 
    Richter’s stressed. I can feel it in the ache in my own shoulders. His tension pools there and I don’t know how to help him.  
 
    The bell rings, and I’m distracted. 
 
    When I open it, it’s the face I had hoped I wouldn’t see again. 
 
    “Go. Away.” 
 
    “How do you think your bondmate would react if I told him your little secret?” 
 
    I try not to stiffen at the threat, but I can’t help it. “You need to leave, and you need to tell your boss I’m doing this on my own time.” 
 
    It was a half-truth, but hopefully one that would get him to disappear. 
 
    “Not until you give me what you owe me.” 
 
    I don’t have any information to pass along yet. “Tell them, I’ll have it soon. For now, why don’t you tell them where I am, what I’m dealing with, and to buzz off.” 
 
    “I’m not sure you understand what’s going on.” His head jerked to the side, eyes narrowed. 
 
    The shower had turned off. 
 
    “This isn’t over.” He turned on his heel, and was down the drive before I managed to close the door. 
 
    Richter hadn’t bothered to dry off fully before he’d come out. His feeling my emotions was still something I’m getting used to. And I hate that I’ve worried him over something I should have already dealt with. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Just some weirdo at the door. He’s gone now.” 
 
    Regardless, Richter goes to the door. A gust of icy air blows in as he scans the drive and the snow beyond. 
 
    But there’s no one there. It doesn’t surprise me that the creep is gone. My superiors no doubt told him to steer clear for my bondmate. 
 
    When Richter closes the door, he has to brush the droplets of water from him. 
 
    They’re ice now. 
 
    “I don’t like when you’re stressed.”


 
   
  
 

 THIRTEEN 
 
    RICHTER 
 
    I do not know how I got so lucky, and I have no idea what I would do if Laurel didn’t want me as much as I want her.  
 
    We’ve settled into a strange little routine. She’s still on top of me. I’m still inside her. Her eyes are closed, a blissful smile on her face. 
 
    This is the thing I’ve been missing but never really realized. 
 
    Laurel shifts, working those deceptively strong inner muscles, but it’s not until her teeth rake across my nipple that I react. 
 
    I flip her, and she goes without a struggle. Smile spreading as I pin her to the bed with my hips. 
 
    “Are you using your size as an advantage over me?” 
 
    “I need all the help I can get.” 
 
    Shaking her head, she twists her fingers in my hair and pulls me down to her. “All you have to do is ask nicely. I’ll let you do anything you want to me.” 
 
    “Anything?” When she nodded, I slid back. “You may live to regret that.” 
 
    She watches me as I pull away, her hand going to the place my cock had just been, resting on her clit. She sweeps her fingers over her pussy, getting them wet before she starts a lazy swirl of that nub that can so easily make her scream. 
 
    There are so many options, so many ways I want to take her. 
 
    But this time…. 
 
    Grabbing her ankles, I move her legs up so they don’t tangle when I flip her onto her stomach. 
 
    Which I do. 
 
    Her gorgeous ass wiggles at me. 
 
    Teasing me. 
 
    I give her a quick spank as punishment. It only makes her squirm more. 
 
    Her hand is still doing its job, and she doesn’t seem to notice as I stand. 
 
    “I don’t know how long I’m going to last this time.” 
 
    “Believe me, my pussy could probably use the break.” 
 
    I don’t know if I can offer it that. 
 
    She squeaks in surprise when I grab her by her hips and lift her. 
 
    She’s so wet, and I’m so hard, it’s easy to slide into her without either of our hands to guide her. 
 
    Mine are too busy keeping her up. Hers are too busy trying to find purchase on the floor. 
 
    But as I press into her, she gasps a sob, and I shift so my fingers can take over where hers left off. A few thrusts and strokes later, she’s crying my name, so close. 
 
    I want to feel her come. Need it. 
 
    I thrust harder, not sure I could slow if I wanted to. I feel her orgasm hit. Hold myself steady as it washes over me. 
 
    I don’t know how I manage it, but I still long enough to pull her upright, to press her back to my chest while I retreat to the bed. 
 
    When I sit, she’s on her knees over me, I’m holding her up, but she’s the one doing the work now. Each rise a vice, each return, silken pleasure. 
 
    She rides me, faster, until I lose all rational thought.  
 
    Laurel shakes free of my right hand, she reaches hers down and rakes her fingers over my balls. 
 
    The touch, so gentle, so sharp, opens the floodgates. 
 
    I pour everything into her. Body, mind, and soul. 
 
    When my mind clears, she’s still overtop of me, head dropped back to my shoulder, nipples hard pebbles in the cold air.  
 
    She’s covered in goosebumps. 
 
    “Come on,” I jiggle her arm. “Let’s get cleaned up and go to bed.” 
 
    There was no chance we were slowing down any time soon, and I wasn’t about to let her die of exhaustion.


 
   
  
 

 LAUREL 
 
    Richter is fast asleep, and the house is dark. 
 
    It feels like my pulse is in stereo. The socks keeping my feet warm help to muffle my steps, but it takes every biofeedback trick I know to keep myself calm. 
 
    Freaking out might wake Richter up and I’ve already waited too long to do this. 
 
    My C/O's face fuzzes into focus. It’s daylight out his window, but he looks like I’ve just woken him. 
 
    “Glad to finally hear from you, Laurel. Your communiques haven’t made it through. I thought you’d been discovered.” 
 
    “I haven’t, but your contact--the one who’s been harassing me--almost made it happen.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you're talking about.” 
 
    Of course he didn’t. Plausible deniability. 
 
    “I’m contacting you to tell you that’s the last data I’m sending.” 
 
    “It is?” 
 
    “I’m resigning my commission, effective immediately.” 
 
    “You don’t really want to do this… have they done something to you?” 
 
    “No sir. And I would not have called you if I was not completely serious.” 
 
    My C/O was silent a moment, his eyes narrowing. “Consider what I could do to you. How easy it would be to let them know what you are.” 
 
    Swallowing back the tendril of fear that came with his threat, I managed to keep my face passive. “We both know hurting me isn’t worth the potential fallout. How do you think the Sian government will feel when they find out you’ve sent some of us as spies? Do you think they’ll pull back from sharing their tech?” 
 
    His upper lip twisted, and he glanced past the camera. “Enjoy your new life.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I stare at the now blank screen. He isn’t going to say a thing. What he wants from the Sians is too valuable to mess up for someone as insignificant as me. 
 
    But that doesn’t change what I have to do. 
 
    As I walk back to the room where Richter is still sleeping, I have to remember that telling him now will be infinitely easier than if I try to wait. I was always the “rip the bandage off” sort. 
 
    Richter is awake when I get back. 
 
    “Did you mom call this late?” He asks, confusion and sleep wrinkling his brow as he turns on the light. 
 
    “No.” Tucking a leg under me, I sit beside him. “But there’s something we need to talk about.” 
 
    He reaches up, cupping my jaw and brushing his thumb across my cheek. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I’ve been lying to you.” Closing my eyes, I turn into his palm. “And I don’t want to lie anymore. But I’m scared of how you’ll react.” 
 
    He pulls me forward, holding me against him. “Whatever it is… just tell me. We’ll figure it out.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I feel how deeply he cares. 
 
    “They sent me here to spy on you.” 
 
    He tenses, arms still caged around me. 
 
    Eyes closed, I drop my head to his shoulder and tell him everything.


 
   
  
 

 RICHTER 
 
    I’d always known there was something special about laurel, but I definitely hadn’t guessed she was a spy. 
 
    She’s asleep beside me. Peaceful now. She spent the first hours after her confession tossing with disturbed dreams. 
 
    I’ve no doubt my disquiet contributed. 
 
    Some might think I should be mad. 
 
    That I should turn her out… or turn her in. 
 
    But I don’t want to. 
 
    She didn’t have to tell me--even if her CO had threatened her.  
 
    And I’ve kept my own secrets 
 
    Her skin is soft and warm as I skim over her hip, pressing her shirt up as I follow the dip of her waist and slide under her arm to cup her breast. She snuggles back, pressing her gorgeous ass against the part of my anatomy that hasn’t felt a moment's rest in the time she’s been here. 
 
    It’s the work of a moment to slip the thin wisp of lace from where it covers her and slide into the familiar, delectable warmth. 
 
    With a contented hum, she wakes and moves on me. The gentle rocking of her hips threatened to drive me demented. 
 
    But the violence of my feelings shouldn’t be released. Not this time. She fell asleep vulnerable. It’s her turn to set the pace. 
 
    Still moving on me, she twists, offering me her lips, better access to her breasts. 
 
    “You still want me?” Her question is soft, every other word punctuated by a shift in her hips. 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    “Thank God.” She leans further into me, slinging her leg over top of mine, opening herself further and leaving herself at the mercy of my hands. 
 
    Her back to my front, I rock into her. Letting myself love her with my body and soul.


 
   
  
 

 FOURTEEN 
 
    LAUREL 
 
    It’s time to face the music. 
 
    Richter knows I’m nervous. Of course he does. But it doesn’t help that he’s on my side of the sofa, that he’s trying to comfort me with a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    Several members of the Brotherhood are here--I don’t know how many there are, in all--and they’re sizing me up.  
 
    I’m not certain what they see. 
 
    But when Drift asks me to tell them, in my own words, what I’ve done, I don’t balk. 
 
    “My records were falsified.” I swallow and continue on before they can make assumptions or ask questions. “Nothing more than they had to to remove any hint of involvement in my life. But My previous profession section has a glaring omission.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what it is.” Richter’s glaring at the other two men, telling them, not me. 
 
    “It might.” I swallow, trying to clear the dryness in my throat. “I’ve been employed by the military for the last three years. They think my coming here was their idea… that it was some sort of kismet that I happened to have the prerequisites for coming here.” 
 
    “And they want you to do… what, exactly?” 
 
    “Report back my findings. They’re scared of you. I’m sure that can’t be a surprise. Physically, you’re stronger than they are, and more so, your technology is advanced beyond their wildest dreams. You are a very real threat to humanity.” 
 
    “We need you more than you need us.” 
 
    “Human nature has us all inclined to assume the worst.” 
 
    Richter squeezes my hand, and I meet his gaze. 
 
    I have no doubt they’ve sent others to perform this same task, and I tell them as much. 
 
    “How did they expect you to be able to do any of this?” The one called Trench asked. 
 
    “I can read and understand your language. I can’t speak it--largely because I’ve never had anyone to practice with.” 
 
    He glared at me and, in his language, said, “How are we supposed to trust anything you say?” 
 
    “Because I have no reason to tell you any of this. 
 
    “This is the only thing I’ve sent them. It’s a report on the caldera and a brief description of you. There’s nothing in there but my observations and what you’ve told me. I haven’t gotten into your systems and I haven’t sent anything that I thought might actually be able to harm you.” 
 
    “And what else are you going to tell them?” Trench hadn’t switched back to English yet. 
 
    “I resigned this morning.” I look Drift in the eyes. “I honestly only accepted the commission because I was worried they would work against my coming here if I refused, and I didn’t want to spoil my chances. I’ve always known this is where I need to be. Fate put them in my path to make it easier.” 
 
    Core chuckled from the back of the group. “Cindy puts a lot of faith in fate as well.” 
 
    Drift studies me while the others murmur behind him. “Would you be willing to un-resign?” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “If you approve, I’d like you to continue to send reports.” 
 
    “What do you want me to tell them?” 
 
    “That as long as they don’t do something stupid, they have nothing to fear from you. But if they decide to take some step--to show any form of unprovoked aggression--it’s a fight they won’t win.” Drift paused. “Do you think that will be an opinion shared by the others they’ve sent?” 
 
    “I don’t think anyone would come to a different conclusion.” 
 
    “I’m not happy about why you’re here, but I won’t lie to you and say it’s enough to make me wish you’d never come.” Drift turned to Richter. “It makes her a security risk.” 
 
    “And what, precisely do you want to do about it?” 
 
    “Nothing. I expect you to continue to keep an eye on her. I know you can’t object to that.” The big, scary man actually smiled. “But we aren’t the only ones she could pose a danger to.


 
   
  
 

 RICHTER 
 
    Drift sends the others home and thanks Laurel for coming clean. But before he goes, he leans his head toward the door, and I follow, leaving Laurel on the couch, staring out at the snow. 
 
    He stops by the shadow boxes, staring at the remnants of our enemy. “You trust her, right?” 
 
    “With every ounce of my being.” 
 
    “Good. You’re both going to need that.” 
 
    “Any particular reason?” 
 
    “Because despite Core’s belief that you can get away without telling her what we are… she has to know. It’s not information any of us want to share, but if we plan to share our lives with someone, we have to share it all.” 
 
    “Her confession proves she understands that.” 
 
    With a quick dip of his head, Drift turned. 
 
    “You’re calmer than I expected about this.” I say. “Hell, I’m calmer than I thought I’d be. 
 
    He paused with his hand on the door, but he didn’t look back as he said “You’re in love. I understand that better than you might guess.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    This time, he did look back. “I’m letting you handle this because I believe she loves you. And it would take some severe circumstances to make us betray the one we love.” 
 
    “That sounds like a story you’re going to have to tell me sometime.” 
 
    “No. It isn’t.” 
 
    The door shut behind him with a hard snap and we were alone again. 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.” 
 
    “I am too, but I understand.” 
 
    She looked at me with an expression I’d worn too often to not recognize. 
 
    “Mostly.”


 
   
  
 

 FIFTEEN 
 
    RICHTER 
 
    It’s been hours since either of us has spoken. She’s curled in my lap, staring out at the snow, and I’ve been staring at the polished glass fire in the middle of the room. 
 
    I don’t know what she thinks is going on in my head, but I have no doubt she can feel the hundred arguments I’ve had and lost with myself in that time. 
 
    I need to tell her. Drift is right, Core is wrong. There’s no way I can live with this secret if I love her…. And I do. 
 
    “I need to tell you something too.” 
 
    She doesn’t move to sit up, and I don’t try to shift her. But her body has tensed. 
 
    “It’s a day for confessions, isn’t it?” 
 
    Dropping my lips to her hair, I nod, and kiss her. “You asked me if all Sian men heal as quickly as I do, and the answer is no.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not upset about that.” Her fingers go to my chest, where that first slash gave her some inkling. 
 
    “I told you the brotherhood was raised in the system… but it wasn’t an orphanage. We were handed over to a man who had plans for us.” 
 
    She doesn’t say anything, but I know she doesn’t like the sound of that. 
 
    “I’m an experiment.” I had hoped those words would be like a lifted weight. I just feel more leaden. “We all are. Genetic freaks pulled from an orphanage and…. Turned into what they needed us to be.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I’ve been so afraid I’ll hurt you, because what they did to me didn’t just make me heal faster, it made me stronger than the others. I can tear a monster in half if I get the right hold on one.” 
 
    Now she does look up at me, I can see as well as feel the confusion.  
 
    A sharp trill from the front pulls my gaze away from her eyes, and I hate the relief I feel at the opportunity to leave. 
 
    “Drift needs me. It’s an emergency.” 
 
    When I move to the door, she asks, “Don’t you need to suit up?” 
 
    “It’s not that kind of emergency.” 
 
    She’s still processing, I can tell from the hundred flickering emotions coming across our bond. And I can’t leave her with only that confession. 
 
    “I love you. And I need you to know everything. Even if it makes you fear me.” 
 
    She’s staring at me. Blankness covering her face, fear gripping her heart.  
 
    I can’t stay and see it any longer. 
 
    I pull her in, kiss her once more, and leave.


 
   
  
 

 LAUREL 
 
    I honestly can’t believe I didn’t say it back.  
 
    I meant it so hard, a part of me feels like I might have shattered if I had. 
 
    The house is a little colder now that he’s gone, and I pull my robe from the back of the couch, bundling it more tightly around me. 
 
    A sharp trill of an incoming call jerks me away from the door, and I answer it. Just happy for the distraction. 
 
    “Hi mom.” 
 
    She’s sitting in her own living room, so at least she’s given up on harassing my sisters. 
 
    “So,” she says, arms crossed. “When is the wedding, and am I at least invited? Heaven knows I won’t be able to go, but we could at least video in.” 
 
    “They don’t really have weddings here.” 
 
    “So what? You just sign a contract and it’s over.” 
 
    “Don’t even sign a contract.” 
 
    “I don’t expect her to understand. I’m not sure I would if I hadn’t gone through it. But I honestly believe the only thing that will part us is death. 
 
    The idea forces a little bile to my throat, and I grimace as I swallow it back down. 
 
    “Well,” she sniffs. “You look horrible.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She gives me that look only mothers can master. “I hope you have a doctor there.” 
 
    “I do.” Or something like it anyway. 
 
    An alarm went off in the background and my mom turns to it, sharply. “I’m making family dinner. For the family I still have left.” 
 
    I try not to let the words sting. “Alright mom. You enjoy your pot roast. I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    With a huff, she disconnects. 
 
    I feel a little feverish and my stomach is acting traitorous. The last thing I need right now is the flu. 
 
    At the back of the house, there’s a room Richter never uses… and now I know why. 
 
    It’s full of all the medical necessities a monster hunting bachelor could need.  
 
    Except that he doesn’t. 
 
    The med scanner is dormant, and it takes a few moments to boot up, and I shiver as I hear the heater kick on.  
 
    Thank God. 
 
    A quick scan, get the machine to spit out some medication, take a nap and… I’ll be good as new. 
 
    Unless…. 
 
    I glance down at my stomach. I’ve felt a little bloated lately.  
 
    Pulling up the calendar on the wall, I compare Sian dates with earth dates.  
 
    I’m late. 
 
    And that would explain so much. 
 
    The scanner chirps, and I blow out the long breath I’d been holding. 
 
    Their medical tech is ridiculously advanced. 
 
    I’ll have answers in less than five minutes.  
 
    Blue light fills the tube around me, and I close my eyes, trapping a yawn. 
 
    Warm air and burbling sounds swirl around me as the machine works. 
 
    Less than a minute has passed when a bird-like chirp sounds, and all movement ceases. 
 
    When I open my eyes again, I’m faced with a full body image, highlighting the cause of my discomfort. 
 
    And there it is.  
 
    That tiny little future child  
 
    I’m fully awake now. 
 
    I’m struck by an overwhelming hope. For a little boy with eyes just like his father. 
 
    But it’s too soon to tell if we’ll be having a boy or girl. 
 
    Too soon to tell much of anything at all. 
 
    Cindy said pregnancy was shorter, but I have no idea what to expect, even at this earliest stage. And that's why I lock the information when the machine offers me the opportunity. 
 
    I’m not going to tell Richter.  
 
    Not yet.  
 
    I want to know more before I do. 
 
    We’ll need a plan, and I can’t expect him to know what’s going to happen. I have to know where we go from here. 
 
    There’s only one person I can talk to about this. 
 
    I call Cindy almost on autopilot. 
 
    It’s easier knowing Core isn’t there, that he’s with Richter and won’t have the opportunity to blab.  
 
    “Hey good lookin’” Cindy says as she fuzzes to life on the screen in front of me. 
 
    She’s got on an off the shoulder sweater and is holding a carton of peppermint ice cream. 
 
    “Hey, can I come over? I think we need to talk.” 
 
    Her eyes go wide. “You’re pregnant!” 
 
    I nod, trying to hide my wince.  
 
    “Promise me you won’t say a word to Core.” 
 
    She hesitates, but her voice is sure when she says, “I promise.” 
 
    I throw on my warmest clothes and boots, and grab what little I think I’ll need before hopping into my car. 
 
    It takes a moment for the car to warm, and I’m at the perfect temperature when I pull out onto the road and head down the meandering highway that connects the Brotherhood’s compounds. 
 
    It’s a long, boring drive, and I have too much time to think. 
 
    But around the next corner, a man appears in the road.  
 
    It’s not a big deal. I tell the car to slow, to maneuver around him. 
 
    But it doesn’t. 
 
    Panic hits, the car swerves, and I’m tumbling. 
 
    I land upright, off the side of the road, and blink up at the dark shape of the man I managed not to hit. But he’s swimming. 
 
    And he’s all-too-familiar.


 
   
  
 

 SIXTEEN  
 
    LAUREL 
 
    The man who came to my door twice, has just finished tying my hands, and shoved me into the side of his car. 
 
    “After all these times we’ve met, I still haven’t introduced myself.” 
 
    “Don’t think I want to know.” 
 
    “My name is Victor. And I’m the one who brought you here, not that experiment.” He sighs and sneers. “You left the docks with the wrong man.” 
 
    The neural link is on the seat beside me, broken just jagged enough…. 
 
    I have no idea if it’ll work, but I start scraping at the cordage around my wrists. 
 
    He doesn’t drive far, and I try to get my bearings as he stops the car and drags me out into the cold.  
 
    His hands are fisted in the front of my jacket as he studies me. He inhales, long and deep. “Damn, I’d held out hope, but I can’t keep you if he’s claimed you.” 
 
    I’d almost worked through the restraints. “Just let me go.”  
 
    But Victor wasn’t listening to me. 
 
    “He won’t stop hunting for you until you’re dead.” The puff of breath he let out hung in frozen disappointment. “This would have been so much easier if they’d accidentally handed you to an accountant.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “If I could kill him, I could keep you.” There was something wistful and terrifying in his words. 
 
    The cord snaps, and I lunge, knocking him away, and bolt for his car.  
 
    But I’m not quick enough. 
 
    He tackles me, and the freshly fallen snow is the only thing that keeps me from breaking my nose. 
 
    “Clearly,” He said, dragging me back to my feet. “you would have been a poor candidate for my needs.” 
 
    A monster howls in the distance, and I’m not the only one who flinches at the sound. 
 
    “He didn’t tell you, did he.” Victor’s smile is almost maniacal. “That’s what they hunt. They don’t eat us… they eat you. Having you this close is drawing them out.” 
 
    He shoves me, herding me further from the road. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    “I bought you. I paid for you, and I am not going to let another man keep you as his bondmate.” 
 
    “I can pay you what you spent.” The agency paid us handsomely for agreeing to leave Earth behind. 
 
    “No. You’ll pay in other ways.” 
 
    He steps forward, and I step back, and the snow shifts beneath my shoes. 
 
    It’s like one of those moments… the kind where everything moves a little slower than you expect, but you can’t stop anything. 
 
    And then I’m falling. 
 
    The snow is soft, but cold, and I roll further than I realized I could. 
 
    I’m fifty feet below Victor in a valley of white. 
 
    He glared down at me from the top of the hill. “Enjoy what little of your life remains.” 
 
    His words were swept away by the wind as soon as I heard them. 
 
    “If I were you, I’d pray the cold kills you before they get to you.” He paused, shook his, and then disappeared. 
 
    The sound of a motor echoed off the white landscape. 
 
    The ice wasn’t as cold as I expected. But it still stung at my face, burned my eyes. 
 
    Pulling the coat more tightly around me, I knew it would only help for so long. 
 
    Still, Victor’s narrative required that I had it, and I was grateful he’d thought that far into his plan… though I knew it wouldn’t help me for long.


 
   
  
 

 RICHTER 
 
    I’m antsy, and I can’t figure out why. 
 
    That same low-grade anxiety buzzes through me. It’s been there on some level since Laurel confessed her previous occupation. But it’s different now. 
 
    My skin hurts, like it’s hypersensitized. 
 
    “She’s got you tied up good, doesn’t she?” Arc is smirking at me from across the room, but I don’t rise to his bait. 
 
    “Something’s wrong.” 
 
    Core sits up, too sharply. Anyone who wasn’t paying attention before has their sights on me now. 
 
    “I have to go. Whatever else is on the agenda, it’ll have to wait, or you’ll have to fill me in la--” 
 
    It’s like a punch to the gut. Like ice water dumped on me while out in the wastes. 
 
    I’m not sure my heart is still beating. 
 
    Pushing to my feet, I’m not sure how I manage to stand, let alone run. But I’m in my car, racing home before I realize I’ve made it out of Drift’s house. 
 
    I barely register the others peeling in behind me as I throw open the door and rush to the security system.  
 
    Her car is gone, that’s the first thing I check. 
 
    But my adrenaline is too high. I don’t manage to stop the garage feed when I see her, and it stops, nearly an hour before she leaves…. 
 
    But the garage isn’t empty. 
 
    I have no idea who the man is, but he slides out from underneath her car and gives the barest glance in either direction before slipping back out again. 
 
    I can’t see his face. 
 
    But if I’m right….. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Drift asks as he and the others pile in through the front door. 
 
    “She went to see Cindy.” It’s the only explanation for why she’d drive off while I was gone. “But someone’s messed with her car.” 
 
    No one says a word as I trace back through the days of footage. Not even Arc has something stupid to say. 
 
    I find him… days sooner than I thought I would.  
 
    He came back and she didn’t mention it. It has to be him. 
 
    Throwing the still onto another screen, I point Drift toward it. “I need to know who he is.” 
 
    And Drift, head of the Shadow Zone Brotherhood, has the clearance to use facial recognition software I shouldn’t even know about.
While Drift works, I stare at the man who probably doesn’t know how close he is to death. Because as soon as I find him, I’m going to kill him. 
 
    He’s a normal, rather nondescript guy. If I’d seen him in a crowd, I’d never have remembered him. Now, his face is going to be burned into my brain. 
 
    From beside me, Drift finishes tapping in commands, and I have to close my eyes, clench my fists to keep from tearing the room apart. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    My eyes snap open and I push Drift out of the way. But there’s nothing there. 
 
    “He’s not in the database?” 
 
    “Not in the criminal one. We have to hope he’s in a position to be catalogued but searching through the full record could take hours.” 
 
    “So, what are you waiting for?” 
 
    “It’s already running.” 
 
    Again, I have to close my eyes. This time to keep from punching someone. 
 
    I’m not dressed for what I know I’m going to need to do. 
 
    Leaving them, I suit up and grab the knife I forgot to put away last time. 
 
    I’m halfway back down the hall when Trench yells out. “Found him.” 
 
    “Looks like you took the wrong human from the docks.” 
 
    Lauren.  
 
    It made sense now… but there was no way in hell I was giving her back. 
 
    “And it’s weirder than you think.” Drift dragged the image across the screen and threw it onto the wall so everyone could see. “That is Victor, a salesman of some sort who lives smack dab in the center of town…. He was supposed to be Laurel’s bondmate. 
 
    Trench is scrolling through the data when I come back. “Victor, Richter… someone was sloppy when handing out bondmates. Looks like you were supposed to end up with a Lauren.” 
 
    “I don’t give a flying fuck who she was supposed to be with. She’s mine and I don’t have any intention of letting someone take her from me.” 
 
    “Well I doubt he’s taken her home.” Arc is scowling at the man’s face. “So how do we find her?” 
 
    Glaring out the window, I clench my teeth. “She’s out there.” 
 
    The room goes utterly silent.  
 
    “She’s too cold to be anywhere else.” 
 
    “You are the only one who can find her.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to sniff her out in several tons of snow?” 
 
    No one else speaks. They all know the same likelihood I do.  
 
    But that silence is broken by the sharp chirp of my phone. Core. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I found her car. It’s in an embankment about two thirds of the way to my place. She’s not in it.”


 
   
  
 

 SEVENTEEN 
 
    LAUREL 
 
    Everything is white. 
 
    And cold. 
 
    And terribly loud. 
 
    There’s no difference between the sky and the ground, and every step I take feels like I'm sinking further into some white hell. 
 
    I thought I was going the right direction to get back to the road at first. Now… I might be walking in circles for all I know. 
 
    The wind shrieks at me from every side, and throws snow in my face, and only makes it more confusing. 
 
    It’s a relief when the howling finally stops.  
 
    When the sharp cries of the blustering gales cease, and the snow stops swirling. 
 
    It’s also the only reason I move in time. 
 
    A low grumble makes me flinch away, I turn, and it jumps past me. 
 
    A monster. 
 
    The exact thing Victor hoped would find me. 
 
    Nothing in those shadow boxes prepared me for seeing one in real life.  
 
    The creature’s jaw lower jaw is cleft, teeth sprouting from both sides of a hard, beak-like structure. 
 
    Its skin is dark, with icy blue spines protruding as though it is covered in glass porcupine spines. And it runs on four legs, but as it shifts in front of me, pacing as it plans its attack, it’s clearly comfortable moving around on just two.  
 
    If Richter hadn’t told me anything about them, I might have been terrified… or at least more than I actually am. 
 
    Telling myself that makes it true, right? 
 
    I wrack my brain, trying to remember what to do in a dog attack, or bear attack or… 
 
    Don’t run. 
 
    That’s the first thing that pops into my mind. It was on a nature documentary about wolves. Run and they chase. They like tearing their prey apart. 
 
    I put my arms out…. Not to look bigger. I don’t think that matters, but to steady myself because I have no idea what’s under this snow, and the last thing I want to do is wind up on my back. 
 
    The monster watches me, tilting its head back and forth as it weaves on its oddly long legs. 
 
    It's the oddity of those legs that keep me from being monster food. They tense a moment before it springs, and I manage to throw myself out of the way. 
 
    I throw the only thing I have at it. 
 
    The handful of snow hits it square in the snout, but it shakes it off. 
 
    And I would swear it was laughing at me. 
 
    This time, when it lunges, I don’t move fast enough. It snags my jacket and the sound of ripping fabric tears at my senses. 
 
    But it doesn’t go in for the kill. 
 
    It hops back, and… it’s laughing at me.  
 
    Toying with me because it knows I’m not a threat. 
 
    Hopping forward again, it knocks me into the snow, like I’m some sort of weeble wobble that it expects to bounce right back up. 
 
    But I don’t.  
 
    I can’t. 
 
    And when it stalks over me, it looks disappointed. 
 
    Growling, it moves that ugly four-piece mouth until it’s inches from my face. 
 
    I don’t think. I kick. 
 
    The thing is heavy, but I shove both feet up, into its chest, and it knocks backward as I twist, scramble to get away. 
 
    This time when it pounces, its teeth are what snag in my jacket. And I yank the zipper down, pulling my arms free. 
 
    The coat is tangled in those strange star shaped teeth, and I see my chance. Possibly the only chance I’ll have. 
 
    It’s my turn to lunge. I grab hold of its jaw, wrapping around it with both hands and swing myself up. 
 
    I never thought the mechanical bull from college would be a life skill I needed. 
 
    Too bad I sucked at it. 
 
    It threw me off and I land in a drift that sends ice flying. 
 
    It stalks forward, and now, I can tell, it’s not going to be content playing with me anymore. 
 
    A blur knocks the thing away from me, and I hear a sharp cry over the shrill wind. 
 
    Richter stands from where he’d tackled the monster. A knife buried in its skull. 
 
    He’s between me and the corpse. A looming shadow under the moonlight, and I’m no longer shivering simply because of the cold. 
 
    He takes hold of my shoulders, blocking the corpse. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    I shake my head. It’s a jittery movement, one I’m not quite in control of.  
 
    “We have to take a little walk. Can you manage that?” 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    We start down the snowy embankment, and I stumble.  
 
    Whatever Richter says, I don’t hear it. He scoops me up, and we’re moving faster than I thought possible--or maybe it just feels that way because I’m not in control of my legs. 
 
    When he sets me down again, it’s in front of a massive, vault-like door. 
 
    “It’s an old base. We use it if we have to. Keep it maintained for emergencies.” 
 
    I barely hear him over the chattering of my teeth. 
 
    But warm air washes over me as he drags the door open and guides me inside. 
 
    He’s talking again, but I know it’s not to me, so I focus on trying to get myself warm. Rubbing at my torso doesn’t do much, but it’s better than nothing, and my fingers aren’t working well enough to get my clothes off… 
 
    Stumbling further into the space, past a mess of computer equipment, I stop, blinking at deep black pools of steaming liquid. Water, I think. 
 
    Richter pulls me close, works to scrub at me, to help warm me….


 
   
  
 

 RICHTER 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve got her. We’re at Northeast Thermal Compound. My bike is trashed, can you send someone to pick us up?” Glancing at her, I have to close my eyes. “We’ll need clothes too.” 
 
    The warmth of the thermal springs has barely started to seep into me, and I’m able to sustain lower temperatures than she can. I have to stop myself from hauling her bodily off the ground and throwing her into the pools. 
 
    These ones aren’t tempered, and I have no idea what they’d do to her skin. 
 
    She’s soaked to the bone, and shivering. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s get you warm.” 
 
    It’s an agonizingly long walk to get from the front of the compound to the bathing room. 
 
    I try to distract her as we go, but nothing that pops into my mind is tame enough conversation for what she needs right now. 
 
    Her nails are blue when I pull the gloves off, her fingers, icicles. She’s started to warm in the heat the building has supplied so far, but I hate that I have to take her clothes off to get her warm. 
 
    It’s why I stop. 
 
    Just long enough to pull my mangled suit off first. 
 
    The water is hot.  
 
    I have to ignore the part of my brain that says it’s not hot enough.  
 
    It is. 
 
    “Thermal springs,” I say, lowering her in with me. “Let’s thaw you out, then take you home.” 
 
    She nods, and I can tell she’s keeping her teeth clenched to stop them from chattering. 
 
    She managed to kick off her shoes, but I pull her in with her remaining clothes. They’re already wet enough pulling them off was going to be a struggle. If I can get her closer to warm as I strip her bare, all the better. 
 
    She winces, and I start to lift her back out, but she shakes her head. “No.” 
 
    “If it’s hurting you--” 
 
    “It’s just the temperature change. My nerves are trying to convince me there’s ice stabbing into me. It’ll pass.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    She nods and sinks against me as I free her arm from the final sleeve it had been wrapped in. “Ski trip in high school.” 
 
    “You’ll have to tell me about it some time.” 
 
    With her sodden and torn clothes flung halfway across the room, I pull her tightly against me and move to the center of the pool. Her feet don’t touch here--mine barely do, but we’re submerged up to our chins. 
 
    She’s finally stopped shivering. 
 
    Her eyes are closed, but I know she’s not sleeping, know I can’t let her sleep yet. 
 
    “How long do we have before they get here?” 
 
    “Twenty minutes or so?” 
 
    She nods and leans back do dip her hair in the water. “Thank you for coming to get me.” 
 
    “Letting you die would be suicide.” 
 
    Her eyes open. Her gaze is soft. 
 
    I voice a fear “For a moment, I thought… knowing what I am, you might have run.” 
 
    “I know exactly what you are, Richter. And it has nothing to do with what some asshole did to you when you were a child.” She kissed the tip of my nose. “It has everything to do with what you’ve done as the man I’ve come to love.” 
 
    She slings her leg up and over my hip, opening herself to me and I slid into her as if it’s the only place I was ever meant to be. 
 
    And here, in this place so removed from everything…. 
 
    A sharp sound at the front of the compound is the only reason I know we’re not alone. 
 
    Luckily, the one--and there are many--closest is someone almost as familiar to me as Laurel. 
 
    He turns the corner and stops, blinking. 
 
    I pull her to me, making sure Drift can’t see anything.  
 
    “Sorry. I see I got here sooner than you expected. Carry on.” 
 
    He placed the clothes on the bench and left.  
 
    Peeking over her shoulder, Laurel turned back, pressing her forehead to my shoulder.  That’s when she started laughing. “The one time I’m being quiet when I shouldn’t have been.” 
 
    “I don’t know how many of them are out there.” Just that there are more than three. 
 
    She nodded. “Which means now I do need to be quiet.” 
 
    Shrugging, I moved her, so I was fully within her again. “Or, you could be as loud as you want. They know what we’re doing… there’s no reason to hold back.”  
 
    “You’re mine.” I leaned down and nipped her shoulder. “I don’t think any of them have delusions about you sleeping in the guest room.” 
 
    “Only you made that mistake.” 
 
    “Reminding me of my flaws is so mean.” 
 
    I decided to remind her of one of my strengths, and set to driving her wild. 
 
    Each thrust drove a gasp from her lips.  
 
    Each gasp grew a little louder. 
 
    Water sloshed over the side of the pool…. 
 
    And she broke on a shattered cry.  
 
    Even muted as it was, there was no chance the rest of the brotherhood didn’t hear that. 
 
    Face still buried in the crook of my neck, she laughs and slides onto me once more before she pulls away.  
 
    It takes all I have in me to let her go.  
 
    Somehow… in this pool, in this place, it feels like we can put the consequences of what’s happened on hold. Push them back in perpetuity. 
 
    But we can’t. 
 
    And I think she’s got a better handle on that than I do at this point. 
 
    Leaving me with one, long, lingering kiss, she climbs from the pool and wraps a towel tightly around her. 
 
    I follow, keeping enough distance between us I’m not tempted to reach out and drag her back into the water. But close enough I can be sure I’ll be there to catch her if she’s not as steady as I thought. 
 
    Despite there being more of me, I manage to dry myself off and get into the clothes Drift brought first. 
 
    But my hair was still wet as I stepped out to join them.  
 
    Only Core was absent--for obvious reasons. 
 
    Two of them looked embarrassed. The rest looked envious… except Drift. 
 
    He looked oddly proud. 
 
    “I’m going to go find the man who tried to kill her. Are you coming with me, or am I doing this alone?” 
 
    Trench snorts from the far side of the room. “Why do you always ask stupid questions?”


 
   
  
 

 EIGHTEEN 
 
    RICHTER 
 
    Laurel won’t let me leave her behind. 
 
    The need to get to him, to deal with him, is strong. And the warring desires to lock her away at home, and also keep her with me so no one else can even think about touching her has my skin crawling. 
 
    But she’s determined, and the Earth weapon Drift gave her reassures her. That surety, leaking through our bond, is the real reason she’s here. 
 
    She can handle herself.  
 
    And if something is too much for her, I know she’ll tell me. 
 
    The brotherhood approaches the man’s home like we would a nest of monsters.  
 
    Victor doesn’t have a security system. There aren’t even any lights to snap on at our movement. 
 
    Unlike the Shadow Zone, the suburban neighborhood has dozens of potential innocent casualties.  
 
    Men and women quietly tucked into their homes for the night.  
 
    No one sees us. There’s no one to call the authorities.  
 
    The house is cold, quiet. 
 
    If Arc hadn’t confirmed Victor was home, I’d have thought we were in for a wait. 
 
    The house is almost immaculate. But there are signs of what Laurel would have been walking into, had they placed her here. 
 
    The dim light casts a shadow on the crater where a fist hit the wall. Shards of glass have been swept into a corner. 
 
    Violence begets violence…. 
 
    Laurel’s hand is in mine, reminding me that she’s behind me, safe--enough for now--from this man who could have taken her away from me without my ever knowing it. 
 
    I have to shove that thought away, or I’ll be the one begetting violence. 
 
    The only light comes from a half-cracked door at the end of a narrow hallway. 
 
    The others have silently cleared the rest of the house, and we move, as one, toward the last place he could be. 
 
    Drift takes the lead, whether because he’s the leader of the brotherhood, or he thinks he needs to stand between Victor and myself, I don’t know. 
 
    Probably both. 
 
    I let him. Let Trench move ahead of me too.  
 
    I don’t need more bodies between him and me. I need them in front of Laurel. 
 
    Victor wouldn’t be stupid enough to attack her with the rest of us around her, but there’s no point in taking chances. He was stupid enough to try to kill her once. 
 
    Drift pushes and the door swings inward on noiseless hinges. 
 
    Victor doesn’t hear us.  
 
    He’s sitting at a terminal, leaned back and relaxed with a glass of something red. It reminds me of human blood. 
 
    Drift holds me back. Eyes narrowed. 
 
    But there are no traps here. 
 
    The man in front of us doesn’t have a care in the world. 
 
    He should. 
 
    We’re used to moving in silence. 
 
    Used to struggling through snow without alerting predators to our presence. 
 
    Laurel isn’t. 
 
    Her shoe scuffs on the carpet, and I see the minute drop in his shoulders. 
 
    He knows. 
 
    Victor turns… a moment too late.  
 
    Hand at his neck, I slam him against the wall, using his weight to choke him. 
 
    Sputtering and kicking, his attempts to free himself are ineffectual. 
 
    “Richter.”  
 
    Drift’s words bring me back. Remind me. There’s a way this must be done. 
 
    Had Laurel died, I could have done anything I wanted to this piece of shit. But she didn’t. Retribution isn’t mine to take. 
 
    I drop him, happy, at least, that his legs buckle, and he hits the floor. 
 
    Turning my back on him, I have to walk myself through the reasons I can’t just tear his head from his body.  
 
    One look at Laurel, and I know exactly why. Not because she’d think I’m a monster.  
 
    But because I can’t leave her alone in this world. 
 
    Core has placed himself in front of her. 
 
    I’d trust them all to keep her safe, but Core is the only one of them who truly understands. 
 
    “My alarm will have already called the authorities.” Victor sputters from the floor. 
 
    “It didn’t.” Trench drops down to squat in front of him. “We disabled it before we let ourselves in. But don’t worry. We called them for you.” 
 
    Victor’s eyes move to me, and something vile slides into his stare. 
 
    “There’s no proof I had anything to do with your mate running off and getting herself killed.” 
 
    The smirk he wears tells me he truly believes he’s going to get away with this. 
 
    He still doesn’t realize Laurel’s alive. 
 
    “Don’t you think,” Drift says, moving himself again to place himself in my way, should I want to do something rash. “That saying something like that is all the proof we’d need? 
 
    “After all, how could you know Laurel was in the Shadow Zone.” 
 
    If she was gone, he wouldn’t be talking. I would have torn his tongue from his throat, and he’d be missing at least one limb by now. 
 
    “It will be all your word against mine… but you broke into my house and accosted me. Maybe you’re all going a bit insane up there near the caldera.” He smiles again, still on the floor. “Maybe next time, he’ll think twice before taking someone else’s property. Now that he knows what it feels like to have something of his taken away.” 
 
    “Actually,” Laurel says from the back of the room, stepping out so she can be seen. “He doesn’t know what it feels like… And I’m no one’s property.” 
 
    Drift nods to the gun in her hand. “He tried to kill you. You may do what he was unable to, if you wish.” 
 
    She flinches and her sudden panic and disgust makes my gut churn. 
 
    “No.” I slide my hand down her arm, squeezing to let her know I’m not going to ask her to do it. “He’ll be dealt with the right way.” 
 
    Trench drags him off the floor. “Some might say pulling him limb from limb is the right way.” 
 
    “He’ll go to prison.” 
 
    The flashing lights outside remind me it’s the better way.


 
   
  
 

 LAUREL 
 
    I hang back while Richter and the others take Victor into the front rooms of the house to wait for the authorities.  
 
    Thankfully no one tries to make me come with them. I’d like to stay as far away from that man as possible. 
 
    But I can’t stop myself from looking around at the house he might have brought me into. It’s why I notice what he’d been doing when we interrupted him. 
 
    The Agency site is still open on his screen. He’s making a list of women he might have requested to replace me. 
 
    While the others are busy, I scroll through the women whose profiles he’s added to his favorites.  
 
    Most of them are blonde. They’re about my age.  
 
    Seemingly, that’s where the commonalities end. Their eyes are all different, their heights fall across the whole range. Their “previous professions”--what they’re doing right now--run the whole host… but that’s the other commonality. 
 
    I might not have noticed if I hadn’t known the criteria on which the military had chosen me. 
 
    All of these women were… not necessarily unremarkable. They were just average.  
 
    Their careers weren’t something that would draw special attention. Their resume of accomplishments was vague and near the bare minimum. 
 
    But their medical scores…. 
 
    Not a single one of them had a BioScore below a ninety-eight. 
 
    Normally, that wouldn’t have seemed strange to me. After all, the point of the mail order set-up was procreation. A ninety-eight or higher was the Agency’s way of saying the woman was fertile enough you’d be pregnant within the space of a sneeze. 
 
    You don’t even qualify for the program if you’re less than a ninety-three. 
 
    A sickening thought strikes. 
 
    I type in the name of the woman who was supposed to have been Richter’s bondmate. 
 
    She’s beautiful. Like Cindy, she’s a nurse--clearly, the Agency wants to help keep the brotherhood safe. 
 
    She doesn’t look anything like me. 
 
    Short with dark brown hair and lips so full, even I want to kiss them.  
 
    But her BioScore is ninety-five. 
 
    I push away from the computer. I don’t want to see any more.  
 
    The house is still eerily lit, but there are voices coming from every direction… but one. 
 
    A brightly lit doorway leads to what can only be described as a lab. 
 
    Medical equipment lines one wall, a hospital bed is shoved into the far corner, and there are stores of IV bags and syringes mixed among microscopes and Erlenmeyer flasks I haven’t seen since my last chem class. 
 
    Drift is in the middle of the room, scowling. 
 
    “Is he a doctor?” 
 
    “No.” Drift nods toward the packets on the far wall. “Humans are susceptible to high doses of morphine….” 
 
    “He was going to kill me either way. Stolen from him, or not.” 
 
    “And if my guess is right, sell your baby.” 
 
    I feel sick. 
 
    And this time, it’s not because of the child growing inside me. 
 
    “He had a bondmate before. She died four months ago. According to the records, it was during childbirth... And the infant didn’t survive either.” 
 
    “What makes you think that’s a lie. He’s not a doctor, it might have been an accident.” 
 
    “It could have been….” Drift looks at me, his face blank, though I don’t believe he’s immune to this. “But a man who’s willing to kill you is more than capable of what I think.” 
 
    He glances to his left. The table there is the only thing in the space that has clutter. He doesn’t have to move to push the items aside. He plucks a filmy piece of plastic from the pile, scans it, and hands it to me.  
 
    “Luckily, the authorities will have some clue how to find the child.” 
 
    The film is a receipt as far as I can tell.  
 
    I have no idea what their currency translates to in USD, but there are so many zeros behind the number, I can guess it’s a hefty sum. 
 
    I look from it to the bed where his previous bondmate probably died. 
 
    The idea of killing Richter--with the depth of connection the bond has given us…. 
 
    “Hurting him would be like tearing my own heart from my chest.”


 
   
  
 

 NINETEEN 
 
    RICHTER 
 
    I stood beside the car, watching as the man who had tried to kill my bondmate was pulled bodily from his home. 
 
    It was that, or only ever see Laurel from behind poly sheeting again.  
 
    Or maybe not.  
 
    Maybe a tribunal would let me get away with crushing the skull of the man who’d tried to take her from me. 
 
    Laurel had consented to sitting inside the car while the authorities did their questioning and finalized the formal transfer of Victor from Drift’s custody. 
 
    She was tired and cold and relieved and… there was something like hope buried under all of the other swirling emotions. Something I would have to ask about later. 
 
    For now, I would have to be content to stay where I was, scowling at anyone who even considered taking a step toward her. 
 
    Drift was the only one immune to me. 
 
    He didn’t even hesitate as he turned and crossed the pavement. 
 
    The window was open, Laurel would hear everything he had to say. 
 
    She deserved that. 
 
    Deserved much more than that. 
 
    “He rejected the woman they paired with him… the woman who was supposed to have been yours.” 
 
    “No.” I couldn’t let that thought go unchallenged. “The universe knew she was never meant to be mine.” 
 
    “Anyway. She didn’t even make it home with him. From what I can tell, she’s currently reviewing other candidates--staying at Margot’s--and should find her place soon.” 
 
    Laurel sighed from behind me. “At least she didn’t have to live with that maniac, even for a day.” 
 
    “He had specific requirements. We think he might have already had someone in line who wanted to buy the baby.” Drift looked from me, down to her. “So be careful. If they wanted you to begin with, they might still come after you.” 
 
    “Let them try.” 
 
    Drift’s lips twitched. Not quite a smile. 
 
    The car holding Victor flipped on its lights and threaded its way through the still dense crowd of officers and brotherhood. 
 
    Drift stood beside me in silence as we watched the car ferry him to the local holding center. 
 
    He wouldn’t stay there long. 
 
    A tribunal would meet within the week. All three of us would have to speak to the council, and then Victor would disappear into the maw of Kerzog prison. 
 
    Drift and I shared a look as the car turned onto the main road and disappeared from sight. 
 
    We both knew what was going to happen to him. It wasn’t a detail I planned to share with Laurel. I didn’t want her to feel any guilt for the man’s imminent demise. No one survived long inside Kerzog when they’d harmed a woman… much less tried to kill one. 
 
    “Go home.” Drift said. “Take care of your mate. Trench and Arc are watching your section of the zone. I don’t want to hear that you’ve left your house for at least three days.” 
 
    “I think I can do that.” A month ago, it would have seemed like sheer torture. Now, I might not want to leave it for a year. 
 
    I get in the car as she’s rolling up her window. 
 
    The seat holds me close, the way I wish I could hold her right now. 
 
    I don’t leave right away. 
 
    I can’t without asking... one more time. 
 
    “Are you okay? I can take you to Cindy.” 
 
    She’s already got some bruising. A light pattern of shadows across her cheek and shoulder.  
 
    It could have been so much worse. 
 
    And I can’t let myself think about that. 
 
    “I’ll be fine. Take me home, and let’s put all of this behind us.” 
 
    “As you command.” Now and forever.


 
   
  
 

 LAUREL 
 
    The house is warm when we get there, and as he carries me back over the threshold, it’s like all of the problems we’ve faced thus far are long behind us. We buried them in the snow and will never see them again. 
 
    He sheds his coat mechanically and strips off his weapons methodically, and I hand over the gun I borrowed, and my jacket too. He puts them all away on reflex, eyes never leaving me… as if I might disappear if he blinks. 
 
    But there’s no chance in hell--or whatever the Sian equivalent is--that I’m going anywhere. 
 
    When he’s done, and the wall seals itself up tight once more, I take his hand and lead the way to the couch. 
 
    I don’t have to sit as close to the fire as I might if he wasn’t here and tuck a foot under myself as I turn to him. 
 
    “There’s something I found out after you left… something I didn’t want to say in front of anyone else.” 
 
    I take his hand and move it lower, placing it to rest on my stomach. There’s not much change there yet but understanding blossoms on his face in an instant. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    I nod, not sure I trust my voice. 
 
    I do trust my lips, so I pull her into me, kiss her, try to make it clear I am never going to let her go. 
 
    She’s smiling as she gently pushes me away. 
 
    “It’s more dangerous out there for you now.” 
 
    “I knew you were going to be the mother of my children. Knew you were going to be the only ones I would truly risk my life for from the moment I collected you from the Agency.” 
 
    “You,” His fingers firm, gently, against my stomach, “Are the reason I will come home from every trip out into the snow.” 
 
    “Can you promise me that?” 
 
    “With every fiber of my being, I will try.” 
 
    “Are you happy?” 
 
    “I couldn’t be happier.” His voice is a whisper against my skin. “The woman I love is safe in my arms… you are the family I’ve always wanted, and you’re giving me another person to love.” 
 
    “The man I love had a little to do with it too....” 
 
    With a laugh that’s closer to a growl, he turns me, lifts me until I’m in his lap. Head on his shoulder. And holds me there. 
 
    He doesn’t rock me. Doesn’t make a sound. If I couldn’t feel his thoughts whizzing around, I’d have guessed he’d fallen asleep. 
 
    But those restless thoughts trigger worries of my own. 
 
    “If he’d known….” I shiver at the thought. “Do you think he would have kidnapped me instead? Kept me locked up in his lab until he could do to me what he did to his bondmate?” 
 
    “No.” Richter shakes his head, nose brushing against my collar bone. “If you were gone, but alive, I would have found you. He knows what we can feel through the bond. It’s how I found you out there in several tons of blizzard. And he had to have known that if I’d found him with you, I would have torn his head off, like I did that monster.” 
 
    “You’re good at killing monsters.”


 
   
  
 

 RICHTER 
 
    Now I have her back. 
 
    Safe.  
 
    The only things we had to worry about were on the other side of that glass. And neither of us were going to let her wind up out there again. 
 
    As the moonlight slanted through the windows, I had no idea what time it was, or how many times we’d pushed each other over the edge. 
 
    Still inside her, I ran my hand over her stomach. I could tell the difference now, with her naked and relaxed, legs twisted with mine. 
 
    “Do you think we’ll ever get tired of this?” 
 
    “Tired? No. Exhausted… yes. And in five months, we’re going to have a different sort of distraction to exhaust us.” 
 
    The idea was still as terrifying as it was exhilarating. 
 
    “And Cindy told me I’ll have to turn you away after the four-and-a-half-month mark.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll just have to get as much of this out of the way before then.” 
 
    Taking hold of her, I rolled onto my back, the movement slid her completely onto me and the keening sound that escaped her mouth made my cock twitch. 
 
    “What else did Cindy tell you?” 
 
    Her answer is a half-formed hum of a question, and as she rocks into me, all thoughts leave my mind but this:  
 
    Passion has its place, even in the most dangerous of lives… and I’m so grateful she showed me where it fit.


 
   
  
 

 THANK YOU! 
 
    Thank you so much for reading my book! I hope you loved it as much as I loved writing it. To help me continue writing books like this one, please recommend this book to your friends, or leave a review to help perfect strangers find it. Every little bit helps keep me in a position to add more interstellar romance to our little blue planet. 
 
      
 
    There’s always more to read. Please visit my amazon page or my website if you’d like to explore other books in my catalogue.  
 
      
 
    Thank you again! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Books by Elise Jae 
 
      
 
    The Shadow Zone Brotherhood 
 
    Alien Passion 
 
    Alien Fascination 
 
    Alien Obsession 
 
    Alien Captive 
 
      
 
    Solar Delights 
 
    Hotter Than The Sun 
 
    Slick as Mercury 
 
    Circling Venus 
 
    At War Over Mars 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Elise Jae writes out of this world romance with sexy aliens and kick ass heroines. When not writing, she knits badly, dreams of travelling the world, and spends way too much time liking cat pictures on Instagram. 


 
   
  
 

 COPYRIGHT 
 
    Alien Passion by Elise Jae 
 
    Published by BSP 
 
      
 
    www.elisejae.blogspot.com 
 
      
 
    © 2020 Elise Jae 
 
      
 
    All rights reserved.  
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and events are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 
 
      
 
    Neither this book nor any parts thereof may be reproduced in any form, stored in any retrieval system, or transmitted in any form by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or otherwise—without prior written permission of the publisher, except as provided by US copyright law.  
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg
)

ELISESJAE





