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      “Come on, Mouse,” I muttered to myself. “Let’s see if we can manage one more day of not dying.” I dragged the last of the day’s haul to the edge of my new home.

      Home.

      That was a laugh.

      There wasn’t much.  A slightly bent pole. Thin metal sheets I’d found scattered across the sand.

      Foil packets stamped in a language I couldn’t read.

      And so much sand.

      It got into everything. Into the pod, around the crazily leaning walls I’d tried to hammer into the sand itself. In my clothes and my eyes, until all I wanted to do was scream.

      “Just keep moving.”

      Because if I was moving, I didn’t have to think about it. About anything. About here, about the sand, about the endless dunes that maybe weren’t so endless.

      But I was too scared to find out.

      Days ago I’d been running, my feet slapping against the dirty asphalt while my heart thumped with the adrenaline pumping through my body.

      “Oh,” I moaned to myself as I remembered where it’d all gone wrong.

      I’d been reckless and stupid, consumed by greed. Now, as my punishment, I’d been the one betrayed. I’d been thrown into the abyss of the universe in an experiment that had no hopes of working.

      Except it had.

      And that had been days ago.

      Here’s not that much better, I grumbled. At least it’s not a cell.

      Even if I’d been thrown through a wormhole, crash landed on an alien planet and left to die. I really sucked at trying to cheer myself up.

      I touched the sore spot on my forehead gingerly. The slight cut had been my only real injury from the crash. When the side of the pod had opened, I’d stumbled out into the dying light and seen nothing but empty sand all around me.

      Alone.

      The strange feeling was almost as frightening as realizing what had been done to me.

      Where I was.

      Terrified, I’d pulled back inside the pod, and spent my first night on this world huddled against the wall, eyes focused on the opening for an attack.

      But nothing came.

      The next morning, aware of how desperately I needed to get a basic understanding of my environment, I’d clambered out of my broken pod, the eggshell crack running around its body a stark reminder of what I’d survived.

      A bump on the head and some minor bruising was a godsend, or so I hoped—if I was stuck somewhere without food, water, and shelter, my gash would soon pale in comparison to the list of problems I was totting up.

      Mindful of my injury, I tentatively fingered at the damaged skin, automatically wincing the moment I pressed a little too hard. Hell, it hurt! I’d need something to cover it up or at the very least to clean it; if it remained open and dirty, exposed to whatever random alien microbes, I dreaded to think how ill I’d become.

      With the growing light, the world that started to come into view was still a bleak looking one: it looked like I was near the outskirts of a type of desert landscape.

      The air was gritty with dust, lightly coating my tongue. I didn’t like it here. And it didn’t really matter, not if I was going to survive.

      My only other option was submitting to death. And while I knew that my demise might give many a reason to cheer, I didn’t want to give anyone the satisfaction.

      Armed with a minimally renewed sense of purpose—to make it through the next couple of hours—I cleaned around my wound with the tattered sleeve of my clothes. It stung worse than a hornet, the dull throb increasing with every stroke.

      Contented that I’d be able to keep infection at bay for longer than first thought, I ventured off in search of. . .anything. I needed every single supply imaginable, but I’d be happy to find a half moldy piece of fruit!

      To my surprise, it didn’t take long before the world started to right itself—after my initial worries, which were still niggling away at me, my proficiency in scavenging was now coming to my rescue.

      I never wandered too far from the pod, both out of fear and comfort: as damaged as it was, as much of a harbinger of bad memories as it might be, it was a confined space I knew well.

      Before long, I amassed several useful items, many of which had been strewn across the dunes as if a mass evacuation had happened. I’d also gotten the distinct impression that others had passed through not too long before myself, though there was no sign of them now.

      Today’s score included more of the foil packets, which I eagerly ripped open. Driven by hunger, and worse, the thirst that made every dusty, sandy breath agony, I’d tentatively opened one earlier.

      It smelled awful.

      It tasted worse.

      But so far, it hadn’t made me sick.

      I picked over my small stash of half eaten food packages written in a language I didn’t recognize, a half mangled contraption that might be a weapon, and a metal box filled with what might be medical supplies. Bandages appeared to be a galactic constant. I wasn’t so sure about the rest of the vials.

      There’d been much more for me to take, but my old habit of ripping open tech and stripping it for parts had seemed redundant. My skills might help me survive, but they’d be good for little else, not unless a vendor was hiding somewhere nearby.

      I licked and dipped one of my fingers into the open food packet, anxious of what might come out of it, but as I went to examine the brown goop, a noise made me stop mid taste. My ears strained for it to come again, but all was silent now, and so I returned to my unappetizing looking meal.

      Open mouthed, I flicked my tongue out to lap at it when the racket of crashing limbs sounded from all sides of me. Twisting to see what was gaining on my position, I spotted not one, not two, but over five creatures narrowing in on me.

      I was surrounded.

      Don’t move.

      It had worked in the past. I’d always frozen, so still that scavengers from enemy gangs would look right past me. It worked, and had given me my name. Mouse.

      This time, I wasn’t so lucky.

      The monsters could smell me. And they didn’t want the spoiled food back.

      I was to be their next meal.

      One of the nearest of the group spread wide its fanged snout, its jagged, yellowing teeth the ugliest thing on the planet so far, second only to the smell that wafted from its mouth.

      I gagged back bile, my skin turning clammy and hot as I stared into its blank, emotionless black eyes.

      It couldn’t be reasoned with, and there was no way it was going to let me go. I grabbed the damaged weapon from my stash and aimed it at them.

      Click.

      Maybe it was broken. Maybe I wasn’t handling it correctly. Maybe it wasn’t a weapon after all.

      It didn’t matter.

      With a scream, I threw it at the closest of the monsters. And finally, I had a bit of luck. The sharp edge of the weapon crashed into its forehead, knocking it back a half-step, right into the side of its packmate.

      Who promptly attacked it.

      Whatever the hell these things were, they were ready to fight anything, even each other.

      As the pair of them screeched with rage and pain, I bolted, leaving all of my stolen belongings behind. I had no idea where I was going, scrambling down the side of one dune, quickly leaving behind the small area I’d scouted. I’d been too afraid to venture far from the pod.

      Another of my many mistakes.

      A strangled, pitiful whimper came from my dry throat as I thrashed about in the undergrowth, the desert transitioning into thin, long curled grasses that grew in dense clumps.

      In another life, I’d have stopped to take it all in, but now my sole aim was not dying.

      More roars came from behind me. The monsters had finished fighting each other.

      But they hadn’t forgotten about me.
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      “No dying today, Mouse, remember?”

      My lungs burned, chest wheezing as I tried to catch my breath. This was a bad sign.

      If those mauling things caught up with me, I’d be ripped apart, piece by piece; the only comfort I could take from that image was that at least it would be somewhere beautiful. The desert I’d crash landed in had been underwhelming to look at: a sea of reds and oranges, the fine grains of the dirt clinging to everything it touched.

      I should have explored more in the other direction.

      This place was much more picturesque—it would make a fine place to die, I mused. If death was to claim me, I’d not go without a fight, nor my poorly timed sense of humor, not even terror could tear that away from me.

      I was about to give up all hope, my body too fatigued, when I spied a crumbling building in the distance; I’d have to break through the wall I’d hit, but if I could just make it until there, maybe I’d be able to hide.

      I’d trained myself with weapons out of necessity, but fighting was always a skill I fell back on only when I knew I could win. Even if I found an arsenal in there, I didn’t think it would be enough to make it out alive, not on my own.

      Not for the first time since sprinting for my life, a pang of loneliness hit me as I thought of the team I’d once worked with. I’d been keen to keep my distance, to maintain my identity as a loner, yet now I’d have given anything for one of them to be by my side.

      Irony tasted bitter.

      “Please, don’t let today be the day,” I breathed, the reality of my situation growing bleaker in spite of the building I had locked in my sights.

      As I slammed my shoes further into the ground, attempting to push off harder and faster with each footfall, the smell of salt filled the air.

      The ocean. The thought of being trapped against a wall of water, however tranquil it may look, wasn’t comforting; if the building failed to protect me, I had no other escape route out of here.

      I could wade into the water and try to swim, but without any idea of where the waves would carry me, the idea was a foolhardy one I’d use only as a last resort.

      Behind me, more shrieks exploded from the throats of the ravenous horde.

      At last, the entrance to the structure was within my grasp—a couple more pounding steps and I’d be through its doorway and into safety.

      I hoped.

      Barreling through the opening, I couldn’t help but take note of the blackened edges of the frame, as if someone, or something, had fired explosives to force it open.

      What had gone on here?

      “Arrrgggh!” My screams pierced the room, my eyes widening with terror as I skidded to a halt in front of three unmoving mountains, their expressions just as shocked as mine.

      I’d never seen anything like them before, man or beast: they were massive, easily over six foot, their bodies tight with muscles.

      And the horns.

      Horns.

      They twisted out above their heads, each one of them possessing a slightly different display. While one of them had dark horns which pointed straight up, another had ones lighter in tone protruding outwards to the side. The last of the group, I noticed, was missing one of his horns, with only a rugged stump next to the one that remained strong and proud.

      They were awesome to behold.

      And terrifying.

      It felt like I had been standing paralyzed, staring at them for hours, but as the commotion outside increased to signal the arrival of my impending demise, I realized that mere seconds had ticked by.

      Frightened and overwhelmed, I froze in place, unable to will myself to move out of sight.

      The three I’d interrupted mobilized into action, dividing into a perfect formation, one headed directly for the door while the other two came in on either side.

      One of my attackers jumped through the door, met by a set of charging horns, tips easily piercing the flesh of its throat.

      Liquid splattered the room in a shower of blood, though it wasn’t of a color I’d seen before; these monsters ran as yellow as their teeth. It was like watching pus ooze out of them. I held back from gagging as I watched more of the stuff hit the floor and the doorway.

      Scrambling, I fell in a tangle of limbs in the far corner, unable to look away.

      Once the first of the pack was dealt with, its body twitching out its last on the floor, it didn’t take long to dispatch the remaining four; two met a fate similar to their alpha, while the others turned on their tails and ran.

      The horned aliens must have felt them no longer a threat. No sooner had the beasts retreated, the trio’s gazes fell back onto me.

      I gulped as they watched, though I didn’t feel threatened by them. Despite their size and the sense of foreboding they commanded, they’d saved me.

      “T-thank you,” I mumbled, my cheeks heating with embarrassment.

      Aliens.

      Alien planet.

      They weren’t going to understand a word I said.

      My gaze fell to the floor, but the bodies of the creatures swam before me, and I looked away quickly.

      The aliens were much more interesting, anyway.

      None of them spoke but instead they exchanged a quick, unfathomable look. The one missing a horn separated from the group and stepped towards me, stretching a hand down to help me up.

      I nervously slid my hand into his; it looked dwarfed in comparison, my pale flesh light against the greyish hue of their skin. Straightening up onto my feet, he returned to his companions while I dusted myself off, a poor attempt to try and look presentable.

      First impressions were important when meeting new people, right?

      Especially entirely new species?

      “Roth,” he said to me, giving me a reason to stop dithering about my appearance and to look back at the three of them.

      His hand was pointed towards himself by way of an introduction, or so I assumed. I nodded and repeated his name back, to show that I’d understood; the briefest of smiles crossed his lips.

      “Kern and Talos.” His fingers pointed from the one with the straight up horns, which I now knew to be Kern, and then to Talos, the one with the horns that stuck out a bit sideways.

      “Roth, Kern, and Talos,” I said, pointing as I went. Each of them bowed their head a little when I called their names, a sign I’d gotten it right. Given how far away from home I was, I was relieved that we’d progressed this far in such a short amount of time.

      Funny how my first interaction with aliens was going smoother than most of my relationships I’d experienced since birth! Turning the attention to myself now, both my hands pointing inwardly, I spoke my name. “Erin. I’m a human. Erin.”

      “Er-rin,” Roth replied, his pronunciation a little stilted but otherwise correct.

      Now the room fell silent again, similar to how it had when I’d screamed my way through the door. I couldn’t begin to know what they were thinking, but I was curious as to how they’d been able to understand me.

      Had they?
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      I was alive.

      There was nothing quite like the blood of one’s enemies to renew the vibrancy of the world. I felt it deep in my bones, that surge of energy as adrenaline rushed through my veins, my muscles taut and ready to unleash hell. Even my remaining horn throbbed with desire for more brutality, that sweet release of combat something without a match in the whole universe.

      I was made for this.

      The most fiery pits of the hells I’d experience must have shaped me, as my lust for battle, to be the victor over a sea of dying enemies, was unlike any pleasure this world could gift me.

      “Where are we?” The woman’s voice was soft, but it forced me to pay attention. Underneath the anxiety in her words was something I recognized as courage.

      She was helpless, but not hopeless. I approved.

      I took one more careful step toward her, and she held her breath. I watched the rise and fall of her chest halt, her lips tightly pursed as nervously, she pushed a stray lock of hair away from her face, her golden brown eyes locked on mine.

      I had never seen a specimen like her before, one so physically underprepared for the hardships of this planet, and I found myself confused about her presence. She was slender, much shorter than we were, and her supple breasts and hourglass figure gave her away as a female.

      Had the Masters sent her? If so, why? It didn’t make any sense. Our mission didn’t mention anyone like her, and the Masters were never vague and careless.

      There was something wrong with the whole situation, but I couldn’t pinpoint what it was. I disliked being left with questions, regardless of how beautiful the form of the question took.

      “There are more of them,” Kern growled, laying one hand on my shoulder. Looking away from the woman, I returned my attention to my brothers-in-arms and joined them at the entrance of the building. The sky was clear outside, and the strong scent of the ocean and seaweeds was being carried by a gentle sea breeze. It was a peaceful scene, except I knew it wouldn’t last. Out here, it never did. The coast looked serene, a spot heaven sent, but there was more to it than met the eye. My chest swelled as I readied myself.

      “What the hell is going on?” The woman, Erin, insisted. The translator implant lodged in my brain did its job, turning her voice into coherent words I could understand, but either the implant didn’t fully recognize her dialect or it had been damaged during our long sleep. Her speech sounded coherent to me, but I struggled to understand the way some of the words sounded.

      “We fight,” I said, looking back at her over my shoulder. If she had no implant, we’d have to find her a translator. But that would have to wait. For now, I’d have to hope she understood enough. “Stay here.”

      Standing straight, I pushed my way outside and let the sunlight caress my face. It was a beautiful day for a fight and, after being asleep for so long, I needed the workout. With Kern standing to my right and Talos to my left, I closed my eyes and sucked in a deep breath, tasting the tension in the air.

      The wild animals had fallen silent all around the abandoned outpost we had been exploring, and only the steady sound of the waves lapping at the shore made itself heard. That and the barely noticeable scurrying of whatever lay outside the outpost walls. The creatures from before enjoyed moving in separate packs, with the most forward one responsible for scouting, and so I knew there’d be more killing before the day was done.

      “There,” Talos grunted, pointing at one of the walls. Perched on top of it was one of the new beast creatures, hunched and poised to attack. It moved like an arachnid, but its muzzle was one of something way more ferocious. A yellow liquid dripped from its long fangs, beads of it falling down to the ground and splattering on the dirt below.

      In a matter of seconds, more and more of the creatures appeared, lining the upper surface of the walls as they surrounded us. Cracking my knuckles, I took one more step forward and spat to the ground. I thought of reaching for one of the guns we had hauled here, but we needed to be careful with ammo. More than just that, I didn’t want to waste my first real workout with something as impersonal as a gun.

      I wanted to crush these beasts with my bare hands.

      “They come,” I said as the first ones jumped down from the wall, landing with a kind of odd smoothness, their hunched bodies somehow helping them move with a kind of gracious agility. I greeted the agility of the first creature with the heel of my boot.

      Its bones turned into powder under the impact, and I pressed down hard until I felt its skull break. The others retreated for a fraction of a second, bared their fangs, and then jumped on me. Moving fast, Talos and Kern swooped in and slapped them away with their fists, a grin spreading across their lips as they joined the fray.

      There were more than a dozen of the creatures, but we dispatched them all under a minute, time slowing down to a crawl as we moved. Our movements were brutal, but I had never known a dance more elegant than that of a battle. I needed a fight more than I needed breath—it was the only way I knew I was alive. I had been engineered to conquer and dominate, and that was my true design in life, one I followed with the diligence of a monk. A very violent monk.

      Standing in close formation, we punched and kicked our way through the vicious pack, breaking limbs and crushing skulls with each of our blows. By the time I snuffed out the life of the last standing beast, my forearms were covered with a kind of yellow bile, one as sticky as it was disgusting. I shook it off my arms with quick movements, knowing that it wasn’t corrosive, and wiped the rest against the fabric of my pants.

      “That was easy,” Talos said, scanning the corpses that littered the ground with a kind of disinterested curiosity. He prodded one of the corpses with the tip of his boot, turning it on his back, and kneeled down next to it. “There’s something wrong here.”

      “Yes,” I agreed. “This place is rotting.”

      I couldn’t exactly put my finger on whatever was wrong with the planet, but I felt it deep in my bones. We had been awakened many times before, fighting and killing at the Master’s pleasure, but this time there was something different.

      The atmosphere felt heavier, as if the planet itself was tensing up and readying itself for something.

      And then there was the woman.

      She didn’t belong in a place like this, and yet here she was, a fragile and vulnerable creature in a world as merciless as the Masters. Stepping inside, I found her with her back pushed against the wall, her eyes were wide with shock.

      Clearly, she hadn’t enjoyed the show. This one didn’t relish violence and brutality. So tender a flower needed gentle handling. . .even if she might have a few thorns of her own.

      Was she a prize bestowed on us?

      No, that was impossible. The Masters’ kindness only extended so far, and they would never reward any of the teams with something so. . .exquisite.

      A lost traveler, perhaps. Although none of the Masters’ guests had ever roamed unsupervised. Unguarded.

      “What do we do with the woman?” Kern asked, scratching his chin as if he were bored. He looked straight at her, then smiled. The woman hesitated, but then she raked one hand over her face and finally mirrored Kern’s gesture. With slow but firm steps, she followed us out of the building and joined us on the small courtyard.

      “She’ll have to stay with us,” I said the moment the first rays of sunlight tumbled over her. She had milky white skin, and her movements were gracious and elegant. I took in every detail of her, enjoying the way her flesh showed under her torn clothing, and found myself wanting to do more than just glance. Yes, there was no doubt about it: whoever this woman was, she had to stay with us.

      I breathed deep, allowing my decision to sink in. My heart raced, a rare occurrence. Only the most violent of battles were enough to raise my heart rate, but this tiny little woman elicited the same reaction.

      Good.

      I liked that feeling. That was when I was at my best. Put me in front of something demanding to be conquered, and I would only stop when I stood triumphant. Much like I had done to multiple enemies before, I wanted to dominate and conquer. I wanted to make her mine, and I wanted her to know that she was mine. Prize or not, it didn’t matter.

      “Please, I. . .I’m confused,” she said, looking at the three of us. “I have no idea what the hell’s going on.”

      A note in her tone that made me pause. She wasn’t just an obstacle to conquer, a person to dominate and bend to my will. Far more precious than anything I had ever had, I must use different means to conquer the challenge she presented.

      Most delicate things were like that. Handle them too roughly, and you’d find them broken in your hands, sharp edges clawing at your own skin.

      Relaxing, I gave Erin my undivided attention and moved toward her. A little gasp slipped through her lips, however she didn’t cower from me.

      Good.
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      The tall one, the one with one broken horn, stepped towards me.

      Roth, I told myself, his name is Roth. I think.

      He reached towards me, his massive hand sliding around the curve of my hip, then pulled me towards him. I stumbled for a moment, surprised, then his other hand moved faster than I could imagine, steadying me.

      He bent down over me and my eyes widened in shock.

      Surely he wasn't going to. . .

      Whatever I'd thought flew straight out of my mind at the sensation of his breath on my neck.

      It was like he was breathing me in, deeper with each inhalation, his nose and mouth both millimeters off my skin as he took in my scent.

      I trembled, my heart racing, held up only by his strong hands.

      “Nethor.”

      With no further warning he broke away, heading back into the building. My knees buckled but before I could hit the ground the other two had taken his place.

      Kern, I remembered. Or Talos. They held me between them, their hands careful, almost gentle. But the expression on their faces was anything but.

      You don't know what they're thinking, Mouse, I chided myself. They’re aliens. Have different facial expressions than you do. They have horns, remember?

      Not like I was going to forget the horns. Or the blue-gray skin. Or the dark black eyes. “I'm all right now,” I stammered. “I can stand up.”

      But neither let me go. Maybe it'd only been wishful thinking, thinking that they could understand me.

      The one at my front, Talos, I think, bent over me, sniffing at the same spot Roth had been so fascinated by, then moved further down my shoulder,

      The other, Kern, stood behind me, and slid one hand a little further around my hip, as if turning me more towards him.

      I should step away, but I didn't want to.

      I should want to.

      A sharp string of words from Roth had both the other men stepping back smartly as he re-emerged from the building.

      He held something in his hand, like a thickly chained necklace with a diamond shaped silver pendant. Roth pointed at it, pointed to me.

      “It's very pretty,” I said, mind racing, “but I don't need any presents.”

      He rolled his eyes.

      Good to know that was a constant everywhere.

      Unless here that meant he was mortally offended and would have to devour me to avenge his honor.

      Dammit.

      Roth snapped out another command, and Kern ran one hand up my back, his fingers on the skin of my neck sending shivers through my spine. He lifted my long fall of hair away at Roth stepped forward.

      I wasn't afraid of him. Not anymore. I wasn’t sure if I’d even been.

      Then why was my heart racing as he reached to slide the thick twisted chain around my neck?

      The silver pendant lay heavy on my chest.

      Roth stroked my neck, then my collarbone, then squeezed the curved outline of the pendant, the edge of his finger lightly brushing the swell of my breast.

      Oh. That wasn’t fear.

      This was definitely something else.

      Before I could think any further a strange noise seemed to rise up from the ground.

      “Guys? Do you hear that sound?” It was a low humming. I whirled trying to pinpoint it, but it seemed to come from everywhere.

      The three of them stood still, watching me silently.

      “Really guys, there's something coming and. . .” the sound grew louder, filling my brain with the hum.

      My legs gave out again and this time it was Roth that caught me, pulling me towards him as he sat on the ground. I closed my eyes as everything went wobbly for a moment and then the humming was gone.

      “Can you understand me now?” he growled, the shape of his mouth somehow not quite matching the words I heard.

      I nodded. “I think so?”

      Or, I'd lost my mind. Which was beginning to seem more and more likely.

      “Good,” he answered, bringing me with him effortlessly as he rose to his feet. “We should leave.”

      Talos and Kern immediately moved back to the building, emerging within seconds carrying large heavy bags.

      “Where are we going?” I asked

      “Next station,” Roth said shortly before we headed away from the building, deeper into the forest.

      I've never been in the woods in my life, such parks and preserves that remained in our overcrowded world had been set aside for the use of the wealthy few.

      From the top of the tower I'd grown up in, I’d been able to catch a glimpse of a sea of deep green, wondered what it would be like to stand under those branches, thought it would be paradise to walk in the cool shade.

      I'd been wrong.

      Nature sucked.

      It was hot. And there were bugs that bit at me through my clothes. And now that we were on the move my escort had turned silent. Roth shut down my few attempts to gather information with a quick diagonal gesture of one hand. They moved in formation around me, the corners of a triangle with me at the center. Though they were massive, they stepped through the undergrowth silently. I didn't know what was going on, but it seemed that each of them had every sense stretched to the maximum.

      Listening. Waiting.

      But for what, I didn't know.

      The day wore on, and though they showed no signs of slowing I was beginning to have trouble keeping up. I'd had half a packet of the foul brown goop before I'd left to go scavenging that morning. But surely whatever sustenance I'd gained from it had been long burned off racing from those monsters.

      Come on Mouse, I told myself. This is just like another scavenge, you don't know what you'll find out here. How are you supposed to scavenge in a forest?, I argued with the stupid, perky part of my brain. Even if there were things out here, I wouldn't know what they were, wouldn't have a place to sell them, couldn't. . .

      Trapped in my head, arguing with myself, I tripped over the root of some dark purple tree.

      Roth, having taken the point of the triangle for the last hour, spun back, but it was Kern who caught me. He held me tight to his chest while Roth and Talos approached.

      “Are you injured?” Roth's voice sounded like gravel.

      I shook my head. “I don't think so, just turned my ankle.”

      With a quick lift of his chin, Roth signaled to Kern, who lifted me in his arms.

      Roth moved to my feet, strong hand carefully checking over first one ankle, then the other. For a moment he stopped, his hand on the inside of my calf, and our eyes met. Heat pooled in my belly as his hand moved slowly towards the inside of my knee.

      Then he jerked away.

      “Bring her. We’re almost the next station.”

      Kern didn't argue, instead held me tighter to him, and if it seemed like he took advantage of our position to smell my hair every few steps, well, I wasn't arguing.

      Maybe this was just how they made friends?

      Or, thinking about Roth's touch, how much I'd almost wanted him to move higher, stroke the inside of my thighs, maybe friends was what I wanted, too.

      Just a few hours ago, I'd been scared, terrified and alone.

      And now I wasn't.

      I was hungry for touch.

      For their touch.
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      More, my whole body demanded.

      Carrying her through the forest, breathing in her scent with every step, was more difficult than any battle. An eternity passed before we reached this sub-station. Once Roth and Talos checked it for traps, I set her to her feet, unable to resist picturing bending her over, grabbing those curved hips.

      I stood before the woman, hard as I had ever been, and every single cell in my body seemed as if it were on fire. My heart kicked and punched against my ribcage, and my lungs were working overtime to keep the air flowing in. Even my mind, which I always counted on to be sharp and ready, was now muddled by thoughts of wicked lust.

      I took one step toward Erin, ready to satisfy the demands of my body, but I stopped when a heavy hand landed on my shoulder. I looked back to see Roth standing right behind me, expression unreadable. I cocked one eyebrow up at him, curious, and he just shook his head slightly.

      “Not yet,” he told me, his voice leaving no room for a protest. Even though I needed more of this delicate creature’s body, I didn’t dare go against one of Roth’s orders. His words were law, and both Talos and I knew it. “She’s tired. We have to be careful with her. She’s different.”

      “Yes,” I muttered, taking a closer look at her. “I’ll be careful.” Her petite body curved deliciously, but there was a certain delicacy to her. Every time I touched her, I had to be careful not to break her, as if I were handling glass. And yet, I knew that she didn’t want to be handled with care.

      “Check outside,” Roth continued, and I obeyed immediately. I turned back and headed toward the door. Roth didn’t need to explain his reasoning. The presence of the woman had distracted us, and we all knew that this planet rewarded even the slightest of distractions with unforgiving brutality. “Just a quick sweep of the perimeter. Don’t take long.”

      “I won’t,” I grunted as I stepped outside, squinting my eyes as the burning last light of the sun hit my face. It was unusual for us to become distracted, and I just hoped we wouldn’t have to pay for it.

      We’d been distracted enough for someone with ill intentions to creep up on us, that was for sure. With all my senses on high alert, I paced the courtyard briskly. Certain that no one had slipped inside the station undetected, I then headed out through the gates and shaded my eyes with one hand.

      This was a smaller sub-station, two small rooms enclosed in a courtyard, really more of an outbuilding to the larger station just a bit further away. We’d stopped here hoping that whatever disaster had ravaged the larger buildings might have missed this tiny location.

      No such luck.

      The woods lacked life, as quiet as death. Whatever was tearing this planet apart was becoming worse by the day.

      Wildlife was abandoning the region, and it seemed like the wild beasts that roamed the woods knew something we didn’t. It was unnerving, but I tried not to let that affect me. I’ve been in many life-or-death situations before, and I knew that to worry about things didn’t help. If anything, it just hindered progress. I had to trust Roth to guide us through whatever was happening.

      Walking around the outer perimeter of the station, my heavy boots making a trail on the surrounding underbrush, I kept my eyes wide and focused on any signs of hostile forces. There was nothing.

      The woman, though, she had me worried.

      What was Erin doing in a place like this?

      There was a remote possibility that she was a spy. The Masters could have sent her to infiltrate our group, and who better for such a mission than an unassuming alien like her?

      There was no reason for us to fear her, and we would gladly welcome and enjoy her presence. Yes, she would be the perfect bait for us to take.

      But that didn’t make much sense either.

      The Masters had never done such a thing before, and I doubted that they would disappear from the face of this planet just so they could let us loose and spy on us. Besides, Erin didn’t strike me as a spy. I couldn’t exactly put my finger on how I knew it, but I was certain that she knew even less about our situation than we did.

      Still, I would be cautious. Even though her presence made it hard to think, I would remain guarded until I was certain that she wasn’t a threat. After all, I hadn’t survived a thousand bloody battles just so I could have a tiny woman cut my throat while I slept.

      Satisfied with my quick sweep of the perimeter, I headed back into the station.

      I found Erin sitting by herself in one of the corners, sweat still glistening on her forehead, and my cock twitched inside my pants once more. Just one look at her was enough to make my body boil from the inside out. Gritting my teeth, I bludgeoned my raw instincts into submission.

      “Roth,” I called, motioning at him to join me outside. Only when he stepped out into the courtyard did I continue. “Have you ever seen something like her before? What did she say, a human?”

      “Never,” he admitted, his voice never betraying his position as a leader. He might not know how to deal with Erin’s presence, but he didn’t let that shake his confidence. “I know you have questions, Kern. I do too.”

      “Then maybe it’s time we get some answers from her.” I sighed. It’d be hard to talk to her. There was the slight language barrier caused by her translator still synching with our implants, but that wasn’t what had me concerned.

      I just didn’t know how I’d stand close to her without touching her and pulling her body against mine. Maybe that was why these females were dangerous. . .they were simply too irresistible.

      “You want to take point on it?” Roth asked me. “Or do you want me to do it?”

      “I’ll do it,” I quickly answered, already taking one step toward the station’s main door. Even though I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to get any answers out of Erin, I wanted to be the one to try it all the same. I ached to know more about her.

      That was a selfish need, if I was to be honest. Even though I was concerned with the team’s safety, I also felt curious about the tiny woman that had unleashed such a frenzy of unspoken lust upon the three of us. There was something unique about her, and I was dying to learn what it was.

      I took a deep breath before stepping inside the station, my pupils dilating as I tried to make sense of the shadows inside. Talos stood to one side, leaning against the wall, but he kept his eyes focused on Erin. There was no distrust in his eyes, mere curiosity. Even though Talos was a cautious one—life here made it a necessity—he might be more ready to trust her.

      Erin only glanced at me as she saw me standing on the doorway and, even though her body language didn’t suggest that she was completely at ease, I could tell that she wasn’t afraid of us.

      I didn’t know what to make of it.

      I didn’t want her to be afraid, of course, but she had to be a brave one not to feel some anxiety. Even just one of us would be enough to end her life, and there was little she could do about it. She was at our complete mercy, and she would never be able to stop us from taking what we wanted.

      In a sense, she was lucky. Had she come across any other team, she could have been in serious trouble. We were relentless when it came to our missions, but we didn’t let the brutality of our job slip into our character.

      The same couldn’t be said of some of the others. While there were some I could trust to act in a conscientious manner, others weren’t that different from the wild beasts that roamed the wilderness.

      “Erin,” I started, enjoying the way her name rolled off my tongue. “I have questions for you, and I’m going to need answers.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Erin

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t exactly in the mood for an interrogation, but what else could I do? Could shutting my mouth and refusing to talk make my situation any better?

      I doubted it. Besides, I had no reason to distrust these three men.

      Men. Aliens. Whatever.

      Sure, they looked like they had just ran out of the gates of hell, the large horns on their heads a scary detail on their muscular figures, but I tried not to let it scare me.

      I was on alien soil, after all, and I couldn’t expect for things to be as normal as they were back home. In here, the weird and the strange were the norm, and I had to accustom myself to it if I wanted to survive here.

      They’d saved me. Protected me.

      I looked straight into Kern’s eyes and held his gaze, my heart tightening into a tiny little fist inside my chest.

      Carried me.

      His gaze overwhelmed caution, my body growing hot. I wasn’t sure why they incited such lust. This was not an appropriate reaction. But had anyone really written an etiquette book on this sort of situation?

      When surrounded by alien sex gods, make sure that you don’t objectifying them. Remember, they are people too. And never forget to dab with the napkin, not wipe.

      Good grief. I’d lost my mind. They’d done this to me.

      They were a mind-bending aphrodisiac made flesh.

      “Humans. . .are you fighters?” he started.

      I blinked as I tried to make sense of his words.

      He spoke slowly, seeming to choose his words carefully so that I could understand him despite my translator necklace, but his question caught me off-guard all the same. Was everyone he met a fighter?

      A stab of worry ran through me. If that was what he expected, he’d be sorely disappointed in me.

      “Sometimes,” I responded, and he pursed his lips. “Some humans fight.” I eyed him, thought about how perfectly he was adapted for this world.

      Born?  Or engineered that way?

      Either way, it was time to manage some expectations.

      “We’re not as strong, or fast as you. We prefer to use our brains,” I continued, tapping my right temple with my index finger.

      “Are there human teams? Like us?”

      Teams? Sure, but not like them. I bit my lip, trying to imagine these hunks playing arena ball. They’d bring a new meaning to crushing their opponent.

      “I. . .I don’t know,” I admitted. “But I don’t think so.” His eyes narrowed. “I really don’t think there’s anything like a human team here, not like you guys.”

      I wasn’t sure if that was the answer he wanted, but I could almost swear a hint of a smile danced on his lips. I relaxed a little, but still didn’t dare to look away from him.

      “How have you survived here?”

      “That’s what I do,” I blurted out. “I survive. I scavenged what I could, I ran when these creatures found me. I did what I could with what I had.”

      His smile widened at that. He seemed to like what I had just told him. “How did you get here? Are there more of you?”

      “I. . .” my mind blanked. “I don’t really know? My people put me in something like an escape pod, but it wasn’t escaping anything, it was just a small ship, I guess, and they launched it into a wormhole that they were trying to keep stable.” I blinked. “I think. That’s what it sounded like they were saying, but honestly, it didn’t make a lot of sense to me at the time.”

      From the look on his face, it didn’t make a lot of sense to him, either.

      Which wasn’t anything I could help with. Physics, or astronomy, or whatever the hell field that was involved with ripping open the space-time continuum and tossing human guinea pigs through for kicks and giggles hadn’t been on my class schedule.

      More like how to quickly strip wires, quickly estimate the weight of metals, and don’t get caught.

      Two out of three of those, I’d been really good at.

      “I don’t think there’s anyone else like me here.” My heart pinged, just a bit. I’d never see another human again. While there had certainly been moments in my life I’d thought it might be nice to go live on a desert island, and never, ever have to deal with people. . .

      It was horribly final, realizing I was alone.

      And there weren’t any options. No take backs.

      I swallowed, throat tight. “I was the only one in the pod. I didn’t see anyone else when I was taken. There was only me.”

      He continued peppering me with more questions, almost all of them concerning my species, and I tried to answer them as best as I could. I knew he was trying to gauge if humans would be a threat to his group, but after some time I could tell he was no longer preoccupied with humans as an existential threat.

      He remained curious about my presence here, but for those questions I had no answers. I knew nothing about the ones he called the Masters, and I had absolutely no clue what he was talking about when he asked me if I had been sent here on a mission.

      Still, I did my best to satisfy his curiosity. I was happy to tell him all about the assholes who’d stuffed me in that pod. I only shut down when his questions started growing more personal.

      “What about you?” he asked, his deep voice smooth. “Do you have any family back home?”

      “I. . .I don’t want to talk about it,” I muttered, looking away from him for the first time.

      I didn’t want to talk about home, family, or whatever reminded me of my previous life. If I wanted to survive here, I couldn’t keep looking back over my shoulder with each step I took. I had to keep on marching ahead, doing my best to focus on the situation at hand.

      The past would only slow me down and ensure I’d end up in a shallow grave or a wild beast’s stomach. And even though that would be an exotic way to go, I sure as hell wasn’t looking forward to having something like that happen.

      No, I preferred dying of old age in a comfortable bed.

      Just as soon as I found one here.

      “Why not?” Kern insisted.

      I gritted my teeth. Not knowing how he’d react, I pushed to my feet and walked past him. I braced for him to grab me, slam me against one of the walls and force me to answer all of his damn questions, but he just watched me go, following me with his gaze but never making a threatening gesture. They were scary looking, no doubt about it, but they didn’t seem to be as vicious and brutal as I first thought.

      At least not with me.

      Stalking out of the station’s main room, I walked out into the courtyard and drew a deep breath as the evening’s breeze cooled my skin. In the distance, I heard the faint crash of the ocean. I closed my eyes for a moment, enjoying the soothing effect of the sound, then let out a frustrated sigh tumble from between my lips.

      What would those three do about me?

      What if the answers I’d given them weren’t enough?

      Would they abandon me and leave me to fend for myself?

      Even though I was used to surviving on my own, maybe it would be better to stay with them. They could protect me from all those creatures that seemed hell-bent on killing everything in their wake, and it seemed like they knew a lot more about this planet than I did.

      If I wanted to survive, staying with them would be the best course of action. Of course, I had no say in the matter.

      In the end, it was up to them.

      I looked back at them over my shoulder. The three of them stood inside the station, talking in hushed tones to each other. Kern was probably telling the other two about my answers, and I could only hope he had good things to say about me. I had tried my best, after all.

      I just couldn’t understand why he was so interested in me. It made sense for him to try and see if I was a threat, but when he started asking me all those personal questions I hadn’t known what to think.

      Had it been enough?

      Would I be enough?

      “Keep it together, Mouse,” I muttered under my breath. All those questions I was posing myself wouldn’t help matters in the slightest. I had to keep my head over my shoulders, or else my thoughts would start spiraling into uncontrollable panic. If that happened, all bets were off.

      I had to remain cool and collected, no matter what.

      Taking a deep breath, I decided to head back inside the station once more. I didn’t want them to start thinking I was considering my escape. Even though I was pretty sure I wasn’t their prisoner, I wanted them to know I wasn’t thinking about leaving.

      At least not yet. I still didn’t know much about them and, at the first sign of danger from them, I would be more than ready to leave.

      Wouldn’t be easy, of course.

      There was something about them, all of them, that made me curious. Interested in the dark promise in Roth’s touch, Kern’s firm grip, Talos’ breath on my neck.

      I smiled at my own thoughts. It was madness. Kern’s curiosity baffled me, but here I was now as intrigued by them as they were by me.

      The trio stopped talking as I stepped back into the shadows. Holding my breath, I walked right past them into my little corner of the room, trying to show I didn’t fear them, and gave myself a little encouraging nod after I did it. Even though my back was turned to them, I could still feel their eyes on me, and a pleasant warm feeling start spreading all over my body.

      Once I sat back down on the corner, I gave the three of them a little smile, while I tried to reconcile with my feelings.

      I want more than to just survive, I thought to myself, my eyes wandering over their muscular figures. I want so much more.
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      “I want to check on something,” I told Kern and Talos, already grabbing my blaster from the place where we had left our bags. They exchanged a curious glance, but they didn’t ask me any questions. They knew better than to question me, and I was happy that was the case. After all, there was absolutely nothing I needed to check on. I just needed some time alone to think. “Look after her,” I told them as I headed out the gated entrance. “I won’t take long.”

      “Understood,” Kern nodded, and I turned toward the woods as the two of them started to chat quietly about Erin. I paid no attention, my thoughts already focused on the delicate little creature that she was, and I didn’t need their words to add to it.

      I headed straight into the woods, and only allowed myself to relax once the vegetation grew thick around me. I spotted a large tree with thick branches jutting out from its trunk at regular intervals, and decided to climb it. With my rifle slung over one shoulder, I climbed to the top, the canopy concealing me.

      I looked around, taking in the wilderness of our home, and then set my eyes on the station building. Surrounded by all the green, it seemed like a grey pebble laying flat on a bed of grass. To the side I could see the ocean, vast and brutal as it always, and a sudden queasy feeling took over me.

      How many times had I seen these sights before? The woods remained the same, as did the ocean, and yet. . .this time there was an alien feeling to it all, almost as if the entire planet was changing right in front of my eyes. The really unsettling thing, though, was that I didn’t know what to do about it.

      My life as a leader had never been easy, but at least I had always known how to make a decision. The Masters gave me a mission, and it was only a matter of taking the right steps to ensure my objectives were accomplished. Now, though, with no clear purpose to aim for, I was at a loss.

      Sure, protocol demanded for my me and my team to keep on hunting rogues, but did I really want to continue if the Masters were gone? My hands were drenched in blood, and I was sick of murdering men I had once called brothers. But orders were orders, and I was the best at ensuring the Masters’ wishes turned into reality.

      Did I like it? No, I hated it. But what choice did I have?

      While some of the teams had it easier, roaming all of the planet’s regions without much supervision, my team remained under the Masters’ strict gaze constantly. Even the slightest deviation in behavior resulted in harsh punishment, and thoughts of rebellion would result in nothing but our swift deaths. I understood why some rebelled and took up arms against the Masters—or simply turned their backs on them—but it was my duty to hunt them down and bring their heads back to the Masters.

      That was my sole purpose, no matter how grim it could be.

      I had never failed to make it happen.

      Now, though, with the Masters gone, I was at a loss.

      Could I just keep on hunting the other teams down, doing it mindlessly like some drone? Or was this the chance I had to become someone other than a ruthless killer? I almost laughed at that thought. Even without the Masters’ constantly looking over my shoulder, I couldn’t deny my true nature.

      I was a killer. No matter who was pulling my strings.

      The only thing that could change was the reason behind all the killing. . .and the targets.

      For a split second, I fantasized about unleashing my full rage upon the Masters. I could’ve tried it before, had considered it many times, but I had never risked it. To do it would mean jeopardizing Kern and Talos’ lives alongside mine, and I wasn’t ready for that. They looked up to me, and I refused to lead them on what was nothing but a suicide mission.

      “You’re just an old fool, Roth,” I said out loud, my hand resting on my blaster. Could there be any hope for me? A future that hinged on more than just mindless carnage? I doubted it. And yet, there was already an inkling of doubt inside me. Maybe the tides were finally turning. . .maybe there could be some hope.

      I thought back to Erin.

      Could her presence be a product of luck, or could the hands of fate be behind this? Maybe she was the catalyst we needed. Even the short moments we had shared with her had been enough for me to know she was one of a kind. Slowly, I could already feel her inside my mind, climbing up the pedestal meant for the Masters only.

      That scared me, and I wasn’t a man who knew fear.

      What would happen if Erin became more important to us than the Masters? Could we kill for her? Could we go against those who had pulled our strings for so long? It was too soon to tell.

      The answer already lay deep inside me, but I didn’t dare to face it. Not yet, at least.

      Shaking my head, I sucked in a deep breath and tried to silence all those thoughts. While that was something that had always been easier for me, Erin’s presence made it almost impossible.

      It was hard to think with her around, but at the same time I didn’t want her to go. Somehow, I was already coming to terms with my first real decision ever since we had found her: she would have to stay with us.

      I glanced at the view one final time, wondering if this planet would ever be the same again, and only then did I start my descent. Once my boots touched the ground, I quickly scanned my surroundings and, sure there was no one around, I started my trek back to the station.

      Five minutes later I ducked under the gated entrance, careful not to let my single horn hit the metallic arch above my head. Talos and Kern stood side by side, guarding the main entrance to the station, and they had their blasters in their hands. I had told them to keep Erin safe, and that’s exactly what they were doing.

      That was why I trusted them—whenever I told them something needed to be done, they stopped at nothing to see it happen.

      “How is she?” I asked them.

      “She nodded off,” Talos responded, pointing with his chin at the shadows inside the station’s main room. I glanced inside, waiting until my eyes adjusted to the darkness, restrained a smile as I saw Erin dozing in her corner.

      I ached to go straight toward her, taste her, claim her, have her fully, but I resisted the urge. If she was to stay with us—something I still wasn’t entirely sure would happen—I couldn’t risk scaring her off.

      From her perspective, we must have looked like three unknowable monsters, and I didn’t want to add to that picture.

      “Do you still think she isn’t a threat?” I asked Kern. Even though he had given me his initial assessment that Erin wasn’t one of the Masters’ spies, now that he’d had longer to think about it, I wanted to confirm his opinion.

      “I’m positive,” he nodded, a satisfied smile on his lips. He wanted her to remain with the group just as much as I did, and I was pretty sure Talos wanted the same. The three of us were completely in sync.

      Of course, the final decision on what would happen rested on my shoulders. “See anything out there?” Kern continued.

      “There’s nothing,” I said. “Nothing of note, at least. The region appears to be dying, but that’s been the case everywhere we’ve looked.”

      “Understood,” Talos and Kern said in unison, their brisk tone making me relax. No matter the situation we were in, no matter the threats we still had to face, I knew I could count in their steady nerves to see us through.

      They counted on me to respond whatever situation we faced, and I counted on them to execute my commands flawlessly. That was a combination that had never failed our team.

      “We stick to the mission,” I said. “No matter what, we know what our job is.”

      But did we?
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      I was falling.

      Despite being strapped tightly against the curved wall of the pod, I was falling and there was nothing I could do about it.

      The straps of the harness cut cruelly into my shoulders, the thin uniform that was all I’d been given to wear since my arrest was doing nothing to pad the edges of the webbing.

      I screamed, my voice echoing in the metal pod, bouncing and echoing back at me. A million versions of my voice. Of my fear.

      And still, I was alone.

      And still, falling.

      Time stretched as the rainbow I caught glimpses of through the tiny window twirled and twisted before me.

      Colors I had no names for turned inside out, shattered and glimmered as they burst through the pod itself. Through me.

      I was falling, and it would never stop.

      I sat upright, sweat pouring from me, a scream half stuck in my throat.

      I had been falling.

      But then I had crashed.

      “Erin?” A soft growl came from the darkness to my side, and pulling myself to my feet, I threw myself at Roth’s strong, broad chest.

      For a moment he stiffened, then wrapped his arms around my back, stroking my hair, soothing to me.

      “Shh, little one, you're safe now,” he murmured into my hair. “I have you.”

      Burrowing into his embrace, I breathed deeply of his scent. Strong. Masculine.

      Safe.

      “What happened?” Kern snapped.

      “No one got in here, I'd swear to it,” Talos answered, sweeping the darkened room, as if ready to pounce on whatever enemies lay hidden.

      “I'm all right, I'm all right,” I forced out as I tried to stop my shaking limbs. “It was just a dream.” I took a slow, shuddering breath. “I’m all right now.”

      But instead of calming them, somehow the tension in the room turned higher at my words. The strokes of Roth’s hand down my back reached lower until his fingers curled around my ass.

      “Erin?” he asked again, but this time the question was loaded.

      For a moment I stopped. What was I doing? What was I possibly thinking? Then I melted into his chest. I was so tired of running. From everything.

      From myself.

      Maybe they could catch me.

      “Yes,” I answered all his unspoken questions, my word almost a sigh.

      The way he felt, so hard and firm against me, caused me let out a startled gasp that trailed off into a moan. I almost didn’t dare to look up into his face, the ache stirring between my legs unbearable enough already without seeing how he enjoyed our new found closeness.

      Talos, followed by Kern, moved so that they were on either side of us, my small frame sandwiched in the middle. I closed my eyes and gave myself over to the thought of them all touching me—how easy it would be for them to have me right here and now, without interruptions.

      The fantasy excited me, causing me to squirm against Roth as I rode out the scene that was playing inside my head. His chest heaved sharply in response.

      His broad fingers stroked down my left cheek, my breath catching in my throat as he did so, before he proceeded to nestle them under my chin; delicately, as if fearful he might break me, he tilted my face upwards.

      “Erin, uoduhii.” Roth spoke, his voice soft in spite of its natural gruffness. I hadn’t understood the second phrase he’d said to me, nor did I want to interfere with this moment by asking about it, but given our intimacy I suspected it was meant positively. “Uoduhii,” he repeated, lowering himself so that he could kiss me.

      At first our “kiss” was nothing more than a meeting of skin, so gentle was the way he touched me. But thanks to my pulsating desire and a lust to explore this planet in ways I’d never envisioned until they appeared, I decided to give him some encouragement.

      My lips massaged his before I parted my mouth and tried to slip my tongue in between his lips. He stilled for a split second as if surprised by my tongue, but soon enough he opened up to accept me in, his tongue flicking at my own, his hand tightening at the back of my head, holding me. Claiming me.

      I could feel Roth becoming more relaxed as we continued to explore, which must have indirectly prompted Talos and Kern to feel more at ease about becoming physical with me, as their hands began to stroke every part of my body they could reach. My body quivered with every new sensation as their hands roved over me.

      Our light petting belied a much more carnal intent, their light exploration becoming heated. Talos stroked my leg, strong fingers curved into the flesh of my hip. Kern moved behind me so that he could knead at my breasts while they were cupped in his hands; my nipples hardened.

      Mid kiss with Roth, I moaned into him, enjoying the sensation of his tongue and Talos and Kern’s demanding hands. Roth pulled away from our kiss suddenly, the separation leading me to focus on his behavior and not the yearning that was raging inside of me. I frowned at him with concern.

      Had I done something wrong?

      Should I not have let the others touch me?

      Roth grinned, the smile overtaking his face. The wicked glint in his eyes made me swoon, just a bit. He moved back to view what was happening, my pleasure his own private show, neither of the other two even stopping to see what was going on, Talos simply moving to kneel before me.

      They were all so comfortable with one another: there was no jealousy or anxiety, they just wanted to savor me in whatever way they could. If that meant they shared me, they were glad to do so. My heart fluttered.

      I closed my eyes once more, leaning back into Kern’s touches, his caress growing in force now as he felt my nipples become more pronounced. My hair pooled on his chest, my body starting to grind against him as I enjoyed those big hands all over me. When my top was hitched upwards to expose my stomach, I hazily opened my eyes just in time to watch Talos thumbing at my bare skin.

      It was like he’d never seen flesh like mine before. He gave my torso a light scratch with his nails, the way it felt likened to a tickle more than something sharp; I groaned with pleasure, my body shuddering into a little shiver.

      Invigorated by my response, Talos took his nails to my skin once more. His fingers traced patterns along my flesh, each time his hand rising higher and higher up my torso, the hemline of my crumpled top following. It didn’t take long before my top was bunched up over my breasts, the flimsy bra beneath it barely keeping anything covered.

      Upon seeing more fabric beneath my top, Talos whipped the first layer over my head, with Kern pulling it off and over my arms before throwing it onto the floor. Now I stood in just a black triangle bra and ripped trousers, my chest rising and falling at a rapid pace.

      Roth stalked towards me. From the bulge in his trousers, he’d enjoyed the show up until this point, but it seemed like it was time for him to get back in on the action. Talos turned to shoot him a smug expression, one that seemed to be of avid satisfaction at what they’d “uncovered.”

      My nipples were much easier to feel for now that my top was gone, a development which appeared to delight Kern no end—he located my nipples once again, only this time he pinched them slightly.

      “Mmmmm,” I murmured, the pressure a welcomed change to soft rubbing. Once I’d voiced my pleasure, all three of them started to tease the sensitive flesh hidden beneath my bra. It felt so good to have their fingers circling the thin fabric stretched over my breasts, to have them squeeze and rub to coax more reactions out of me.

      Kern must have tired of my coverings, because his finger went to pull down the triangular cup of my bra. The excess material was tucked under my breast, leaving the full curve of my chest exposed. All three of them stopped for a moment, their gaze transfixed on the pinker skin there and the tiny nub of skin they’d been teasing.

      They only stayed their petting for a few seconds though, with Kern returning his fingertip to my nipple to now stimulate the bare skin awaiting him. My whole frame rocked against his body, my mouth parting to let out a breathy gasp of pleasure and surprise.

      “More,” I whispered to them all. “Please, more.” I didn’t know how much more they’d want to give me, but as Talos unfurled his tongue from his lips, I knew that I didn’t care so long as they never stopped wanting me.

      When its wet tip started to create a slick line on my stomach, heading upwards, I mirrored the grin all three of them were wearing.
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      How could I not smile as I tasted her skin?

      She was so responsive, completely different to the females we’d been allowed to play with before the Masters’ disappearance. They’d been self-contained, almost private in their expression of pleasure, yet this one laid out before me was incredibly open with her desire.

      At first I’d not been all that interested in seeing what she had to offer us, even despite her attractive features. My main issue had been how unusual it was seeing her: an alien we’d never come across bursting through the station doorway, pursued by mauling beasts had seemed implausible.

      It had troubled me, especially after so many other puzzling occurrences since we had awakened. And yet now my tongue was lapping at her eagerly, savoring the salty taste of her light colored skin. I couldn’t say which I found more appealing—the tang of her skin or her heated responses.

      How had I let myself become so enraptured by this creature so quickly?

      I understood Roth’s impulse to claim her for himself, as I could too understand Kern’s joyful exploration of a new experience, but I wasn’t normally so easily moved. I’d been built to be light on my feet, or as light as my bulk would allow, with my particular skill being speed. Compared to Roth in particular, my frame was slender, though this wasn’t the only difference between us.

      There was also my preference for pragmatism, a concept that often got lost on Roth and Kern due to their own specific preferences. In some respects, it was why we worked so well as a unit: I made up for what they lacked, and in return, they did me. But that still didn’t explain my loss of control the more time I spent around her.

      Erin’s writhing body drew my attention once more.

      I licked at the softer flesh under her breasts, the sensation causing her to moan and squirm. It was quite the sight to behold, such the simplest of my touches and she was emotionally heightened, a ball of sexual energy waiting for release. I had to admit that it made my cock push aggressively against my trousers, the need to have her wrapped around it maddeningly strong. The image of her parting those lips to invite me in had the head of my shaft flexing excitedly.

      Kern’s fingers pinched at her nipples, the combination of his touch and my tongue sending her into subtle spasms. The more I watched him rub at the erect, sensitive skin there, the more I yearned to have my mouth around her nipples for myself.

      Giving Kern a quick glance, he moved his hands away, sliding down her sides to tease the tops of her thighs, leaving me to trace lines in her flesh right up to the pink teat of her breasts. Before I fully embraced it with my hot, wet mouth, I looked at her, watching how her body tensed in anticipation of my next move. The longing in her eyes, the flustered redness of her cheeks, the way she stared back at me with her alluring golden eyes—all these elements crafted the most sensual picture. If she wasn’t so devastatingly stunning to look at, this wouldn’t be half as fun.

      I closed my mouth firmly around one of her nipples, the instant connection making her body quiver. Once it was in my mouth, my tongue lapped at it, fast than slow; the change in speed had her whimpering for more. When I started to suck, she grasped at my horns. Her fingers explored, learning me while willing me to keep suckling. I didn’t need her encouragement to keep going, though her quiet dominance was an arousing development.

      From one nipple I then moved to her other, my hands now coming to join in by stroking her rounded hips and toned stomach. She was such a heavenly shape! There was a softness to her despite her firm muscles, which helped give this delicate yet strong quality about her; there was flesh I could grab to hold her down, but there was taut, refined muscles too. My cock stirred again at the thought of pinning her down, my length settled between her legs. It was too soon for that just yet; however I knew that was where I wanted to eventually go—if I could bury my cock inside of her magnificent body, I was going to.

      “Please. . .oh, yes. . .” she murmured, my head still tight to her chest as I sucked and licked. I peeked up at her, meeting her downwards gaze. In that moment, in that slightly disheveled but still dignified state, I realized how voluptuous her lips were. Unlike the rest of her skin, her mouth was a rich, reddish pink, a pale crimson against the white of snow. They looked so damn kissable.

      Moving my hands to prop myself up, I leaned towards her face, my lips finding hers within seconds. Her mouth molded to my own, her lips parting for our tongues to meet; I’d seen the way she’d kissed Roth like this, but to feel it directly was a different sensation entirely. When I’d observed her kisses, I’d been nothing other than curious. I’d been a little aroused by it, but more due to how hungrily she’d gone for the kiss rather than what she was doing.

      But to be on the receiving end of it, to feel our breath swirl together as our tongues collided, gave me reason to mentally scold myself for being too reserved. I’d been foolish, and had almost overlooked a connection so charged I had to stop myself from rolling onto my back and pulling her with me.

      As we kissed, I stroked the length of her waist before coming to her breasts—if my tongue couldn’t tease them, my hands would. Squeezing a nipple between my thumb and forefinger, she groaned with ecstasy, her flesh pricking with bumps, the hairs on her skin rising as if cold. I loved how receptive she was to me, how every touch was a cause for her body to celebrate. If her breasts and mouth could give her so much pleasure, what could other parts of her do. Eager to find out, I used my free hand to tug at her trousers, my movements slow due to how we were tangled together.

      Frustrated, I pulled out of the kiss and yanked the fabric, the pants immediately giving to slide down her thighs; that’s when I saw the mound hidden beneath her underwear. It wasn’t smooth but bumpy, as if some kind of fur were beneath. Curious to learn more, I grazed my hand across the top of the material, my actions causing her breath to catch in her throat as if she was waiting for me to do more.

      What I felt under the material was hair, though it seemed coarser than the red locks on her head, from what I could feel. It was something else I wished to investigate as soon as I was able, though maybe now was the right time after all. . .

      “More?” I inquired as I knelt before her, raising an eyebrow as I watched for her response. Erin nodded, her eyes glued to mine.

      I was happy to oblige. While I pulled her trousers down further, Kern supported her as she stepped out. Once he’d lowered her to lay stretched before us, I returned to the covered mound between her legs. Using the palm of my hand, I begun to press down on it, massaging gently as I did so; Erin bit her lip, her hips lightly grinding into my hand.

      Encouraged, I pressed down slightly harder, the pressure of my hand matching the increased speed of my rubbing. This was where I wanted to explore next, where I burned with the need to slip my fingers, run my tongue, and thrust my cock.

      But at the same time, I didn’t want to rush the moment.

      I’d make her realize her worth, how special she was, soon enough.

      We all would.
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      The gentle way Talos touched me was unexpected. After initially seeing their great size, I’d believed that their handling of me would have been more aggressive, forceful even, but instead they held me like I was a rare diamond.

      I’d prepared myself to be ravaged by them, a secret part of myself wanting that outcome with all my heart, but then there was the other side of me that gave way to relief.

      I appreciated their care and tenderness. Even in my highly aroused, dazed state, I was thankful for how they pleasured every bit of me with care. They made me feel like I was a prized possession, invaluable and irreplaceable.

      Yet, in the furthest shadows of my mind, I hungered for something darker, more primal.

      Never had I been turned around by someone so much—one minute unsure of my new surroundings, the next laying on my back with every inch of my body alight with passion. The simplest of caresses had me wanting to fall apart at the seams, and they’d not even ventured beyond light fondling. It was a delightfully torturous position to be in.

      The nape of my neck lifted off the ground once more as I arched into another full body moan, Talos’ hand firm in its controlled, kneading movements. God, how I longed for him to pull my panties down and have his flesh against mine; the idea sent me whirling. I ached, throbbed, ravenous for his fingers to tease along my lips, that tentative touch of his slowly opening me up like a flower.

      And yet, there was a side of me still reeling from the position I now found myself in. I wasn’t ashamed of having three men thirsty for my taste, but nor was I experienced with such a predicament either. It was overwhelming, but in a way that only heightened the experience.

      Words of encouragement, or orders even, kept dancing about on my lips, my devilish side wanting to let them out. And yet, I also wanted to be rational and move at a pace better suited to the situation: I was with three alien men who had hardly told me anything about themselves.

      We knew each others’ names, that was about it. It trumped the most abrupt and reckless one night stand ever, and as a result I was conflicted on how to handle myself. The choices turning over in my head were hard to get a grip on, especially as Talos lowered his lips to my stomach and began kissing along my panty line. For him to be so close that he could smell me, almost taste me, it had me quivering. The urge to buck my pelvis up and into his face was undeniable.

      It would only take that one whiff of me and he’d cave into his carnal nature.

      The heat in his eyes made that painfully clear.

      In an attempt to ground myself back in the here and now, I stole a glance over at Kern and Roth; to my surprise, the two of them seemed to be enjoying the spectacle of it all. Their green eyes were blazing, smoldering pools of pure green, the way they looked at me as real as the touches Talos planted all over my flesh. I had to close my eyes to it, it was so intense.

      Opening them back up, I moved my attention away from their faces and to their bodies, the strong, broad frame of both of them a powerful aphrodisiac. The way their bulges pressed against their clothes filled me with wanting. I hadn’t seen them naked yet, but if what I envisioned was even half true, they were going to be massive.

      The area between my thighs ached, my swollen clit pulsating.

      I needed more of them. Right. Now.

      I turned back to Talos, my mind in turmoil, unable to fixate on anything for too long because I was in a constant state of arousal. It rose and fell again and again, a rollercoaster I couldn’t, and didn’t, want to get off of.

      “I need,” I whispered, still at odds with myself. Right on cue, Talos paused for a moment to look up at me, his lips only millimeters away from my navel. That half-lidded, expectant expression was a drug to me. “I need more, I want more.” There was no pleading this time, no nerves coloring my words. I was done being coy with myself, it was time to get exactly what I wanted from men I knew could give it to me.

      Talos smirked at me, his eyebrows raised in smug satisfaction: he was pleased I’d grown more comfortable in his presence. As he dipped his head back down, I’d anticipated him giving more kisses, a gentle buildup of the tease. But oh no, he suddenly yanked my underwear down to reveal the small mound of hair there. Shocked, I squealed in excitement.

      Talos observed the coarse red curls; he was taking in not only the fur there, but I could also see he was looking lower, to where my nether lips met. I couldn’t quite pinpoint his expression, though it seemed one of wonder—had he never seen one like mine before? I had no way of knowing how the women of this world looked, if there were even any females to begin with, and so I was in the dark on how he was judging me. At last, he moved. He looked from me to the others, his head motioning for them to come join him as he pushed my knees towards my shoulders, fully exposing me.

      When they were all down between my open legs, me a nervous onlooker both curious of their responses but also desperate for them to get on with it, I noticed Roth’s grin. It was the widest I’d seen him wear yet.

      Nonetheless, it wasn’t him who reached out to explore my sex but Kern. His hand rubbed up along my pussy, so soft yet it sent me gasping for breath. He spread his fingers out so that his index digit lay just on my slit. He lightly pushed me open, my juices finally freed. The way they murmured with pleasure, the thrill of finding this part of me, was all I needed.

      Mischievously, I rotated my hips ever so slightly, the motion opening me up to reveal more of what awaited them. Kern relished it, I could tell. He brought his other finger in to part my lips, spreading my pussy open while he used his other fingers to touch me; it was electric. As he slid his finger up and down, I moaned, writhing around, my body giving itself over to what it desired. But it was when his fingertip brushed past my clit that I groaned, my eyelashes fluttering as I closed my eyes.

      This response piqued their interest the most. Watching my reactions keenly, Kern returned to my clit and pressed at it, lightly at first and then harder as my moans increased.

      He’d found a button that unlocked more of my sexuality; I should have known there was no way he’d stay away from its power.

      Any inhibitions I’d had ebbed away in that moment. I reasoned with myself that I was a fool to turn away such pleasure—it wasn’t like anyone would know what I was doing. And even if they did, so what! I was in charge of my own gratification and sexuality, it was nobody else's business but my own how I sated my deepest desires. Nothing was going to hold me back from discovering more about my own wants, not anymore.

      These aliens were so skilled with just their fingers, it made me question what else they’d be good at, how else they’d have me trembling. I wanted to quake underneath their strong bodies, I wanted to be pinned in place unable to escape how they made me feel. I longed to not stop until my muscles were too weak to hold me upright any longer.

      I wanted everything.

      “Yes,” I moaned at Kern, my eyes looking down the length of my body to his deft fingers playing with my clit, each flick of its erect nub sending jolts through me. “Right there.”

      Kern frowned a little. “Here?” he quizzed, a smile pulling at his mouth as he probed at me again, my body rocking with the sensation.

      “Yes…!” I answered, my voice firmer now despite the breathiness of my speech; my confidence was growing. “Don’t you dare stop.”

      It was a harmless order, one which had no real weight behind it as there was no way I could force them to do anything. But it didn’t matter. The way I was speaking to them, forceful and demanding, was a surprise for them that encouraged them to shed some of their soft caresses. I was by no means the dominant one of this group, but having been without anyone to order them about for so long, I think they relished having someone take the reins. And I was ready to do that.

      I’d gladly hold their leashes if it meant I could get them to keep doing this, their glorious bodies mine to command whenever I craved.

      Without warning, I shattered, curling up from the floor as my body spasmed. Roth and Talos held my legs open while Kern wrung every last drop of pleasure from me. Waves of dizzying sensation spiraled out from their touch until at last I collapsed, limp and spent.

      Exhausted, half-asleep, I was barely aware of being gathered in Roth’s strong arms, my clothing tucked around me. Darkness claimed me, and I finally faded into dreamless sleep.

      For now.
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      I stood against one of the walls, reeling.

      Pleasure still coursed through my limbs like wildfire, even in spite of how long it had been since I’d last touched her. My brain seemed as if it had been doused in some chemical far stronger than anything I had experienced. Whoever this woman was, she was one of a kind.

      Even Roth, someone who could only see whoever in front of him as an obstacle to be removed or a prize to be conquered, seemed taken by her. That didn’t surprise me. I was sure that anyone would be taken by someone like Erin. Beautiful and tender, her figure one that was designed to lure wandering eyes, she was like something out of legend.

      Naked and exhausted, she’d fallen back to sleep, face slack as if she’d given up trying to process everything that had happened. It wasn’t an easy task. Even I, who only ever saw the pleasures of the flesh as a reward to be had after victory, was struggling to make sense of Erin’s presence.

      What was she doing here, in a planet like this? She wasn’t a prize bestowed on us by the Masters, of that I was sure.

      But what then?

      Could her presence here mean that the Masters wanted her to serve as the newest member of our team? That made even less sense.

      Roth, Kern, and I were an elite unit designed and engineered to succeed where others failed. Our dynamic was something that the Masters wouldn’t meddle with lightly.

      Still trying to untangle all my thoughts, I folded my arms over my chest and watched as Erin slept. Night had already fallen, and with it a biting cold that would certainly make it harder for her to find comfort. While at this time of the year the days were long and hot, baking the ground on which we walked into arid surfaces, the nights always descended swift and merciless.

      Walking past Roth and Kern, who looked as if they were still trying to catch their breaths, I made my way toward our bags and tried to check if there was anything I could use to make Erin more comfortable. It was useless, of course.

      Our bodies had been engineered to withstand the most extreme conditions and none of our belongings were meant to give comfort. Unless a cache of ammunition and high-powered rifles were something that would make Erin relax, I doubted I’d find anything she could use in the bags.

      Frowning, I went into the back room, finally finding a few pieces of torn fabric strewn across the floor, a memento of whoever occupied this now abandoned station. Grabbing the longest piece of fabric I could find, possibly the remnants of a long tunic, I brought it with me outside and whipped it in my hand repeatedly, sending a cloud of dust into the air. It wasn’t perfect, but it would have to do.

      Making my way back into the room, I headed straight toward where Erin was sitting and went down on one knee. She opened her eyes, expression anxious as she saw me kneeling. Careful not to scare her, I draped the torn blanket over her shoulders and gave her a reassuring nod, satisfied when she relaxed. She thanked me with a soft smile and closed her eyes once more, exhaustion overwhelming her.

      I remained there for a moment, watching her chest rise and fall steadily, and only rose again when I was sure she had fallen back asleep. Careful not to make a sound and wake her up, I made my way toward Kern and Roth. They had already dressed, although they had decided against wearing their chest plating and were bare-chested, just like I had.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but Roth quickly lifted one hand up and silenced me. With a quick gesture of his head he pointed toward the room’s entrance, a hole in the wall where once a door had been, and the three of us quickly shuffled outside.

      The sky overhead was a vaulted ceiling, as dark as our own shadows. Only the stars, strewn across that dark blanket like dust, fought to keep the darkness at bay. In the distance, the steady sound of waves crashing against the shore continued to perform its job as this place’s sole soundtrack.

      “What are we going to do about her?” I finally asked, keeping my voice low even though I knew she was fast asleep. Not that I cared to disturb her. I simply didn’t feel it was wise for her to listen in on our conversation, although I doubted she could understand us fully. “Her presence complicates things.”

      “Does it?” Kern clicked his tongue, a devious smile on his lips. “I think her presence makes things more enjoyable.”

      “That she does,” I agreed. Even though Kern sometimes saw things in a way I considered too rash, this time I couldn’t stop myself from agreeing with him. While Erin’s presence made it slightly more difficult to focus on our mission, there was no denying it that she made things much more enjoyable.

      “We don’t know what her presence means, and I doubt we’ll find an answer for that easily.” Joining the conversation, Roth spoke as if he hadn’t listened to a word of what Kern and I had said. He had, though. Roth always listened to every word that was said around him, and he weighed every fact and opinion before he made a call. That was why he was in charge of our team. “That means we’ll just have to be careful and deal with the unknown. We’ll take things as they come. In the meantime, we have to protect her. She won’t make it without us.”

      “What about the mission?” Even though I wanted nothing more than stay here with Erin, in this abandoned station by the ocean, to ignore my responsibilities wasn’t an option. My life’s purpose was a simple one: to complete whatever objective the Masters saw fit to assign me.

      “We continue,” Roth replied in a heartbeat, as if he didn’t even have to think twice about it. Just like me, he lived for the mission. “We’ll have a few rough days ahead of us, as we don’t know the exact location of the other teams, but we will do as we were told. We’re going to find whatever teams are active in the zone and ensure they’re maintaining protocol.”

      “Are we even sure that is our mission?” Pursing my lips, a nervous shiver ran up my spine. The Masters had always been clear with their orders, but it had been some time before they had reached out to us.

      Radio silence was something we had never experienced before, and it was hard to shake off the feeling that something was wrong.

      We’d never been awakened without orders.

      “Until we have new orders, we stick to the plan,” Roth replied, even though he didn’t sound as certain as I had expected. As a leader, he had always been sure of the path he set us upon, but now I saw a sliver of doubt in his words. The Masters’ silence didn’t sit right with him either.

      “Understood.” Nodding, I then let my eyes shoot toward the place where Erin was sleeping. “And what do we tell her? She has questions. Lots of them.”

      “We can replace her questions with moans, maybe?” Kern offered, that sly grin of his dancing on his face. It didn’t matter if we were having fun or facing a life-or-death situation: Kern was the kind of man that saw the humor in every damn situation.

      “As much as I’d like that,” I chuckled, “I think it’s best we keep our distance from her. We’ll protect her, and we’ll look after her. But we have to be careful not to let her get too close. We can’t let our focus waver, and she’ll become a distraction if we let her.” My words sounded hollow the moment I said them. She was already a distraction, I knew that deep in my bones. If it came to that, I didn’t know if I’d be able to put the mission in front of Erin’s safety.

      “You’re overthinking this.” Kern shook his head. “We’re elite. As in, we’re the best of the best. We won’t get distracted. If anything, she’ll makes us even more focused. I mean, I feel super focused right now, don’t you? I feel like I could kill an army by myself if that meant there’d be a round two.”

      “You have a point,” I admitted.

      “You both have a point,” Roth cut in. “But we’ll take it one step at time. Right now, just remember that we another objective: Erin must be protected at all costs.”

      “At all costs,” Kern and I said in unison.
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      Stretching my back, I paced the outer perimeter of the abandoned sub-station.

      I had grown used to the sound of wild animals going about their lives, their busyness a hallmark of this planet, but now there was nothing but silence. There was something wrong going on, almost as if the planet was dying. Could this be the Masters doing? I had no way of knowing. And, truthfully, I didn’t really care. It wasn’t my job to solve the mysteries of the universe.

      Still, even though I didn’t hear anything and only had my thoughts to keep me company, I kept on patrolling my surroundings. No matter the situation, we couldn’t lower our guard. Especially now that we had no idea what the hell was going on with this place.

      Kicking a stray rock with my boot, I watched it bounce across the ground until it disappeared into a squat bush, the sound of the leaves rustling cutting into the silence.

      Nothing responded.

      Our orders were to find the other teams, and there was no way we’d be able to do that if we stayed in one place. Whether we liked it or not, come daybreak we’d be on the move. I liked that. Although there was nothing quite like a fight, a long march was something my body yearned for. I didn’t know if that was a product of our personality or a result of engineering, but our bodies needed to be active almost constantly. Unless the mission at hand demanded stillness, we were always on the move.

      Of course, now we had something else to consider. While a long march through the wilderness would be nothing for the three of us, I didn’t know if Erin would be able to keep up. More likely than not, we would have to adjust our pace to hers.

      As I thought of that, a small grin tugged at the corner of my lips. We had already adjusted to her pace once, hadn’t we? And it had worked out perfectly.

      I sucked in a deep breath as the memories from an hour before took over my mind, images of Erin’s naked body dancing behind my now shut eyelids. How I ached to ravage her again, to feel her smooth milky skin against my body, my hands roaming over her body with no set destination. I had always thought there was no greater pleasure than to bash someone’s skull and stand victorious, but Erin had showed me how foolish I was. To be with her was far more intense than to be in a fight.

      “How goes it?” I heard Roth ask, and I opened my eyes immediately. He stood just a few steps behind me, his figure hidden in shadows. His single horn added to his size, and I silently thanked the Masters for putting me on the same team as Roth. More than a relentless teammate, he was an enemy to fear. I had never been in a fight with him, and I hoped I would never have to be.

      “Still quiet,” I said as I shook my head. “We should investigate the main station in the morning.” The faint scent of smoke tickled my nostrils, then the wind changed, carrying it away. “Someone may be there, hunkered down.”

      “Maybe they have answers,” he sighed, worry flashing in his eyes. “We should have come across more of the other teams by now. I know we’re close to a deployment site, so where are they?”

      “Dead?” I shrugged. It wouldn’t be the first time we’d act as a search party only to find out whatever team we had been looking for had been slaughtered. Some guys, no matter how strong and cunning, simply didn’t have what it takes to survive in a planet like this. Only the strong survived here. “Or maybe they tried to bolt. Wouldn’t be the first time.”

      Roth stood in silence, weighing my words, and then gave me a barely noticeable nod. “If we stay in this place, there’s no way we’ll ever know. We set out at daybreak, check the main station, keep moving.” He was merely reiterating the plans we had agreed on, but it still pained me slightly to hear him say it.

      There was nothing I wanted more than to stay in this little haven with Erin, even if just for a couple more nights. There was so much of her body we still needed to explore.

      “Do you think she can handle it? A full day’s march?” I asked, my mind unable to detach itself from Erin. I didn’t exactly know why, but I couldn’t stop myself from worrying about her. More than needing the ecstasy she could make me experience, I had to know she was safe from harm.

      “We’ll go at a slower pace if we need to.”

      “Right,” I nodded.

      “She’s having trouble sleeping again,” a voice said to our left, and both Roth and I turned to see Talos standing in the dark. Silent as an assassin, he had somehow walked outside without us noticing him. That was typical of him. If we needed to surgically remove an enemy, one camped deep in the bowels of a fortress, Talos was the man we sent. And he always got the job done. In and out without leaving any trace of his presence. . .aside from a dead body, of course.

      “What do you mean? She was exhausted. Is she up?”

      “No,” Talos shook his head. “She’s still on the same spot, and her eyes are closed. But she isn’t asleep any more. I can tell by her breathing. I worry about her.”

      “That’s to be expected,” Roth said. “There’s a lot she’s trying to process. If I were in her shoes, I doubt I’d be able to get any sleep either.”

      “Well, since she’s awake and we all have some time to kill. . .” I started to say, but a nasty sharp elbow from Talos hit my ribs and shut me up in a fraction of a second. I let out a small groan and then a chuckle, happy he hadn’t struck me with all his strength. “I know you want it too, don’t act like such a bastard.”

      “We all want the same,” he said with a shrug. “But we have to keep our head on our shoulders. We have to remain focused.”

      “Right, focused,” I echoed.

      “But try to get some rest now,” Roth said, laying one hand on my shoulder. “Talos will keep watch for a couple of hours now, and then I’ll take over him. You go and try to get some sleep.”

      “Understood.” Snapping my heels together, I marched toward the building and stifled a yawn as I stepped inside the courtyard. Our bodies had been engineered to work on little to no sleep, but our little experience with Erin had left me more exhausted than expected.

      As I walked inside the building, her small figure immediately caught my attention. She remained curled in one of the corners, her tattered clothing and a scrap of fabric serving as blanket of sorts.

      Her clothes were thin, would be easy to rip. And while I might not mind being the one doing the tearing, I didn’t like the idea of her wandering through the forest so badly protected.

      Although the furniture was scarce, there were still a few cabinets in the back room. I looked through the different drawers and smiled as I found a few discarded items of clothing. Far too large for Erin, but that wouldn’t be a problem.

      I grabbed a cutting knife from my bags, as well as a needle and line, and did my best to shape the fabric into what I hoped would be an appropriate attire for her. Although the needle and line were meant to mend wounds and not fabric, I couldn’t help but be proud of the end result. I had to eyeball her measurements, of course, but that had been easy. . .after all, the image of her naked body was now engraved on my mind.

      Folding the pants and top I had produced, I was about to hand them to Erin when I realized she would need more than just lightweight garments. If I wanted to keep her safe, I would need to give her some armor as well. After all, if three hulking beasts like us had armor plating covering our chests, it didn’t make sense for someone as fragile as Erin to walk around with nothing but some stupid garments I had stitched.

      Thankfully, the station had metal in abundance. I dragged a few cabinet doors and other pieces of jagged metal outside, and then used the portable blow torch we had in the bags to shape the metal into a makeshift chest plate. It didn’t look impressive as I wanted it to look, but I knew the plating would be strong enough to withstand a strong impact. And that was all that mattered.

      Before heading back inside, I found myself working on one final item: using a torn piece of cloth, I braided it into a strand that she could use to tie back her hair. I knew I was being pragmatic—long hair needed to be restrained during combat—but part of me also knew that she would look even more beautiful with her hair tied back. It would leave her face free of any falling locks, an unhindered view at a face of unquestionable beauty.

      “Alright, stop messing around,” I told myself, knowing I should be resting myself. If the guys spotted me so dutifully working away, I feared they’d turn me into their own personal tailor!

      I packed up the tools, ensuring the bags were ready for our departure in the morning, and then made my way toward Erin, the clothes and armor bunched up in my arms.

      Her eyelids fluttered open the moment I closed in on her, and I gave her a reassuring smile. “For you,” I said, placing the clothes at her feet.

      Her eyes immediately darted to the braided cloth and, for a moment, she almost looked surprised. Then, with a quick gesture, she used it to tie her hair back.

      And, just like I had thought, she looked even more breathtaking than ever.
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      I should have been sleeping. But after the dream, after their passionate touches, my mind wouldn’t steady.

      What had I done? And would I be willing to go farther?

      In the heat of the moment, I would have done anything.

      Wanted to do anything. Would have begged.

      And they would have given it to me. Everything.

      Now, cold and alone, listening to their whispered voices outside, I wasn’t sure of anything. Even after Kern had presented me with my new garments, the braided bobble my favorite piece of all, I was still an outsider to them. Try as they might to welcome me, to accommodate to my needs, I was still separate from their group.

      An outsider. It was how it had always been for me.

      I hated it. Years of experience had taught me to remove myself from this kind of environment as quickly as possible, lest I get hurt again, be recognized as the odd one out, the freak.

      Back home I’d had my space, I was part of the group but on my terms so that I never had to be plagued by worries such as these. But now I was here, on uneven standing with three beings who were used to each other’s company.

      Clearly, there was no place for me with them.

      As their voices hurried along, Talos appearing to direct the conversation more than Roth and Kern, I glanced around my surroundings. At first my eyes had been idly looking, never really focusing on any one specific object, but as a break in the trees beyond the door caught my eye, a plan seized me.

      They weren’t looking that way.

      I could make a break for it.

      Being on my own would be hard, but not as awful as always being on the fringe of the group. Always on the outside, looking in. Wondering if I’d ever be enough.

      Hesitating another glance around the makeshift camp we’d fashioned inside this station, I realized the time was now or never.

      Slowly, so slowly, I pulled on the clothing Kern had given me. It was crudely cut, but far sturdier than the cheap uniform I’d been wearing when the pod had launched.

      I grabbed the shoes, more like slippers, and wished he’d been able to find me proper boots as well.

      Breathing shallowly, my pulse quickened as I crawled into the shadows, taking my time so as not to be seen or heard. Once I was certain they hadn’t noticed, I moved onto my feet and begun to tiptoe away, all the while straining my ears for any sound of being followed.

      By the guys, or anything else.

      Even though I knew this to be the best course of action for all involved, I felt an onslaught of guilt as I placed more distance between us. They’d been kind to me, had cared for me, and here I was running away from them. It shouldn’t have bothered me to think about how they’d react or feel, but as I gave a final turn of my back, second thoughts hit me.

      I headed to the beach, my footsteps muffled thanks to the soft sand of this world, the grains catching between my wiggling toes as I walked.

      Then suddenly the thick trees fell away to reveal a clearing, surrounding another station.  Much larger than the one we’d camped in; the roof rose gleaming in the moonlight. Instinctively I backed away, doing my best to fall back into the deep shadows. A station might mean another team.

      Roth, Kern, and Talos had been kind, in their own way. I couldn’t expect that from anyone else. Wondering how long it would take for them to start looking for me, if they even would, I scouted my nearby surroundings for a place to hide.

      Eventually, I settled on a large clump of trees, the darkness of the foliage looking the most promising for blending into my environment. If Roth, Talos, and Kern were as skilled as I thought they were, they’d likely find me anyway.

      Slipping past the trunks and inside the overgrown tangle of leaves, I noticed how this grouping of saplings appeared to stretch on and on, with many more trees helping to create a cave-like structure all around me. Curious as to where it would lead, I found myself following the makeshift cave as it meandered further away from the shore; even in spite of previous attacks, I wasn’t uneasy as I did so.

      Maybe it was because I thought myself safe with the station so nearby, or perhaps it was my recklessness to act now and think later.

      Absorbed by a hurricane of emotions mixed in with my thoughts, hopes, and fears, I failed to register the sound of another approaching. Nonetheless, when the hairs on my neck pricked up, as if to warn of an encounter soon to be upon me, I spun round, my arms raised. I wasn’t sure whether my arms were up to beat them or to surrender, but I kept myself in that position regardless.

      Stunned eyes as wide as the moon blinked back at me.

      My throat tightened, my eyes too growing in size. Standing in front of me was another woman, a human just like myself, dressed in a dress-like tunic.

      I was in utter shock to have come face to face with her, having been so certain that I was the only one here; judging by her expression, she was reeling just as I was.

      My mouth gaped open to say something but the words never left, instead they remained wedged in my throat, the pressure unbearable as we continued to stare at one another.

      She was beautiful. Wherever she’d been staying must have been safe, as she looked well-adjusted to this world and well taken care of. Did this mean she was among friends, that there were other humans too?

      I had so much to ask her, was so desperate to share what had happened to me, and yet I still remained silent, my voice blocked by surprise.

      As I kept my sights trained on her however, I noted how emotions were getting the better of this woman—her cheeks damp from freshly fallen tears. Whoever she was, she was overwhelmed to see me.

      “I, I thought there was only me,” she eventually said, her voice so slight, so quiet, that I had to strain to hear it. Upon voicing her surprise, the tears began to fall more freely now, her shoulders shaking under the weight of her sobs. Without thought, I went to her, my arms outstretched in a hug.

      “So did I,” I said, my tone as low as hers.

      We stayed in an embrace for a couple more minutes, the touch of another human form against my own such a welcome moment. I hadn’t realized how much I’d already missed a human connection with another.

      After our hug, we burst out in nervous fits of giggles, this extraordinary meeting and how unlikely it was not lost on either of us. Out of all the worlds I could crash on, I’d ended up on one which was home to another of my kind.

      But how?

      “I’m Erin, and I’m so relieved to see another human, I can’t begin to tell you!” I exclaimed. “Are you safe? Did you find more people? More humans? How did you get here?” The words tumbled out of me like a waterfall, finally unjammed.

      She shook her head, hands over her mouth. “I’m Delia, and I feel like I’ve been here for so long with only Axar, Zuvo, and Tarnan that I’d almost forgotten humans existed.”

      “I’m sorry, but who?” Going off of her words alone, I guessed they were aliens, like my three back at the station.

      My three, I chided myself, surprised to have placed such affection on them already, almost like I’d claimed them.

      Even if I’d left them.

      “Ah,” she laughed, her cheeks flushing, though there was no mockery in her response. “I met them after ending up here.” She squeezed my fingers. “Prepare yourself for this one, but they’re aliens. Not the scary kind. Well, maybe the scary kind, but not towards me, if that makes any sense. They saved me, they’ve been nothing but kind.” For some reason, her flush grew deeper and then she shook herself. “I don’t know how I’d describe them, some kind of cat hybrid, maybe?”

      It was my turn to laugh now, though mine was quieter than hers, mainly due to the utter disbelief I felt upon hearing what she’d said: not only were Roth, Talos, and Kern aliens, but there were others here as well.

      And, to make matters even more interesting, these new aliens sounded like they were different in origin to those I’d met.

      She tilted her head at me, a quizzical expression on her pretty features.

      “Sorry. I’m not trying to be rude, it’s just that I've met some aliens too, though they don’t sound anything like yours,” came my explanation. “They’re massive mountains with horns, huge and bulky but completely and utterly—”

      “Hot?” she blurted out.

      “So hot!” I agreed, both of us grinning as we listened to each other’s experiences. Somehow, by some funny twist of fate, we’d both been hurled into similar situations, having met men so removed from the norm we were used to.

      Ha, even referring to them as men seemed wrong given everything I knew, however their enormous cocks, even if I’d just seen the outlines through the fabric of their trousers. Strong, rough, ruggedly handsome and extremely sexual men.

      That I’d left.

      That had worried when I had a bad dream.

      A pang clutched my chest.

      A funny thought popped into my mind as I thought of my guys—did she ache for their touches as well?

      Did they yearn for her in a way she’d never experienced before?

      Was she lonely, isolated within their group, or had they found a way to make it work?

      I needed to know, longed to know, and yet there was a torrent of other topics that really should come first.

      Surviving. That was what I excelled in.

      But right now, what I wanted was to know. . .if she was happy, could I be happy too?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Roth

        

      

    

    
      I knew something was wrong even before I realized the source of my unease.

      I stood on the flat rooftop of the station, my eyes scanning the horizon as I waited for my turn to patrol the outer perimeter. Instead of getting some rest like I had ordered Kern, I had decided to help keeping watch.

      This planet wasn’t like we remembered and I feared relaxing our guard in our old routines. Too much comfort was never a good idea. Especially now, that we had no idea what kind of obstacles or foes we could encounter and, with Erin in our group, we now had to go the extra mile and be even more vigilant.

      I closed my eyes for a moment, tasting the ocean salt in the air, and let a smile spread across my lips. Even though our situation was abnormal, I relished the fact we had been let loose once more, free to wander the wilderness and destroy those who dared oppose us. It had been like that for a long time, our life one of successive and brutal encounters, and I found some kind of twisted comfort in that.

      Outside, Talos walked the perimeter in absolute silence, and I had to squint my eyes to detect his figure. Stealth was his bread and butter, and I knew that it was almost impossible for anyone to get the drop on him.

      I tried on a regular basis. It kept us both on our toes, even if he swore loudly enough to wake the dead when I was successful.

      Confident on the fact that Talos had the outer perimeter secured, I dropped down from the rooftop and onto the courtyard, slightly bending my knees as my feet struck the ground. Even though I felt wide awake, I knew I had to try and get some sleep, even if just for half an hour. My body had been engineered to survive for days without any sleep, but the more rested I felt the better I would handle myself.

      I was about to enter the small building where Erin was when I felt that nagging sensation inside me once more. There was something wrong, but I couldn’t put my finger on what it was. No one had tried to sneak past Talos, that much I had seen, so why was I feeling like this?

      The answer came to me the moment I stepped inside the building. The small corner where Erin had been laying was now vacant, my chest tightening at her absence. I gritted my teeth, confused and angry at her disappearance. With me on the roof and Talos walking the outer walls, it was unlikely she had somehow managed to make her way past us.

      Unless, of course, we had underestimated her.

      Significantly.

      We saw her as something fragile and delicate, but there was a fire burning inside her.

      Rushing through the few rooms of the abandoned station, sweeping the building just to make sure she hadn’t simply changed rooms, I felt my stomach lurch when I realized she was nowhere to be seen.

      Talos, asleep on a room lined with old rusty cabinets, jumped to his feet when I kicked his boots.

      “Are we under attack?” he asked, cracking his knuckles immediately.

      “No,” I shook my head. “But Erin’s gone.”

      “Erin’s gone? That’s impossible. Talos is patrolling the area and—”

      “I’m aware.” Cutting him short, I turned my back to him and started walking out of the room. We couldn’t waste any time. “She snuck out somehow. We need to find her.”

      “And we will,” Talos said, and I heard him grab his chest plate, which he had placed by his side and against the table, and strap it to his body. By the time I reached the courtyard he was already by my side, a high-powered rifle in his hands. I grabbed mine as well, ready to mow down everyone and everything, and then let out a small whistle. One second later and Talos emerged from the shadows, just a few feet to my left.

      “Something wrong?”

      “Erin’s gone,” I said. “Somehow, she left the station undetected.”

      “That’s impossible,” Talos snarled, and I could tell he wasn’t angry at the fact that Erin had disappeared. He was angry that he hadn’t seen it happen.

      I understood that feeling well, as I carried the same kind of guilt. But guilt didn’t help when it came to achieving our objectives, so I merely dropped it as the useless thing that it was.

      “Impossible or not, that’s what happened. She’s not as defenseless as we assumed.” Pursing my lips, I let my gaze fly out into the wilderness, the shadows covering everything with a kind of threatening silence. “But even if she’s more capable than we thought, she won’t last long out here. She needs us, and now more than ever.”

      And if we’d been wrong? If she was an agent of the Master’s after all, and had gone back to report?

      We’d deal with that then.

      “We’ll find her,” Kern said, already ahead of us by a few feet. He was kneeling close to the place where we had buried the creatures that attacked us, his fingers carefully touching the earth we had used. “There’s one footprint here. It’s hers. She came through here.”

      “Then lead the way,” I urged him. Even though all of us knew how to track anyone we needed to, Kern was probably the most capable. He quickly led us into the woods near the beach, stopping occasionally to touch a broken twig or to analyze bushes that had been flattened by a careless step.

      “She’s close,” he announced after a few minutes of walking. He didn’t have to say it. Just a few seconds later and I started hearing voices, one of which I immediately recognized as belonging to Erin.

      But what about the other one?

      It was high-pitched, whispery.

      And female?

      Gripping my rifle tight, my finger hovering over the trigger, I did one quick hand gesture and both Talos and Kern fell in formation right behind me.

      Doing my best to be as silent as Talos, I pushed through branches and twigs until I finally emerged in a small clearing.

      Erin was there, just a few feet ahead of me. . .

      Talking with another female of her own species.

      This one was slim and beautiful too, but my eyes barely registered her—the only thing I needed to know was if Erin was in any danger.

      “Erin,” I called to her with a low growl, carefully taking aim at the other human. If she proved to be a threat, then she wouldn’t be one for long. “Come back towards me, slowly.”

      The moment she heard my voice, Erin spun on her heels and her eyes landed on my rifle. In a fraction of a second, faster than I realized she could react, she took one step to the left and stood in my line of fire.

      “No!” she cried out. “She’s a friend. Delia.”

      I frowned, not knowing what to make of the situation.

      “You said there weren’t any other humans here,” Talos barked out, weapon still raised, still with a clear shot.

      “I didn’t know she was here.” Erin’s eyes were wide, pleading. “We found each other by accident. The same bastards that sent me here must have done the same with her.”

      Accident.

      What was another human female doing on this planet? Bastards or not, someone must have a plan. Slowly, though, I lowered my rifle and ordered the guys to do the same. Erin sighed, apparently relieved we had adopted a more casual posture.

      We wouldn’t need the rifles to destroy this female if she made a threat to our Erin, but she didn’t need to know that.

      Still, even though I had decided this new human female didn’t pose a threat by herself, I had to be sure of our surroundings. I raised one fist and, with quick motions, ordered Talos and Kern to fan out and conduct a search of the woods.

      They hadn’t taken one step away from the formation we were in when, right on the other side of the clearing, three figures stepped out from the shadows.

      Tall, as threatening and agile as the felines they resembled. I leveled my rifle on them, observing their tension, the air between us crackling with the potential for a proper fight. Adrenaline kicked in and I bared my teeth.

      Finally, I had found some worthy opponents.

      “Roth?” One of the figures asked, stepping close enough for me to recognize him. It was Axar, and with him were Zuvo and Tarnan. The three of them composed one of the best teams the Masters had ever allowed to roam this planet, and to find them here—and alive at that—was a relief.

      But what were they doing here?

      Lowering my rifle again, I stepped toward Axar and we embraced. Even if we were in different teams, I considered these three worthy of being my brothers-in-arms. We had fought side by side before, and they were both fierce and honorable.

      “It’s good to find you here,” I said, addressing the three of them. “The human woman. . .is she with you?”

      “She is. Her name is Delia,” Axar explained. “I see you found one as well.”

      Found one. Like a weapons cache or a shining stone. Perhaps they were right, to think of her as a treasure, rather than a potential threat.

      Perhaps.

      “We have.” I nodded, mind whirling. “She came from the wasteland near the northern coast.”

      “Take good care of her,” he smiled. “These humans have wonderful skills, as I hope you’re lucky enough to discover.”

      “We already did,” I said, barely hiding a grin.

      “Good,” Axar chuckled. “But don’t let that distract you from the fact that they can be very capable as well. Can you communicate with your human? Delia figured out a solution for us.”

      “We have our implants.” Tapping my skull with two fingers, I then let out a shrug. “And we found her a translator to sync with, adapt to her language. But it has limitations.”

      “Then maybe Delia can work something out.” Turning around, he called Delia. The tiny female made her way toward the two of us, acknowledging me with a nod and a smile, and listened attentively as Axar spoke. Even before he was done speaking, she was already reaching inside her bag and grabbing a tangled mess of wires, beckoning for Erin to sit with her while she examined the pendant.

      “She’ll sort you out,” Axar said. “She is a goddess of teknologi.” He looked sly. “And other things.”

      “Thank you,” I told Delia, ignoring Axar’s teasing words.

      I did not need to know what lay between him, his teammates, and this strange human woman.

      I only cared for how quickly she could adapt the translator Erin wore.

      The better we could communicate with Erin, the sooner I could find out what she’d been doing when she left us. What she’d been thinking.

      What really mattered now, though, was that Erin was safe.

      And I was hellbent on not letting her out of my sight again.
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      Delia and her companions certainly made an impression on me.

      First, there were more aliens here—of course there were. There was a whole planet to fill up, right? But why did they look so different from my guys? I thought back to what I’d been wondering before, when Kern had been asking me about teams. Fighters.

      Were humans fighters?

      Not like my guys. And not like Delia’s team, either. If I had to guess, both models had been engineered, created specifically to enhance certain abilities. Maybe to perform certain tasks. Maybe that’s what they meant about missions.

      Maybe.

      But there was still so much I didn’t know.

      We’d all moved to the larger building where the others had set up camp while Delia worked on my translator.

      “I’ve already been filling mine up with a whole dictionary’s worth of words,” she explained. “Gives it more to work with. I think that helps.”

      “Sure,” I babbled. “I’m sure you’re right.”

      But I wasn’t sure of anything. They’d turned the tiny scraps I thought I’d scavenged about this world upside down.

      It was great to see the two teams coming together, embracing like brothers after a long time apart. Despite their differences, both physically and socially, they respected each other’s skills; Delia and I had marveled at how they’d eased into conversation with one another.

      They’d gone from pleasant surprise to business talk within seconds, Talos eager to learn of what Axar and his unit had discovered throughout their travels. Judging by Talos’ reaction however, what they’d learned hadn’t been cause for celebration.

      Thanks to Delia’s magic touch with tech, I was now able to follow along. There were still gaps in what the translator could manage, but considering Delia had altered alien technology based on her own, personal device and from scratch, I couldn’t complain.

      Being able to listen more easily to the guys, no matter how spotty, was a blessing. But there was so much more I didn’t understand. And still, I was out the outside, listening in.

      As I looked on from my perch beside the campfire we’d made earlier, Delia wandered over to join me, her eyes trained on the huddle of aliens over in the far corner.

      They’d stood like that for some time now, with us women unable to do much other than wait for them to resurface.

      It wasn’t that they didn’t want us involved, but rather it was regarding their individual missions and the current state of affairs—basically matters Delia and I had no real place being involved in. We didn’t know enough about this world, about whatever was going on, to make a real contribution to the discussion.

      I knew that. I knew the voices in my head were ghosts, echoes of other discussions, other groups that I’d never felt I fit into.

      I glanced over at Delia. She was a stranger here as well. But unlike me, she was content with her new group. Hell, not just content.

      Happy.

      She’d made her decision. They accepted her, were proud of her. This was her new family.

      I sighed deeply.

      “Are you okay, Erin?” Delia queried, her brows knitting together into a beautiful fine line; even when concerned, she was lovely.

      I shrugged. “Yeah, well, I think so—I’m just not sure how I fit in here. If I do at all.” I stared at the floor, not willing to risk seeing pity in her eyes.

      “Oh, Erin,” Delia began, no doubt about to comfort and soothe me into thinking it would all be okay. But as she went to speak again, Kern strode over to us, a look of frustration covering his rugged features.

      Placing a hand on his shoulder, I leaned towards him. “Problem?” I asked, keeping my words short, not sure just how much I could trust the new, improved translator.

      He scowled at me, crestfallen.

      “Zuvo says how their plan,” Kern pointed at Delia, “Is to return to her vessel. Uyyohi.” I couldn’t make out what his last word had meant, but given how deflated he now sat, logic dictated that it wasn’t anything good.

      Turning to Delia, I silently implored her for help. Unfortunately, she had no words of comfort to offer either, nor could she deny that this was their plan.

      “I don’t know if I can do anything with it,” she shrugged. “But I have to try.”

      “But the pods,” I argued. “They’re not made for that, are they?”

      She laughed. “I don’t think so. Honestly, I didn’t get a good look at mine once I crashed. That’s part of why I want to get back, check it out. At the time, I was too busy trying not to be eaten by giant spiders.”

      Of course.

      Zuvo came over, followed by his comrades and then my band of warriors, all five of them troubled. I felt their displeasure and woes, but I also had my own to contend with—if Delia could leave, maybe I could go with her? Despite my old life having been eradicated by none other than myself, I’d be lying if I pretended I didn’t miss the simplicity of my homeworld.

      On Earth I knew where I belonged, how I could contribute to the world, even if it meant operating from within the shadows.

      Yet here I was a fledgling, new to this world and my place within it. This could be my only chance to escape from this planet for the foreseeable future, but that meant doing so without Roth, Kern, and Talos by my side.

      My thoughts whirled.

      I’d left them, true, but with every step, the more I regretted it.

      It was Talos who spoke next, his voice terse. “We have our plan and they theirs. Kern, we can’t change this.” It was obvious Kern wanted to argue back, but Talos didn’t look to be in the debating mood.

      The mood quickly became somber and tense, nobody sure where else to steer the conversation; lines had been drawn and we were on different sides. We weren’t enemies but we weren’t friends with a common goal. Again, my mind raced with questions of what to do.

      “We can’t change their minds,” added Roth, both addressing Kern and the group before turning to Axar. “Hyatahesi, Iginvii.”

      “Hyatahesi, Iginvii,” repeated Axar, nodding to Roth and then the others.

      I was mesmerized by this brief exchange of words, words which felt weighed and meaningful, and had ultimately ended our meeting.

      Axar beckoned for Delia to join him and his friends as they started to pack up their few supplies. Even though I knew Delia must leave, it felt was too soon for me to say my goodbyes.

      She must have felt the same, as she grabbed my hand tightly, our eyes meeting as we looked at one enough, both of us emotional that this farewell had come so quickly.

      “No matter what, there’s a place on my ship if you want it.” The tears started to fall now, neither of us able to hold it together any longer. “I mean it, Erin. You don’t have to stay here if you don’t want to. I don’t know if I can break the gravity well, much less get back through the wormhole, but I’m going to try.”

      Delia was right, of course. I didn’t have to stay and I didn’t owe anything to my saviors. Yet as she walked away and they looked from her to me, I could tell they were concerned I might leave.

      I had once, just hours ago.

      I might again.

      Kern looked most worried of all, though Talos was also trying to pretend to not be watching me carefully. Meanwhile, Roth remained stony and prickly. I got the feeling I’d hurt his pride most of all.

      He was such a proud warrior, a noble beast whatever his origin, for me to be keen on leaving must have seemed like a reflection of my feelings towards him. Towards all of them.

      And suddenly my mind was clear.

      It wasn’t just that they needed to accept me. I needed to accept them as well.

      I ran to Delia’s side, and her face lit up. “You’re coming with us?”

      Shaking my head, I hugged her. “No. I’m going to stay. Whatever this is between us, I want to figure it out.”

      The silent presence of the men behind me made the air heavy.

      “Axar says they’re good men, good warriors,” Delia sniffed, her eyes shining with tears. “I know they’ll take care of you.” She hugged me tightly, whispered in my ear. “It’ll work out. Just give it a chance.”

      “We are returning to the sub-station,” Roth announced. A long pause. “Will you come?” He held one hand out towards me, carefully not looking my way.

      It would be my choice.

      And now I was ready to make it.

      “Yes.”

      I slid my hand into his, and without looking back at Delia and her pack, we filed back through the strangely silent woods to the small building I’d crept away from, just hours ago.

      Kern built up a fire.

      “You should try to get some sleep before the morning,” Roth said, his face still closed. The men removed their armored breast plates, but stood as stiffly as if they’d worn platemail.

      This wouldn’t work. I’d made everything worse. But instead of running, this time I’d take the initiative. I’d hurt them with my actions. Words wouldn’t do.

      But I had a suspicion of what might.

      Taking feather light steps, my movements soft, I went to Talos; out of everyone around the campfire, he was the only one who looked slightly welcoming of my approach. I placed my hand on his chest, just over where I could feel his heart beating, the rhythm slow but steady.

      Splaying my fingers out to cover more of him, I lightly rubbed my fingertips against his skin, feeling his heartbeat speed up.

      Not as unaffected as he wanted to be.

      I took a step back from him so that I could remove my clothes. In a teasingly slow performance, I undressed for them, their eyes hungrily taking me in as I first exposed my breasts, the soft nipples starting to peak in the cool air, and then the mound of curly red hair between my thighs.

      Stepping out from the pile of clothes I’d left, I moved back towards Talos, pressing my bare breasts against him.

      He stirred at the sudden contact, the bulge in his trousers growing more noticeable the longer we touched. My hand drifted down to his crotch, my palm flat to his hardening length as I started to rub him; a murmur escaped his lips as they parted.

      I wasn’t fully decided on where my future was headed, whether it was on or off of this planet, but I had decided on one thing.

      My future was with them.

      Starting with Talos. His dark brooding nature an enigma I wanted to crack open and explore.

      “Talos,” I sighed. “Take me.” No words came in reply, but I felt him flex beneath his trousers as his hands moved closer to me.
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      Her words didn’t make sense, but my body knew what they meant. My heart raced inside my chest, pumping boiling blood to between my legs. The moment she rested the palm of her hand on my trousers, I grew painfully hard in a fraction of a second.

      Without taking her eyes off mine, she curled her fingers around my hard cock and squeezed it softly, her whole body tensing up. . .just like mine.

      Allowing my hands to go around her waist, I let my fingers fall over the curve of her ass and dug my fingers into her flesh, pulling her against me. She came forward easily, pressing her breasts against my chest, and I grew mad with desire.

      I took one hand to the nape of her neck and, tangling my fingers on her hair, held her head and leaned into her. Her eyelids fluttered closed, her lips parting as they prepared to meet mine.

      I crushed my mouth against hers then, my tongue dancing with hers, and held her so tightly that it was if we had become one.

      She stroked my cock over the fabric of my trousers, her movements rhythmic. My breathing grew harder and out of control, the desire that coursed through my veins unleashing hell upon my biology.

      “Erin,” I whispered against her lips, enjoying the way her name rolled off my tongue. She let out a small moan as she heard her name tumbling from my lips, and then threw her head back and bared her neck.

      Without a moment’s hesitation, I let my tongue run down the delicate shape of her neck, savoring her smooth skin, and then I simply kept on going further down. My lips climbed over the rising curve of her right breast, and I only stopped when I felt her hard nipple against the tip of my tongue.

      “Talos,” she moaned softly. Sucking her nipple into my mouth, I ran my tongue around it in small circles, enjoying the way her tiny pleasure bud seemed to make her moans grow louder and louder, her strokes becoming more erratic with each passing second.

      Then, suddenly, she released my cock and hooked her fingers on my pants. An ecstatic growl rising from the back of her throat, she unfastened them, pulling my pants down to my ankles with a vicious movement. I kicked my boots off in a hurry and looked Erin in the eyes.

      She held her breath.

      Her eyes wandered from mine, the expression on her face changed as she finally focused on my hard cock. I had never come across a male human but, if I had to guess, I’d say they couldn’t compare to my size and girth.

      For a split second, I thought that would be a bad thing, but when I saw a grin tug at the corner of Erin’s lips I realized it was just the opposite.

      “Goodness,” she whispered softly, already reaching for my cock with outstretched fingers. I stopped her before she could touch me, wrapping my fingers around her tiny wrist and holding her hand in place.

      “No,” I shook my head, my heart punching and kicking against my ribcage. “I need to taste you first.”

      She seemed slightly surprised at my words, but didn’t resist when I grabbed her hand and led the way toward a soft patch of grass just a few yards away from the spot we stood on.

      My mouth venturing to her breasts once more, I went down on one knee and allowed the tip of my tongue to continue down to her belly as she stood before me. Only then did I pull away, my eyes focused on the pink patch of soft skin between her legs. With my both my hands on her ass, her curves the perfect size against my palms, I pulled her to me.

      Leaning forward, I reached for the smooth folds between her legs and used the tip of my tongue to run up their length. I made it all the way to a small pleasure bud at the top, and the way her whole body shivered and trembled was all I needed to know that she was enjoying it. I redoubled my efforts, using my tongue as a whip against her clit.

      Losing all control, she ran her hands through my hair, yanking viciously as she pushed her wetness against me. Knowing exactly what she wanted me to do, I opened my mouth wide and pressed it against her pussy, the sweet taste of her juices making whatever rational thought my mind still harbored burn up.

      Grabbing her by one wrist I pulled her down on the soft grass. Nestled between her legs, I brought my mouth down on her pussy once more and flicked my tongue against her clit over and over again, the sway of her hips growing fiercer with each passing second.

      “So good,” she breathed out, repeating those words over and over again, the sound of her voice carried away by a gentle breeze. With her wet folds pressed tightly against my lips, I simply let the wild animal inside me take over and I did what I wanted to do ever since I first laid eyes on her—I devoured her.

      My tongue and lips worked together incessantly and, when her whole body tensed up, I knew I had succeeded in driving her up to the edge of pleasure’s cliff. She exploded with a mighty scream and grabbed me by the horns, ensuring I wouldn’t be able to move as she come.

      Not that I would’ve wanted to move—there was nothing quite like having her come against my mouth, the nectar that dripped down her folds the sweetest thing I had ever tasted.

      When she finally let go of my horns, her whole body became limp and she let out one final moan. I thought that would be it for her, that she had become so exhausted she would fall asleep right away, but I was mistaken.

      Propping herself up with her two elbows, she sucked in a deep breath and looked me straight in the eyes.

      “Now’s my turn,” she said, and this time her meaning was crystal clear. My whole body felt electric as she went up on her knees and moistened her lips, her eyes focused on the tip of my cock.

      “Your turn,” I repeated after her, already imagining how her warm lips would feel when wrapped around my cock.

      “What about my turn?” I heard a voice say to my left, and I spun on my heels to see Kern stepping out of the shadows, a grin dancing on his lips.

      “I can multitask,” Erin said with a soft chuckle and, even though I wasn’t sure of the meaning behind her last word, it didn’t take a genius to figure out what was going through her head.
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      The moment Kern stepped out of the shadows, my heart almost exploded.

      Talos had made me come so hard that I wanted to return the favor, but Kern’s arrival meant that our little party was only getting started.

      I wanted more. I needed more.

      Right now, I felt like anything but a mouse. More like an insatiable lion.

      Pushing myself up to my feet, I finger-combed my hair with my right hand and then turned to face Kern. He held his breath as I traced the contour of his pectorals with my fingertips. Just like Talos, Kern’s body was a true marvel, each muscle on his body carefully chiseled to perfection.

      “How bad do you want to join in?” I teased him, allowing my right hand to roam down his chest and further down, only stopping when I pressed my palm against the growing shape that strained against his trousers. “Oh, this bad? Good.”

      Without another word, he shucked his trousers and boots, standing fully naked before me, cock proudly stiff.

      And large. And very, very not human.

      Electricity crackled under my skin as I saw it throb, the tiny ridges that ran across its length somehow coming alive. I ached to have him inside of me, stretching me wide while those ridges brushed against my inner walls over and over again.

      “I haven’t forgotten about you,” I said, looking at Talos as I reached for his cock. I wrapped my fingers around it once more and did the same thing with Kern. With their cocks throbbing against my fingers, I let out a small moan as they closed in on me, pressing their warm bodies against mine.

      Closing my eyes, I started stroking them as fast as I could, enjoying the way my fingers ran up and down their whole length, the strange sensation almost overwhelming.

      “I need you,” Kern growled suddenly and, with both hands on my hips, he forced me back down onto the grass. He followed after me in a hurry, using his large hands to man handle me. He laid down, pulling me to straddle him, my knees on either side of his waist.

      “And I need you,” I repeated, my heart tightening as I pressed my wet folds against the side of his cock, trapping it between both our bodies.

      Grinding against his cock, I smeared it with my own juices, enjoying the look of pure madness taking over Kern’s face. The most laid back member of the team, he now looked as fierce and determined as the others.

      Grinning, his eyes burning with a kind of all-consuming hunger, Kern grabbed me by the waist and lifted me up just a few inches. I reached forward and grabbed both his horns, managing to keep my back straight and not fall on top of him. Still holding my body as if I was as light as a feather, Kern then lowered me over his cock, my eyes rolling back as I felt the tip of his hard member parting my inner folds.

      He lowered me over his length as slowly as he could, and I felt a fire start consuming my body from the inside out as his thickness started pushing my inner walls back. With each inch of his that he fed me, with every one of those ridges, my moans and cries of pleasures grew more and more intense, and I suddenly realized that I was doing too much moaning. . .after all, I had promised Talos my mouth.

      “Talos,” I breathed out, struggling to get the words past my gritted teeth. Kern kept on lowering and raising me over his cock, fucking me in a way that was almost too perfect to describe, and that made it almost impossible to think, let alone to speak.

      It was a good thing that we were becoming better at interpreting each other’s body cues. Without needing further instructions, Talos stood to the side and, grabbing his cock with one hand, angled it down until it was level with my mouth.

      Smiling, I closed my eyes and opened my mouth wide. The moment I felt the tip of his cock weighing my tongue down, I rolled my lips down his whole length and only stopped when I felt the smooth skin at the base. It was in that exact moment that Kern let go of my hips and, thrusting up, drove his massive cock deep into my pussy.

      With one cock lodged deep inside my pussy, and other pressing hard against the back of my throat, I felt as if I had died and gone to heaven.

      “So good,” Kern growled again, bringing me back to reality.

      Once he let go of me, I was back in control. I seized the opportunity. Swaying my back in a twisting motion, I rode him in the same steady rhythm I was using as I bobbed my head and sucked Talos’ cock. It took some ability to do these two things at the same time, but I rose to the challenge.

      I continued until my muscles began feeling as heavy as cement, and then I kept going some more. Beads of sweat trickled down my forehead and back, my hair already plastered to my cheeks, but that just made the experience even better.

      I moved as if my whole body was on fire, and it didn’t take long before I felt that growing tension inside me once more. My insides clenched, and my blood felt as if it had started boiling inside my veins. Even my brain felt as if it was on fire and turning to mush inside my skull, and I realized just how close I was to coming once more.

      Popping Talos’ cock out of my mouth, I let out a vicious scream as my pussy tightened around Kern’s cock, pleasure shooting up my spine like thunder. My thoughts bounced against the walls of my skull, and if anyone had asked me for my name right then I wouldn’t have been able to recall.

      “Perfect,” Kern whispered softly, stroking my cheek with the back of his hand as my swaying motion slowly eased down. While before he had been mad with desire, now there was a certain softness on his eyes, almost as if somehow this was more than just physical to him. I offered him a tiny little smile, one that let him know I was far from being done with them, and then turned my head to the side and looked up at Talos.

      He stood close to me, slowly stroking his cock with one hand as his eyes devoured the shape of my naked body.

      For someone as reserved as he, it amazed me to see him lose control.

      I wanted to see him lose all control.

      And I wanted to do it now.
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      I looked up at Erin, her expression a blend of exhaustion and ecstasy. I almost felt sorrowful that this little moment was about to be over.

      Except I was wrong.

      All Erin needed was to take a couple of deep breaths and, after running one hand through her hair, she looked like a brand new woman. Her expression softened as new energy washed over her, and I couldn’t help but groan as she resumed the swaying motion of her hips. She was so tight that I had to control my breathing in order not to come right away, her inner walls hugging my hardness so perfectly that it took all my willpower not to surrender to the perfect storm of an incoming orgasm.

      “I want you to fuck me,” she said and, even though her words were hard to understand, I knew exactly what she was asking of me. “I want you to fuck me hard. As hard as you can.”

      I was eager to obey.

      Pushing her off me, I rolled to the side on the grass and quickly knelt behind her. I reached forward and, hooking my fingers on her thighs, pulled her up until she was on all-fours, her drenched pussy demanding all of my attention.

      “She’s perfect, brother,” Talos said, his voice heavy and brimming with desire.

      “Yes, she is,” I said, reaching forward and brushing my fingertips over the pink folds of her pussy. They were slick with her sweet juices, and I couldn’t stop myself from bringing my now drenched fingers to my mouth and sucking them dry. For a fraction of a second, I almost felt envious of Talos. He had tasted her, devoured her, and I wanted—needed—the same.

      Later.

      There was, of course, something more pressing I had to do.

      Erin had asked something of me, after all.

      Pulling back from her, her juices dripping down my chin, I grabbed my cock and closed in on her. Rubbing the tip of my hardness against her folds, I decided to tease her before thrusting. I kept my tip pressed against her entrance but never allowed my length to slide deep inside her, even though she tried to thrust back and impale herself on my cock. I wanted her mad with pleasure before that happened.

      Perhaps deciding he had had enough of watching me ravish Erin’s body, Talos walked around us and stood in front of her, his cock trapped between his fingers. He didn’t have to say a word. The moment he stood in front of Erin, she craned her neck and reached for him, rolling her lips down his full length as she had done before. She moaned as she did it, the sound of it trapped inside her throat, and that broke whatever resistance I still had.

      Unable to control myself, I simply thrusted with all my might and sheathed my cock up to the hilt inside her. With her on all fours, my reach deepened. Her intensified moaning told me she enjoyed that little detail just as much as I had.

      Her body swayed back and forth as I drove into her and to prevent her from tumbling forward onto the ground, I hooked my fingers on her thighs and held her in place as I fucked her.

      Her scent. Her taste. The smoothness of her skin. The quivering sound of her moans. The way she pushed back against me and slammed her ass cheeks against my thighs. The way she moaned as she devoured Talos’ cock, bobbing her head back and forth without caring about how exhausted she was. Even her sweat, tiny little beads that trickled down her spine, were nothing but a pure expression of how perfect she was.

      Before us, Talos stiffened, knotting his fingers in her hair as he arched his back, eagerly unloading in her hot mouth. She groaned, and it only spurred me to drive harder into her.

      Reaching around her waist, I pressed two fingers against her clit as I kept on fucking her, and that made her roll her lips off of Talos’ barely softened cock.

      “Fuck!” she cried out, her voice exploding in the air like gunfire.

      Talos, to his credit, didn’t mind that her mouth was no longer on his cock. Instead, he knelt in front of her and, resting two fingers under her chin, forced her to look into his eyes before he leaned in and kissed her.

      To see it happen in front of me was as odd as it was satisfying. While we were used to sharing, and never allowed feelings of dominance and possessiveness to come between the bond we shared as brothers-in-arms, I had never seen Talos act like this before.

      Somehow, Erin was becoming more than just the object of our raw lust. She was tugging at the bonds that made a team out of us, and she was weaving them into something far stronger than I could’ve ever imagined.

      Focused on making Erin come once more, Talos kept on kissing her as he reached for her swaying breasts and started caressing her nipples with a kind of gentleness that was unlike him. She moaned against his lips, enjoying his gentleness, but that didn’t stop her from keeping on moving.

      Fucking her until my whole body felt as if it were on fire, even my horns throbbing with the intensity of the experience, I kept on driving my cock deep into her until she simply couldn’t take it anymore. Her warm pussy tightened like a vice around my hardness, and her whole body tensed up as erotic energy pooled inside every fiber of her being.

      Knowing she only needed one final push to tumble down into an ocean of pleasure, I rammed my cock deep inside her as hard as I could, roaring my pleasure to the stars above us as I filled her with my seed.

      Shuddering, she fell forward, laying on top of Talos as every single muscle in her body twitched, her teeth gritted so tightly I could almost hear her grinding them together.

      Talos and I held her against us as she came. For a moment, I remembered just how frail and delicate she was. With one hand under her head, I cradled her against my chest and let her climax against my naked body, the sweet agony engraved on her face the purest thing I had ever witnessed.

      She lay still for a moment, her chest rising and falling fast, and only after almost a full minute did her eyelids flutter open. Looking up at me, she stroked my cheek kindly and then looked at Talos.

      “Perfect,” she said, saying it in the exact same way I had done before. “That’s what this was. Absolute perfection.”

      “Yes,” Talos and I said in unison. To watch her climax, and to know we were behind it. . .

      Yes, that was absolute perfection.
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      For a moment, I might have lost consciousness.

      Trapped between Talos’ and Kern’s naked bodies, the warmth of their skin seeping into mine, I felt more comfortable and safe than ever in my entire life. Pleasure still coursed through my veins, but now it was tempered by a feeling of intimacy I didn’t know I could experience with them.

      And still, Roth’s gaze burned my skin.

      He’d held himself apart from all of this.

      From every moan and cry.

      He’d watched. Waited.

      I shivered for a moment.

      Would I ever be able to break back through to him, or had I ruined what might have grown between us when I ran away?

      Oh.

      His eyes were like two smoldering coals, and suddenly I realized it was passion, not anger. No. . .he had seen me in the throes of pleasure, my voice echoing throughout the woods that surrounded us, and he simply wanted to be a part of it.

      That was fine with me.

      I felt exactly the same.

      Shivering in a new way, I felt pinned to the ground as Roth stalked towards me, kicking his boots off, stepping out of his pants, his eyes never leaving mine.

      In a few long strides he stood over us.

      Or, really, over me. Talos and Kern had moved to the side, making way for Roth.

      But he didn’t go any further. Didn’t make another move to touch me.

      Just watched me with burning eyes.

      Well, then.

      Moistening my lips with the tip of my tongue, I allowed my eyes to wander to his cock and I had to make a conscious effort not to start laughing like a maniac.

      Here I was, stranded on a faraway planet that was dying, and I didn’t care one bit about any of that. All I cared about were the three aliens that had saved me and comforted me when I burst onto this planet, just a helpless woman that probably wouldn’t have survived long without their assistance.

      And somehow, if we could make this work, the four of us might do more than just survive.

      Holding Roth’s gaze, I brought one hand down to my pussy and carefully ran one fingertip down the length of my folds. Then as slowly as possible, I slide that one finger deep inside and let out a small moan.

      When I slid the finger back out, I brought it up to my mouth and sucked it dry, enjoying the way my own juices tasted as they coated my tongue.

      His eyes grew darker with anticipation, and I felt like a cliff diver right before she launches her body flying through the air and into the ocean, my muscles tense and ready. I had experienced Talos, and I had experienced Kern. . .

      Now that Roth was here, I wanted to experience it all.

      “Are you just going to stand there and look?” I teased him, and the dam broke.
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      My brain had shut down. My ability to function lost.

      I laid my hands on her hips without ever taking my eyes off hers, raised her to her feet. She was all I could see.

      “You’re ours,” I breathed out, fully knowing that somehow, Erin had become indispensable to our team. But it was more than just about the group.

      Even though I knew Kern and Talos’ claims were as valid as mine, I couldn’t stop myself from saying the words that burned in my throat. “You’re mine.”

      “Prove it,” she said, her voice brimming with that sweet wickedness only Erin was capable of. It was hard to believe such an innocent looking being, so delicate, so pure looking, could hold such a wild streak—she was both an angel and a devil.

      “I will.” Pulling her against me, I kissed her with a kind of hunger that was new to me.

      Her berry lips fit against mine perfectly. My body hardened painfully. How that was possible, I had no idea. I’d already felt more than full in my size, the possibility of growing even more rigid seemingly the work of fiction, and yet here I was with a bulge so extreme it was hard for me to ignore. “I will prove it as many times as you want.”

      With that, I reached between her legs and cupped her pussy, smiling as I felt her inner thighs slick with her own juices. How many times had she already come? And did it matter? No, it didn’t matter one bit, because now that I was here the orgasm she would have would be the final one.

      I grabbed her by the waist and lifted her further up. She reacted on pure instinct, lacing her legs around my waist, and I took a few steps forward until I had her pinned against the smooth surface of the courtyard wall. She gasped upon impact, but that gasp was replaced by a moan as I drove my cock deep inside her pussy.

      I did it with one single thrust, fully knowing that she was more than ready to experience all I had to offer her. As she threw her head back, I grinned as I watched her eyes roll back, and I immediately got busy building a vicious rhythm.

      Needing Erin’s orgasm to obliterate whatever experience she’d had before, I glanced at Kern and Talos and invited them to join us. They hurried to my side and  laid their mouths against her neck and started exploring every curve of hers as I fucked her relentlessly.

      I could have enjoyed myself without them, all three of us knew that, but it wouldn’t have been nearly as fun as watching her being pulled apart by us all at once. Although it was my cock pushing ever deeper into her, it was all of us who were taking her apart, molding her to our wills, and turning her into our slave.

      She cried out her pleasure in such an intense way that I knew anyone in the region would be able to hear us, but I didn’t care about it. If anyone dared to come and investigate, I would just kill them all. Right now, the only thing that mattered was the woman in front of me, and her pleasure was my mission.

      Keeping my eyes open, I watched as Kern sucked on her right nipple. Talos reached for her ass and, using her own juices, slid one finger inside her entrance. Her whole body tensed and, as I thrust one final time, she came undone.

      She was no longer moaning or crying out.

      She was screaming.

      Her pleasure became as violent as a furious storm, and that was enough to set me off. Still with my cock buried deep inside of her, I gritted my teeth and held my breath, thunder and lightning climbing up the length of my cock only to become a gushing river as I exploded inside Erin.

      None of us moved for a long moment.

      The four of us remained still, just trying to catch our breaths, and I only lowered Erin when her eyelids fluttered open. She looked exhausted, yes, but there was also a look of pure bliss on her face, one that I wanted engraved on my brain.

      We all sat together, the warmth of our naked bodies like a protective blanket, and I realized that whatever I felt toward Erin had to do with more than just sex. I wanted for her to remain with us, I wanted for her to be a part of the group, and I wanted her to show her just how much I could offer.

      As she fell asleep against my chest, my arms wrapped around her delicate body, I looked at Kern and Talos. “She’ll stay with us,” I said. “We’ll protect her, but more than that. I want to make her one of our own.”

      “As one of the team?” Talos asked cautiously, and I could tell he wanted my response to be a positive one.

      “Yes,” I found myself nodding. “In due time, she’ll became one of us.”
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      In the morning we set out. A light mist had risen, turning everything to haze

      As the deep greens of the jungle closed around us I couldn't help but look back at the little building.

      It wasn't home, that's for sure.

      I wasn't even entirely certain what the original purpose of it had been. But in its walls I'd made my decisions. Chosen my new life. That was worth remembering.

      “Did you forget something?” Kern asked.

      I rolled my eyes at his serious expression. “Not a lot to forget.” I smiled up at him. “Just remembering a few things.”

      His own smile was wicked. “We’ll have lots of opportunities to make new memories, Erin.”

      Whoa. The heat in his words shouldn't be enough to send that kind of adrenaline through my body. Not this early in the morning, not when I was still a bit sore from our activities of the previous night.

      Which was a shame because as the day wore on I could have used that adrenaline.

      Or coffee.

      Or an umbrella.

      “Step-by-step, Mouse,” I muttered to myself.

      We'd been tramping through the forest for half a day. While at first it was kind of interesting, alien planet after all, now it was just exhausting. The last few hours had been an endless slog as the light mist of the morning had turned into a steady drizzle.

      Not enough to clear the air of the heavy humidity, or make a lovely lightning show. Just enough to make it miserable as the ground grew muddy and sticky, pulling at my thin slippers.

      The guys slowed their pace, they must have, because I couldn't imagine such a minor thing as a little rain really slowing them down.

      But they didn't complain. Just waited as once again I pulled one of my shoes out of the mud.

      And the humming started again.

      Shit.

      I grabbed the pendant of the translator. I still didn't know how it worked. Delia had tried to explain something about neural interfaces and generative learning abilities and who knows what else to me while she had adjusted things.

      She might as well have been speaking whatever language it was translating from for all the sense it made.

      “Guys? I think we have a problem.”

      When Roth had put the pendant on me, it'd made a deep noise in my head, just like this. A hum that no one else could hear.

      Apparently that was the translator syncing up with me, something like that at least.

      That time I'd hit the floor, hard. I didn't really feel like taking a nap in the mud.

      Guys?

      But then I noticed. Whatever this noise was, they could hear it, too.

      With a sudden screech a flock of bright orange birds burst from the tree to the left of us, making me jump.

      Talos wrapped an arm around me.

      “What's going on?” I whispered.

      “I'm unsure,” came the grave voice. “I would almost think—”

      The rumble started, so low I felt it in my belly before I heard it.

      “Move,” Roth commanded. “Get her out of here.”

      Talos swung me into his arms and dashed through the trees with a speed I’d never thought their massive bodies could manage, until with a bang the trees around us fell, and he was knocked off his feet by the impact.

      His arms wrapped around me, making a cage, saving me from the tree that fell on us both.

      “What the hell is going on?” I shrieked, no longer interested in whispering.

      “Quake,” was his short answer. “But this isn't the region for them.”

      We stayed under the tree until the tremors died down.

      “What about the others?” My heart clenched. “We don't know where they are and it could've—”

      Talos snorted. “They'll be fine. Trust me, they always are.” He shifted slightly. “Now, do you think you're small enough to work through those branches?”

      It took long minutes to crawl through the densely packed limbs.

      “I think one tree must've fallen on top of another,” I called back. “But I think I'm almost out.”

      “Good.”

      I finally emerged into the newly bright day and gasped. A line of felled trees ran through the forest, almost straight to where we were.

      “I'm out,” I shouted.

      Looking back the way I’d come, I tried to figure out where Talos was.

      Oh no.

      I could see the back of one of his legs. By the trunk. He kept the trunk off me and I hadn't even realized that we were anything more than tangled in the branches.

      “Are you all right?” I shouted, frantic now.

      “How far back are you standing?” was his only answer.

      “Ummmm. . .” I looked around. “Pretty far back? I'm not sure?”

      I've never been good with eyeballing measurements. Seriously, who needed to do that? Apparently, I could add that to the list of skills that I need to work on.

      “Back away further.”

      I did what I was told. All I could see was the felled trunks shift slightly and then with a mighty shout it was thrown away.

      And Talos slowly rose to his feet.

      The way clear now, I rushed back to him. “That was, that was terrifying. And incredible. And—”

      He pulled me back into his arms, pressed a sweet kiss on my forehead.

      “Really, we're tougher than you think.”

      I melted into his chest, taking a moment just to listen to his steady heartbeat.

      “Come on, let's find the others.” He got to his feet, dusted himself off and then reached through the scattered leaves and twigs to find his pack. “I'm sure they're worried about you.”

      But when we got back, there was more trouble than he’d expected.

      I saw Roth first. “You’re all right!” I called, running to him.

      He caught me in his arms, scrutinized my face and wiped away a smear of mud from my cheek. “Of course I am,” he grumbled. “However.” His eyes met Talos’.

      I froze. “However?”

      Both turned and I realized that in my joy to see him unharmed I hadn't noticed that he stood at the edge of a ravine.

      “That wasn’t here before,” I muttered, stupidly.

      “No,” Roth said. “And while getting around it isn't a problem, that is.” He pointed down into the ravine.

      I gasped. There, on a thin rocky ledge jutting from the wall, lay Kern.

      Very, very still.

      “Can he get out on his own?” I whispered.

      “Maybe.” Roth didn't look away. “But there’s no telling when the next tremor will come.”

      Right, aftershocks. I knew that.

      “Something must've hit his head just right, we don't usually go out that easily,” Talos grumbled.

      “I don’t think he did it on purpose,” I argued.

      “Probably not,” Roth said. “Especially because it will give us something to tease him about for years.”

      I ran my hands over my face. “You can tease him later. For now, what's the plan?”

      “Well, now that you are back, I’ll lower Talos down to the ledge. He can make a sling for Kern and—”

      “No.” I shook my head. “No way. While he's doing that, the ledge would have to support two of you guys. Do you have any idea how big you are?”

      Roth looked confused. “Of course I do.”

      “Do you really think that ledge can safely support your combined weight?” I bit my lip. “I'll go down.”

      “Out of the question,” they snapped in unison.

      “Of all of us, who is less likely to trigger that ledge to collapse? Who would be easier to lower down?”

      “And it'll be faster.” I continued, not seeing any break in their stony faces. “With both of you up here pulling Kern up, you'll have him back on solid ground in half the time, right?”

      Talos nodded slowly. “She does have a point.”

      “I have lots of points,” I shouted. “I'm right.”

      Roth shook his head. “That's not the plan.”

      “That's because your plan is stupid,” I insisted.

      Roth stiffened. “I am not accustomed to having my soldiers argue with orders.”

      “Then it’s a good thing I'm not one of your soldiers,” I hissed. “Now can we do this thing before another tremor comes and knocks Kern off that shelf?”

      “We'll talk about this later,” he promised darkly.

      But he knew I was right.

      The felled trees made it easy to pull off long lengths of vine, and quickly they had a makeshift rope braided and wrapped around a tree.

      Roth then wrapped it around his own waist while Talos finished the second line and dropped the looped end over the edge to pool by Kern’s slack form.

      “I'm really worried about him,” I muttered.

      “I know,” Roth answered. “To be honest, I am a bit as well. I would not have expected a head injury last this long.”

      He reached for my cheek again, any anger he still had that my arguing with his orders forgotten, temporarily at least. “You will be careful,” he insisted.

      I nodded, throat dry. “I will.”

      “Alright little one,” Talos said. “Down you go.”

      The vines cut into the backs of my legs and under my arms where the guys had tightly knotted me into the harness. Maybe this was a bit of Roth’s displeasure coming out. But I'd be able to move enough, be able to sling the loop they'd made in the second line under Kern’s arms.

      I hoped.

      Foot by foot Talos and the Roth lowered me. I tried to keep my hands and feet from touching the wall. Even if another tremor didn't come, it wouldn't take much to trigger a mudslide.

      Don't think about it, Mouse, just one job to do right now.

      So I stayed still, tucked up in my harness, as Kern’s body grew closer.

      Finally, close enough that I could see the rise and fall of his chest. The ice around my heart loosened.

      Lower still.

      “I'm here,” I called up. “I can reach him.”

      Slowly I wound the loop around one arm; his body limp, heavier than I'd imagined.

      Shit.

      I couldn't reach the other arm. It was twisted under his body. I'd have to put my weight on the ledge, hope it would hold us both just long enough. Carefully I brought my foot down, curled my toes in for purchase and swung myself over Kern.

      “Come on big guy, wake up. Be all right,” I muttered while I pulled and tugged, finally freeing his arm and sliding it through the loop.

      Now, just to get it over his head.

      Oh crap. And his horns.

      You would think I wouldn’t have forgotten about the horns.

      You would think that after less than a week on an alien planet I would be still pretty aware of everything that made everything around me alien.

      But my guys had become, well just my guys. And their horns were just a part of them. And now they were going to be unpleasantly inconvenient part of them.

      It took three times as long as I’d expected to work the loop over his shoulders, and gently over his horns before I was sure he was safely caught.

      “Alright,” I called up to Talos, holding the line. “Give it a tug.”

      Slowly the line went taught, and then millimeter by millimeter, Kern’s torso rose from the ledge.

      “It’s working,” I shouted. “Go on!”

      His legs swung over the edge, and it began to crumble.

      “A little faster guys,” I called up, trying to keep my voice even.

      For a second Kern hung almost entirely off the ledge and my heart stopped. What if I hadn’t done it right? What if I hadn't gotten the loop around him, what if he slid free?

      And then there was no time for thinking because the ledge crumbled and before I could even get the scream out from my throat who were both hauled up, out of the ravine and onto the flat ground.

      Talos ripped the vines from me and held me tightly. “You will not be doing that again,” he said.

      I wrapped my arms around his waist. “Only if I need to.”

      He grunted. I decided to take that as acceptance.

      I turned away from Talos’ broad chest to see Roth kneeling over Kern’s form.

      “Will he be okay?”

      “Soon enough.” Roth reached into his pack and broke open a small vial under Kern’s nose.

      Slowly he coughed, until he rose to a half-sitting position, balanced on his elbows. “What, what hit us?” Kern groaned.

      Roth snorted. “From the size of the lump on your skull, I'd say a rock got you right at the base of the horns.”

      “A boulder, maybe,” Kern argued. “Right.” He took a deep breath, then another, then staggered to his feet while Roth watched, waited. “I’m ready,” he announced with just a wince. “Let’s get going.”
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      I called a halt to our march far earlier than planned, almost as soon as we were out of the quake-devastated area.

      “I’m fine,” grumbled Kern.

      I glanced at Erin, her face looking tired and pinched.

      “Actually, I really do need to sit,” Kern said loudly. “Erin, can you look and see if the bump is getting bigger?”

      “You big baby,” she teased, leaning over where he’d perched on a low rock. She gnawed at her lower lip. “It’s going down, actually. Almost entirely healed.”

      “I don’t believe it.” Kern swung her into his lap. “Let me check your eyes.”

      She giggled, and I relaxed a bit.

      Kern would be fine by morning. We all healed quickly, and it had only been by an odd stroke of ill-luck that anything had managed to crack his thick skull.

      And Erin, well, she’d get stronger. Until then, we’d keep things easy.

      A kind of sweet peace I’d longed for, but never identified, swept through me. As if wind could blow through the skin. Looking at her, smelling her, these were all delights I’d never imagined before meeting her.

      “I’m going to head out, check the perimeter and see if I can catch some dinner,” Talos said quietly.

      “I’ll keep an eye on things here,” I agreed, then clasped his shoulder as he faded into the brush.

      Chances were good we’d never talk about this afternoon. But I know he’d been as terrified as I.

      We could have lost him. Lost her.

      Erin laughed at one of Kern’s jokes and her voice touched me deep inside.

      But we didn’t.

      I smiled, turned my thoughts to gathering wood. Focusing on the simple tasks, making the branches into small kindling, I grounded my mind and settled my body.

      I’d heard about drugs, in whispers and rumors. I’d never really understood. I might, now. Her scent seemed to slither across my skin, from feet away. She sat joking with Kern yet her delight lived in my fingers as if we still shared each other’s embrace.

      Holding back was one of the hardest things I’d ever had to do. I knew we needed food, fire and rest. The aching between my legs knew nothing of the urgency of survival. It wanted to be sated and the rest of me wished nothing more than to indulge it.

      I broke a few sticks into light pieces and set them, striking a spark at the bottom of the pyramid. The flames moved up through the twigs and caught. I watched the budding fire carefully to ensure it wouldn’t go out.

      Kern told her another joke, gesturing and bobbing his head. She laughed, possibly more entertained by his antics than the joke itself. He’d been talking quite rapidly and there was no way the translator could be keeping up.

      As I listened, I looked about the camp, watching for Talos. Hopefully he hadn’t gone far to find food. Keeping our needs met had become increasingly harder, but with luck he’d return with a decent feed.

      Kern and Erin, still laughing, moved closer to the fire. Erin looked appreciatively at my small pyramid of flakey wood and the flames leaping within it.

      “How did you do that?” she asked me, leaning over my shoulder.

      “I just scraped my knife under it, on the rock.” I replied.

      She vocalized something that sounded like ‘badass’ and then a string of short words. When I cocked my head to the side, she let out that ringing, full throated laughter I’ve learned to love.

      “I’m sorry, Roth. Did I talk too fast for you?”

      “A little, yes.”

      “She said, you’re a badass, Roth.” Kern grinned at me.

      “Bad. . .ass?” The combination of words made no sense to me, even though I understood them in a rudimentary fashion.

      “I’m so sorry, Roth,” she giggled. “I know that must be confusing for you. Sometimes in our human language we put bad words together to mean a different thing. Sick is a good one.”

      “What do you mean, ‘sick’?” I asked her with alarm. I couldn’t stand it if she became ill.

      She shook her head emphatically. “No, I’m just using it as an example. We could say ‘fully sick’ and it means something good. Or we might say ‘you sick bastard’ and it means something worse than physically ill.”

      “So, what is this ‘badass’ then? I feel very confused, with human ways as well as language.”

      “I’m sorry, Roth! It means good. Very good. Like a superhero.”

      Now my horns were hurting from my facial contortions.

      “You’ve lost him now,” Kern laughed.

      “I am not lost,” I protested lightly. “I am right here.”

      They laughed like a pair of rogue scavenger animals on the kill. I poked the fire, adding more sticks to it.

      Erin leaned on me and wrapped her hand around my arm. “Roth. I mean, you are excellent. Do you understand?”

      I nodded slowly, loving the compliment but still sure I was missing something.

      “Even with the implants, it’s amazing that you’ve picked up my language. There’s a lot of phrases that probably don’t make a lot of sense. There are a lot of variables. You’ll get there, Roth.”

      She stayed clinging to my arm and I moved back into a sitting position so that I could pull her over to me. She snuggled under my arm comfortably, brushing back her flaming hair as she leaned.

      Kern smiled as he took over the job of building the fire. I appreciated that he wanted to give me a few moments with Erin.

      Having her pressed up against me while the memory of her lingered under my fingertips was maddening. Yet the thought of letting her go is unthinkable. I realized I would do almost anything to keep her by my side, even if all I would ever have is the sweet torture of suggestion.

      My life has always been one of calculation and action. If I was always the swiftest to act, then I ensured my own survival. To fall into retrospection, to contemplate patience, made me a stranger in my own mind.

      Erin shifted by my side, her smooth body touching mine briefly. As she moved, her scent rose around me and I could think of nothing but the pleasures of her body.

      She looked up at me, arm closing around my waist. Her golden eyes crinkled and closed as she smiled up at me. “You look serious, Roth.”

      “I am not aware of an alternative,” I answered slowly. Her smile widened as she reached up to me. I let her pull my face down for a kiss.

      “No, I mean, what are you thinking about? Sometimes on earth, we’d say, ‘a penny for your thoughts’.”

      I frowned, fearing she would think me a fool, but I had to ask. “How would one use this penny to retrieve thoughts? Can they be taken directly from the mind?”

      She laughed gaily and looked to Kern for backup, but he looked just as confused.

      “Oh, really? You too, Kern? Wow. Okay, no, what we mean is, a penny is an antique thing, used to be the lowest of currency. And we’d like to pay you something for you to tell us what you’re thinking.”

      “But why would one pay for something freely given?” I still didn’t understand.

      “Well, that’s the point! Your face is all heavy with the thoughts, but you don’t speak them. Offering the lowest form of currency is part of the joke, I think.”

      “I get it!” Kern did a little hand wave, “Your thoughts aren’t worth much!”

      “Yes.” Erin smiled at him indulgently. “That’s one of the facets of the joke.”

      “Facets?” Again, I thought the communicators must have broken down.

      “Pieces. Pieces that fit together.” She cuddled even closer, smiling up at me. I was grateful for her patience.

      “Anyway, are you going to tell me?”

      “Tell you what?”

      She giggled as she watched Kern stoke and build up the fire. “Your thoughts, big guy. What are you thinking about?”

      “I’m thinking about Delia.” I narrowed my eyes, looking over the nearby horizon. “I’m thinking about her team. What it says about the state of the world and the Masters. I’m thinking. . .maybe they just want us to believe they are gone.”

      “Interesting theory, Roth.” Kern stabbed at the fire, adding more wood as it blazed up. If Talos managed to bring back food, we’d have no trouble cooking it.

      “Very interesting.” Erin hugged herself closer to me, looking small and scared. “If they are still around, what do they want with me?”

      I pulled her closer, very happy she would cling to me for comfort. “I’m not sure they even know who you are, Erin. The Masters are powerful. These games are their way to ensure their power. It is just that Delia arriving here in a similar way to you suggests a plan, a continuation.”

      “Yes.” Kern snapped his fingers, an annoying gesture Erin taught him. “If the Masters were truly gone, why would we have more visitors?”

      “Indeed,” I agreed. Something felt wrong about all of this.

      “Maybe it’s not the Masters at all. Maybe it’s just another fucking dumping ground,” Erin whispered softly. “We’re good at that, us humans. We throw out so much trash we can’t make room for it anymore. Then we start tossing it in someone else’s backyard.”

      “You think the Masters have gone?” Kern asked her, frowning. “And humans are dumping other humans here, because no one will care?”

      She nodded, staring across the plains in the same direction as myself. “It’s common in our history. If we have too much garbage—either actual trash or just people we can’t find a use for, we dump it anywhere there is room. Just so long as we don’t have to look at it anymore. I should know, I’m part of that trash, and scavenging through it was what saved my life.”

      I felt her sadness, pulling her close to me. Kern looked affected as well. The idea that anyone could throw away a treasure like her was difficult to contemplate.

      I hoped Talos would be back soon, and that he managed to hunt something decent to eat. A bit of warm food in our bellies would make us all feel better.
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      I moved through the underbrush silently, placing my feet strategically. Avoiding fallen branches and twigs, I walked like a shadow whose purpose was one of blood. My eyes were wide and alert, and I was ready to strike at a moment’s notice.

      Still, there was nothing.

      While before this region had teemed with wild creatures, it seemed that all life had decided to pack up and leave. Much like Axar and his team meant to do. I wasn’t sure if staying on this planet was the right call, even if Delia could find a way, but what else could we do?

      Even if the Masters had grown silent, we weren’t prepared to leave what we liked to call our hunting grounds. In a wicked way, this place of punishment had become our home, and neither I nor the guys wanted to jump ship and abandon it.

      I took a deep breath and cleared my head, pushing on my thoughts until they burst like small bubbles. If I wanted to return with some food, I needed to pay attention to what was around me here and now. Thoughts of tactics and strategy would have to wait until our bellies were filled.

      A barely perceptible noise had me standing to attention. The sun was already starting to dip below the horizon line, a warm orange making its inexorable way past the thick foliage of the woods, and that was enough for me to notice a small animal scurrying through the woods. In the distance, its small shape beckoned.

      I held my breath and closed my eyes, listening to every move of the creature. It wasn’t running away from me, as its movements were sporadic and slow, so I figured it was simply looking for some food. Barely did the poor creature know that his mission was a futile one—before night fall, it would no longer need sustenance. . .because itself had become food.

      When it finally stopped moving, the rustling of leaves giving way to a kind of heavy stillness, I finally crouched and started making my way between tree trunks and overgrown bushes. The creature, a furry animal no larger than my forearm, sat close to a massive tree trunk as it nibbled on some roots. Like most prey, its eyes were on the side of its head, but it did not notice my stealthy approach.

      Bending over, I felt the ground with the open palm of my hand, smiling as my fingers brushed against a smooth rock. Grabbing it, I held my breath and then took aim. The rock flew in a straight line like a speeding bullet, closing the distance between me and the creature in a fraction of a second. It struck it on the base of his skull, and his body went limp as all light flew from his eyes.

      Grunting my approval at what I had just done, I stood tall and, no longer concerned with silence or stealth, made my way toward the furry creature. I grabbed it by the loose skin around his neck and, strapping its body to my belt, started making my way toward the improvised camp where Erin and the guys waited for me.

      A few minutes later I stood at the edge of the clearing draped in shadows and hidden from sight, and took in the scene in front of me for a few seconds. Erin sat on a log close to the fire Roth was building, and Kern was sitting next to her, talking fast and making her laugh. He was probably telling her all the stupid jokes he remembered, although I wasn’t sure if she understood any of them. Kern could be funny at times, but I didn’t know how well his humor would translate.

      The scene had me smiling, though. Our life had always been grim and brutal, our survival depending on how much pain we could inflict on the enemy, and Erin was slowly starting to change our team’s dynamic. It was if she had breathed a new energy into us, or given us something to look forward to that didn’t involve blood and death.

      For that, I was thankful.

      “I brought dinner,” I finally announced, stepping into the clearing and throwing my prey toward Roth. He grabbed it midair and held it in his hands, a look of mild disappointment showing on his face.

      “This one’s skinny,” he said, although there was no judgement in his voice. We had hunted small creatures like the one in Roth’s hands, and they had been fatter and more healthy-looking than this one. Whatever was going on with this planet, it was affecting the balance of the ecosystem. “But more than enough. Good job, Talos. Anything else to report?”

      “No,” I shook my head. “It’s hard to find anything in these woods. Life is fleeing the region. That poor creature was probably going hungry already. My blow was one of mercy.” Even though murder was part of our genetic makeup, I had always had a deep appreciation for life, especially that of docile creatures devoid of sharp intelligence, one that was often employed brutally. I relished the fire of battle, yes, but a hunt for food and survival was something I merely tolerated as a necessary fact of life.

      “Well, at least we don’t have to go hungry tonight,” Kern said, looking at the dead creature appreciatively. “This one might be small, but it’s still good enough for dinner. Beats combat rations anyway.” Grabbing the combat knife that hung from his belt, he moved slightly away from the group and, taking the creature’s lifeless body from Roth’s hand, laid it on a tree stump and started skinning it.

      “Are you hungry?” I asked Erin, taking over the spot where Kern had been. To make my point clearer, I laid one hand across my own stomach and moved it in small gentle circles.

      “Yes,” she nodded, her exotic accent making the hair on my arms stand up. “Thank you.” She was about to say something else when Kern returned, the creature’s skinned body now pierced by a long stick. Carefully, he set it above the fire to roast and we all sat close to Erin, waiting as the shadows grew longer all around us.

      “The others. . .were they a part of your team, too?” Erik finally asked, breaking the comfortable silence that had fallen over the camp. “You seemed friendly.”

      “Yes, friends,” I nodded, careful in the way with which I spoke. “They’re uhayan. Warriors, but not part of our team. They are a team, we are a team.”

      “I see,” she muttered, staring at the fire with a contemplative expression on his face. “And what are teams for? Why are you on this planet?”

      That question, again.

      I wanted to answer it, but even I wasn’t sure on how I could do it. I knew it all boiled down to something simple—we were here to fight—and that had always been enough for me. But would that answer be enough to sate her curiosity, to answer her questions? I doubted it.

      As Kern turned the meat, its sweet smell making my stomach grumble, I forced myself to continue. Even if I couldn’t do it properly, I still thought Erin was owed an explanation.

      “The Masters are our rulers. We live and die at their command,” I started, unsure on what she’d think of that. Here we here, as strong and brutal as anything that walked the surface of this planet, and we were still beholden to someone else.

      “The Masters. . .are they like kings?”

      “Kings?” I echoed, not sure on what the word meant. “They command, we obey,” I offered, hoping that would suffice. When she nodded, I felt myself relax. “The teams serve the Masters at all times, and all teams face different kind of trials.”

      “Trials? Like what?”

      “Depends,” I shrugged. “Our team is the best at scouting and spying. Axar’s team is often used in races to hunt and gather—food, weapons, whatever. All teams have different purposes, but we’re all very good at killing. Although we are the best at that,” I added with a small note of pride in my voice.

      She looked at me, not even cracking a smile. Apparently, she wasn’t too happy about the fact that we were engineered weapons of chaos and destruction.

      “But what’s all that for? The trials, the fights. . .are you guys at war?”

      “War,” I repeated, this time understanding the meaning of her word clearly. What wasn’t clear was the answer she needed. “I don’t know if this is war,” I admitted, now my turn to stare into the fire, the flames leaping high into the air as the scent of roasted meat wafted through the clearing. “This is. . .entertainment.”

      “Entertainment?” She sounded shocked, her eyes glinting with disbelief.

      “Our job is to keep the Masters happy. The Masters are happy, we are happy. That is what we do.”
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      I listened as Talos spoke, his words blending in with the crackling of the wood in the fire. As a team, the three of us were family, and yet. . .I couldn’t recall the last time any of us had talked about the Masters so plainly. There were some things that weren’t meant to be discussed, their existence something that wasn’t to be argued, much like a force of nature. Even though we were warriors, we were also tools—at the service of the Masters—and none of us had ever looked at the world under a different perspective. And yet, with Erin with us, I felt something inside me grow restless.

      “Talos is right,” Roth said, his words carrying the weight and sorrow of leadership. “We serve the Masters, and that’s how it has always been.”

      “But things are changing now,” I couldn’t stop myself from adding. I got up from my log and, turning the meat one final time, removed it from the fire. As I reclaimed my seat, Roth handed me a flat piece of wood he had fashioned and I started cutting the meat into thin strips. With my hands busy, I continued. “Things were easy before. We slept for as long as the Masters wanted us to sleep and, when we woke up, all we had to do was follow orders.”

      “And now?” Erin asked, her attention torn between my words and the meat I was cutting. I didn’t blame her. Even I was having a hard time focusing with something so delicious right in front of me, so much that I was having to do a conscious effort not to wolf the whole thing down.

      “We have our orders. Or we did. Our mission was to look for other teams and ensure they’re keeping to protocol.”

      “Does that mean. . .?”

      “If they aren’t keeping to protocol, we are to eliminate them,” Roth said, not mincing his words. “That’s what it means.”

      “But there is no protocol without the masters,” I continued, now splitting the strips of meat I had cut into four servings. Satisfied with my portioning, I handed everyone their dinner. Talos busied himself with turning the powder into beer using water he had collected from a nearby creek and some powdered ale packs in his bag. A few minutes later we were all sitting around the fire, chewing on meat roasted to perfection while drinking beer from our tin cups.

      “What does any of that mean? Where are the Masters?” Erin asked after wolfing down half of her portion. She had been so busy with the food that her questions had been put on hold until now. “Who are they, anyway? What gives them the right to order you around?”

      “We don’t know,” I replied, slightly embarrassed about how clueless I was.

      Even while we debated this between us, Talos and Roth had never bothered with deep questions like that. Neither had I. We knew the Masters had grown silent, and that communication was down. . .aside from that, we didn’t really bother with exploring the mysteries of our situation. We were pragmatic to a fault. Maybe Erin was the team member we had been missing, the one that could pose all the hard questions.

      “You don’t know?” Erin repeated. “You must have an idea about what’s happening.”

      “No,” I shrugged. “We woke up, and we followed our standard orders. Find other teams, ensure they’re following protocol. This time, though, the Masters didn’t communicate with us. We tried to reach out to them, but assumed our equipment was faulty. We just carried on as usual.”

      “Until Axar explained the same thing happened to them,” Roth added. “So either all equipment is faulty, the Masters have grown tired of us, or something is happening in this planet.”

      We sat in silence for a moment, considering Roth’s statement. Could the Masters have grown tired of us? Could they have grown displeased with their entertainment and simply left us here to die?

      As much as I had never considered it a possibility, I knew that it was a very real one. Aside from being the Masters’ property, what were we to them? We were tools, and expendable ones at that.

      “We suspected something was wrong the moment we woke up,” I said, recalling how it felt to regain my consciousness after being cryogenically put to sleep. My limbs had been sore and my mind slow, my thoughts hazy and incoherent. Still, I had been alive and ready to receive my orders. “Our cryo chambers seemed to be working, but not all the equipment in the barracks was functional.”

      I remembered the dirty walls of our cramped room, and that somehow the panels had been removed to reveal wiring so old that it seemed close to short-circuiting. I wasn’t an engineer, but I was almost sure that no maintenance crew had been around our cryo chambers for quite some time.

      “So how did you know what your orders were?” Erin asked, licking her fingers as she spoke. Watching her, for a moment I forgot her question. The way her lips moved reminded me of just how much pleasure she could inflict with her mouth, and I found myself having to swallow down the rising desire that was taking over me.

      “The barracks computer had them when we woke,” I explained, talking slowly to maintain an even, controlled tone of voice. “They were standard orders, though. We don’t know if they were issued for this mission, or if they’re simply a leftover from a past one.”

      “And still, you tried to follow them.”

      “We did,” I nodded. “But the planet’s different, strange now. We didn’t find any teams for quite some time. The only thing we found was. . .you.” I still remembered how I felt the first time I had laid my eyes on her, and a shiver ran up my spine at the memory.

      It was unlike me, a veteran of so many battles, to look at a chance encounter as something better than the completion of our mission. . .and yet, that’s how it was. “Aside from you and Axar’s team, we found no one else.”

      “I don’t get it,” she sighed, dragging her teeth across her bottom lip. “Delia told me that her guys had no idea about what was happening either. So what does any of this mean? Are we stranded on this planet?”

      “Maybe,” I shrugged. “Maybe not. Before, guests of the Masters would arrive to watch the competitions at close quarters, have feasts where they were served by warriors of the arena. It seemed to amuse them.” Her nose wrinkled. “That means somewhere, there must be a place where those visitors arrived and departed from. But someone needs to be here and find out exactly what’s going on.”

      “Axar didn’t seem particularly interested in that.”

      “Not all teams care for this life.” I chewed on my last strip of meat slowly, remembering the story Axar had once told me. His team had been tasked with annihilating a few soldiers who’d rebelled against the Masters, and I had no doubt that something like that had broken their spirits. I had fought against rebels and pariahs too, but never against those that wanted to overthrow the Masters. “I don’t think Axar and his guys care much for the Masters.”

      “And you do?”

      Her question felt like a punch in the stomach. I kept my silence, my mind abuzz with contradicting thoughts, and the only reply I managed to come up with was a pathetic one.

      “We follow orders. That’s about it.”

      “Have the Masters been good to you?” she asked.

      I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. There was no provocation in her words, just curiosity, and yet I wasn’t sure how to reply. I hoped for either Roth or Talos to speak up, to save me from having to answer her question, but neither of them did.

      “The Masters are the Masters,” I finally said. “They are brutal and merciless. Our pain is their entertainment. We have no family, and are allowed no bonds but those we forge in the fire of the battlefield. We are used like weapons, and put away when we are not needed.” I grit my teeth, feeling my jaw clenching, and remembered the many times the Masters had punished me.

      I still had the scars to prove it. I wasn’t sure if Erin had understood every single word I had said, but the look on her face told me she had understood enough. She was both horrified and sad. “And yet, they are the Masters. They command, we obey.”

      “That’s how it has always been,” Roth finally spoke up, and I couldn’t help but notice he was speaking in the past. Even though none of us dared to say it out loud, our allegiance to the Masters was starting to waiver. They used and abused us, and now they had vanished and left us to wander the planet aimlessly. They were still the Masters, but was it right for us to accept them as our masters?

      Had it ever been?

      “What about you?” I said, anxious to steer the conversation to another topic, on which didn’t require for me to battle my inner demons. “What’s your story, Erin?”
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      All eyes were on me.

      I felt naked, too exposed. A vulnerable lamb in a den of wolves.

      Given what Kern had just shared with me, it was more than fair for them to ask about my past, but that didn’t make the idea of telling them easy to swallow. It was a bitter pill that had lodged in my throat, its vile taste tainting my tastebuds the longer it stayed there.

      I feared my tale would reveal a side to me they wouldn’t like. A traitor that hid under the surface, threatening to come out whenever greed consumed me. As much as I didn’t want to be the person I thought myself to be, the distorted image I’d created in my head was persistent.

      “Erin?” One of them asked.

      Finally, I looked at their faces. It had been Roth who had probed me, having clearly been bothered by my prolonged silence. His face was painted with confusion, disquiet, and curiosity, all of them vying for position as the main overriding emotion.

      I kept my mouth closed, but what I really wanted to do was scream at them to stay away from me, that I worked better alone, that us all being together would end badly. They were bad for me and I for them—if they didn’t betray me first, I would them.

      Except, this time you can choose not to, Mouse, I reminded myself.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled awkwardly, not sure on where to begin. “Just trying to think where to start.”

      “Do you want to share it with us?” Talos asked, the tone of his words still stern even in spite of us revealing intimate details about our lives. I didn’t take offense though, as he had a kind of regimented sternness naturally about him, as if it was part of his very DNA.

      “Not really, but I will.” I decided in the moment, my answer surprising even myself.

      Not that I could agree on where to begin—there was so much history to cover, so much I needed to decide whether to share or keep it to myself. I had to smile however, as I was editing my history to suit my own needs, not too dissimilar to the corrupt powers that be back home.

      My smile was sour, the thought of being anything like them another difficult truth; it would seem my medicine was to be as bitter as could be. A horrible concoction of my own making.

      “My world is. . .well, nothing like here. We don’t have all this open space.” I laughed. “Instead of wondering where everyone went, we worry about where we’re going to put everyone.”

      Talos tilted his head slightly, listening.

      “And with so many people, we needed just as many supplies. Materials. More than we have new components for. There’s nothing left to mine, I think we’ve taken it all out of the ground. So that means more and more we have to scavenge through the junkpiles and refuse of the past, pull out anything useful.”

      I stared into the fire, seeing the buried piles of trash, endless heaps of computer components, precious minerals that had been discarded so easily.

      “I had a job, of sorts. A band of scavengers, like me. Our leader was the one who found the jobs, found the best places for us to sell what we found, maps of when patrol times where.”

      Because it hadn’t been a licensed, authorized operation. Of course not.

      Pausing to see if they were following, I waited for some sign of comprehension, however small it may be. It was Kern who smiled between eager nods, his horns a pointed blur as he did so.

      Assuming he spoke for the group, I continued. “I was the loner of the group. We’d complete jobs together and split the money, but I preferred to keep to myself than get too involved. Then, erm, one day a big job of ours went wrong. . .” My sentence trailed off into nothingness.

      It had gone wrong because of me. I’d taken more than my share, kept a lovely piece of old art, just for myself.

      And someone had told the others, it was that simple. Yet to say that to a group who had so readily accepted me felt like a massive mistake.

      Would they want such a risk in their ranks? From what Kern had explained, their unit was one that weeded out weak teams who didn’t follow the rules.

      If we applied that logic here, I was a member of the group who didn’t follow the rules, and so it was easier to remove me. Cut out the tumor and discard it.

      “What happened?” I heard Kern ask. My story had ended a little too abruptly for his liking, a rough but obvious hint that I wanted to leave it be. But he hadn’t taken that hint. Roth and Talos had noticed my cue to cease talking about it, but Kern had been so taken by my story that he’d become engrossed in all the details. It was such a pure reaction that I couldn’t be mad at him.

      A long, hissing sigh was the first half of my response. “I, well, I fucked up. What I did was bad—it hurt my group. In return, they handed me over to the authorities.” This was so painful to relive; no matter how simple I made the story, the past still stung me with its unavoidable truths.

      “Auth-roro-ties?” Kern was now quietly mouthing the word to himself, clearly not happy in how he’d pronounced it. Not that he was alone in this: Roth too was trying to say the word to himself, all while Talos shook his head in disapproval.

      I wasn’t sure if he disapproved of them potentially making fools of themselves or them doing it while in front of me, but either way he wasn’t pleased. It wasn’t the first time I decided that Talos needed to have some fun. Not just sex (though I welcomed the next time we came together), but some let your hair down, go wild kind of fun.

      “It means the police.” Here came more confusion for them, something I quickly rushed to correct. “Sorry, I mean the people in charge. You know, the ones who maintain the law?”

      “Ah.” Talos nodded. “Like us.”

      That didn’t help.

      “However you want to refer to them, they didn’t like my behavior—they didn’t want me on their perfect little world mudding their false idyllic lives, and so they sent me here.” My heart was beating so strongly now, it almost felt like it was banging along to the point of exploding. It was too hot in here, the walls closing in with every breath I took. “Look, can we just be done with this? I fucked up, okay? I. Fucked. Up.” I couldn’t breathe, the air was so thin to me right now.

      I’d lost my cool and was now burning from the inside out with embarrassment and anxiety, both of them drowning me in equal measure. Although my reaction was understandable to me, I knew it wouldn’t have been for them, which meant that it was going to be seen as nothing more than an irrational outburst. And ignoring all of that, how I’d snapped at them was totally uncalled for, it was wrong. Shame gripped me.

      My first instinct was to bolt as far away from them as my wobbly legs would carry me. Anxiety coursed through my veins, ensuring I’d stumble about if I fled. But instead of running, I remained. They deserved better than my cowardice.

      Overwhelmed by emotions, I dropped my head into my hands.

      “I think it’s best we get some rest. Kern, you take first watch and then swap over with myself. Talos can relieve me once it begins to get light,” Roth ordered, though none of his instructions were aimed at me. Not being addressed by any of them made me worry all the more; I didn’t want to lose the bond we’d built up. “Erin?” he added, much to my amazement. I was certain I’d be painted as a black sheep, or whatever their equivalent was.

      I lowered my hands, my cheeks red from embarrassment and the sweaty palms which had just been covering me.

      “We’ve all got pasts we’re ashamed of, don’t let it consume you,” Talos surprised me by speaking. I reeled with a whole new set of emotions, though for completely different reasons. Out of all of them, he’d been the more guarded from the beginning, so for him to accept my flaws was a development I hadn’t foreseen. “Rest now. Leave your past behind.”

      Without another thought, his words fresh in my ears, I rose to throw my arms around him. It wasn’t an easy feat to embrace someone so large, but I tried my best as I hugged him tightly, my face buried into his body. As we stood there, my arms holding him in place as he allowed me to manhandle him, Roth and Kern came to join in. Their arms engulfed me in a loving embrace, the first one this saturated with deeper affection.

      I knew deep down that this wasn’t an instant cure all for my intimacy problems, nor did I immediately think I’d be happy to be as immersed in a group as I now was. However, even though I was frightened of what such closeness would bring, I couldn’t be without it when it came to them. I needed them. It would take me some time to get used to so new a sensation, but I was willing to do so if it meant I could begin to make progress in getting over my damaged past.

      I pulled a blanket over me and settled down for the night, closing my eyes with happiness instead of sorrow. I’d shown a part of my soul I hadn’t thought possible to bare and survived. Better still, those I’d shown were still happy to have me in their lives. We’d take our dystopian pasts and fitted them together in a bid to make the best of what we’d been dealt.

      For the first time in a long time, the idea of a team didn’t unnerve me quite as much as it had before. I still had a way to go before I could be free of my demons, but for tonight, they’d be kept under lock and key as I drifted off to sleep.

      They wouldn’t hound me tonight.

      My twilight tormentors had been slain. . .for now.
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      We left the camp at daybreak.

      The sun had barely started to peek through the mountains in the distance when I slung my rifle over my shoulder and strapped my bags to my back. We put out the fire before setting off and, after Kern calculated a new route for us to avoid a questionable area, we decided to stray further inland, aim straight for one of the larger bases, even if it meant a few more nights camping in the open air.

      With the shore at our back, we had no idea what we would find—or even if we’d find anything. But after last night’s conversation, and after all the questions Erin had raised, I knew that sitting still and waiting for the Masters to reach out to us wasn’t an option.

      We had to move and look for our own answers.

      We walked in a line and, with me at the front, we hacked and slashed our way through thick vegetation. The blade on my knife was almost as long as my forearm, and it had been sharpened to allow me to cut through thick branches. The foliage didn’t offer much resistance and, thankfully, we made good progress before we made our first stop.

      Perched on a small rock that jutted out from the ground, the tall trees all around us like a protective shield, I watched as the others put their bags on the floor and went through whatever was left from last night’s dinner.

      The smoked meat was dry and hard, but it was still good enough to settle our stomachs. At the very least, we could save our combat rations for another day. Just like Talos had said, there wasn’t much wildlife around and we knew that hunting would be an ordeal. We would have to do it, eventually, but the longer we could manage without making camp and having to look for prey the better.

      “Delicious,” Kern grimaced, sinking his teeth into a bit of meat. “Even better than last night. Maybe we should have not eaten then, but smoked it all? That way we’d be having a banquet right now.”

      Erin laughed, struggling with her own hard slices of meat, and I smiled as well. Kern always managed to find humor in the grimmest of situations and, now more than ever, I felt thankful for that. I could handle tough situations, and I could handle having to wander through the wilderness without a concrete objective. . .but I wasn’t the best at keeping morale up. Kern always took on that role, and he was perfect at it.

      As for Talos, he stood at the base of the rock I was on, scanning the thick vegetation with his watchful gaze. Unlike Kern, he never really relaxed, and his body looked as it if were always tense. Only after a good and long battle did Talos manage to let go and, it being a few days after we had faced an enemy, he was growing tense like coiled wire.

      To be honest, even I was.

      I felt the same tension he did, as if electricity was crackling under my skin, and my muscles had built up a lot of energy that I was aching to release.

      Erin, though, merely seemed happy.

      She chewed her meat as she laughed at Kern’s antics and, even though she now knew the situation we were in, her morale wasn’t faltering. I wasn’t exactly familiar with humans, but I couldn’t stop thinking that Erin had to be a superior female. Her body wasn’t meant for battle, nor for situations like this, and yet she braved it all with a smile on her face. Other females from her own species wouldn’t do so well, I believed. Aside from Delia, of course, who seemed to have become an invaluable member of Axar’s team.

      Maybe I had to start giving more credit to human females. At least they had enough poise not to have a mental breakdown when facing insurmountable odds. I had met countless warriors that, in a situation like ours, would already be on the verge of mentally losing it.

      “Someone’s coming,” Talos suddenly said, jolting me out of my reverie. Turning around on my rock, I narrowed my eyes into slits and saw something move in the distance. Leaves rustled heavily, and I could already hear the faint sound of feet crushing the underbrush as something moved toward us.

      “There’s more than just one,” Kern said. He reached for his rifle, which lay against a tree stump, when something jumped out from the vegetation and toward him. The creature, much larger than a wolf but still slick and covered with fur, landed on Kern’s chest on its hindquarters and immediately snapped its jaw at him.

      Reacting on pure instinct, Kern reached for the beast’s neck and wrapped his fingers around its throat. That didn’t stop its attack, but it ensured its large fangs didn’t get to have a taste of Kern’s face. I was about to move in and help when two more shadows jumped out to attack. I turned on my heels just in time to strike the jumping beast with the butt of my rifle, but I lost my footing and tumbled down from the rock I was on. The beast was on me a fraction of a second later, and I had to wrestle it on the ground, using nothing but my body.

      Too busy to look to the side, I heard Talos’ rifle go off, as well as the whimpering of one of the beasts. “Come here, you bastard,” Talos growled, grabbing the fur of the creature I was struggling against and pulling it off me. The moment I found enough space to use my rifle, I slammed the muzzle against the beast’s exposed belly and squeezed the trigger. My rifle went off immediately, and the scent of charred meat hit me right away.

      Pushing the dead creature aside, I grasped Talos’ hand. I jumped to my feet with his help and we turned all of our attention toward Kern, who was still fighting the beast that had jumped on him. It was larger than the other two, its size adding to its ferocity. Even though Kern had already struck the beast with his fighting knife countless times, blood trickling out of the wounds so much that the fur was turning red, the creature didn’t stop its furious assault.

      Talos and I took aim with our rifles, but Kern was too close to the creature for us to risk it. Gritting my teeth, I grabbed my own knife and rushed toward Kern when I saw the unexpected happen. The creature batted away Kern’s forearm with its muzzle, and now its open jaw was moving at blinding speed toward Kern’s exposed neck. I ordered my legs to carry me even faster, but I knew it was useless. I only had fractions of a second to save Kern, and I was simply too far away to be of any help.

      “No!” A cry rung through the forest, and that momentarily distracted the creature. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw something move close to the place where Kern had left its rifle. The sound of gunfire exploded in the air and, next thing I knew, the creature lay dead on top of Kern’s body.

      “Now that’s what I call a perfect shot.” Kern exhaled sharply as he pushed the creature’s body off of him. Groaning, he rose to his feet and looked at both Talos and I. Only then did he realize that we hadn’t been the ones that had saved him.

      Stunned, I followed Kern’s gaze and found Erin standing with her back against a tree, Kern’s rifle in her hands. The weapon was far too large to be handled by someone like Erin, but somehow she had managed to use it and save Kern’s life. For the second time that day, I found myself thinking of how little credit I was giving Erin. She wasn’t hopeless, that much I already knew, but now I was slowly realizing that she wasn’t helpless either.

      She had become a member of our team, and now she had proven that she could handle herself. She wasn’t a fighter, no, but there was no denying that she was a survivor.

      “You saved Kern’s life,” I said, looking straight into her eyes. She gave me a coy smile as she lowered the weapon, breathing out with relief as she let go of it, and then ran one hand through her hair. “Come close.”

      Hesitantly, Erin walked toward me and I laid one hand on her shoulder.

      “You’re part of the team, Erin. You’re a warrior among warriors.” As I spoke, I waved toward the beast she had killed. “You have fought not just to survive, but you have fought to protect.” With that, I bent down and used my fingers to touch on the beast’s gaping wound. The blood felt slick against my fingertips, and I applied it on Erin’s forearm as if it were paint. I drew three straights red lines, then looked her in the eye. “We were three,” I said, and only then did I drew the fourth line. “And now we are four.”

      I couldn’t remember just how long ago I had performed this ritual, one that not only represented a successful battle as it celebrated the acceptance of a brother-in-arms, but one thing I knew for sure: Erin was worthy of it.
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      I’d never been one to judge others. Having been cast aside at a young age, what I’d thought I understood about the world had been proven wrong: parents didn’t always love their children, life wasn’t sunshine and rainbows, and the people you least expected tended to be the “good ones.” Roth, Kern, and Talos were a great example of this.

      To outsiders looking in, of which I’d once belonged, they seemed to be nothing but oafish beasts. They were all brute strength, muscles, and enhanced fighting skills. Nothing more, nothing less. It was a completely jaded way to regard them, but I’d been guilty of doing so. Now however, I realized just how wonderfully layered they were, both as a group and as individuals.

      “Don’t judge a book by its cover, Erin.” The words unexpectedly swarmed me inside my head; to recall the accent of one of my old scavenger contacts so suddenly was both lovely and heartbreaking all at once. Schooner had always used clichés to make observations about the world, a habit I’d fondly made fun of whenever I’d seen him, both to his face and behind his back. But with every passing year since I’d been introduced to him, it had dawned on me that they were clichés for a reason: they were accurate and, ultimately, true. “Seriously, kid, if you can do that, your life will be easier. Those rich bigwigs never plan on the quiet mouse being the fiercest of all—that’s their biggest mistake. Use that mistake, but never make the same one.”

      Schooner hadn’t been wrong.

      I’d been disregarded by so many, a lot of them quick to assume that because of my silent demeanor, coupled with my doll-like features, I wasn’t a threat. Threats burst through the door sounding off like a siren, alerting you to their danger so that you could plan a counterattack, right? Wrong. The ones who truly surprised you were always the ones you least expected. This was the mistake the arrogant, powerful suits lording over us all back on Earth had made about me. And then, in a twist of ironic fate, I’d been foolish enough to make the same misjudgment about my alien lovers.

      My initial conclusion had been that they were only useful as muscle; they’d bested monsters right before my eyes, and their bodies were made for battle. They served an obvious but single purpose. Oh, how stupid I’d been. These aliens were the most fascinating I’d had the pleasure of getting to know. Yes, they were fine to look at, a prime example of masculinity, however they were also deeply cultured, romantic, knowledgeable and thoughtful. I was sure I could add even more favorable traits to the considerable list I’d mentally compiled, but in truth, there was no need. They knew their worth and as a result, I now knew it too.

      As I sat immersed in my innermost thoughts, I couldn’t stop the little twinkle of a smile coloring my face. Delia had mentioned how there was more to these aliens than what I was seeing, that she herself had thought them mere savages but had soon seen the error of her ways. Honestly, I’d thought her brainwashed, her mind converted due to time spent with them and the intimacy they’d shared.

      Plain, old Stockholm syndrome at its finest.

      I hadn’t told her that at the time though, but it had been a thought that had crossed my mind. Except she’d been right about them. My group may have been created to be different to hers, both in appearance and beliefs, yet they’d pushed beyond their confines to become well rounded, in-depth beings.

      They were like me, really: there was more to them than what could be seen, they were the book you judged but had been wrong about. And they’d reward you handsomely the second you figured all of that out.

      I’d finally figured it out.

      I’d been rewarded.

      As we set up camp for the night, the smile I’d allowed to spread across my face now morphed into a devilish grin, one I was sure only I could see in the dappled evening light. Sneaking a quick glance at the group, I could see how they were too content and absorbed in their own private worlds to notice that mine was spilling out of me and into theirs. I needed to show them how much I’d grown, that I’d learned more about them than I’d ever thought possible, and that now was the time to fully give myself to them.

      We’d all fucked before, our bodies rutting together like animals down in the dirt. The smell of sex had stained the air with its musk, the odor an aphrodisiac spurring us on further. But as we’d tumbled about, thrusting and groaning for even more, I’d still kept a small portion of myself from them.

      It was my romantic, loving side.

      A piece of me so precious no one had ever seen it.

      I’d been with men, my sexuality never an aspect of myself I’d shied away from, but they’d been casual lovers at best. Anyone who’d wanted more had been abandoned, better them than me having been my logic. But now was the right moment to let myself be free, for the walls I’d built to come crumbling down.

      I still wouldn’t say I was in love with them however, even though the emotion seemed to fit whenever I thought about them beyond their throbbing cocks and rippling muscles. When I dared give the idea more time for reflection, a feeling stirred in my heart which was warm, fuzzy, and scary.

      I brushed a couple of fallen strands of hair from my forehead, tucking the stragglers behind my ears to keep them pinned in place. As I did this, however, I found myself thinking of snatching the bobble from my hair and letting the cascading locks flow free. Of how it would drape over my shoulders, giving me an extra sultry edge as I walked over to them, my body hot with the desire burning within.

      The devilish grin returned again. It was time to be unapologetically me. I would be a vixen, my sexuality dripping from every pore with more than simple lust.

      Unfolding from a cross legged position, I straightened my figure to ease my stiff muscles, the tension they’d held instantly ebbing away. I quietly undressed, their eyes never even straying to look my way. It was exhilarating to strip off without them knowing, the act itself as intoxicating as I anticipated their reactions to be. Once I was naked, the soft lighting emphasizing the contours of my buxom body, I sauntered over. My giddiness became tangible, the hairs all over my body beginning to prick up on their ends. I giggled.

      Talos turned his head slightly to look at me, his expression changing from surprise at my close proximity to the group to a hooded look of sexual longing. Roth and Kern must have spotted how his behavior had changed, as they too turned to regard me, their expressions changing to match Talos’. They were copies of one another, yet each of them held a secret smile that only I could decipher.

      I went to them then, the power to hold back no longer in my grasp. I strutted by Roth first, my fingers stroking at his broad back; I felt him shiver with excitement. When I rounded the other side of him, moving towards Kern, I gave him a playful wink. Coming up alongside Kern, I stood behind him and raked my hands down his front before lightly scratching as I moved my way back up his torso. My eyes could easily see from this angle how rigid he was getting just as I lifted my hands away.

      Now I made my way over to Talos. I gave him a greater taste of things to come, his patience in waiting for me to make my way over to him deserving of a greater prize. His restraint, the way he could control himself even when aroused, was a characteristic of his personality that turned me on the most.

      Stepping in front of him I sunk onto my knees, tracing my finger over his lips until he licked it, drawing it into his mouth to sucked at it hungrily. I leaned into him, inhaling his natural scent before starting to lick at his flesh. There was one spot on his neck that I must have hit just right because Talos’ whole body rocked with a sudden shudder, his breath low and his moan deep as he let my tongue continue to taste him.

      There was so much of him, and the others, that I wanted to taste, so much of them I wanted in my mouth so that I could drink them down.

      As I knelt in wanton suspense, I could feel more of my juices flow from me.

      I was slick with sinful intent.
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      I closed my eyes when I felt Erin’s tongue against my body.

      Slowly, her movements careful and deliberate, she brushed her lips against the contour of my pectorals, her tongue deviously darting out to caress my skin. She kept going until a delightful madness started taking over me, my cock hardening in a fraction of a second. My hardness strained against the fabric of my trousers and, for a moment, I thought of simply grabbing Erin and ravaging her.

      I thought of fucking her until both our bodies grew sore and my seed dripped out from her sweet pink folds, and I thought of doing it for hours and hours, no end to that perfect communion. In that brief moment, I didn’t think about my teammates. My wants and needs became like towering giants inside myself, and I found a sliver of selfishness burn bright in my mind. I wanted to act on all those impulses, no matter how greedy they were.

      But I couldn’t.

      I was enjoying the show she was putting on so much that I was frozen in place. Even though my heart was racing, I could do nothing but enjoy the way Erin kissed my muscles, her fingertips slowly trailing up and down the side of my body.

      She only broke away from me to devote some time to Kern and Roth, giving them the exact same treatment. I opened my eyes to take in the scene, and I felt a smile tug at the corner of my lips as I saw the look of pure bliss on her face. As much as we were enjoying it, she was enjoying it way more than any of us could possibly imagine.

      That, in the end, was the important part.

      Unable to restrain myself, I took one step toward her. As she kissed Roth’s nipples with her luscious lips, I laid my hands on her shoulders and let my fingers slide down her body. I stiffened even more as I looked at the rising curve of her bare breasts, her pink nipples hard and erect, and I felt desire overpowering me.

      Pressing my body against hers, pinning her between me and Roth, I reached for her breasts and squeezed them softly, enjoying the way her tender flesh felt against the palm of my hand.

      Not one to stay still, she reacted by jutting her ass back and swaying her hips with careful motions, grinding against him and stroking me with her ass cheeks. Even though I still had my trousers on, I had to take a deep breath to stop myself from coming. It was hard to control myself around Erin, especially when she was acting this ravenous. And, oh, how I loved it.

      Suddenly, Erin spun on her heels and escaped from the hold Roth and I had on her.

      She sashayed her way toward Kern and, without a moment’s hesitation, reached for his cock and wrapped her small fingers around it. Dragging her teeth across her bottom lip, she started stroking him as she looked straight into his eyes, and I saw as the lines on his expression grew deeper with desire.

      I wasn’t the only one on the verge of losing it, it seemed.

      “Don’t be shy,” she cooed, looking back at me over her shoulder. “You can join in, you know?”

      I didn’t even bother with a reply. I just made my way toward her and, grabbing her by the waist, pulled her from Kern and toward me. I wasn’t used to acting so impulsively, especially when around my teammates, but it was getting harder and harder to control myself around her. I just wanted to taste every single inch of her body, to ravage and fuck until her throat grew sore from all the moaning.

      “Do you want me all to yourself, is that it?” She teased me, looking into my eyes as she laid both hands on my chest. Allowing her fingers to roam down my naked chest, she stopped when she met the fabric of my trousers and then tugged down with one swift movement, only stopping when they were nothing but a bundle of fabric at my feet. My cock sprung free immediately, and I felt boiling blood rush through my whole length.

      Falling on her knees, she reached for my cock and curled her fingers around the base. Craning her neck, she then parted her lips and wrapped them around the tip of my cock. As good as it was to feel her perfect little lips wrapped around my cock, that feeling didn’t hold a candle to how it felt to watch the expression on her face. She looked so vulnerable and fierce at the same time, that perfect contradiction like a light that shone out from her body.

      I let her continue until I felt my whole body tense up. My cock became impossibly hard as Erin used her tongue to lap at it, and I had to hold my breath to stop myself from exploding. Not that I didn’t want to happen it. . .but this moment need to be longer. There was a lot more we needed to do.

      Gritting my teeth, I slide my cock out from between her lips. She looked up at me, surprise drawn in the lines of her face. She opened her mouth to say something, but I simply lay one finger across her lips and forced her to stay silent.

      “I think it’s time you have some fun too, Erin,” I whispered as I lowered myself, one of my knees touching the ground as my face became level with hers. “It’s time I return the favor, don’t you think?”
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      The moment our lips touched, the whole world melted around me.

      I lost all sense of time and direction, and the only thing that existed in that moment was the kiss Talos and I were sharing. It was a kiss so maddeningly perfect that I felt my heart tightening inside my chest. Our lips were slick with my own juices, and my flavor coated my tongue in the most devilish of ways. I couldn’t exactly put my finger on what it was, but something about these three aliens made me feel wicked and free to explore my deepest urges, and I knew that around them there was no need for me to feel embarrassed or ashamed.

      Whenever I was around them, I felt a sense of freedom I never knew could exist. And the thing was, I didn’t feel satisfied with just that sense of freedom. No, I wanted to explore it, to see its limits. . .if there were any limits at all. What made this urge for exploration all the more startling was that in my need to test my limits, I was becoming more of a slave to my wants; I was both free and a prisoner. The only difference this time round, was that I was a prisoner of my own making, not by a world that cared not for the poor and poverty stricken such as I had been.

      Back on my home planet, my whole world had been suffocating. There had been rules and laws in place, constraining me at every step, and even though I did my best to live my life to the fullest. . .it had been impossible to do. It took Roth, Kern, and Talos to show me that I could be so much more whenever the shackles of propriety had been removed.

      Thanks to their freeing of me, I was more than eager to show them just how uninhibited I could be around them. But I wasn’t the only one hellbent on exploring this newfound sense of freedom, opportunity and pleasure. No, in this little foursome of us everyone wanted the same thing.

      Suddenly, I moaned against Talos’ lips as he reached for me, my eyelids fluttering as he brushed two fingers right between my legs, his touch so gentle and smooth that a shiver ran up my spine. He only stopped when he found my clitoris and, applying the exact amount of pressure a woman needs but never gets, he started playing with it.

      When Roth and Kern knelt by my side, their hands caressing my ass and my breasts, the urgency of their movements making my blood boil. . .only then did I become as wet as I had ever been, my juices dripping down my inner thighs and running down my legs.

      Throwing my head back, I bared my neck and allowed Talos’ to kiss it. He rested his lips against my skin smoothly, tracing a downward line that went straight to my shoulders. At the exact same moment, Roth leaned in and wrapped his lips around my right nipple. Not one to be left behind, Kern then cupped my left breast in his hand and sucked my nipple into his mouth, his tongue dancing in quick circles around it.

      Electricity crackled under my skin as I savored the moment, and it didn’t take long before the three of them pushed me onto the floor, their movements brimming with erotic urgency.

      Kneeling between my legs, Talos took the lead and started kissing my knee. He laid gentle kisses as he made his way toward my inner thigh, but then he stopped right before hitting that sweet spot between my legs. He kept on running his tongue up and down my inner thighs, licking them dry, and he kept his eyes locked on mine as he did it. Such a master of the tease Talos was, able to bring me close to ecstasy from choice licks along my thighs, my pink folds quivering with their need for him.

      He didn’t resist it.

      Instead of insisting on more patience and teasing, he succumbed to my desires and opened his mouth wide, sucking on my folds as if he needed to do it in order to survive. He was hungry, famished for my body, and I was more than happy to let him devour me whole. I was being gulped down, my fluids stolen away from me so that they could bring life to another. Lapping at my pussy, he paid special attention to my clit, caressing it with the tip of his tongue whenever it ran up the length of my folds, and I always let out a quivering moan when he did it.

      While Talos focused on my clit, his lips gently pulling on it while he simultaneously pressed down with his tongue, he pushed a thick finger inside my pussy and curled it upward just like a hook, only stopping when he felt that hidden spot inside me.

      I let out a wild scream as I arched my back, the sound of my voice enough to scatter any thoughts that still lived inside my head, and I felt a wave of pleasure already swooping in toward me. Their hands, their mouths. . .closing my eyes, I gritted my teeth so hard that I felt my skull rattle, and then I simply let go.

      Fireworks exploded behind my shut eyelids, and I felt my whole body shake at once. My inner walls grew tighter around his finger, and my muscles started twitching so fast that it must’ve looked to them as if I was having a seizure.

      Slowly, they pulled back from me, and I trembled in place.

      “You taste so good,” I heard one of them say, but I was so out of it that I couldn’t even tell who it was. All I knew was that my body had come alive with ecstasy, and that I needed more.

      Oh, I needed so much more.
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      She was stunning.

      And she was mine.

      Hooking my fingers on the back of her knees, I knelt between her legs and pulled her toward me. She reacted on instinct alone, lacing her legs around my waist, and I didn’t wait a second more than I had to—pushing my cock down until its tip brushed against her pink folds, I held her still and then I simply thrust forward.

      I let out a groan as I felt her tightness around my cock, the ridges on my hardness pushing their way past her inner lips, and then I surrendered to what my body told me I should do. I started rocking my hips against hers in an almost desperate way, fucking her with an intensity I didn’t know I possessed. Her whimpers and moans rose up in the air like a symphony, and I found myself driving harder and harder, the urge to make that music louder so strong I couldn’t even think straight.

      “Yes, yes,” she intoned over and over again, the words tumbling down from her mouth in a hurry. With her legs still laced around me, she then pulled herself up and threw her arms over my shoulders. Latched onto my body, she started swaying her hips in that maddening way of hers, her turn to assume control of the situation. To be driven by another like this was better than taking control myself; she had a way about her that no one would turn away if given the chance for but a taste of it.

      I pressed my forehead against hers as she rode me, exhaling through gritted teeth as I felt a mounting pressure inside me. I didn’t know how much longer I would last, but I was hell bent on making each damn second count. I started thrusting once more, using the same rhythm she was using, and I let a small groan escape from my lips as I felt the fire of ecstasy start consuming my body from the inside out.

      This time there would be no resisting it.

      “Erin,” I whispered, her name rolling off my tongue with my last ounce of control. I thrusted as hard as I could, ramming the whole length of my cock deep inside her pussy, and then I held her tight against me. She let out a fierce scream as she came, her pussy becoming even tighter and warmer than before, and I let go in that precise moment.

      I held my breath as I exploded, my cock twitching against her inner walls as I spilled my seed inside her. She started moving slower then, each movement of hers perfectly calculated to milk me dry, and she only stopped moving when I started breathing again. My head was spinning as she pulled back from me, and I felt the saltiness of my sweat as beads of it trickled down to my mouth.

      The most surprising thing was that I was exhausted. . .and Erin was not.

      Instead of needing a moment to regain her strength, she turned sinuously to Talos and pushed him down onto the ground and climbed on top of him. With her knees on each side of his waist, she quickly grabbed his cock and held it up. Lowering herself over it, my seed still dripping out of her drenched pussy, she grinned and allowed Talos inside her.

      “So fucking good,” she moaned, biting on her bottom lip as the last inch of Talos’ cock disappeared between her folds. Moving hard, just as hard as she had been doing when I was the one inside her, she rode Talos until her whole skin started glistening with sweat. Locks of her hair became plastered to her face and forehead, and that just made her look even sexier. Even though I had just came, that scene was enough for my cock to remain rock hard. What power she could wield from her sex alone, how potent she was in all that she did that she could bring three warriors to their knees time and again!

      I drew a deep breath and, before even thinking about what I was doing, I grabbed my own cock and started stroking it, mesmerized with the way Erin moved. The way her breasts swayed, or how her backside bounced every time she moved. . .her perfection was almost too much for me to comprehend. I had been in Talos position, savoring the moment he was now experiencing, but now that I was watching it happen as an outsider I was even more taken with Erin.

      She was fierce and relentless, hungry for all us, but there was also an undercurrent of sweetness to her. I wanted to fuck her just as much as I wanted to hold her close, to have her asleep against my body as I protected her from anything that could harm her.

      “I’m gonna come,” she pushed past her pursed lips, an expression of sweet agony taking over her face. Burying her fingernails on Talos’ pectorals, she somehow started riding him even harder and, just a few seconds later, it was over.

      Talos grabbed her by the ass with a kind of desperate urgency and, thrusting upward with all his might, he arched his back and let out a groan. Erin matched his groan with a wicked moan, one that made my cock become even harder against my fingers. I was already surprised that I hadn’t gone limp after climaxing with her, but this. . .this was something else entirely.

      And she was far from being done.

      The moment she regained her breath, she rolled out to the side and beckoned Roth close. While Talos was still laying on the ground, breathing so hard I thought his lungs would pop, Erin was already jumping to her feet and walking toward Roth. She grabbed his cock the moment he was within reach and, stroking him, she started to tease him.

      She brushed her thumb over his lips, massaged his balls with the soft movement of her fingers, and then rose on tiptoes to kiss him. When she parted his lips with the tip of her tongue, Roth finally lost it. Grabbing her by the waist, he forced her to spin around then pushed her forward until her hands were braced against a large tree trunk.

      Positioning himself behind her, he slapped her ass with the back of his hand and then pressed his body against hers. Nibbling on her neck, he used his right hand to push his cock down between her ass cheeks, and only stopped when he had it right against her pussy. Responding in kind, Erin pushed her ass back, almost as if she was pleading with Roth to fuck her.

      She didn’t have to plead. . .after all, fucking her was the only thing he had on his mind.

      He entered her with one single thrust, one transformed her moaning into something more intense. Her voice boomed so loudly that I knew anyone around us would be able to hear it for miles and, for a moment, I wished I had been the one making her scream like that. But that didn’t really matter. What mattered was that Erin was having the time of her life.

      It was weird to think like that, to feel so selfless toward someone we had just met, and yet none of us could fight it. It had happened naturally. While before we reserved all selfless acts to the few members of our team, now the three of us found ourselves worrying more about this tiny little creature than we worried about ourselves.

      I hoped that she wasn’t a ploy sent by the Masters because if she was, we were beaten without them having laid a single finger on us.
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      In that moment, I didn’t exist.

      My sense of self dissolved, just as time itself became a meaningless concept, one completely devoid of meaning. The only thing that existed was the pleasure that coursed through my veins. The pounding of my heart against my chest, and the fire that rose from between my legs and threatened to consume me whole.

      Not that that would be a bad ending.

      When I’d first arrived on this planet, I’d thought I’d find death in the jaws of some ungodly creature. If, instead, the alternative was to die from too much pleasure, I think that most sane people would choose that option. I, for one, wouldn’t hesitate before making my choice.

      How could I? The way they willed me into such action, my mind, body, and soul unable to resist their movements, showed me that I was no longer a woman in charge of my own senses. They’d taken the reins and were leading me down a path I had to follow. For better or worse.

      Gasping, watching galaxies spinning behind my eyes, I blinked at the clear sky. The guys settled around me, all of us close, just touching. Their hands reached out to stroke me, and my body responded with urgent fire.

      As tempting as it was to pull them further into another sexual encounter, I knew I should let them focus on the bigger picture. We weren’t safe here, as the recent encounter with the wolf beasts proved.

      Besides. It’s not like I could get up right now, no matter what my motivation. My body was burning, desperate for more of this delirious pleasure I had discovered. But from the way I was trembling, I knew I was near my limit.

      I sat up a bit, trying to control my breathing. Roth looked up immediately, always the first to respond. His face was eager, and his tongue crept to the edge of his lip. The hand that stroked me gently on the arm pressed against me a little harder.

      “Is there more I can do for you, Erin?” he asked, eyes devouring my naked body.

      The others snapped to attention immediately, not wanting to be left out. I took a few halting breaths, reaching for my shirt.

      “I’m sorry, I let my emotions get the better of me. We should be planning our next move, shouldn’t we, not rolling around in the dirt.” I smiled at them as I pulled my shirt back on, gathering it tight around my waist as I looked for my pants.

      “Anytime you wish to let your emotions get to you, I am in full support.” Kern grinned at me, trying for a look of mock seriousness.

      I laughed at his crooked expression. “You really are cottoning on to the human lingo.” The confused looks that flew around the group set me into giggling again.

      “What is this cottoning?” Talos asked. “And what does it have to do with lingo?”

      “Nothing, nothing.” Laughing combined with multiple orgasm recovery was an impossible situation at the best of times. Right now, it was bordering on painful.

      A good kind of painful though. Put this up against any of the painful times of my childhood, and deciphering alien expressions while your pussy pulses, looked like a party.

      Maybe because it was a fucking party.

      “Honestly?” I pulled my trousers on, wriggling to get into them. “I don’t even know what ‘cottoning’ means. Something to do with baling cotton, which is a fiber. . .or knitting, which is what you do with fibers.” I made a little pattern with my hands.

      “Like weaving,” Roth said with some authority. “An old-fashioned way of making clothes with rudimentary machines or by hand. This ‘cottoning on’ may be the start of a new thread.”

      “Yes, I agree.” I nodded at Roth, surprised. “How did you figure that out?”

      Roth shrugged. “Old villages, other types of people. They still live in that way. Probably very different to your idea of it, but the principle is the same.”

      “Do you know many other types of people?” I asked him softly. Running into Delia and her crew was enlightening—it made me realize there might be all kinds of people running around. Now I thought there might be other kinds of aliens, maybe even tribes.

      Roth shook his head and it was echoed by the other two.

      “Just tales.” Roth said sadly. “When there are groups that meet, they tell stories. Some are from other places, brought here in pods. There are no peoples living here that are not warriors, not teams. . .not in the territory.”

      I thought about this as I fastened on my shirt. To me, the planet looked like a vast space that could be inhabited by any number of strange creatures, but the way the guys talked about it, the place was more like a massive arena.

      As the guys got dressed, they handed out a few more morsels of dried meat. I took it gratefully, chewing to occupy my hands as well as my thoughts.

      “So, this place is like. . .” I didn’t know how to describe it to them. “I want to say playing field. Arena, for sport?”

      “I’m not sure what you mean by playing field,” Kern said to me as he stepped up onto the rock to scout the area, “but if you mean place of game, or competition, that sounds right.”

      “The whole planet? Has the climate and everything always been designed to challenge you?”

      The guys looked between each other curiously.

      “I had not considered it,” Roth said slowly. “At times, the weather certainly felt antagonistic. I did not think much of it. But yes, I think environmental conditions could be manufactured.”

      I nodded slowly, taking a bite of food. “Did anyone ever win?”

      They looked between each other again.

      “Win?” Talos asked.

      “Well. . .if it’s a game, what do you play for? Surely, they would have to show winners and losers, to give you incentive to keep going.”

      “I know not of this ‘incentive’ you say.” Roth shook his head. “But to live, that is winning. Sometimes extra rations or weapons. To die is to lose. There is nothing else.”

      “You mean they don’t offer you satin cushions and fancy gadgets? What the hell do these Masters get out of this?”

      They all shook their heads this time.

      “We don’t know the answer,” Kern said, eyes big and sad. “If we knew, we could offer you some clue as to what you are doing caught in it.”

      “So. . .” I was getting confused now, but I thought that I was closer to the truth. “How do we know if the Masters are here or gone? You guys seem to think they have disappeared, but it could be just another trick.”

      Talos leaned over, slipping an arm around my shoulders to cuddle me gently. “It could be. We really don’t know. Why are you asking so many questions?” He seemed puzzled by my interest.

      “I want to help you.” Only as I spoke the words did I understand how true they were. “I want to understand for myself but also for you. It seems as if you are all thinking pretty hard on this and I don’t want to be carried along like a lump, I want to help.”

      They all smiled, like my honest words were the most beautiful thing they had ever heard.

      “I assure you; you are no lump.” Kern smiled at me, getting down from the rock to take my hand. “You rescued me. You have proven yourself in battle. You can adapt and think quickly. You are a valuable addition to any team.”

      Talos hugged me a little tighter. “Being a wellspring of sexuality does not hurt, either.”

      I cracked up, thinking about the difference between his words and what a human might say.

      “Okay, I get it.” I tried to calm down my giggling. “That’s great that I’m not useless. But I can see that you are all thinking on this. I have a different perspective to all of you. Maybe if we really hash it out, I can think of something you guys can’t see, you know, because you’re too close to it.”

      “I do not know what is this hash,” Roth said slowly, rolling the word on his tongue. “But if you mean to fully examine the subject, we are willing to do so.”

      I nodded at him, easing out from Talos’ arm to get up. I stretched my back, pushing my arms into my hips to make it crack.

      “That’s good. I’m pretty lost with everything you say but hopefully, something rings a bell.”

      “I don’t have any bells.” Talos looked down in dismay and I burst out giggling again. I thought about the impossibility of explaining hash as well as bells and figured I’ll have my work cut out for me, either way.

      All I knew was that everything we had been doing went beyond the physical world. Our bodies merely served as a bridge that connected whatever realm that lay beyond the physical, our bond so strong that it was all we needed to survive the crossing.

      I drifted off to sleep, thoughts still slowly circling.

      I wasn’t sure if I had understood the reasons behind them thinking I was part of their pack, but I wouldn’t want to argue them even if I did. All I knew was that life became easier around them, and that was a gift I simply couldn’t scorn. Life before them had been cruel and hard, and I had been hurt and abused far too many times to count.

      But with Roth, with Kern and Talos. . .with them the impossible became possible. They had opened my eyes to the fact that there was more to life than just surviving.

      I could rest.

      “Erin,” I heard Roth say, and his voice jolted me out of my reverie. Slowly, I opened my eyes to the new day and looked up at him, my heart tightening inside my chest as I saw the kindness in his face. This time there was more than just lust or desire there. There was something else, something I couldn’t quite place my finger on.

      Could it be. . .?

      No, it couldn’t be that. We barely knew each other. And yet, the way he looked into my eyes held promises of so much more.

      For the first time since arriving on this planet, the urge to go back home disappeared completely, like the flame of a candle that had been snuffed out by the wind.

      I knew that eventually I’d be rational about things again but, in that moment, in that small sliver of time, I thought myself capable of remaining in this doomed planet forever.

      As long as I had them with me, everything would be fine.
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      “Erin,” I said, her name itself causing my heart to beat at a different rhythm than it had before. It wasn’t a faster rhythm or a slower one, it was just different. And I liked it.

      Acting on what my heart told me to do, I reached for her and took her hand in mine. Gently, I pulled her up to her feet.

      I sensed that if I let myself cave into my urges, Erin would be more than happy to satisfy them. She made a good point though, about letting emotions overtake us. The recent attack by the wolf beasts had put us on edge—but spending our adrenaline in sex could be a grave mistake.

      “Yes, Roth?” she asked. I still had the urgency in my chest, but my emotions could no longer be expressed.

      “It’s time to move on.” Not what I’d meant to say. Not what I’d thought about during my watch.

      She ran her hand up my arm and when I raised my eyes to hers, they were soft, full of compassion. The deep carnal emotions running through us were naked but instead of creating urgency, they calmed me.

      It was all there in her gaze. She felt the same as I and there was no need for words.

      She nodded. Kern and Talos shared a water can, handing it over to me. I drank from it then handed it to Erin.

      Talos looked out over the plains, taking Kern’s place on the rock. I could tell he was withdrawn. I wanted to think about it, but my thoughts led me back to Erin. I looked down at our linked hands, trying to identify the storm of feeling inside.

      It was something new, something I had never experienced before. I didn’t know what it was, but of one thing I was certain: I needed to go deeper, to explore these blossoming feelings. I wanted to know it fully. If I didn’t attempt to delve into the unknowns of what it could mean for me, for us, then I’d have missed out on a wonder greater than those I’d already discovered. Of this I was certain.

      “I’m pleased you’re here with us,” I continued, admiring how she stood in front of me, tall and strong. She looked more beautiful than ever, the afterglow that lingered on her skin lending her the radiance of a queen or goddess. Even though she was still waking and her hair was a complete mess, that just added to her charm. “No. . .I’m more than just pleased. I’m happy.”

      That last word sounded foreign to my ears. Even though I had uttered the word in my language, had I ever used it before? I wasn’t certain. After all, had I ever been truly happy? The glory of the battlefield, the joy of victory and triumph. . .those were one thing.

      But this, this was something else entirely.

      Something more powerful than the shallow battle cry one lets out after crushing his enemies. Something more intense and valuable than all the rewards the Masters’ could’ve offered me. There was a profundity to this happiness I was feeling that I couldn’t quite grasp.

      I wished that the others felt the same, but I could see Talos was thinking more serious thoughts. He scanned the plains like he expected answers to pop up out there, as easy to nail down as small prey creatures.

      A day where Talos was more concerned with scouting tactics than me was not one I ever thought I’d see. Where my eyes kept hungrily devouring Erin, his stayed firmly on the horizon as if he expected immediate attack.

      Kern sidled up to Erin’s other side, making her grin. She reached up, running her fingers along his pointed, dark horns. She pulled my arm a little as she moved, not letting go of my hand.

      “Talos, brother, do you see anything?” His avid focus was starting to trigger my instincts.

      “No, no, Roth.” He jumped down from the rock, looking over his shoulder. “I don’t think an attack is likely. I was just making sure.”

      Erin stepped away from us, letting our hands fall as she walked up to Talos. His face immediately brightened as she turned her attention to him. I felt no lack, no jealousy, only relief that she could give him comfort.

      Tension seemed to run through him even faster under her attention. Finally, I understood. Talos was worried about protecting her. When it was just us, the threat of danger was bad enough. Now that we had Erin in our pack, he was far more careful than he had been.

      “I’m not used to seeing you so vigilant, Talos,” I said softly. He looked up from Erin’s embrace and smiled, joy coming easily under her comfort.

      “I’m not used to caring so much about our perimeter,” Talos muttered. “All this talk of Masters being here or not is jiggling my guts upside down.”

      “I’m sorry—is it something I said?” Erin stepped back from him, turning to me. “I was just trying to help. Seriously, I didn’t mean to ask the wrong questions.”

      “No, no,” Talos tried to reassure her. “It isn’t your questions. I had the same ones. I don’t know what makes me more nervous. The idea we are being watched—or the idea that we aren’t.”

      “I hear you.” Kern slipped the water bottle back onto his belt. “If we are under some kind of game rules, then there must be order to it, even if we can’t see it. If the Masters truly are gone. . .well. We could just be waiting to die in chaos.”

      Erin made a strange humph sound, almost a laugh. “I think we may have wandered into dangerous philosophical territory.”

      “How do you mean?” Kern’s face had that curious look I knew too well.

      “Humans have debated the existence of God since the dawn of time. Is someone watching, is there a reason, a purpose, or is it just random biological components clashing against each other for eternity?”

      “You lost me,” I admitted with some defeat.

      “Who is the god?” asked Kern with rapt fascination. “Is he a Master?”

      “Kind of,” Erin replied. “We don’t know if he—or she, or it—actually exists. You guys know the Masters exist, right?”

      We looked at each other. Surely there would be some hard physical evidence we could call on, but for the moment it seemed elusive.

      The silence built between us as the warm sun glowed above. Gods, Masters, they tumbled through my mind. The more we talked about it, the smaller the circles became.

      Was it all part of the plan, to have us so confused and anxious? Was it something this human god did purposefully to them? The idea seemed monstrous. I wanted to produce some kind of answer, something that would put us all at ease.

      There was nothing. Only the sun growing hotter with no breeze to cool our skin. The faint hissing of insects nearby. Did the bugs question their place? If I squashed one, did his fellows wonder about it?

      In many ways, Erin’s presence had simplified our lives. We could prioritize now in a way we never had before.

      In other ways, our lives had become far more complicated. Questions that were mere fancy had become grave concerns. The bigger picture was no longer a distant flag to be idly considered—it was vital to the survival of our new pack.

      “What do we now?” she asked, taking a few steps forward away from us. She was still pulling on her outer layer of clothes, moving up onto the rock without shame. She was comfortable with her nakedness around us, and that pleased me immensely. Her comfort was my priority.

      She stretched again as she balanced on the peak, thrusting her breasts forward. The pose made her waist look as supple as a young tree. Her nipples pushed against the shirt as she slid her armor on. I wondered what it felt like to have such warm, sensitive nipples.

      “We continue west,” I said, fully knowing that I was only guessing as to our best destination. Sure, the mission and all the unanswered questions still bloomed in the back of my mind, but in that moment, I couldn’t pay them heed.

      Practical matters sounded absurd after what we had experienced.

      And yet, practical matters had to be considered if we were to survive. And that was what finally pushed me to begin moving. It was no longer about just the team’s survival.

      It was also about Erin’s survival, and nothing would ever stop me from protecting her. For her, anything. As scary as it was to admit to myself, I’d walk through raging fires and dive into the darkest depths of the sea if it meant it would keep her from harm’s way.
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      Standing atop a rock that jutted out from the edge of the cliff, I frowned.

      The path we walked led to a dead-end, a rocky canyon splitting the land in two and blocking our path. Alone, I walked along the edge of the canyon, trying to see if it became narrow enough for us to cross.

      It was useless.

      I recognized the canyon, as I had been here before, but I had been under the impression that it was located someplace else.

      Could we have made a wrong turn? It was entirely possible. The vegetation had grown thick and wild while we slept in our cryo chambers, and trying to find our way through a shifting landscape wasn’t easy.

      We would have to backtrack if we wanted to continue west. That meant we would be travelling for a few more days, but I didn’t even know what that meant anymore. We didn’t have a set destination, so as far I knew we could be destined to roam the planet’s surface for months.

      But not everything was bad. Our team remained as cohesive as it had ever been, and Erin’s presence acted as the glue that fortified our bond. Besides, the detour we would have to make meant I could make a little stop—weapon caches littered the region at regular intervals and I knew of one that was close by. There was a chance that the weapons were ruined, that water had destroyed components, or that some other team had gotten to the cache before us, but I tried to keep my mind focused on a positive outcome.

      One last look at the canyon and I sighed. Hundreds of yards below me I could hear the roar of a raging river fighting against the rocky walls of the canyon, shaping it to its brutal will. I had been here many times before, but there had never been river, not even when it rained. The planet was slowly spiraling out of control, the laws of nature and physics slowly giving way to something as unknown as it was bizarre.

      Turning on my heels, I ventured back into the woods and made my way back toward the group, who waited in a small clearing. Erin was trying to explain the meaning of some word to Kern, and Roth stood against a large tree, his eyes focused on the blue sky overhead. He didn’t look too happy.

      “I don’t like this weather,” he told me as I drew close. “You don’t get that many clear skies in this region, and the air. . .can you feel it?”

      “Yes,” I nodded. “It feels heavy.”

      “There’s a storm coming.”

      “A storm?” I echoed, turning my eyes up to the sky. It didn’t make much sense, but Roth was attuned to the land in a way that I wasn’t. “You might be right. We’re off course, just a few clicks away from the canyon that splits the region. And there’s water flowing down there.”

      “That’s not good.” Frowning, he leaned back against the tree behind him and exhaled through his gritted teeth. “By my calculations, we should be much closer to a crossing point. The planet. . .it’s all wrong. I doubt our navigation devices are even giving us the correct numbers. We’re better off relying on what we know from memory. Still, we carry on.”

      “Yes,” I said, grabbing my own bag from the ground and strapping it to my back once more. Minutes later and the four of us were back in the thick of the woods, pushing out way through the wilderness as we ventured closer to the coast once more.

      As the hours passed, the air seemed to grow heavier and heavier, and the blue that colored the sky was turning dark and grim. If Roth was right and there was a storm coming our way, we’d be in deep trouble. There was no place that would give us suitable shelter around here, and we’d be at the mercy of the elements. Still, I tried not to let that get me down and led the group toward where I knew the weapons cache was.

      “There,” I pointed into the distance, where a metallic antenna peeked above the vegetation. I didn’t know what that antenna was for, but had always assumed it was there as some kind of planetary communication relay. Either way, the cache had been buried just a few yards from the antenna’s location, and that was where we had to go.

      We arrived there half an hour later, everyone laying their bags at the base of the antenna, and I quickly went to the cache’s location. Kern threw me a small shovel from his bag and I quickly got to work, burying it into the ground and smiling as I heard the noise of metal bumping against metal.

      “It’s here,” I cried out, and both Kern and Roth quickly joined me. Ten minutes later and we dragged the cache, a large metallic container, out of its burying place. Popping the lock open with the butt of my rifle, I grinned as I saw the crates of ammo and the few weapons inside the large container.

      While we didn’t need new weapons, at least some of them would be lightweight enough for Erin to use more easily. As for the ammunition, that was always a welcome find.

      “Here, try this,” I said, tossing Erin one of the weapons. She smiled as she grabbed it, feeling its weight against the palm of her hand, and quickly started taking aim at the trees around her. Her posture indicated that she was a natural, but that didn’t surprise me. Saving Kern had already proved it.

      I moved out of the way as Kern and Roth started transferring as much ammo as they could from the containers to our bags, and I let out a small sigh as I watched them work. Even though I should find some comfort in this find, I couldn’t dispel the uneasy feeling that had taken over me.

      I had been awakened here, on this planet, countless times. I had lived through many trials, and learned how to survive the Master’s rule. And now, all of that was gone.

      This was no trial, and there’d be no rewards at the end of our journey. The Masters wouldn’t come to reward or punish us. Everything I had learned to see as my compass in life was now gone. And, as much as I hated to admit it, this new reality scared me.

      Gritting my teeth, I tried to regain my thoughts. Wallowing wouldn’t help me or the team.

      “What’s this?” Erin said, crawling into the large container, now half-empty.

      “Get out of there,” Roth growled. “It isn’t safe.”

      “It’s a box,” she sighed. “Besides, the lock is broken. Not like it’s going to seal up and disappear with me into the night.”

      A chill ran up my spine at her words, and I forced it away. “Of course not. But what are you looking at? That corner is empty.”

      “This.” She ran her finger along the inner corner, where two walls met, and a slight ‘click’ sounded.

      “Get down!” Kern snapped, reaching in to grab her by the waist, spinning with her to shield her frail form from whatever she’d triggered.

      A trap that would seal her into the crate, until she starved.

      An explosive that would tear her soft skin with shrapnel.

      An electrical charge that would rip through her as her nerves screamed in agony.

      Any of it could happen.

      All of it had.

      But this time, all that happened was a small panel slid open, revealing a hidden store of food packets.

      Roth eased forward, caution wrapped around each movement. “They’re still cold,” he wondered, dragging a handful out.

      “Let me see!” Erin squirmed from behind Kern. “Ew. Those things.”

      I ripped one open, sniffed inside. “They’re still good.”

      She raised a skeptical eyebrow. “There’s a good version?”

      As we ate, crouched around the hole, Roth clearly searched for words. “This was a good find. A good hunt.”

      Her face broke into a smile.

      “But please,” his voice dipped, ragged, and I knew he’d imagined everything I had. Maybe more. “Please be more careful. It’s not unheard of for supply caches to be booby-trapped.”

      Her shoulders sank. “Who would do that?” she whispered. “Promise you food or weapons, and then hurt you for trying to get to them?”

      “The Masters,” Roth answered, simply.

      That was all the answer any of us had ever needed.

      But not Erin.

      “Why?”

      And that, we couldn’t explain.

      There had never been any answers.
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      Later, I grabbed a few clips to the weapon she had chosen. “Come on, I’ll show you how to use it.”

      I walked toward her and, as she handed me the gun, I reloaded it and ensured it was in working condition. “You were holding it perfectly,” I said, placing the gun back in her hands and allowing my fingers to brush against hers. The touch of her smooth skin was almost enough for me to forget about the direness of her situation.

      “Alright. And what’s this button here for?”

      “That’s the safety,” I explained. Then, as she turned the safety off, I placed one hand on her lower back and made her point toward a tree in the distance. “Now just breath out before firing, and hold that position. Once you’re sure you have your mark, squeeze the trigger.”

      She nodded, breathing out slowly with the calm of an expert marksman. A fraction of a second later she opened fire, the sound of it echoing throughout the woods. Splinters flew from the tree she had been aiming at. Barely containing herself, she fired twice more and hit the same exact spot. She was more than a natural, she was an expert marksman in the making.

      “You’re good at it,” I told her, and what she did next surprised me. Instead of just smiling in that half-shy, half-confident way of hers, she placed the safety back on and then closed the distance between the two of us. Throwing her arms over my shoulders, she then kissed my right cheek as she stood on the tip of her toes. “Show me more.”

      “More?”

      “More,” she laughed, and then I led the way toward the weapons cache. I spent the next half-hour explaining how most of the weapons functioned, and she seemed to take a liking to a pronged weapon that used an electricity discharge. It didn’t seem to matter how bulky or how small the weapons were: just as long as I explained to her how to hold it and where the trigger was, Erin always seemed to figure out how to properly take aim and use it efficiently.

      For a moment, I even forgot about the forsaken planet we were in. I forgot about the Masters, the trials, and the punishments and rewards. For a moment, one that I wished would last forever, the only thought in my mind was one of happiness.

      With Erin by my side, happiness could be a real, tangible thing.

      She was all the proof I needed.
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      “They’re getting along pretty well,” Roth said, casually gesturing toward Talos and Erin. The crack of rapid gunfire echoed all around us, and I smiled as I saw that Erin was having the time of her life.

      “Yes, they are.” Emptying the last of the ammo crates, I resealed whatever we couldn’t carry with us and pushed the container back onto its hole. With Roth’s help, I then shoveled some dirt on top of it and called it a day. As things were, I didn’t think it important to leave this cache behind us—after all, we didn’t even know if there were more teams in the region that could use it.

      “What are we doing?” I asked Roth as we watched Talos tutor Erin on how to use a modified high-powered long-range rifle. She was laying down on the floor, the butt of the rifle pressed tight against her shoulder, and Talos was kneeling next to her, whispering his instructions. A moment later she squeezed the trigger and bark exploded off a tree trunk that was at least half a mile away from us. I was inclined to call it a lucky shot, but then I remembered how she had saved my life.

      “What do you mean?” Turning to me, Roth raised one eyebrow.

      “We have no answers, only questions,” I said with a sigh. “We no longer have a mission, so what’s our purpose now? To wander aimlessly until something hunts us down and finally kills us?”

      Roth said nothing for a short while, analyzing my words from every angle. As he thought, he kept his gaze on Erin, unblinking as he watched her practice.

      “That’s our mission right there,” he finally replied. “That’s our purpose.”

      “Erin?”

      He shook his head. “Not just Erin. We are a team. We stick by each other, and we have each other’s back. That’s our mission and our purpose. We’re going to survive, together. As for what comes next. . .I guess we’ll just have to take it one day at a time.”

      “One day at a time,” I echoed with a barely noticeable whisper. Roth was right. We had no answers and no set destination, but as long we had each other. . .we would be fine. There was no other means of surviving through this now anyway, even if I’d decided to argue with Roth instead of sharing in his belief.

      From what we’d seen, the Masters were no more, and without them we’d been left to rot alongside the damaged, crumbling buildings of our past lives. If we had any hopes of making it through this to ensure a better life for ourselves, should the worst be confirmed and the other teams fallen, then we needed to do it together. That was what I believed in and, as I watched the strong bond that had formed between Talos and Erin, I found that my belief stood on strong foundations.

      Talos wasn’t a man to suffer fools, nor would he spend so much time training with Erin unless he felt it worthwhile; if Erin had proven to be nothing more than a shiny bauble, he’d have ignored any chance at being close with her. Yet he was by her side, losing himself to the possibility of her meaning more to him than what he’d be comfortable saying out loud to us.

      “I’m going to join them,” I told Roth and, with my own rifle slung over my shoulder, I made my way toward Erin and Talos. I sat next to them on the grass, but said nothing as I realized Erin was taking aim at something in the distance. When she finally fired, she let out a frustrated sigh.

      “I missed.” Looking at Talos with her lips pursed, she looked disappointed with herself.

      “We don’t hit our targets every time.” Smiling as kindly as I could, a small laugh climbed up my throat. “Well, Talos doesn’t anyway. I’m an extremely good shot, and I’ve never missed a target in my entire life.”

      “Seriously?”

      “He’s joking,” Talos smiled, hitting me in the ribs with his elbow. “Kern is a good shot. . .but he isn’t the best one around.”

      “That’s because my specialty is suppressive fire,” I retorted, realizing by Erin’s confused look that she hadn’t understood my words. “I fire my rifle at everything,” I explained, “so that Talos and Roth can move and strike.”

      “Ah,” she smiled, her eyes widening with understanding. Pushing herself off the grass, she sat down on the floor with her legs folded under her backside. She looked just like a small kid, one that was completely fascinated by the subject at hand. “So is that how you work?”

      “Well, that depends.” Scratching my chin, I tried to think of a simple way to explain things. “We have different tactics for different situations. It all depends on who we’re facing. Change the enemy, we change the tactics.”

      “What about your enemies?” she asked, and I knew that behind that one question were a thousand more. Erin had an inquisitive mind and, as curious as she was about the world around her, I knew that I wouldn’t have all the answers that she needed. Still, I would do my best not to disappoint her.

      “We’ve faced all kinds of enemies.” I started by listing a number of races and creatures we had fought against, but her vacant stare immediately let me know that my words didn’t mean a thing to her. I paused and then tried another approach. “Remember the creatures we faced after we left the station?”

      “When I shot that one?”

      “Exactly,” I nodded. “These ones work in packs. During one of the trials, we had to cross an entire region and they were our first obstacle. Then, we faced a swarm of big creatures that you’d call insects, and that went on and on until we reached our designated checkpoint. Each time we defeated an enemy, a new one would be waiting for us just ahead. And with every enemy we faced, we changed the way we fought.”

      “Yes,” Talos nodded with a low grunt. “We fought in waves. Destroy one wave of enemies, and then the next and the next. We only stop when no enemies are left.”

      “Just like that?” Erin asked, and this time her confusion had nothing to do with the words were using. “But why do you have to do that? Why do you have to fight against these creatures, over and over again?”

      “Because that’s what we’re told to do,” I said with a shrug.

      “I don’t understand.” She frowned, lowering her gaze.

      “There are things in life that are not meant to be understood,” I merely said, even though it bothered me not to have answers to her questions. I was a warrior, yes, but why? Who had assigned me that role and for what reason? The Masters were behind it all, of course, but I didn’t even know what it was that they wanted. They used us like puppets, and that was the extent of my knowledge.

      “I mean. . .is this a war? Or is this just a game to your Masters?” she insisted, almost spitting out the words ‘masters’. She sounded pissed at them, and the expression on her face reminded me of the way some warriors started nurturing thoughts of rebellion. In my experience, rebellion was futile, and it only achieved one thing: the death and complete destruction of your team. But now that the Masters had abandoned us. . .was it such a great sin to wonder about their true nature?

      “Perhaps this is all a game to them,” I offered. “The faster we move, the faster we kill and the faster we return to our base. . .the better our prize is. And there’s always a prize in these trials. If more teams are competing for the same thing, then usually only one of them gets the prize.”

      “And the losing teams? What do they get?”

      “Punishment,” I smiled sadly. “Sometimes that means you get whipped and tortured. You have to go without food and sleep, and you’ll have to endure so much pain you’ll believe you’ll go mad. If you survive that, then you can carry on as a warrior. But sometimes you’re not so lucky.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Sometimes a losing team is set free on the planet,” I whispered, “and they become the mission for other teams. They’re to be hunted down and destroyed, and no mercy can be shown.”

      “And all because the Masters say so?”

      “Yes,” I nodded.

      She licked her lips nervously and stared down at the various weapons in front of her. What was she thinking? As she reached for one of the guns, the little pronged device she had taken a liking to, she turned it around in her hands and let out a sigh.

      It was in that sigh that I finally realized that although she couldn’t understand our situation, she could definitely understand our pain. For such a delicate creature as she was, she seemed to harbor enormous pain, almost as if an entire lifetime of suffering rested on her shoulders.

      I almost asked her about it, about her past, but I held my tongue.

      If she was to share, then that would be a choice she’d have to make on her own—I couldn’t be the one to tease it out of her, it would be unfair to manipulate her like that.

      Our pain was our own, our property to either lock away or air out and deal with the heartache it caused.

      But Erin had yet to decide what she needed to do with her demons.
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      Being able to use weapons to protect myself felt good.

      It had been nice to have three buff companions to shield me from the horrors of this planet, but it was even better knowing I could be of more use to the group.

      To myself. There was no doubt in my mind that I’d need all of their help again before too long. After all, I hadn’t ever been trained to fight for prolonged periods, not really.

      In my old gang, we’d been taught to rely on stealth above all else, and only if that failed, to fall back on combat.

      I was a mouse, after all.

      I was capable of warding off an attacker, but I didn’t want to unless my hand was forced.

      As I contemplated the device in my left hand, the barbed prongs at its head looking as menacing as the electric current it’d discharge when activated, I fell into more memories of my old life.

      I’d always been one for unique gadgets and weaponry—why use a standard gun when you could surprise your enemy with a tasered attack from within the shadows? It made no sense to me to select the most obvious route.

      For beautiful things. For the unique.

      And that had been my downfall.

      My weakness.

      I thought I’d kept it from my old gang, but that hadn’t worked out so well in the end.

      Or maybe it had, maybe everything I’d done until now was preordained, step by step leading me here.

      But I didn’t want to make the same mistakes again.

      “Guys?”

      They froze, the synchronicity of their movements, the intensity of their focus still shocking to me, and I’d been with them long enough now to grow accustomed to it.

      I couldn’t quite place why it still gripped me so, but I guessed it was because of how effortless they were—they captured my attention like a mesmerized child with one smooth, unified action.

      “I want to tell you more. . .” I sucked in my breath so hard that it burned at the back of my throat. “You asked about my past. I should tell you. It might matter.”

      I wasn’t sure how much this really mattered to them, though none of them scoffed at what I’d said. If they didn’t want to hear me out, they weren’t making it obvious, yet I still sought their approval.

      “Can I?” I asked, my speech so quiet I questioned whether I’d even spoke at all.

      “Erin,” Kern started, his eyes soft, and for once serious. “You can talk to us about anything.” I looked to Roth and Talos to see if they shared this opinion; two reassuring smiles informed me that they did.

      Now came the question of how well the translator would work, could it hold up to such a torrent of details—we’d been fine in the past, but this would be a lot more information to bombard them with.

      I gripped my weapon of choice in an attempt to keep the memories of my past alive, encouraging myself not to falter in front of this hurdle any longer. The sigh I released as I did so was a long, quaking breath, the stress visible in the way I dispelled the air.

      “Okay,” I mumbled to myself before addressing them with a louder, more clear voice. “So, I’m an orphan. I don’t know if you have a similar word for this in your language, but it means I don’t have parents. I don’t have a family.”

      “Esiti ale Edodo?” Talos asked, though what he was asking me remained unclear. This was what I’d been concerned about, that the translator would fall short and we’d all try to grapple with words we didn’t comprehend. I exasperatedly shrugged back at him, my movements a little frantic due to frustration.

      “I. . .guess? I’m sorry, but I don’t know what you mean. It doesn’t really matter though; the point is I was alone.” I pointed to myself then held up my index finger. “Alone. One. Just me.” I added, hoping that something, even if it was just one word, would scrape through. Come on Delia, I mentally begged, let your magic tech skills have done the trick…!

      “Growing up alone, a lot of the world you’re not meant to see is the one you see all the time—theft, rape, murder, it all becomes a part of what you come to expect. I was never hurt personally, but I knew a lot who were. I was lucky.”

      The sensation of not being inside my body came to me then, as if I was out of myself and watching this scene from a stranger’s viewpoint. It was an unnerving feeling.

      “Eventually I was too old for the government to look after me—not that they ever did—and so I had to find a way to get by. I started lifting objects from abandoned buildings around the local neighborhood, trading them for food in the underground market. Always moving, making sure I didn’t sleep in the same place twice.” I swallowed hard, remembering the fear. The loneliness.

      “I thought no one knew who I was, no one noticed. But before long, I’d caught the eye of one of the scavenger gangs, and they approached me.” I could still see them sitting me down in front of them as if it was still happening, their expressions ones of quiet interest at my natural ability to remain undetected as I scavenged.

      I hadn’t known it at the time, but I’d been headhunted.

      “The group who turned on you?” Kern interjected, the image that had been dancing in front of my eyes having evaporated away like steam.

      It was replaced with a more painful echo of my past: the look of disbelief on my face when the authorities had snagged me, their file on me brimming with too much information for them to have collected it by themselves.

      My chest tightened. That’s when I’d known my association with those I’d called friends, albeit very loosely, had come to a violent end.

      And it was my own doing.

      “Yeah, the very same. They turned on me for good reason though. Anyways,” I rambled, my words spewing out of me as I tried to get back to my original story. “Before everything went to shit, they helped me learn how to survive in a way that gave me a comfortable-ish life. I wasn’t rich but I wasn’t poor either. The little orphan, unwanted and lost, wasn’t helpless anymore.”

      Wasn’t she?

      I questioned myself, not certain of how strong that belief was anymore. I could tell the guys that I was strong, unaffected by my past, but the truth wasn’t so brave or impressive. A lot of the time, I still felt just as lost, only now I was a grown woman struggling through rather than a child.

      “But the reason they handed me over. . .” I really didn’t want to admit this. Not to my guys. Not to three men to whom the team was everything. Survival.

      It was against everything they stood for. But, they deserved the truth, didn’t they?

      “We were sent on a job, looting a collapsed building. Our leader said the client had old records showing that area had once housed wealthy residents. It sure didn’t look like it anymore.”

      The scene in front of me changed, a wreck of cracked concrete, half fallen in on itself, destroyed in one of the coastal quakes of the last century.

      “The parts of the wreck that were easy to access had been picked over, probably years ago. But I could wiggle through, down what I suspected was an old air shaft. And it lead to a cave of wonders.”

      It’d been treasure. Not the usual scrap metal and old components, but beautiful, priceless treasure.

      Paintings, statues, lovely things I could barely imagine glittered in the light of my flash.

      Most of them were too large to be pulled out of the narrow shaft I’d climbed through. And only shards remained to tell me where objects of delicate colored glass had once sat.

      But there were enough small paintings and sculptures to make us rich.

      Or, make the client rich, and the gang’s percentage enough to let us relax for a while.

      Calling for a rope to be lowered, one by one, I’d sent the fabulous things up to the surface, searching and scrounging through the debris.

      And then I’d found it. Lovely, carved and polished stone. So smooth I couldn’t help but run my fingers over the lines. A mother and child, no bigger than the palm of my hand.

      Exquisite. Unique.

      The fire of greed ran through my veins.

      I had to possess it. Keep it.

      Who knew why, what madness made me break the one strict rule of the gang: Everything pooled, shared, sold.

      And then the credits divided out.

      It was the only way it could work.

      And I didn’t care anymore.

      I slipped the lovely figurine inside my coat, secured it in an inside pocket, and returned back to the job.

      No one should have known any different.

      We’d had a legendary haul. Exceeded the expectations of the client.

      Except. . .the client had a list of what that room had contained, ancient security vid.

      Had expected that figurine.

      And months later, in a moment of carelessness, another member of the gang had seen me holding it, running my fingers over the stone with the same obsession I’d had since I first saw it.

      And the next day, I’d been arrested.

      “I betrayed my team,” I forced out. “I wanted something so much, that I didn’t do the right thing. And that’s why. . .” I looked around the half-circle, their stony faces giving me no indication of what they thought of this strange story.

      “I won’t betray you. I know I won’t. But you should know.”

      It was Roth who broke the silence.

      “Steyuu, Erin.”

      I cocked my head; this goddamn translator was starting to really grind my gears. Roth noted how irked I looked however, much to my delight, as he tried again, waiting for the translator to work. “You were strong before and you’re strong now. You stumbled once. Just stay on that path. All warriors walk through fire to prove themselves.”

      My eyes caught Talos nodding in agreement as I stood and considered what Roth had said.

      Everyone stumbles. Just stay on the path.

      Could it be that easy?

      I couldn’t be sure without asking them, and now didn’t feel like the right time, but I didn’t think that sort of sentiment was something they’d picked up from their Masters.

      Instead, I got the impression that it was a lifestyle, a culture the warriors of this world had  for themselves. Whatever the reason, I was glad that they had, as those small verses of wisdom were soothing me.

      We stood in silence, the proverb Roth had voiced hanging in the air between us all. It had been difficult to explain what my life had been before all of this, and I’d left out a lot of details which I’d known would send the translator spiraling out of control, but the end result was positive nonetheless.

      In my ability to reveal more of myself, I’d become closer to them and, as a result, they were now emotionally closer to me. Never in my life had I understood more how important the spiritual connection of a relationship was than I did at this very moment. There was a simple splendor in being connected on multiple levels rather than just the physical one.

      Adults had always harped on about the wonders of relationships able to surpass the physical, but I’d always rolled my eyes and ignored them. I’d told myself that I knew better, and all those other rubbish lies a teenager soon-to-be young adult likes to cling to with devoted cynicism.

      And then there was the other side of my lies: that if these adults were correct in what they were saying, I’d never be somebody who would experience it anyway.

      I’d be a lone wolf until my dying breath, surrounded by no one but imagined loved ones rather than real, corporeal ones.

      And then something happened that turned everything on its head, defied fate itself.

      I’d come here. Met them.

      “Do you want to stay here or move on?” Roth questioned, all of them stood waiting for me so patiently. They never stopped making me feel grateful for meeting them.

      I laughed by way of response, though I could tell they didn’t understand why; to be asked that question at that exact moment was so poetically fitting though. It was an inquiry that held hidden meaning; it felt like I was being asked whether I was ready to move on past all that had held me back, my demons finally having been exorcised. Was I ready, could I say goodbye to the devil I knew?

      Yes. It was time.

      I would try.
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      We had been walking for three hours when the first clouds started shaping up in the sky. The dark blue shaded to grey right before our eyes, the clouds forming an angry blanket that blotted out the sun.

      Just like I had feared, a storm was coming.

      While usually the storms on this planet were fierce but quickly vanished, this one had me more worried than usual. If Talos was right and there was water at the bottom of the canyon, then that meant it was likely another storm had already been raging somewhere far upstream, and it had been violent enough to push water down the canyon.

      “Do you know of any shelter nearby?” I asked Talos, who always kept a mental inventory of useful places inside his head. This time, though, he looked back at me with a concerned expression on his face.

      He didn’t need to say a word for me to know that we were in trouble. The woods we were in before had given way to an increasingly arid place, and I knew that without the protection of closely packed trees we’d be at the mercy of the winds. Not that the woods would be much better anyway. If the wind started uprooting trees, then what would we do when they were all around us?

      “Maybe if we head back,” Talos said, but he quickly shook his head and dismissed that thought. “We won’t have the time for it, will we?”

      Falling silent for a couple of moments, I looked up at the sky and watched as the clouds darkened, the air growing heavier and oppressive around us. “No, we won’t,” I finally said. “We’ll have to find shelter somewhere close by.”

      “Understood,” Talos said, but that worried expression didn’t leave his face. If we didn’t know where we were heading, or where a safe place was, we were in grave danger. The storms that ravaged this region of the planet were violent and brutal, and many teams had perished as they tried to brave the elements head-on. Not to mention that some creatures only ventured out when the elements were violent enough to hide their footsteps. . .and these were some of the most blood crazed creatures the planet had to offer.

      “Are we in trouble?” I heard Erin ask. Looking back over my shoulder, I watched as she  left Kern’s side hurried up toward me. She didn’t look exactly worried, only mildly curious. She trusted me to lead the team to safety, and I couldn’t stop myself from feeling the weight of her expectations. “Kern told me there’s a storm coming our way.”

      “Kern’s right,” I told her with a nod, trying to hide just how concerned I was about the whole situation. “But we’ll find some shelter to brave it out. It’ll be fine.”

      “You don’t sound that convinced,” she said, and I felt both my eyebrows shoot up in surprise. According to almost everyone, I was one of the hardest men to read, so how exactly could she read me this easily?

      “Storms are dangerous in this place,” I admitted, unsure exactly how much I should share with her. I didn’t want her to worry. “If we don’t find shelter soon, we’re in a little trouble.”

      “I see,” she muttered softly, and then she fell back to rejoin Kern. With a small smile, I glanced at her only to see her looking around more attentively, her eyes peeled as she tried to look for someplace safe.

      When we first met, I thought that we would have to carry her all the way, that we’d have to protect her every second of every day. . .but now I knew that I had been mistaken. Erin was a valuable member of our team and, even though she wasn’t as built as we were, she could carry her own weight.

      Still, when the rain drops started hitting us as viciously as bullets, that thought was of little comfort. In just a matter of seconds we were drenched, but that wasn’t what worried me. As fierce as the rain was, I worried most over the wind. It was strong enough to uproot the largest of trees, and I could already feel the slight breeze that danced around us turning into a furious beast.

      “Stick together!” I cried out over the howling winds.

      Kern and Erin hurried their pace to draw closer to me. Talos, who always walked a few yards ahead of us to detect any incoming foe or trap, also fell back. The four of us trudged ahead, much slower now as the wind slapped us with all its might, and we remained huddled together as if we hoped that would offer us some protection against the elements. It didn’t.

      “Watch out!” Talos suddenly cried out, taking one step back as a large tree fell right in front of us, its thick roots jutting out from the arid ground like tendrils of death. Pushing the rest of us back, he offered his back as a sacrifice as a large branch swooped down and struck him across the shoulders. Grabbing him by the arm, I pulled him toward safety before he could suffer any more damage.

      “Are you hurt?”

      “No, it hit the chest plate,” he said with a dismissive gesture. Any other time and I would’ve insisted for him to remove the armor so that we could check for wounds, but there wasn’t time.

      “Let’s try and steer clear of any trees,” I said, uncertain he could hear me. The wind drowned out my voice, my words nothing but grains of sand to be carried away into oblivion. To make matters worse, the arid ground on which we walked was quickly turning into slippery mud, and each step we took was starting to feel more and more like an ordeal.

      I held one arm up in front of my face to try and see where I was going, but the curtain of rain had now become impenetrable. Even worse, I could already feel sand in the wind. We were close to the shore now, and the wind’s fury would soon turn into a sandstorm.

      Gritting my teeth, I tried to up my pace. We were walking blindly but, as idiotic of an option as it was, it sure beat standing in the middle of the storm at the mercy of the elements. No matter what, we had to keep on marching forward and pray that luck would be on our side. All we needed was to find some shelter and things would be fine.

      “STOP!” I heard someone shout right behind me, but I couldn’t even tell who that voice belonged to. I spun around on my heels and squinted my eyes, but all I saw were Kern and Talos figures, their silhouettes cut against a dark background as lighting exploded in the sky. The afterimage of the scene burned in my retina for a whole second, and that was enough for my stomach to lurch.

      Where was Erin?

      “Erin?” I shouted, trying to make myself heard. “Where is she?”

      “She’s missing!” Kern shouted back, pointing toward the slippery mess at his feet. His boots were caked in mud, and the rain made it so that the mud was now starting to turn into a river that rolled down the steep hill we were on.

      Talos shouted something as well, but I couldn’t understand anything of what he was saying. He pointed furiously to the mud that kept on rolling down the hill, and I quickly surmised that Erin must’ve had slipped on the mud and tumbled down the hill. In the middle of a storm like this one, that was all it took for someone to become separated from their group.

      I gritted my teeth so hard that pain shot up my jaw. I was furious at myself. How could something like this happen?

      Erin was our priority and we had failed. For a split second, I almost wished the Masters would materialize in front of us to inflict the punishment I knew we deserved. I ached for some pain, something that would soothe the anger I felt toward myself. I had told Erin she had now become a member of the team, and I had drawn her membership on her arm with the blood of an enemy she killed. She was one of us and we had failed to protect her. For that, I almost wished the ground I stood on to open up and swallow me.

      That thought didn’t last long. Self-pity was the most useless thing on a battlefield or situations of life-or-death, and I threw it away just as quickly as it appeared.

      We had to find Erin.

      No matter what, we had to find her.
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      All around me the howl of angry winds drowned out any other signs of life. It had gone from a fairly pleasant day to one of violent storms, the sand so whipped up that it lashed at our faces. It had been frightening with the guys by my side, but now that I was alone, surrounded by nothing but smoky winds, I was beyond scared. I was frantic.

      Whenever I’d been alone in the past, it had always been in a situation I’d had time to plan for—splitting up to cover more ground, unexpected enemies who heard an alarm—there was always a kind of contingency plan. It was never something like this!

      Banshee-like wails come from the left of me—or was it the right?

      Fuck. I didn’t know.

      To steady myself, I rested my hand on my chest, my heart almost beating its way through. The pulse was so intense that my muscles started to jump with the same rhythm, one of fevered worry as I stumbled about alone. It was hard to tell whether I’d progressed in any one direction or merely gone around in a tight circle; it caused a deep rooted fear in me to take hold.

      Despite having always been fond of my own company, it had also been a clever means of protecting myself from heartache. If nobody got close, nobody could break my heart or leave me alone. I’d learned that lesson at the orphanage, my parents having thrown me away like unwanted popcorn kernels.

      But being on this planet had changed how I saw the world: Roth, Talos, and Kern had coaxed me out of my hardened shell, they’d taken the time to show me that being part of a team didn’t have to equal pain, it could mean love too. At first I’d gone along with their company out of necessity—and my love of great sex—but now it was a part of me, I couldn’t be without them because I didn’t want to be.

      My pride had tried to keep this truth away from everyone else, even myself, but now that I was alone and at its mercy, there was nothing for me to do save accept that I needed help. I was only as strong as my team, and without them, I had no further strength to give.

      “Please find me,” I whimpered, my tone dominated by the vile hurricane and carried off so that none could hear it. Had I even heard it? My frame vibrated with gentle sobs at first, before deteriorating into heaving sobs that rocked my very core.

      I dropped to my knees, pulled about like a ragdoll in the process, and curled into a ball. I was helpless.

      A curdling wail tolled right beside me.

      My head snapped up, my nose inches away from the beast’s open, razor sharp jaws. I gulped down the saliva that pooled in mouth, transfixed with fear. It would only take one bite and the world would take black.

      It sniffed me again, its gaping gash of a mouth so close that I could feel the moisture that lay within. If I wasted any more time in this defenseless position, I would soon learn how it felt to be chewed within its wet, stinking muzzle. To die in such a way wasn’t meant for me. I may be terror-stricken and alone, but I needed to stay tough if I was to make my way back to my three lovers, to a team that made me feel the most important and cared for I’d ever felt.

      My fear had given way to self-loathing, to pitying myself, but now it was turning into a more positive force, one that bubbled up inside of me like a volcano.

      I dipped my head down, the monster taking it as a sign I wasn’t going to fight back; I heard its jaws loosen into a wider maw as it went for the first, and final blow. As it reared its head to do this, I lifted mine and headbutted with all my might.

      The yowling, harrowing noise it made punctured through the unrelenting gales.

      “ERIN!” I heard coming through, strangled yet fierce, as if the voice was being squeezed through. It was a weird sensation for my ears, but the relief that hit me when I heard my name was akin to discovering religion: it was divine, powerful, and worthy of thankful prayer. Before I was able to call out back to them, however, I was thrown backward by their charging approach, Roth leading at the front.

      Landing with a harsh bump, I imagined that my ass would be tender for a couple of days, though it would be worth it. My team had found me.

      My guys.

      Mine.

      Roth and Talos tore into the beast which had been bearing down on me, while Kern rushed over to make sure I was okay—he’d seen me fall backwards as he’d followed behind Talos. His thick fingers pressed at different points of my figure in search of any wounds, his touch soft despite the urgency of his actions. My skin flushed and tingled in response.

      “Thank you for coming,” I whispered, curling into him.

      “Always,” Kern purred, before planting a kiss on my forehead. “We’ll never leave you unless you ask us to.”

      It was amazing how such a tender moment could be born of one so extreme. I’d been staring into the jaws of death, quite literally, yet now I was being embraced by one of my lovers. Knowing they would never want to leave me unless I bid them was even more magical, a window in time I hoped to peer through for years to come.

      These men were turning me into an old romantic.

      Holding his gaze for a little bit longer, I eventually released him so that he could lunge back into the battle. Turning my attention to the scene before me, it became clear that the slain monster’s friends had turned up to see what had happened, no doubt having remained on the outskirts to observe.

      Seeing the fight clashing in front of me, I fumbled about to locate my own weapon as I watched Roth, Talos, and Kern uses theirs in between barehanded combat. When I’d headbutted the beast, it had been more logical and less likely to draw its attention than reaching for a weapon. But now I was free to move without hungry scrutiny, I could savor the weight of it in my hands once more.

      Roused by the connection, I clambered to my feet and entered the fray. Roth gave a hearty chuckle when he saw me join in, his eyes wild like untamed flames; he was having fun with this. Talos and Kern were happy to see my confidence return, though they didn’t look quite as thrilled about the fighting as Roth did—there was a hint of enjoyment in Talos’ expression, but it was always fleeting.

      I jammed the prongs of my taser into the exposed throat of a passing creature, the beast more concerned with taking down stronger foes than I. It twitched and convulsed before whimpering into a fallen heap, ready for Talos to finish it off with his blade. Blood squirted into the air, causing Kern to grunt in displeasure as it rained down on the ground.

      Visceral though it was, I was happy to see the beast killed.

      A dying squeal from the final enemy signaled the end of our struggles.

      “Iyadvenhli!” Roth cheered.

      A victory cry? Judging by the joy that painted their blood spattered features, their skin now a mix of grey and red, I suspected so. As was their custom, they marked themselves with a bloody line to document their kills. Primal though it was, there was something about the way they decorated themselves that roused me once more. It was a primitive ritual, one that should have turned my stomach in its crudeness, yet it thrilled me. I supposed it could be because of how steeped in tradition it was, but I guessed at a more carnal reason: they looked hot when sweaty and bloody after battle. The marks where a way to symbolize their success, an equally attractive quality when bloodlust was coursing through your veins.

      “We celebrate tonight!” came Roth’s invigorated voice.

      “Yes, but let’s find shelter first,” Talos reasoned, Kern appearing to be in stout agreement. If I was honest, the idea of being away from the frenzied storms and lashing grit was at the top of my priority list as well.

      Roth was clearly annoyed that the revelry would have to wait, but he also understood the reasons for it.

      Funny, grumpy man.

      At last, a dank looking cave came into view. It was a compact space, though wide enough to accommodate us all. Barely.

      Our hearts still beating on high alert, our bodies primed for more unexpected trials, we were all charged with nervous energy as we settled into our new surroundings.

      As I jiggled on the balls of my feet, I knew exactly how I’d be getting rid of this adrenaline.
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      Now that we were safely tucked away from the storm, I was able to let myself enjoy having found everyone again, having found Erin again.

      When we’d all been scattered about by the wind and the cruel beasts that used it as an opportunity to strike, I’d been shaken at being away from Erin for so long. It was disconcerting being isolated from Roth and Kern, but at the heart of my fear had been a rational voice reassuring me that they were okay. That same voice hadn’t been able to say the same of Erin.

      As I observed the room, all three of my companions quivering with anxiety, adrenaline and relief, it became apparent that we all needed to unleash the woes that had been weighing on us.

      Some of that had been done already in the brief search for this hideaway, however there was more still to be worked off. Under normal circumstances I’d have suggested sparring, but seeing as this wasn’t normal by any stretch of the imagination, I felt other means would be more beneficial.

      Not to mention more enjoyable.

      Judging by how Erin was regarding us right now, I could sense that she felt the same way.

      I could taste her on my tongue already, the zest of her damp flesh a potion so potent I was under its spell before it touched my lips.

      A knowing smile flickered across her features.

      She knew what she was doing to me.

      Unshackled from the restraints of my constant theorizing, thanks to the storm which still raged on outside the stony walls of our den, I found myself unashamedly brazen in what I wanted.

      As swift as the gusts roaring outside, I strode over to her in a couple of steps. I had my arms on either side of her as I backed her up and pinned her against the wall, the girlish whimper she exhaled only maddening me further.

      I didn’t have to see the others’ faces to know how startled they were at my actions; my usual demeanor of quiet restraint having been cast off. If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear that I could feel Roth’s wide, amused smirk as he watched me give myself over to my carnal urges. If he was finding this enjoyable, I could only guess at how he’d respond to my next moves.

      Free of my worries about being gentle, I ripped at Erin’s clothes, her shirt tearing open across her chest. The material parted like wet paper, her heaving bust spilling out and over the edges of her bra.

      More gasps came then, her face red as the heat of her skin increased, my treatment of her so out of character that she was burning up. That’s how I wanted her to be; I wanted her to burn brighter than she’d ever done before, and just for me.

      I was going to make her mine, mark her as my own.

      She’d never forget it.

      My hands squeezed at her bosom, my touch forceful, unforgiving. Erin squirmed as I kneaded her breasts, my hands moving from fondling all of her chest to squeezing and flicking at just her nipples. I managed to halt myself long enough to examine how she was responding to this new, never seen side of me: her eyes were heavily lidded and barely open as she moaned against me. I was controlling her, the master that I’d never been allowed to be before, but it was what she wanted. You only had to look into that hazy expression of hers to see how gripped with passion she was at this point.

      Locking away my sensible clear headedness once more, I dropped onto my knees so that I could suckle at her nipples. I was sucking so hard that her skin was growing a dark red, a combination of my mouth and her flushed skin.

      As they each grew firmer under my waggling tongue, I lightly bit down—it wasn’t enough to break the skin, but it was a sensation that had Erin wriggling. Coordinating between licking and nibbling, I had her under my power. She was mine to do with as I wished and, by the cosmos, I was going to do some unspeakable things to this delicate beauty.

      Snatching at her trousers, I tugged them off in clumps of fabric, her clothes beyond repair. Throwing the bits away, I turned back to see some of her ginger hair poking from behind her underwear; I growled as I ripped them off of her as well, her body quaking under me with fevered exhilaration at my aggressiveness.

      Now that she was totally naked before me, I quickly gripped her and spun her around, pressing her front against the cold wall of the cave. She gasped as her hot flesh came into contact with the icy stone.

      I used my feet to hitch her legs wide apart, making sure to spread them as far as they’d go. Hurriedly I yanked my trousers down to unleash my bulging cock. I ran my fingers along her wet slit before rubbing along my shaft, making sure that I was a little slick for my entry. Not that I should have worried: the second the head of my length touched between her pussy lips, her juices engulfed me. I gripped her hips just above her ass as I pounded into her in one, swift movement.

      “Oh, fuck!” she cried, her body riding me as I kept ramming every inch of my erection into her tight, dripping hole. At this angle, she felt even tighter than before, which only made me want to pummel into her harder. I needed this to be rough. We’d fought for our lives, we’d—I’d —almost lost her, in all that commotion it had dawned on me how awful that would be.

      Relishing how she ground against me so willingly, her groans only of pleasure, I released my hands from her hips and moved them higher up and around to her bust. Grabbing them tightly, I had her sandwiched between me and the wall, her body unable to move except for bouncing on my cock.

      “Ahhh, yes. . .oh. . .fuck. . .” she exclaimed between gasping for more air, our speed so intense that even I was struggling to take in enough oxygen. “Harder. . .oh, God. . .Talos, please!” Such hunger, it amazed me. I was already giving her a brutal pounding, our bodies striking like a blacksmith’s hammer hitting an anvil, and still she couldn’t get enough of me.

      I leaned close to her, my lips nuzzled into her neck as I bit her skin. “You’re mine,” I told her, my voice gruff and low. “Say it, say that you’re mine.” Never had I needed anyone to make such a bold claim, but I knew I wouldn’t be sated, the beast wouldn’t be able to sleep again until she’d said it. “Erin,” I growled again. “Say. You’re. Mine.”

      “I’m, I’m yours, Talos. Oh. . .my God. . .I’m yours!” Erin screamed out as her pussy jerked around my cock, her muscles in the throes of an orgasm that had her wails bouncing off of the empty surfaces of the cave. Her cries were deafening. It’s all that could be heard apart from the slapping of our wet skin as I continued pounding into her.

      I wasn’t satisfied with just one orgasm for her though, and I was by no means ready to have mine.

      My thrusts didn’t slow as I forced her to power through her orgasm and onto the next, one of my hands reaching down to quickly rub at the sweet spot between her swollen lips.

      “Fucking hell!” she shouted out, my unrelenting vigor a surprise to her, even in spite of the times we’d made love before.

      Although this was not making love. I was fucking her like an animal, without tenderness, only concerned about us both coming over and over again. I wanted her almost unable to stand up straight by the time I was through with her. If she wasn’t stumbling, her movements uncoordinated thanks to a rush of lust, I would carry on until I got that result.

      Strumming at her sensitive bud, I began my ascent to my own orgasm. The oncoming explosion I felt unlike any other climax I’d neared before; my whole body was burning, my nerves fraught, my muscles so tightly wound they felt like they could snap. . .

      “Ahhhggh!” I grunted as I took deep, slow thrusts while I emptied myself into her.

      Her knees began to buckle, with only my strong arms keeping her upright. Withdrawing from her as quickly as I entered, I spun her around again so that I could look at her pink face, her cheeks so bright with color.

      Holding her to save her from crumpling into a heap at my feet, I gave her a slow, lingering kiss; it had all the sentiment of a star crossed lover embracing his partner after too long apart from her.

      “Thank you,” I purred between another stolen kiss.

      Erin gave me an exhausted but satisfied beam of her smile. “No, Talos, thank you.”
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      It would seem I wasn’t the only one who needed this outlet; the way Talos had come to me, owning me in a way I’d only read about, had kept me trapped in an emotional bubble. I couldn’t believe it was he who’d had me wedged against a wall, his powerful strokes causing me to convulse as I’d moved myself to match his hunger.

      But then there was also the emotion of being back with him again, of having found my way home to them.

      To all of them.

      The deliberate swaying of my hips naturally came to me as I made my way over to the others. The bashful movements of a woman new to this land had been replaced by the sensual confidence of an intoxicating siren.

      My desire was to consume my prey, to have them command me while I always maintained control. I’d learned through their loyalty to me that to be submissive wasn’t to give up your power, but was a way of gaining it. They could throw me down and screw me like I was nothing more than a mere object to them, but the moment I willed them to stop, that the pleasure didn’t suit me any longer, they’d obey.

      My god given power as a woman had been uncovered.

      If these men belonged to me, then it was time to take what was mine; without so much as a second thought, I rubbed my hand against Roth’s sheathed erection, making sure to knead him the way they’d done to my breasts in the past.

      He was already roused into action.

      Scooping me up into his arms, he held me in place with one effortless grip while the other released him from his bonds. Placing both hands squarely on my behind, his fingers dug into my skin to get a good purchase and he penetrated me, his cock immediately finding my entrance.

      My gasps echoed around us as I wiggled on his cock, his grasp fixing me in place. I could tell he was keen to steer, my body instinctively allowing him to push me down onto his impressive girth repeatedly.

      “Tell me I’m yours,” I begged him, my plea almost matching how Talos had bid me earlier. My moans were met with a sinful smirk, Roth now the embodiment of Lucifer himself.

      “I don’t need to,” came his knowing answer, his tone wonderfully husky as he panted through his pleasure. “You’re already mine.” He drew me in even closer, my pussy stretching its walls to allow him deeper. “Talos can fuck you as much as you want, but we both know it’s me who owns you.”

      Never had I heard one of them speak against a team member before, it was thrilling to bear witness to it. No malice was in Roth’s words though, only his loud assurance that nobody compared to him no matter the task.

      To some he’d have been deemed arrogant, and perhaps he was just that, but the conviction he had in his own skills was frightfully sexy. Whether or not I’d agree with his conclusions later, for now I was in full agreement that no one could ever work my body the way he did. Fickle though I knew my ever changing opinions to be, I was too engulfed by the force between my thighs, parting me open so that he could drink deep of me.

      Completely under his spell, I found myself clawing at his back as we continued to fuck. I was bouncing up and down with such passion only his grip kept me from toppling to the floor.

      “Come for me,” Roth ordered, the alpha in him all consuming and relentless in what it required of me. His cock flexed, its thickness feeling almost fuller than it had done before; he was so rigid and ready for his release that the very idea of him spilling into me had my muscles clenching dangerously close to my orgasm.

      Both of us were so frantic now that the room was spinning as if we were tumbling through the air. And yet his legs were as firmly planted as I was in his embrace.

      “Come for me, Erin,” he said again, his words darker and laced with increased aggression.

      With his command he pulled me down, harder, deeper until my clit ground against his base.

      And I shattered, at the mercy of my body, its twitching unforgiving as I jerked about, my hair a cascade of fire as it jostled against my shoulders. My head tossed back in the final throes of ecstasy as nothing existed but the pleasure shocking through me.

      My frame went limp almost immediately after this, my being so drained that it couldn’t hold me steady. Luckily Roth was there like before, keeping me secure in his arms.

      As I recovered, I realized he wanted more from me. And I was happy to give it.

      Unhooking my thighs from around his waist, he placed me on the floor, making sure to have me propped up onto my knees. As I raised my head up to look at him, I instantly understood why: his cock stood before me, waiting.

      Neither of us said a word, with me automatically opening my mouth. Edging his cock near my outstretched tongue, Roth tugged and stroked at his shaft, his swift jerks having his muscle trembling within seconds. A few more pumps and his translucent fluid splattered against my tongue and around my lips, its warmth satisfying on my own hot flesh. I remained as still as I could while he unburdened himself, though my figure was humming with arousal as I watched. It was knowing that I’d brought him to this, that he’d been unable to hold himself together any longer, that rocked me to my core.

      No sooner had I finished swallowing down his come, my tongue flicking along my lips to get all of its goodness, than Kern had grabbed me from behind, lifting me up into the air.

      “My turn!” he growled.
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      Control had never been as important to me as it had to Roth and Talos. They’d been decanted before me. Were older.

      I knew their emotional reserve was through no fault of their own, but the result of the unending punishments, strictures.

      Endless war.

      It made your vision black and white. No room for passion. No room for excitement.

      But Erin? Oh, she was introducing me to a world of full color.

      It hadn’t pained me in any way to watch her with Talos and then Roth, but I had to admit that it had made me to eager to please my own feverish urges.

      She was ridiculously light as I hoisted her up. I could read that she hadn’t expected me to pluck her from the clutches of Roth so quickly after his climax, nor had she anticipated him savoring the little ‘o’ shape her mouth had made as she’d cried out in surprise.

      Well, I was full of surprises.

      Both of my brothers had wanted Erin to submit to what they wanted, but for me it was more about her taking the lead.

      As I’m sure they were well aware of by now. Why would I want to be totally in control of a soul as unique as Erin?

      It would be ignorant of me to pass up the opportunity to have her show me all that she could do, all that she longed to do, after being pried away from us during the storm.

      Holding Erin in a hug, my only desire to be as tender as I ached to be rougher, I turned her around gently so that I was able to see into those deep, searching eyes.

      “Use me however you wish,” I spoke, my meaning as genuine as the purple skies that ran along the length of the sea. “I’m yours to command.”

      And oh, how I meant it.

      There was an onslaught of understanding present in her eyes, my reflection staring back at me as I waited for her response. Given how much my request had taken her aback, I wondered if other men had been less inclined to behave this way. It was a puzzle I’d never be able to solve; to me it seemed absurd to believe myself more aware of her desires than she was.

      It smacked of cockiness, of which I had zero patience for—Roth and I had butted heads over that many times in the past.

      He’d learned to tone it down, although it had taken him some time to master this. I had joked with Talos once that the Masters had programmed him to be that way, that he couldn’t curb his peacocking because it wasn’t written in his DNA to do so. Talos had shot me a warning glance, but the grimace that had darkened within that look told me he believed it quite possible.

      Erin bowed her head as she rested one of her palms upon my chest, right atop of where my heart lay beneath its cage of flesh, muscle, and bone.

      Lightly now she pushed, wishing for me to be seated on the floor rather than standing as Talos and Roth had been when they’d taken her. I acted within an instant, the jibes my friends were silently keeping to themselves never a concern for me.

      I was being handled by a goddess, I had no time to care for their opinion.

      Sat on the hard floor, the ground freezing cold against my buttocks, I awaited her. I didn’t have to wait long: she draped herself over me like a shawl, her thighs resting on either side of my mine as she settled down onto my lap.

      As she sat there, I could feel her wetness seeping through the material of my trousers, the dampness a welcome touch. I looked down to my crotch in a questioning manner, curious to know when she’d stroke along my shaft as I ached for her to do. A kittenish giggle was followed by her nimble fingers prying me from beneath my clothes, my length an unbending rod as she admired it.

      Next she hitched herself up, positioned no more than an inch above the head of my cock; as she knelt like this, she used one of her hands to open herself up to me, while the other tickled at the flesh of my swollen erection. A quick flick of a swirling palm around the tip had me shuddering in quick, short bursts.

      “Mmmm,” Erin purred. “You are magnificent.” She was painted with sensuality as she spoke, the glee at seeing me so hard for her an injection of endorphins into her veins. Shifting my head to nestle it between the slit of her hole, she lowered herself down.

      It was a slow motion, one that had me feeling every single inch as it pushed past her ridges and further inside of her taut walls. I’d been inside her plenty of times before, but never had I taken the time to truly feel how intricate the shape of her sex was.

      Ridges and subtle bumps lined my way into her, with one spot on the top of her walls more fleshy and raised than the others. As I eased into her, her body sliding down me in a fluid movement, I admired how the head of my cock struck this noticeable patch of flesh, her pussy quickly tightening as it did so.

      Fully immersed inside, Erin sat upright the full length of her spine, the way she extended herself a graceful display of her soft form. My mouth gaped in a small expression of disbelief as I viewed this beautiful woman beginning to ride me. The rolling of her pelvis, the way she ground backwards and forwards with ease regardless of my unforgiving length, had me in awe of her. I rested my hands on her behind, my touch so soft our skin barely even connected; I didn’t wish to instruct her in any way, I only wished for her to do her thing.

      Rocking back and forth, my bulk vibrating from the increase in her tempo, I found myself already struggling to keep a hold on my lust for her; if I wasn’t careful, if I didn’t quickly tame the way it raged throughout my body, I’d be emptying myself within minutes.

      To calm myself, I inhaled, making sure that the intake was long and measured. As I opened my eyes while exhaling, I noted how pleased with herself Erin seemed. She knew she had me like a fly stuck in her web, all she needed to do was quicken her speed and I would fall apart in ways she’d done when we’d dominated her.

      I wasn’t going to let that happen though, not until she was satisfied. My sole purpose in this intimate moment was to make sure my goddess was as overjoyed as I was. “Tell me what you want,” I implored, keen to serve her as she’d served us.

      “Just sit back and enjoy yourself, Kern,” she murmured, her eyes twinkling with such devilry.

      How I could lose myself in that look for a lifetime and still not have seen enough of it. “I know I will,” she added, that grin of hers as wicked as her desire.
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      The ache in my muscles felt amplified by this point, so busy had we been with enjoying the return of ourselves to one another that we’d taken a more charged pace. Even though I was gyrating against Kern a lot more slowly than I’d been with my other lovers, it didn’t make the strain on my body any lesser.

      Fortunately, Kern was a willing participant, shaping his movements to match my own, so that we both gently lapped like the foaming waves of a shore or swayed like the leaves in a tree. There was still a frenzy to us both, but it was maintained by our romance for one another.

      I felt romantically attached to all three of them, however the way it was with Kern was more noticeable. Right from the start he’d been the gentle giant of the group, his caresses the purest of each of them; he could be rough like granite, but ultimately he’d been crafted to be a more tender-hearted individual.

      In spite of how we rocked together, I mused at why this was—surely it went against the intended grain of a warrior to have him as gentle as a spring flower? Although, in this light, he wasn’t warrior but a devoted beau, a partner in everything we were sharing together.

      Each stroke that touched me now brushed at my g-spot, the head of his cock so wide that it spread across its surface instantly. Typically I was a woman who needed clit stimulation if I was to orgasm, but I’d discovered with them that this wasn’t always the case—they were skilled enough to take me there without more than internal stimulus.

      This was going to be one of those times.

      My g-spot being struck was all that I needed to open the floodgates to another wet and wild climax, my slick pussy gliding along him now as I shook with the final release of all that build-up.

      My lips found his neck, both of us too busy panting like rabid dogs to speak any semblance of words. Rather than try and tell him how I felt, I chose to leave a cluster of kisses on his skin, the nerves underneath jumping to the beat of his heart. I could feel it pulsating as my mouth touched him, our canoodling reminiscent of something you’d see in a black and white movie.

      Due to how crazed we’d all been earlier, I’d half expected either Roth or Talos to pull at me to come back to them, their cocks ever hungry for more of my heat.

      But that didn’t happen.

      Somewhat dumbfounded by this, I uncurled my wandering lips and searched the room for them; I found both of them gripped with amazement at what had just passed between Kern and myself.

      Their faces told me that they were envious, wishing to have that small portion of me that only Kern had taken so far. They were too beautiful to look at without allowing them that chance —my smile bade them to come to me, my desire being to lay with them both once more.

      Having three lovers wasn’t an easy dance to choreograph, awkward and clunky trying to work out the best positions for each person, and yet after finding that flawless way of all connecting to one another, it was euphoric.

      I was draped on top of Kern, my thigh half thrown over his so that I could easily reach his cock. My fingers worked around his shaft, my petting a light embrace between us. Roth now sat behind me, so determined to make a point of being able to do what Kern had, that he’d almost pushed Talos out of the way. Luckily, Talos had been unphased by this, happy to curl between my legs so that he could lick at my folds as gently as I stroked Kern.

      Roth’s fingers bent around the roundness of my ass to reach my pussy, his forefinger and middle finger sliding in on a slippery trail of my come. He worked his fingers intensely, his speed slightly more fraught than that of Talos’ and my own, though its contrasting tempo worked well. The rolling licks at my clit coupled with the thundering strength of his fingers had me reeling with every re-entry.

      It was difficult to keep my hand on Kern steady, but I powered through so as to give him what he’d so graciously given me: an unearthly orgasm. It had transcended the plains of this world and had taken me to the next. If I’d have heard another woman say this, I’d have thought her soppy, her emotions getting the better of her—love like that didn’t exist, I’d have claimed. Now I knew I’d have also been wrong in that assumption.

      I halted my hand as I sensed the rising spirits of my climax approaching, the need to bite into Kern’s shoulder all that kept me from screaming. Having already come three times before, the rush of each new orgasm was much stronger than the last, and they came much quicker; it was like someone had unblocked me, freeing up the space so that more of them could erupt from within me. Kern winced at my bite, but he never stopped or pushed me away, and besides, I never broke his flesh, my jaw strength nowhere near as robust as I thought his would be.

      It was Roth who pulled me away from Kern’s skin now, though not to prevent me from hurting him, but so that my mouth now teetered close to Kern’s reddening glans. In this position, not only could I guzzle down Kern’s flavor, but Talos and Roth were both able to better reach my openings.

      Just as I had imagined, as I took the first couple of inches of Kern’s cock into my mouth, Talos started to lap at my pussy more heavily than before. Meanwhile, Roth stole his fingers from me so that he could replace them with his thick, girthy muscle.

      He crouched behind me so as to dive into my pussy, my ass stuck up high in the air, my cheeks naturally parting as I did so. After a few thrusts into my pussy however, Roth then plunged into my ass, his cock loosening my ring of muscle to ensure he’d get all of himself in.

      The way he pounded into me was much softer than it had ever been, his focus this time being on the depth he could take me to rather than how fast he could work.

      Talos must have tired of only tasting me, for he was now laying just under me, his legs folded over the top of Kern’s. From this angle he was able to enter me, his hands pulling at me to push back down onto him; Roth had to adjust his own footing, but they were now both inside me. Only a thin membrane of my body kept them from touching, my holes so full and tight around them that I was gulping down precum between my gasps and moans.

      Even in such a position, spread and pulled apart by this trio, I found it refreshing to see them so at ease in their own nudity and sexual closeness. I’d never seen them touch each other as they did me, but they weren’t ashamed about working in such close proximity; human males had much to learn from their approach to foreplay and sex.

      I had no concept of time to measure our lovemaking against, but I guessed an hour or two must have ticked on by since we’d entered this cave. My ears couldn’t even pick up the din of the storm anymore, but I couldn’t be sure of whether that was because our moans filled the air instead or because the winds had died down.

      All three of us barking and moaning, my gasps light and high pitched while theirs’ were deep and low, we came together as a foursome.

      It was the first time we’d ever all orgasmed together so perfectly, each one of us in time with the other. I had no doubt that some people would have shrugged at this and been nonplused, they’d have claimed that sex was sex and be done with it. But they’d be so wrong, the idea was laughable to me.

      Sex, when done correctly, when performed the way we did so seamlessly together, was the most magical and breathtaking experience anyone could hope to endure.

      If I was to die upon this very spot, it would be with a fullness that went beyond the tight spasms holding all three of them inside me.

      It would be because of love, even if I never admitted this to anyone but myself.
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      If I'd ever thought about having a soul, it hadn't been for long.

      But what we'd just shared in the cave had shaken me, down to the very depths of my being.

      All of this, could it possibly be right?

      It pained me to tear myself away from Erin, but it had to be done. As much as I wanted to stay in her embrace, I needed time to process my thoughts. A lot had happened in such a short space of time; if I didn’t unpack it, I’d be frantic. I almost was.

      Softly, I parted from her touch. Instantly Erin’s face dropped, her expression dejected. In an attempt to reclaim some of the passion I’d dashed, I reached out a hand to her cheek.

      “Rest. I need to go scout the area, now that the storm has passed.” My words were tender, meaningful—I hoped they conveyed my sincerity. Out of the corner of my eyes, I could see Roth and Kern eying me curiously. They were surprised I’d pull away from her, but they also knew me well enough to know that I needed time to myself.

      Even if I stayed within the confines of the group, I needed to escape inside myself.

      It wasn’t a place where Erin could join me.

      She offered a smile. It was tighter than usual. If the time had been right, we’d still be caught in a tender embrace right now, and I couldn’t deny how amazing that would be. I hated how my mind worked at times like this.

      Through gritted teeth I muttered a quick goodbye. I wouldn’t stray far, however I needed to be away from their. . .noise. It didn’t matter if they remained silent, their need to speak would be chaotic enough to throw me off.

      And right now, I couldn’t afford to be distracted by it.

      What we were doing, what we were becoming, meant something.

      But I couldn’t forget the words of the other human woman, Delia.

      She’d offered to take Erin away from us. To try to leave this world behind.

      Should we have let Erin go?

      Would it be the best for her, the best for our unit?

      I sulked like a petulant child; I could imagine Kern stifling laughter as I went. The bastard took too much pleasure in my melancholy.

      Yet, despite his coltishness, I appreciated how free he was with his emotions. I wished I could be so open. So carefree. Kern had the ability to bulldoze through the worst of what this planet could throw at us because he didn’t hold back.

      The anxiety inside of me as I settled just a ways from them was tremendous. It was heavy. Thick with worry.

      Part of me was grateful to learn of Delia’s presence, if nothing else, it had caused Erin to make the decision to stay with us.

      And every day since then, she’d reaffirmed that decision with her actions.

      With her closeness.

      But had it been the right decision?

      I knew how tempted she’d been to take Delia’s offer to leave with her, to potentially go home. I was pleased she hadn’t, but would that eventually change?

      Thinking about that possibility was worse than thinking about what two humans being here meant. I knew there was a deeper meaning to it. There couldn’t not be.

      Yet, in spite of feeling this, I wasn’t sure if it was the Masters who were responsible. It wasn’t that they didn’t have the capabilities—assuming they still lived—but rather it seemed unnecessarily messy for them. They preferred order. Being in control.

      But humans were unpredictable. They followed their hearts rather than their heads, and the way we’d bonded to Erin was the same as how Axar, Zuvo, and Tarnan had connected with Delia.

      The Masters would hate such relationships. Of that, I had no doubts.

      Fixing my mouth into a thin line, I thought on whether leaving was the wisest choice. Was our home even here anymore, really? We’d been trapped here since our “birth”, pets of the Masters. They’d not cared for us.

      There’d been no love between us. So why did we want to stay? I understood our desire to rebuild, however there was that underlying worry that we wouldn’t manage the task. It was a massive one to take on, after all. Then there was the issue of why we desired to rebuild, was it out of a sense of duty or true affection for our planet?

      “Would you like company?” a familiar voice asked.

      Turning, I was glad to see Roth’s stern features gazing back at me. Despite wanting to be alone, sometimes it helped to have another's perspective. As long as that other wasn’t a confused human or a foolhardy youngling. I nodded.

      “You surprise me—you’re normally all for being completely alone,” Roth stated as he moved towards me. He wasn’t wrong.

      “True,” I agreed. “But I feel having someone to talk to is better than driving myself to madness.”

      “Ah. Yes, I’d prefer you to stay sane. For all of our sakes, not just your own.”

      We both smiled while he sat beside me. For a brief time, there was nothing between us except respectful quiet; I relished how he understood the mood. Roth could be a powerhouse—he was one, in fact—but he could also adapt if it was needed.

      Not quite so seamlessly as Kern, but that one was unique. Within a few days, he’d become more flexible with each passing minute, and while it overjoyed Erin to witness, I was less thrilled. I didn’t want him to lose his culture, not when it had taken us so long to recognize its importance.

      “Do you want to talk about what’s on your mind?” Roth finally asked. I sighed, though not because of annoyance, I just didn’t know what to say.

      “In a way, but I’d rather keep my thoughts to myself for now, if it’s all the same with you.”

      “You know it is.” Roth belted his hand against my back; it was bracing to say the least. “I’ve learned to accept your private moments over the years,” he added, a grin breaking across his face.

      “It wouldn’t have changed anything even if you hadn’t. I’m stuck like this, I don’t know how to be any other way.” As I spoke these words, I realized the bitterness of their truth.

      I really didn’t know how to behave differently. I could try to be alpha like Roth, just how I could try to be as fun-loving as Kern, but neither suited my personality; the Masters had designed me to be brooding. Thoughtful. To the point of letting few in.

      Not wanting to lose myself to that nightmarish tangle of woes, I decided to turn my attention elsewhere. “What are Kern and Erin up to—fucking again?”

      I couldn’t help but ask. It slipped out, but there wasn’t any jealousy to my question. In truth, I wanted them to be having fun. One of our group should be, at least. Roth bellowed out loud, his laughter rolling like snow from a mountain top: it was thunderous.

      “Erin calls it snuggling.”

      “What?” I barked out.

      “No idea at all,” Roth admitted. “And yet I think they’re just talking things through. Maybe I’m wrong and we’ll return to the smell of sex, but somehow, I doubt it.”

      Locked in by my circling thoughts, Roth kept me silent company. I welcomed being able to be myself. If Kern was here, he’d try to coax little snippets of information out of me—he wouldn’t be satisfied until he knew everything inside my mind. I suspected Erin would be the same.

      Those pair went together better than the gods themselves could have planned. If fate had orchestrated all of this, it had done a good job.

      Fate.

      The word taunted me as I thought on its meaning, on how it touched all of us in one way or another. We couldn’t escape it.

      Our feet would never be fast enough. But still, I wanted to be able to free myself from its shackles so that I could follow myself for a change.

      In spite of everything, I still felt caged. If not by the Masters, then by my emotions. I’d never be free.

      I wanted to be optimistic, that somehow all of this would work out, but it became ash in my mouth.

      Hope was for children. It was a pretty lie.

      I wanted facts, wanted realism.

      That was all we could hold on to. The only way to survive.
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      I was surprised when Roth left to find Talos. I thought we’d made a break through, the four of us together.

      That I’d felt something change in the air between us.

      But maybe it was just me?

      Sighing, I allowed depressing thoughts to engulf me. I didn’t mean to, but before I knew what was happening, I was swamped by them. One thought led to another. All of them tumbling together, all of them vying for my attention. It felt like I couldn’t breathe.

      What was I doing here? Why hadn’t I left with Delia, taken the opportunity to get away, no matter how slim it was?

      “Erin, are you okay?” Kern was on hand to pull me back from the brink.

      Momentarily gasping, I quickly tried to hide my embarrassment. I didn’t want him, or any of them, to think I was weak.

      When I blushed even harder yet still didn’t respond, Kern forced my head to look at him. Although he was controlling my actions, his hands were gentle, tender even. He didn’t exert any undue control over me, he simply wanted to look me in the eyes.

      “Erin, please. . .” His probing was as soft as it could be; it touched me to see him act so sweetly.

      “I’m just thinking things over.” I sighed, already aware of how much it would hurt him to hear me say this. But I’d made my mind earlier. We were past the time for evasions and half-truths. “Thinking about Delia.”

      “What Delia said?” he finished it for me. “About. . .leaving?”

      I nodded back at him, unable to speak. I didn’t want to speak about it. How could I?

      These were my men, my lovers, yet I wanted to leave them. Not fully, but enough that I was still pondering over my options.

      “We can talk about it if you want?” Kern suggested.

      As heartwarming as it was to hear that, I still wanted to decline. Still did decline. He wasn’t the person to talk with about this.

      In fact, the best person to discuss this with was the one person who’d left: Delia. She knew what I was going through, in more ways than one.

      But without knowing where she was headed, catching up with her would be near impossible.

      Moreover, there was the issue of raising this with the guys. I didn’t know if they’d take it well, or whether they’d see it as a slight against them and their characters.

      I was torn.

      I was emotionally spent.

      I wanted it to stop.

      Nervously, I began to fiddle with my fingers. My nails picked at any sharp skin on my fingertips they could find. It was strangely therapeutic.

      To Kern it must have looked horrific because he hurried to cover my hands with his own. The way they outsized mine was comical; he was a giant compared to me. As I looked at his hand covering mine, I realized how much I savored contact with them as soft as this—it didn’t have to all be about sex.

      The sex was incredible, but there was more to our connection than that. If there wasn’t, I wouldn’t still be here.

      Nevertheless, was this growing connection enough to keep me away from fellow humans? That was the question dogging me.

      Remaining in stony silence, I must have come across like a bitch, some unscrupulous character who cared for no one but herself. It wasn’t true, but I knew how my curiosity painted me.

      This was why they couldn’t know all that I thought, all that I felt. If they knew how tempted I truly was, they’d panic. True, they’d do it in such a way that I wouldn’t easily spot it, or at least Roth and Talos would.

      Kern was charming. Roth was charming. Even Talos was in his own way. All three of them had qualities I’d never been able to find elsewhere—in all my years stuck back home, no one had seen me the way they had.

      Yet the possibility of never seeing another human again was terrifying. I didn’t want to be the only one.

      The loneliness of it felt too great.

      Kern began making swirling patterns with his bare fingers on my skin; my flesh responded immediately, the fine bumps delighting him. This reaction was one they all enjoyed watching. It was so new to them, even having witnessed several times.

      I hoped that the novelty wouldn’t wear off, but dark shadows at the back of my mind worried that it would. I was a gimmick here: the human toy, a doll for them to play with. And no matter how much they grew to care for me, they could still discard me like a child does an old, worn toy.

      “Erin?” Kern apprehensively prodded.

      “I’m fine, really, but I need some time to think this through.”

      “You sound just like Talos.” He sounded exasperated now, almost to the point of anger. It was so unlike him that it took me by surprise.

      However, once I started to see it through his eyes, I realized I was distancing myself in a way I’d never done before. Clasping his hand, I made sure to squeeze it tightly as I spoke.

      “Kern, I don’t mean to shut you out, I really don’t, but some things have to be worked out alone. You know?”

      I so wanted him to answer “sure,” that he knew what I meant. He understood and he wanted to give me my space. Nevertheless, as I watched his face twist into awkward angles, I knew all too well that he didn’t.

      Not wanting to lower the mood further, I decided to make an effort to arrange our “camp” into some semblance of respectability. We’d flung ourselves into the cave, tossing down muddy gear as soon as we’d gotten out of the storm.

      I could set things out to dry.

      It wasn’t much, but it was something.

      A purpose.

      In reality, there was little I could do. We were in the wilderness, the terrain wild and unpredictable. And without food, there wasn’t a reason for me to arrange a fire or to fashion makeshift utensils out of the materials to hand. What I was doing was a useless exercise.

      I threw myself into it with all my might.

      I went around picking up bits of debris, rummaging through our leftover supplies, and generally doing anything to avoid Kern’s stares. He wasn’t quite glaring at me just yet, but I could tell he was nearing his limit.

      Soon he’d break. I’d witnessed too many good men and women try to hold their emotions back for too long. It always broke them in the end. Sometimes the wounds would heal, other times they’d fester.

      Would I fester on this planet?

      On the one hand I could end up thriving here, a queen to my three kings; a life I’d never had could be mine—if the fantasy lived up to reality. Given how shit my life had been so far, I doubted it was going to improve now.

      At least not drastically, anyway. It was more likely that I’d fall back into my old habits, old routines, forever unable to be part of a group the way others could.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t want to be part of their clan, it was that I didn’t know how to. I didn’t believe just fucking them was enough to make me one of them.

      “What are you doing, Erin?” he snapped, before realizing how sharp he’d sounded. His face transformed into a look of shame.

      As I looked back at him, a piece of sodden gear in my hands, I discovered that I didn’t have an answer.

      I didn’t know what I was doing. Nothing I was doing made sense to me anymore.

      My fumbling around here, my being on this planet, what my purpose in life was—it was all nonsensical to me now.

      What the hell was I doing?
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      She was infuriating.

      All I wanted to do was help her, to see if the two of us together could navigate her emotions. Side by side we’d make it through, no matter what.

      Yet all she did was push me away.

      I wouldn’t have minded so much if she didn’t know me, but we’d grown so close recently. Extremely close.

      I’d believed we had a sort of special bond, one that transcended what she had with the others—she cared for Talos and Roth, but not how she did me. Having told myself that for so long, it stung to think I’d been mistaken.

      Had I been wrong?

      The way she blinked at me, her eyes blank, unnerved me. She was empty. In all the time we’d spent together, I’d never seen her look so devoid of her personality; she wasn’t the Erin I knew.

      Taking a deeper breath than before, I tried to calm my raging mind long enough to get through to her. If I rushed in like a charging animal, blind and senseless, she’d bolt for sure. I didn’t want that outcome. What I wanted was for her to feel comfortable with me, completely at ease to let her guard down and to let me in.

      “I’m sorry,” I began.

      I wasn’t sure what else to say beyond this, but still I had to try. “Erin, I don’t mean to lose my temper. I just, I want you to be yourself around me. You’re igeseli. This should make you content, more at peace with us.”

      “I’m what?” she quickly asked.

      I was surprised she spoke so quickly, given how withdrawn she seemed. But then I guessed that the unusual tones of my native tongue had punched a hole through her dulled senses. It had semi-revitalized her. Not enough that I recognized her as mine, but it was a good start.

      “Igeseli. It means that you’re part of our family—you belong with us. I…” My tone reflected my nervousness as I stumbled upon my own explanation.

      Her face softened. The Erin I knew peered through, looking at me serenely. She was back. “Do you mean that I’m yours?” she asked quietly, voice warming.

      “Yes. That’s it! By the Cosmos, I thought I’d gotten good at this…!” I tried to keep my disposition light and humorous; I wanted to encourage her further out of her shell. It was working, albeit very slowly. I didn’t care if it took me all day and night, it was worth the time.

      At this moment, I wanted to make love to her. It seemed like the perfect way to emphasize how she didn’t need to hide from me anymore.

      She could let go, none of us would ever hurt her. If our bodies were pressed together, feverishly searching for comfort, for familiarity, I’d be able to bring her fully back to me. But while I second guessed myself, Roth and Talos returned into the fold.

      Both of them looked more relaxed than when they’d left, Talos especially. It was good to see them back to their old selves. However, they immediately noticed the atmosphere between Erin and myself.

      I was worried that they’d ask us point blank, but Talos seemed to grasp the gravity of what was going on and stopped Roth from interfering. As pragmatic as Roth could be, he still had a tendency to push when tenderness was needed. And, in doing so, all hell would break loose.

      Now that they were back however, it allowed me some time to step back and observe; they’d all had their moments, yet I’d been expected to suffer through. I knew they thought me playful, full of exuberance and untouchable, but they were wrong.

      Things could weigh on me too.

      Right this moment, what concerned me most was Delia.

      I almost hated her for showing up.

      As bad as it sounded, her finding Erin had spoilt everything—we'd gone from building a strong bond to chaos. For every movement towards unity, there were doubts to send cracks in the wall.

      And all because she’d revealed to Erin that she wasn’t alone. I knew that I should be happy for Erin, that it was selfish to sulk about this.

      But how could I come to terms with the possibility that she might leave? She’d even admitted that she was still thinking about it.

      I considered how our lives used to be before our chance meeting with a poor, lost human girl. When it was only the three of us.

      It had been simpler.

      It had been harsh too, cruel almost. The Masters had made us their personal pets to do with as they saw fit. They could command us and we’d obey, even if it meant killing. Nonetheless, at the heart of it all was a wonderful simplicity.

      We’d known our purpose. We never questioned, living our lives from one day to the next: we’d sleep, we’d eat, we’d fight. We’d repeat the process. Every aspect of our lives had held a specific meaning, however basic it might have been. We didn’t seek more for ourselves because there wasn’t a need to.

      Some teams had gone that way, but most of them had ultimately paid with their lives. For us who’d stayed on the straight and narrow, it had been black and white.

      I missed the comfort of such familiarity.

      Now all we had were hundreds of questions but no one to answer. Partner this with a human companion who didn’t know why she was here, and it was a royal mess. Was it chance her being here, or was it intentional? She knew as little as we did.

      As much as I loathed to think it, I wondered if this was the reason the Masters’ had ruled every aspect of our lives: to keep us contained. Unaffected by outside forces. If we didn’t know anything else, we’d never yearn for anything more. It was an uncomplicated and effective system.

      If I asked my brothers what they thought, I was sure that they’d say the same. There was no other explanation for Talos being so hung up about finding new teams, about finding Delia.

      Her name felt like poison on my tongue.

      I didn’t need anyone else to tell me how awful my behavior was. Every logical atom of my body told me this, and yet I couldn’t stop myself from mentally wishing none of them had come here.

      Erin included.

      What I felt for Erin was beyond anything I’d experienced before. I could go my whole life again and never meet another like her.

      But I was starting to wonder if that was such a bad outcome. If I’d never met Erin, I’d never have been in this situation, meaning that this life we were leading might never have come to pass.

      In the same vein, it could also mean we’d have been much worse off, slaves to the Masters still.

      However, that didn’t bother me as much as the thought of losing Erin to another human. They had a closeness, a natural affinity, we’d never share with her.

      We couldn’t. We weren’t of the same genetic makeup.

      In an instant, Delia had stolen from me that which I held most dear.

      Worst of all, she hadn’t even tried to do so.

      Talos patted my shoulder while Roth walked over to Erin. “You seem as puzzled as I am.”

      “You’re still confused? You seem fine to me,” I retorted; my foul temper was becoming a habit. I needed to get rid of it before it tainted me forever, changing me into someone I wasn’t meant to be. “Sorry, I’m not dealing with this well.”

      “Neither am I, nor Roth. We’re all unable to see the truth through the lies, and now that we know at least one other human is here—”

      “What does it mean…?” I finished for him, the question lingering between us.

      Our voices had remained low to avoid drawing Erin’s attention, but Roth kept looking our way as if he knew the content of our conversation.

      The result of his preoccupation was his absence from Erin: he wasn’t fully there to interact with her. Fortunately for him, she’d failed to notice. She too was consumed by her own inner turmoil, her problems bigger than the four of us combined.

      Talos and I shared a brief nod before walking over to join our loved ones; even in the midst of this uncertainty, it was good to be among them. We belonged together. In realizing that, I uncovered the error of my ways.

      I couldn’t blame Delia, nor could I be mad at Erin. We were all learning new things about ourselves as we journeyed in search of answers. Sometimes that would mean facing unpleasant realities. Truths we’d have preferred to remain hidden. But it also meant we could work through them and come out the other side.

      Maybe all hope wasn’t lost just yet.

      Looking at Talos, then Roth, and finally Erin, I began to believe.
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      I knew I’d caused problems. Kern didn’t have to say a single word to me on the matter, I still knew that I’d upset him. I’d never been so certain in my life.

      It wasn’t my intention to upset anyone.

      Even more so the men who were both my protectors and my partners. Yet I’d done so because fear had gripped my heart, allowing doubt to set in.

      The doubt was still there, but not as strong as before. Although he didn’t know it, Kern’s vexation had opened my eyes to how I’d closed myself off.

      This didn’t mean that I was about to rush over and share all my deepest thoughts, however it showed me that I was making progress.

      When Kern and Talos came to my side, it was Kern who wrapped his arm around me first. His instinct was to be constantly touching me, whereas the other two took a more hands-off approach.

      Smiling, I met Kern’s arm with my own, the two of us interlocked as we stood together. He looked down into my eyes, his grey irises shining with immeasurable devotion.

      In seeing that, it wasn’t the first time I wondered if what we had was becoming more. Nobody had spoken of love, but the word was there on our lips all the same. The problem was who would be brave enough to break the silence on it first.

      I didn’t want it to be me.

      It was too bold a move for me to make.

      “I’m sorry I left.” Talos spoke to us all, although his eyes searched out mine. They pulled me away from Kern’s in a way I can’t describe—I was helpless, unable to fight the power they wielded.

      “Has Talos shocked you?” Kern joked.

      “You could say that,” I admitted, my eyes still fixed on Talos. He gave a quick smile, knowing all too well how we’d each worried about him.

      He was too proud to blush, but the fact that he’d acknowledged what had happened was enough for me.

      I was naive to hope for more from him now, yet I held out hope while he offered me his awkward smile. Even upon his brooding features, it was a masterpiece that I wanted to examine every inch of.

      He was so handsome. Unusual too. But his rugged looks were what stood out most about him. Yet here I stood. Surrounded by three of the most beguiling men I’d ever met, and not one of them was human.

      “We should eat now,” Roth interrupted.

      It was a blunt way to end the conversation, and yet it fit perfectly with how they both acted. Being blunt was what they did best.

      They didn’t know how else to survive, it was how this world had shaped them.

      “We’ll need food first, Roth,” Talos mocked while he side-eyed him; Kern fell about laughing at this.

      His humor felt too on the nose for my liking, almost as if it wasn’t as authentic as it sounded. However, it was a welcome sound to hear one of us so happy. Right now it didn’t matter if it was a bit forced.

      Roth shrugged his broad shoulders, the way they moved mesmerizing me as I thought about how firmly he could hold me down.

      “I’ll go in search of food, you two stay here with Erin.” Roth gave the order without a second thought, then turned on his heel and left in search of dinner. Given how many beasts we’d felled during the storm, I felt sure he’d find something shortly.

      And if he failed, it would provide another distraction for us all to sink our teeth into. If we were busy doing that, we couldn’t give in to our own personal despair.

      It was a win-win.

      As Roth became a small blot on the landscape, I mused at how such a large, foreboding man could become so tiny, so insignificant. This world of theirs could really make you feel tiny and unimportant. Most perplexing of all was how it did so without even trying. It naturally tested  the boundaries of what your mind could sanely cope with; it knew no other way.

      Now that Roth was gone, Talos and Kern looked unsure of what to do with themselves. Talos had apologized, but there was still an awkwardness to our group; something was off with us.

      I couldn’t place who was most at fault out of the three of us, but I didn’t intend to explore it deeply enough to find out. My emotions were too exposed. They were torn skin, the blood underneath oozing out so that it covered me in a fine coating.

      Luckily, Kern wasn’t keen to let the weirdness lie between us either. In fact, as he strolled around the camp we set up at the entrance to the cave, he started pulling faces as he picked over the supplies drying on the ground.

      He was doing it all for comedic effect, but it helped to steal a laugh from me. Then more laughter broke through. Soon, and without me thinking or being able to control it, I was giggling. All while he continued to make faces behind Talos’ back.

      Talos was aware of him doing it. There was no way he couldn’t be. However, he was gracious in how he dealt with it. I think, deep down, he needed the gift of Kern’s humor too.

      This was what I needed right now.

      Good, honest fun. And it was Kern helping to make that happen.

      Before I had a chance to think more on this, Roth was on his way back to us, shoulders draped with a mountain of food. Given how easily they could devour a meal, I didn’t expect any of it to last long.

      Nonetheless, it was still good to see how successful he’d been. As for his demeanor, upon him seeing us so at ease with one another, he immediately loosened up. He became the tender Roth I’d seen glimpses of since that first encounter we’d shared.

      Laughing, I walked over to Roth to take some of the load from his arms. He arched an eyebrow at me before speaking. “Someone seems in a better mood now.”

      To my amusement, he didn’t know just how accurate his words were. I did feel better, about everything. I now just needed to spend time with them all.

      Together, as a group.

      Then we’d be back to normality. . .or whatever passed for it here.
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      The next morning, harsh sunlight ripped through the entrance to the cave, its light so bold that it felt as if we were outside of our shelter rather than still entombed within. The richness of the orange that cast a fiery aura all over the gritty floor was blindingly bright, too much so for my liking; as I squinted against its rays, I found that all I could see were flashes of yellow, orange and red. 

      So far it was only I who’d been woken by it, the other three strewn across the floor as if they were sleeping atop a plush bed. What had my men become! At one time they’d have given sleep a fleeting thought, if one at all, yet now they lay fast on in a deep slumber, their bodies coupled with Erin’s. 

      She was changing us, but what was it we were transforming into? 

      Able to view her without interruption, I began to drown in the clashing emotions I felt for her, all of them so immense that they piled one on top of the other. 

      I’d already become enlightened to my love for her, although, in truth, it had been the most eye-opening journey I’d ever traveled the path of, and yet I still anticipated that there was more to come. 

      If that was the case however, I wanted to be able to give Erin a token of my affection that she’d be able to carry with her always. The braid Kern had crafted was one such item, but it was small and unassuming. I wished to go bigger and bolder. It needed to be something that would amaze her. 

      More light forced its way in, the skin where it hit going from the gray-blue of its normal complexion to a more yellowy tone. As its warmth spread out on these particular bits of my flesh, an idea of what we could do lit up inside my mind’s eye; I could see exactly what we needed to do for her. 

      Not a gift of a thing. Rather, a place.

      Now came the arduous task of rousing them all from their dreams so that we could begin putting the wheels of my plan into motion. Talos was so easy to wake, though he looked a tad ashamed of himself for having slept for so long. It was Kern who proved the most difficult. Try as we might to shake him awake, he just wouldn’t budge from his spot beside Erin. 

      Eventually our rough handling of him disturbed her, her lids wincing against the sunlight to see what the hell we were doing. 

      When she saw how we struggled to wake him, she gave a small, carefree laugh and immediately took her hand to his crotch, her flesh finding his as if she had a homing beacon to it. 

      Kern bolted awake, a look of confusion followed by satisfaction at what he found coaxing his cock in a new and powerful way to greet the day. 

      Unfortunately for him, and rather amusingly for us, Erin moved her hand away the moment he had regained full composure; the frown that decorated his face was a picture. If I could have captured it I would have, it was so priceless. 

      Not able to follow why she’d stopped, he queried her through a series of confused shrugs and exasperations, Erin dutifully watching as if it was no trouble to her in the world. When he’d done flapping his arms about, my chortling booming around us, Erin finally let him in on what was going on. 

      “They were trying to wake you,” she explained. “You wouldn’t get up.” 

      Kern was most unamused. Before he could get up and attempt to throw a punch, which I sensed he really wanted to do, Talos held his hand up between us.

      “Come, Roth has a task for us to complete before we head out.” 

      A piece of me felt conflicted that we weren’t telling Erin where we were headed later; she’d asked all three of us several times, but all we’d done was ignore her to focus on other matters. 

      Chiefly, of getting some kind of clothing. Thanks to Talos having destroyed hers, we had to fashion a new outfit from the garments he’d ruined. 

      It was a hard task, one which left Erin now covered by the skimpiest of outfits, nothing more than a thick band of material covering her bosom and around her waist down to her upper thighs. She looked phenomenal dressed in such a revealing way, but even I knew that it was a poor choice if we ran into any enemies. 

      There was still the armored chest plate we’d made for her, but Kern had fretted about it bruising her skin, and so we’d left it behind. I was fearful it would be a decision that would bite us in the ass before the day was through. 

      “Where are we going?” Erin asked curiously.

      Talos sighed beside me, clearly done with having to inform her of how she’d find out soon enough. Personally, I found her feminine whining beguiling—it restored some of the power balance I felt had been taken away from me before. I thrived being in charge, knowing more than others, and so this type of interaction suited me well. 

      Talos was about to scold her for yet another time when I intervened. “You’ll soon see, Erin. Please, just trust me.” I understood her frustration, but I didn’t want to spoil the surprise I had in store for her. 

      It was a rare chance to show someone who hadn’t already seen it before this location, and so she was to be a spectator to one of the best views this entire planet had to offer its guests. 

      “We’re here,” I informed everyone, a joyous gasp escaping from Erin as recognition set in that she could finally see what all the fuss was about. 

      In front of us was a thick wall of leaves, the span of their size enormous even to creatures as large as ourselves. I raised a hand to shift the dense greenery from view before stepping aside to unveil the scene that lay beyond it. 

      “Oh my God,” she breathed. “It’s stunning.” 

      That it was.

      Stretched out in front of her for as far as the eye could see were thick trees in different shades of bright green, some rich and vibrant while others were dark and dusky. Peppered between the trees, the various shapes and heights of them already varied enough, grew a meadow of multicolored wildflowers. A peaceful valley, the bottom filled by a still, clear lake. 

      Even the air seemed at rest here.

      Safe.

      Erin barreled by me, her feet so light on the ground it looked as if she were floating across it. Blades of soft grass tickled between her toes, her feet twirling her around on the spot as she skipped and jumped in amongst it all. 

      I ran to her then, my desire to be by her the most profound it had ever been. I bundled her up into my arms and pulled her down on top of me as I fell back onto the grass; my back vibrated against earth as we both landed, but I was unhurt by the brunt of the force. 

      Even if I’d been marked by a bruise, it wouldn’t have mattered in that moment, so long as I could be with her like this once more.

      She sat on top of me to search for any injury from my fall, but I laughed her hand away.

      “You don’t really think a little fall like that would hurt me, do you?”

      Eventually convinced that my words were honest, she gave me a passionate kiss, our tongues searching one another out as my hands roamed all over her. I pulled at my trousers to remove them from around my waist, my cock finding Erin’s pussy without any barriers between us. 

      Unlike earlier, I now wanted to thank Talos for shredding her underclothing.

      Rising up like a divine figure, a goddess to all around her, she rode me while we lay straddled among the flowers of the meadow.

      “You are a vision,” I murmured, then lost myself in her again.
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      “I can’t believe a place like this exists,” Erin laughed as she dipped her toes onto the surface of the small pool of clear water. 

      She sat on a small rock a few meters away from the shore, surrounded by the pool, under the shade of the trees that grew in this secret oasis.

      A haven in the middle of a place that was the definition of inhabitable. 

      How anything had been able to grow so strongly, safe from the ripping winds and unforgiving elements, I couldn’t say, but whatever the reasons for its survival, it was a wondrous sight no matter how many times I laid my eyes upon it. 

      I stretched my muscles as I watched her, enjoying the lightness of walking around without my chest plate. 

      Even though we knew we shouldn’t relax too much, as enemies could be lurking close, we all felt as if we deserved this small reward. The storm had brought us close to ruin, our thoughts and fears pushing us further away.

      With the sun so high in the sky, the warmth of it spreading out to touch all who fell beneath it, it seemed wrong to deny such a breathtaking moment in time for us to celebrate in. We’d made it through one of our toughest trials. 

      We’d lived.

      Joining her in the pool, I waddled in until I was knee-deep into the water. It was cold, but not too much, and it helped my weary muscles relax. Kern and Roth sat close by under the shade of a tree, keeping watch. 

      Even though they seemed as relaxed as Erin and I were, Roth wasn’t the kind of man to ever relax. Then again, at one time of the day I’d have been as troubled as he by such tranquility. 

      Although now Erin was around, I found my old ways withering away under the heat of her intensity. Roth however, was always on the lookout, ready to sniff out danger and lead the team at a moment’s notice.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, looking at Erin, who raised her head to look straight into my eyes. I felt apprehensive as confusion took over her face. She had no idea what I was apologizing for. “I should have been more careful. I swore I would protect you, but during that storm I—”

      “Hey, it’s alright,” she cut me short, her confused expression giving way to a heartwarming smile. She tucked a stray lock of hair over one ear and gestured for me to come closer. Then, she laid one hand on top of mine and rose from her seat to kiss me. I closed my eyes as I felt her lips brush against mine, and my heart started racing.

      I was about to pull her close, just so I could feel her body against mine, when Roth cried out. Pulling back from Erin as quickly as I could, I scanned my surroundings but saw nothing. I looked at Roth, who was already going for his rifle, his finger pointed to a distant point on the horizon. 

      Despite not being able to see what he could from this view point, I wasn’t about to second guess the concern that had taken over, his pupils large pools of black as his gaze never wavered from that one spot. 

      Climbing out of the small pool, I closed in on Roth and narrowed my eyes into two slits. Finally, I saw what had made Roth sound out the alarm. Tiny little shapes dotted the horizon, and my heart sunk as I saw those shapes grow into fierce beasts with each passing second. 

      Standing on tall legs, these were the insects Kern had told Erin about—arachnid-like, they acted like a small army and tried to swarm whoever was their target. 

      Vile things, a blight on this planet and all who happened to run into them; it would be a glad day if their species died off. 

      Preferably at my hands.

      Usually, our team would choose defensive positions to better handle a swarm-attack, but the oasis didn’t offer much cover. “Erin,” I called after her as I quickly donned my chest plate, fastening the straps with just one hand. With the other, I slung my rifle over my shoulder and ensured I had enough ammo on my belt. “Grab your weapon. There’s a fight coming our way.”

      As much as I hated to drag her into it, I knew that there was no other way. The arachnids would try to kill everyone that stood in their path, and I preferred Erin to fight back with a gun in her hands than to have her stand around helplessly. 

      “What do we do?” she asked, nervously holding up the long-range rifle I’d taught her how to use back when we found the weapons cache. 

      “Try to pick as many of them off as you can,” I told her, knowing that my rifle would be useless at such a distance. 

      Without saying a word, she quickly set up her rifle atop a small rock and lay back on the sand. Closing one eye, she took aim and started raining hell on the incoming swarm.

      Even though they were still a few hundred of yards away from us, I could already see some arachnids tumbling down as Erin hit them.

      “Fuck, I missed,” she growled as she reloaded, then killed the next three with deadly accuracy. 

      We each picked off more, but the wave pressed on.

      “Get behind us,” I told her moments later, as the incoming horde drew closer. “Get back to that rock.” As helpful as she had been, she wouldn’t be able to snipe down these things once they got too close. 

      Roth and Kern, immediately knowing what they had to do, formed a protective wall in front of Erin while she waded back into the pool to her perch, her rifle held well over head.

      The three of us, standing shoulder to shoulder, roared our challenge at the creatures and opened fire, the sound of our rifles going off just like thunder.

      There were simply too many of the damned creatures, and soon enough we would have to use our bare hands to stop their jaws from cutting holes into our bodies.

      Grinning, I welcomed the challenge.

      Even though the storm had been a challenge on its own, I was already aching for a good fight, and there was nothing quite like a battle where the odds were against those of my team. 

      Somehow, that brought out the best in us. 

      Even though we no longer had the Masters to please—we no longer cared for their prizes or feared their punishments—we had something infinitely more powerful to use as our motivation.

      We had Erin.

      “And here they come,” Roth cried out, already lowering his rifle and reaching for his knife.

      Gritting my teeth, a pack of arachnids advanced on my position and I cut them all down with the last of my ammo. One of them survived, using its hindquarters to propel itself up. It jumped up in the air and snarled as it traced a downward arch straight toward me. The creature was larger than me, and I prepared myself for physical confrontation when a shot rung across the oasis.

      The creature fell back as if a cannon ball had struck it in the middle of its bulbous chest. Surprised, I looked back over my shoulder to see Erin sitting on her rock, holding her rifle up as she continued to pick off the creatures one by one. It seemed that she had no intention of playing the damsel in distress for the rest of the battle.

      “Fall back, fall back!” Roth cried out his orders, slowly retreating toward the water as the creatures gained on us. They were relentless and vicious, and they didn’t seem to stop no matter how many of them we cut down. 

      Although we had already slain close to fifty of them, dozens of them kept on crawling toward us, the bullets doing nothing to scare them off.

      “I’m almost out of ammo,” Kern shouted, and I glanced down at my belt only to realize that I was almost out of clips too. 

      The excitement I had felt before the fight started was quickly turning into a feeling of doom and desperation. Could we have survived so many trials only to die at a moment like this? Could we have found Erin only to lose her? 

      No, I refused to accept that.

      Unleashing the last of my ammo onto a wall of arachnids, I then reached for my knife and started hacking limb after limb until my arm grew heavy, and then I just kept on cutting through my enemies mechanically. I felt dizzy with the effort, and I knew that I wouldn’t be able to endure the pace much longer. 

      And that was when I heard it.

      A roar, one that was a blend of more than just one voice. It echoed throughout the oasis like a battle cry, giving pause to our enemies, and then I saw as three shadows ran past us and dove headlong into the swarm of arachnids that surrounded us. 

      Surprised, I saw as Axar, Zuvo, and Tarnan joined the fray, hacking at the arachnids with the kind of relentlessness only their team was capable of. Grinning, I felt a surge of energy run through my body and joined the battle once more. 

      The tides had turned, and now I knew for a certainty that we would win this fight. There’d be no close encounters with death today.

      We would stand victorious.
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      I was exhausted.

      My muscles felt as heavy as lead, sweat trickled down my face, and my lungs were working overtime to get the air in. And still I kept on fighting, swinging my blade as I tried to stop the swarm from getting past us. 

      The enemy advanced upon us mercilessly. Despite the sudden appearance of Axar’s team, we were still in deep trouble.

      To my left, Tarnan stabbed whatever creature dared step in front of him, and his frenzied attack made me redouble my efforts. I fought side by side with him, as if he were part of my team, and I felt thankful that I had returned to help us.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked him between blows, stepping back right after a creature lunged for me, missing me by mere inches. Tarnan moved fast and, without a sound, impaled the monster on his blade.

      “We waited out the storm in a nearby cave,” he explained as we waited for the next wave of arachnids to reach us. “Delia had become worried about Erin and as the storm came I have to admit, we were worried about your team. Then we noticed these bastards in the distance. . .and realized they were heading your way.”

      “Couldn’t stay away from a fight, could you?” 

      “Never,” he grinned, adopting his fighting stance as another creature jumped in the air toward him. “You would’ve done the same for us.”

      “Of course. Who would want to miss a fight like this?” 

      Tarnan didn’t have the time to reply. Surrounded on all sides, he merely gritted his teeth and used all his focus to parry his opponent’s blow and remain alive. 

      I moved toward him, hacking at the creatures that tried to attack him, and the two of us managed to keep them at bay for more than a minute. 

      “This isn’t good,” I groaned, burying my blade to the hilt into a creature’s skull. As I looked around, I saw as our two teams started breaking apart from each other, all of us fighting in different pockets of resistance. 

      The swarm’s strategy was to split us and make us more vulnerable, and they were succeeding. “We have to stick together.”

      “Lead the way,” Tarnan grunted, and the two of us started mowing down our enemies as we moved toward Axar and Roth. Behind us we left a path littered with corpses and broken limbs, but none of us stopped to pat ourselves in the back. We simply pushed forward the best we could.

      “Kern!” Tarnan cried out suddenly, and I felt one of his hands on my shoulder. I dodged an enemy’s swipe before putting it down with a quick blow, and then looked over my shoulder at Tarnan. His expression was anxious, and with a quick gesture he pointed toward the small pool at the center of the oasis. 

      “Erin,” I muttered under my breath, watching as the creatures moved past our two teams and slowly started surrounding the pool. Erin remained perched atop her rock, firing at the enemy even though she was surrounded and outnumbered. 

      She wouldn’t be able to hold out much longer without protection. “Can you make your way to Roth? I need to fall back and rejoin Erin.”

      “Go, brother,” he said, and we shared a moment of silence before I turned back and left. The word ‘brother’ was something usually reserved for members of the same team, and to be addressed as such by Tarnan was surprising. . .but not unwelcome. 

      We were living in strange times, indeed.

      “I’m coming, Erin,” I said to myself as I pushed my way through the swarm, doing my best to parry the blows of the creatures. 

      They struck with their sharp limbs and snapped their jaws at me, but I kept my focus on Erin as I advanced. I only took my eyes off her whenever I needed to use my blade, and all just so I could know for sure what I was hitting. 

      Realizing that I would have a hard time fighting through the horde, I started rushing toward the side and stepped right into the water, moving forward until it went as high as my knees. That forced me to slow down considerably, but the arachnids seemed to be avoiding the water, which allowed me to move unimpeded until I reached Erin’s side.

      “You’re hurt,” she cried out, her eyes widening the moment she saw blood trickling down my arms.

      I shrugged it off, ignoring the pain from my wounds. I hadn’t been badly injured, and a few bandages and a hearty meal were all I would need to make a speedy recovery.

      “Don’t worry.” Laying one hand on her shoulder, I offered her a smile. “These are just flesh wounds. But what about you? Are you holding up?”

      “Trying to,” she groaned. Without warning, she spun around on her heels and fired her rifle, the bullet hitting a creature right in the eyes. She had done it without even taking aim, relying on nothing but her sharpshooter instincts. 

      “I’ll keep them out of your way.” Standing in front of the rock where she stood, I braced myself for the three creatures that dared waddle into the water, their fangs dripping with saliva. “You just keep on picking them off.”

      “Got it,” she replied, and a fraction of a second later came the sound of a bullet zooming past my ears. The three creatures in front of me suddenly became two, and I couldn’t stop a grin from spreading across my lips—I had come here to protect her, but she was the one doing the protecting right now.

      Cutting the two creatures in front of me, I sucked in a deep breath as I glanced at the rest of the battle. A few yards ahead of us Tarnan, Axar, and Zuvo kept the enemy at bay while Roth and Talos destroyed the strays that made it past our defensive line. 

      But this battle was far from over. 

      Bleeding and sweating, I only lowered my weapon when the last of our enemies fell to the ground. 

      “Keep your head up,” Roth shouted. “I can see more of them coming in the distance. They’ll be upon us in just a few minutes.” 

      Why wouldn’t these monstrosities let up?

      They’d been coming at us for so damn long now, it seemed like a cruel joke for more to be on the approach. We’d be fine, we’d been backed up against taller walls than this, but it was Erin who was my concern right now. 

      “Erin,” I called, joining her by the rock. “Are you alright?”

      She looked exhausted, but otherwise fine. Her hair had been tied behind her back with the braided cloth I had given her at the abandoned station, and once more I realized just how beautiful she looked. 

      How had one as lovely as she ended up being our beloved? 

      It seemed unthinkable to have dreamed that a woman such as she could care for beasts like us; we’d seen the beautiful women of the Masters’, the ones who serviced them, and had always been in awe of their charms. 

      Our sweet, fierce Erin outshone them all.

      “I’m fine,” she said. “You?” 

      “I’ve never been this good.” The words escaped before I could stop them. There were a lot of things I needed to say and, even though I wasn’t sure on how to put them into words, at the very least I would have to try. “And all because of you, Erin.”

      “Because of me?”

      “Yes,” I nodded, reaching for her and cupping her face with one hand. “Ever since you joined us, ever since you became one of us. . .you’re my purpose. You’re the one I think about, the one I want and need at all times.” 

      I didn’t know how else to explain it, at least using words that she would understand, but none of it seemed to matter. The look on her face was enough for me to know that she had gotten my meaning.

      “Kern’s words are ours as well,” I heard Talos say right behind me, and I turned around to see him and Roth heading toward us through the water. 

      “We might not know the words you would use, Erin, but we all share the same feeling.”

      “We do,” Roth added, and it felt as if the four were no longer in a battlefield. It felt as if walls had been raised all around us, and the world had been left outside. Nothing but Erin mattered. 

      Closing in on her, I held her face with both my hands and kissed her lips.

      “I will always be here for you,” I whispered. “I will fight to protect you. I will lay my life down for yours, if that’s what it comes to. But no matter what happens, I’ll always be yours.” 

      Then, enjoying how that word sounded, I repeated one more time. “Always.”

      In a world devoid of any meaning, that was the only thing that made sense.

      No matter what happened, I would always be there for Erin.
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      Kern was so alive with his affection, it was adorable to witness. 

      Having been so thrown about by the challenges of this world, both the ones we’d expected and the ones we hadn’t, it made sense that emotions were running high. I just hadn’t realized they were running so high for them. 

      I’d been aware of how I felt for far too long now, though I’d never even attempted to share this verbally. My reasoning for this was that it was better to keep it to myself, lest I be rejected. 

      And then, of course, there’d been various distractions which had overwhelmed my feelings of love: their hot bodies pressed into mine, them moving deep inside of me with vigorous strokes, their strong arms pinning me in place… 

      Mmmm, they’d been the best of distractions. 

      That and a planet filled with things trying to kill us.

      Nonetheless, it was time to face the reality of what all this had meant: that I loved them the way they loved me.

      Was it a traditional kind of love? No. 

      Would it make sense to others? Highly doubtful. 

      Did it make me feel safe and happy? Completely. 

      Still, upon hearing Kern’s words, I’d done little else than purr at him with affection, my words of love never returned to him. 

      And suddenly it was too late to speak. The next wave of the foul spider things came ripping into the valley.

      I hated them. I’d always hated creepy crawlies—it had been the worst part of the scavenging jobs, the fluttering touches of their legs. The fear that they’d work their way into my jumpsuit, no matter how tightly I taped up my cuffs.

      Man, I really wished these had been those tiny little things. Instead these were spiders from hell, huge and lethal, and intent on killing us.

      My men.

      My family.

      Like hell.

      I wondered how the Masters would have reacted to my presence, a distraction to these warriors. It was doubtful they’d have tolerated their passion and yearning for me beyond a screw or two—maybe they’d have just killed me the moment I’d landed! I had no way of knowing how deep their cruelty would have run for me. 

      Talos left the last of the ammo by me, and I kept firing as the guys cut and spun, slashed and tore apart the arachnids.

      The Masters. Such superior titles, meant to show dominance and power, and yet it only emphasized their lack of it. Even if they’d still existed on this planet, I’d have felt the same. It was because of their obvious failures in seeing the true potential of Roth, Kern, and Talos, of any of their creatures, even. 

      The assumption had been that they’d never be able to function beyond what they were created for, with the shackles of their bondage meant to ensure this was always the case. But time had allowed these aliens to come together, brothers-in-arms, in a way I doubted the Masters had anticipated or wanted. A family of sorts had been made. Consequently, they had a bond that couldn’t be broken, one which had been extended to allow me to take my place beside them. 

      Delia’s men were pretty awesome too, but nothing could match my guys.

      Nothing.

      Although it pained me to admit, I had acted as rashly as the Masters. 

      In my narrow minded assumptions, I’d concluded that these brutes were just that. They were there for my pleasure, if I willed it, and they would harbor me from danger, but they’d never be capable of higher thinking. Once again, I cursed myself for being so stupid and jaded, the cynicism of my old life having colored me into only seeing black and white instead of shades of gray. 

      I fired again and again, so focused on each target I couldn’t glance around, get a full view of the battlefield.

      But it felt quieter. 

      Just a bit. 

      And then shot by shot, quieter still.

      Until—CLICK. Out of ammo, I looked up to see the battle almost won.

      Kern and Tarnan ripped apart one of the creatures between them, while Talos and Zuvo hacked off the legs of another. 

      Roth and Axar fought at the far side of the lake, taking down a final, massive nightmare, slick black jaws cracking.

      And then it was over.

      “Guys,” I called out, splashing into the pool, desperate to reach them.

      Tarnan, Zuvo, and Axar headed away, no doubt to wherever Delia had been waiting, fighting her own nightmares.

      She’d had to wait, not knowing if her men would come back.

      Her family.

      And mine were right here, with me. Roth, Talos and Kern surrounded me, covered in the gore of battle. And I didn’t care. I flung my arms around them, nestled in the strong comfort of their arms. They were safe, and I was home.

      “I love you.”
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      Her words—I love you—sounded strange and exotic, but I immediately knew the meaning they hid. I didn’t know if there was a word like ‘love’ I could use, but it didn’t matter. Words were nothing but a signpost, a finger pointing toward something that couldn’t be described. . .only experienced. 

      I’d experienced so much within my life, most of it the repercussions of battle, my body weak from the constant demands that the Masters had placed on me. 

      Love hadn’t been one of the ways they’d conditioned us, nor was it a word I believed they even cared to try and understand; love was a defect to them. It needed to be cut from the flesh, the gaping wound sealed so that the damage it had already inflicted could be cauterized before further harm was done.

      I took a deep breath before I spoke.

      “You don’t have to say a word more,” I whispered. Softly, I stroked her cheek with the back of my hand and then leaned down to kiss her forehead. “Just know that we’re here for you, Erin. Now and always.”

      “Promise?” she asked

      A slight pause, and then I said the words Erin needed to hear. “We love you, Erin. We will always love you, and that’s a promise.”

      This moment belonged not just to me and Erin, but to the four of us. This brave new feeling, love, was the bond that had kept us united, and it was one that we freely shared.

      “We love you,” Kern repeated, his voice smooth and firm.

      “And we always will,” Talos joined in, our three voices blending in to reassure her that, no matter what happened, we would always remain by her side. 

      “I. . .I don’t know what to say,” she muttered, biting on her bottom lip as if she was trying to stop the tears from coming. 

      Reaching for her, I used one finger to wipe away the lone tear that rolled down her face. “Why are you crying?” I asked her, feeling more than slightly confused. 

      “These are tears of joy,” she whispered, her words as delicate as she was. “I’m just happy.”

      “You humans are odd creatures,” I said with a smile, relieved that my words hadn’t landed wrong. 

      “Not as odd as you are,” she laughed softly, slapping my arm in a playful manner. I drew a deep breath and kept my smile on, allowing the present to take over everything. In that moment, the past and the future became nothing but irrelevant side notes. 

      The only thing that mattered was the bond we had unveiled, one that I knew would survive all things. When I’d first been with Erin physically, I’d never dared to imagine that that animalistic connection would go beyond what it was. And yet, here I was before her, needing to comfort her, to hold her close until all else melted away. 

      That was the best prize I had ever won.

      Under the Masters’ rule, I had dreamed of achieving glory and fame for me and my team. Those had always been my aspirations, the battlefield the only place where I could achieve them. For a moment, right after I learnt that we were cut off from the Masters, I had felt despair tug at my very soul. I hadn’t known what would be of me without having the Masters’ to please, my purpose stripped away from me. 

      To be driven by your ambitions, to never be free of them hounding you every hour of the day, had been a torment I’d willingly suffered. Perhaps it was my greed which had allowed the desire to be the best to consume me, but whatever the true reason, I’d been a slave to my own ruthlessness. The soft man I had started out as, eager to please while also hesitant of the world, had been broken apart put together anew, piece by piece. 

      Now, though, I knew I didn’t need the Masters. 

      I didn’t even need the battlefield. I had no doubt that there’d be times when I longed to test my steel against the blade of another, even if it was only to spar with Talos and Kern, but what was once an insufferable lust that would never sleep, was now a conquered beast. 

      There were only three persons I needed, and they were right here with me. Erin. Kern. Talos. That was my team. My pack. And yet, these words weren’t enough to describe what they were. Suddenly, I remembered a word Erin used that I knew would be perfect to describe our relationship.

      More than just a team, we were a family.

      “I know this is not your home,” I said, breaking the comfortable silence. “I know this planet is dangerous and hostile, and that we’ll find nothing but more questions in your path. But, if you give us the chance, we can make a home out of this place. All I ask is for you to stay with us, Erin. To believe in our. . .family.”

      “Family?” she whispered, tears returning to her eyes.

      “Isn’t that what we are?”

      “Yes, it is.” She laughed brightly, wiping the tears off her eyes with the back of her hand.

      Over Erin’s shoulder, I watched as Delia rejoined Axar and his brothers, as they talked on the far side of the lake.

      Axar threw me a quick glance but, realizing we were sharing an important moment, he nodded at me and whispered something into Delia’s ear. 

      Without saying a word, the four of them moved to a more secluded part of the oasis, out of view. For a moment, I thought they were going to leave without saying their goodbyes, but then realized they were just going to have a more private kind of celebration. 

      After all, a triumphant victory deserved a triumphant celebration.

      My blood began to stir.

      When Delia had happened upon our camp, Axar and his brothers loyally by her side, I’d been curious as to how their relationship worked. 

      I’d been aware of how my loins ached for Erin, to the point of almost pain, but I’d not entertained the notion that it could mean more. In my naivety, I’d thought Axar’s company fools to be taken in by such an unusual woman such as Delia. She was beautiful, yes, and I was sure she’d delight just as Erin did, but what purpose beyond that could she offer? Funny how, when everything was said and done, I was the fool rather than them. 

      “I will stay with you,” Erin said, her words like the sweetest thing I had ever heard. “As long as you love me, I’ll walk alongside you.”

      “Then it’s going to be one long road,” Kern said with a laugh, “because we’re always going to love you.”

      “Our bond can’t be broken,” Talos said, his solemnity a counterpoint to Kern’s playfulness. 

      “I love you, guys, all of you,” Erin repeated as we broke our embrace. “And I always will. Because we’re a family.”

      Love had dealt us a lethal blow, caring not for if we would be strong enough to survive. We’d become slaves to it, devotees ready to worship at the altar of a whole new kind of god. 

      What more could I ask for?
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      We’d won. 

      I’d won.

      Not just against the spiders, not just against this damn planet and everything it could throw at it.

      I’d won a life, filled with love.

      Filled with them.

      And now, all I wanted was to touch them, for them to touch me.

      “I think we need to do some celebrating,” I murmured, my voice husky with desire.

      Roth swung me into his arms, Kern and Talos clearing a path of arachnid body as we left the pool, seeking a still untrammeled patch of the once perfect, serene valley.

      As if I were fragile glass, he lay me down behind the shelter of a bush, the grass here still soft and springy beneath me.

      This was when they became ravenous. 

      “Not yet, my loves,” I promised. “I’ll make it worthwhile.”

      Raising my hands to move them back to give me some room, my idea being for them to form a semicircle around me, I lowered myself down to the ground and spread my legs. My slit opened ever so slightly, hinting at the pink folds that had yet to be exposed. 

      I had their unwavering attention now as I snaked a hand down to my lips and rubbed my finger between them. Just as before, my wetness leaked out of me, my finger soon slick with it. 

      Talos gripped his thigh as he watched, no doubt trying to keep himself collected while he enjoyed me enjoying myself. 

      Roth, on the other hand, was not as reserved: his hand was under his trousers to pull out his cock, its impressive length helping the wetness between my legs to grow. 

      As for Kern, he too was stroking himself, though he’d yet to take out his magnificent cock. 

      I gave a few more rubs of my finger, up and down, up and down. They groaned and huffed with excitement, though it was nothing to their next sounds. When I slipped another finger between my slit and spread my pussy open for them to see all of my wet, glistening flesh, they growled like hungry dogs. It was my turn to moan now, my hips bucking as my finger flicked a particularly sensitive area. 

      “Do you want more?” I asked, my vision hazy and lustful as I eyed them; Roth, Talos, and Kern all nodded as one. My lashes fluttered as I held their gaze, my pelvis gyrating once more. 

      I now used the finger which had been pinching at my clit to run down the length of my wet pussy, stopping just as the tip neared the entrance. I looked up to make sure that they were watching: their pupils were wide like saucers, similar to a cat entranced by a toy. Satisfied that they wouldn’t take their sights off of me, I pressed my finger in all the way, right up to my last knuckle. Oh, it felt incredible, but I wasn’t done just yet. 

      Withdrawing it from my hole, I took my finger to my lips, my tongue waiting to lick my own juices. Suckling my finger, I enjoyed seeing all three of them now rubbing their hard muscles, the heads of each shaft so red that I could almost feel how they throbbed for me. As I took in how delicious they looked, and how massive they were for me, their size always surprising me despite having seen them before, I moved my hand back to my pussy. 

      This time I pushed two fingers in instead of one.
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      She was a goddess.

      I’d sunk my fingers into her several times before, yet as I watched her do the same to herself, it reignited my interest. It was as if I was seeing her naked for the first time, all over again. 

      Even though I didn’t want to withdraw my eyes from her glorious movements, I needed to see if Kern and Roth were as enraptured as I was. It was a need to make sure that only I was taken in by how stunning she was. True enough, they too wore the same astonished expressions as they remained glued to her every subtle movement. 

      Returning my attention to her, I observed the same skilled fingers that had teased many an orgasm out of me work to bring about her own climax. In spite of it being my own hand that enveloped my hardening cock, I was enjoying bringing myself close to ecstasy as well. 

      We didn’t need to ask Erin if she relished our lack of control—it was written all over her serene face. She was unforgivingly wicked when the mood took her, but there was no other way I’d rather her be. 

      Her head thrust back as her hand slammed into her pussy, her palm shaking vigorously as she vibrated the fingers that rubbed inside of her away from our view. I knew that look, she’d worn it so many times before: she was coming hard, her figure twisting about like a leaf lost on the wind as she fell in a heap onto the floor. 

      When she eventually withdrew her fingers, they came out covered in her essence, the juicy slickness causing me to tighten my grip around my shaft. 

      I wanted to take her. The urgency running through my body was a thing of demons. I knew she loved being stimulated in every hole and as I held myself, watching her, my fantasies ran wild.

      I saw myself taking her, in the mouth, then the pussy, then the ass. Letting the others watch and encourage us. I saw us twisting together in lust, sweat making us slippery and shining in the sun.

      But I found I was beyond movement. As much as her show aroused me, it also struck me deeply with care and concern. Again, it looked as if we had spent our adrenaline in sex far too fast.

      What if those things came back? What if something worse was on its tail? I put my cock away, not even needing to will it to be still. My lust was not dying but it was curbed.

      The scent of her hung thickly in the air and all I had to do was open my mouth to taste her. I wanted those slippery lips on my tongue. I wanted to delve deep into those soft folds and hear her screaming my name. 

      But far more than any of that I wished for us to be safe.

      Only a short time ago she had clambered up the rocks from the pond to keep herself out of danger. 

      I couldn’t forget this. 

      I could never forget that.

      As much as I wanted to fall upon her, I knew my instincts would collapse, swept away in my focus on her, driven to fulfill her needs and my own. 

      And I needed those instincts, needed to stay sharp, alert.

      I glanced at my brothers and I saw they were as conflicted as I. 

      All of us had lost our heads around her, that is clear. Roth looked up and scented the breeze above us, scanning for signs of danger. Kern looked away from Erin briefly, looking for movement in the shadows.

      The safety of our pack had never been as imperative as it was now. We would have given our skins to protect her from the first moment we saw her, but the trembling admission of love has cut me cleaner through the chest than any blade.

      She trusts us.

      Love. Love was something we had never had. We had been companions, pack. Duty and family had bound us. Erin took this great net of belonging and elevated it, turned it into something new.

      With her we were bound with far more fragile bonds. I had sensed a deep sadness in her, a loneliness like the dark spaces between where the stars spin. 

      She protected this sacred space by letting no one close to her. Making the ground around her like poison, as desert trees do to save themselves.

      And she let us in.

      No one before us, only us.

      The way she opened herself, pleasuring herself before us, was to me akin to the opening of her soul. Something in her expression as she bent to open herself, the way she bit at her lip and batted her eyes. 

      This is a special thing, a private gift.

      My cock protested in my pants, wanting to be free, but I found it easy enough to ignore. Before I could allow myself to be lost in her I must know she is safe. At first, any harm coming to her would have hurt me. Now, to see even one hair on her head harmed would drive me to insanity.

      I would burn the planet, and the Masters too, should any harm come to her.

      She rolled loosely on the sand, shivering as she pulled her fingers from the moist crevice. She leaned over into Kern and he gathered her close to him.

      I stood up, slowly. My cock was stealing far too much blood from my head. Roth moved over a little to shelter her other side as I took a few steps away.

      As I walked around the clearing, I strained my senses. The slightest touch of wind captured my thoughts, wondering about the scents it could bring. My eyes peered into nearby shadows, heart jumping in my chest from the arousal and adrenaline surging in my body.

      I turned back, only managing a few steps away from them. Erin was curled against Kern, fingers trailing between her legs as he stroked her back. Roth touched her gently from behind, rubbing her back and shoulders.

      I knelt down in my previous position, which gave me a good view of her pussy and ass. She rolled over onto her back again, letting her hand crawl down across her belly to finger through her folds. 

      I couldn’t stop the gasp that rose in me, her hand on her pussy feeling like it has reached into my chest and gripped my heart.

      My ears still listened for any sound against that wind. My nose still searched for any dangerous scent. I could feel all of that drifting away as I watched her. My need to keep her safe and my need to spend myself in her at war against one another as she began to writhe.

      Kern took one hand and Roth stroked the soft skin between her breasts. Her eyes closed, lovely mouth puckering with sounds of pleasure as she rubbed herself. She looked like the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, even gleaming with dust and sweat.

      The sharp stabbing pain I would usually feel in my cock gripped me in my chest and throat instead. Yes, she had awakened a lust in me that I’d never dreamt of. 

      Physical, carnal pleasure had been part of my life, but not sensuality. As much as I treasured it, revered it, I knew that her greatest gift to me was not her body.

      It was her trust. Her willingness to give to us what she had never before given to another. This act of self-pleasure showed a demonstration of her commitment and loyalty.

      My cock strained against my pants and I inched closer. My senses strained against their natural limits as my instincts kept pounding me with fear, but the tumble of my thoughts was becoming clearer by the second.

      I could not stop watching her. As I felt myself fall into her display, I noticed Roth look up and scent the wind as I had done. I realized; his instincts were just as keen as mine.

      Relief flooded me immediately. I didn’t have to protect her all alone. 

      I reached for her, pulling her hips towards me, reveling in the feel of her skin, her scent in the air. Shoving my pants down, my cock sprang free, straining towards her.

      I pushed her down to the grass as I knelt between her thighs, sheathing myself in her wet heat, driving forward until the base of my cock hit her clit and she trembled in my arms.

      Mine.

      Ours.

      We could all enjoy her and love her—because each and every one of us had each other’s backs.

      And nothing else would ever touch her again.
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      “Ahhhhh, mmmmmm,” came the rising groans of Talos, his hips bucking into Erin’s. I wasn’t surprised that he’d been unable to wait his turn. 

      I’d have been the same. 

      Her behind suddenly jolted up off of the floor, her pelvic region violently bobbing up and down to keep meeting Talos upon each of his strokes. 

      Such frantic motions.

      Erin was manic.

      I could do nothing more save watch her as she was undone by him, not that I wanted to do anything but stare upon such a rare find. My eyes would never tire of seeing her so bedraggled from all her thrashing about, the sheen of her wet skin, the smell of her pussy, the way her hair had become tangled similar to a bird’s nest. It was wondrous. 

      With a roar, Talos buried himself to the hilt in her, and she shuddered again at the mercy of his release. Breathing deeply, he climbed up from his position so that he was lay on top of her but still between those silky thighs.

      But he was unconcerned with that now, as all he seemed to want to do was hold her. Upon seeing him do this, I longed to do the same, and so I came to rest on the left side of her, my arm snaking around her torso underneath Talos’ body. 

      Roth didn’t move. He just watched, face tight with unspoken emotion.

      Long ago, the Masters’ had beaten him for being gentle. 

      I hadn’t expected to ever see that side of him again.

      “Come join us,” I asked of him, eager for the four of us to be snuggled together just as a family should be. 

      Roth shook his head.

      “No, you enjoy yourselves. I, I just need a moment.” With that he stood up, pulled his trousers back into place so that he was covered, and then stepped away from the group. Erin’s head craned to watch him leave, the pained expression on her features so anxious that it was heartbreaking to look at. 

      “Is he okay?” she asked, her voice a quiet whisper.

      “Don’t worry, Erin,” Talos soothed. “Roth will be fine, he just needs a moment. You bring out a side of ourselves that we’d forgotten about or thought had never existed.” At last, one of us had revealed the truth to her, of how she made us feel beyond the confines of love. She blushed.

      “I’m, I’m sorry.”

      “There’s no need. We’re all grateful at having met you, never doubt that.” He reassured her, my hands caressing her stomach in a light tickle as we now fell into silence. 

      We both should have known she wouldn’t stay quiet, not while knowing one of our family was in pain.

      Despite our calming words, Erin crawled from within our grasp, reaching down to her scraps of clothing. She dressed quietly, neither of us feeling it necessary to suggest she come back—she wouldn’t listen, preoccupied with seeing if Roth was alright. 

      In moments she was gone, off to find her lost love.

      The missing piece of our unit. Our family.

      I sighed as I regarded Talos. “Will she be okay? Is it even safe for her to go alone?”

      “Kern, she’ll be fine. Besides, Roth won’t have strayed far.” I knew this was true, but that didn’t make seeing Erin leave any easier. She would be back, of course; however it was knowing we’d have to wait that had knots tightening in my stomach. “Kern, my friend, you worry far too much. Erin will be fine, she’s a strong one.” 

      “I know, it’s just. . .even strong people grow weak if they keep it bottled up too long.” 

      Talos side-eyed me, a seriousness to his gaze making me squirm a little.

      “Say that around Roth and he’ll have more than words for you,” Talos finally said, his tone warning. “I know you care for him, as do I, but let’s not sully this moment with talk of the past. It won’t end well.” 

      It was his final piece of advice before he lay on his back to look at the sky, his emotions shifting back to contentment once more as I fell silent. 

      He was right. Blast, how it annoyed me to admit it, but he really was. We’d all been so lost to the throes of our desire that it would be sad to see it washed away by a few fraught memories. 

      Erin would be able to settle Roth and then they’d return to us, ready for us to all come together as a single unit, each of us taking up our roles as part of the rich tapestry that made our family. 

      Until then however, I would keep myself entertained with the daydreams of a world we could create now that Erin was here to help us.

      We’d be equals for the first time since our “birth”. Nobody would lord over us nor would we lord over them, it would be a utopia for everyone to find their place within. The days of turning this into our reality couldn’t come soon enough, but the idea of it was a pleasant way to think on my future as I lay beside one of my oldest friends.
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      Thank goodness it hadn’t taken me long to find Roth.

      When he’d wandered off from us, I had feared he’d gone deep into the hidden undergrowth of this region, to places I couldn’t follow because I didn’t know of their existence. 

      Luckily, he’d not been bothered about any of us finding him, but had just seemed to want time away.

      It made me nervous. Scared. What if...

      “Roth?”

      He turned slightly, his shoulders stiff. “I’ll be right there,” he said, softer than I’d ever heard him speak before. “Go back to the others, Erin.”

      “I don’t want you to be alone in whatever you’re going through.” 

      It seemed to have taken hours, but in reality only minutes had gone by. At last, it seemed, Roth was finally ready to speak to me. He pivoted on the spot to face me, his chest deflated and his head hung low. 

      “We aren’t good men. We haven’t been for a very long time,” came his heavy-hearted words. “And now, with you. . .” His eyes suddenly bore holes into mine as his gaze held me in place, his searching pupils wide. “I’m thinking hard about some of our choices. What we’ve done. What we decided was right. The only option.” 

      “Don’t you dare,” I shot back, my voice harsh but in a tone that he needed to hear. “You did whatever you needed to do to survive, right?”

      He nodded, slowly.

      “And if you’d fought back, acted against the Masters, what would have happened?”

      A thin mockery of a smile twisted his lips. “One of the other teams would have hunted us down. Killed us, likely enough.”

      I stepped closer. “And how quickly would I have been killed here, if you weren’t there to save me?”

      His eyes flashed, and I went to him then, my feet only stopping once my toes were touching his; in my haste to follow him, I’d forgotten to put on my shoes, as had he. 

      Roth opened his mouth but I silenced him with a finger pressed to his lips. We didn’t need to talk anymore if he didn’t want to, but he needed to find a way to free himself of these emotions. If words couldn’t be his vessel then maybe I could be. 

      “Everything you did,” I took a deep breath, forgiving him. Forgiving me. “Everything I did. It brought us here, together.” I smoothed my finger along the meeting line of his lips before stroking along his cheeks, one after the other; he bowed his head into my touch. 

      “How can that be wrong?” I asked.

      His arms engulfed me, his muscles still massive even though I could feel that he wasn’t tense at all. 

      Taking me up in a squeezing embrace, we kissed at one another like never before. There had been so many ‘never befores’ since I’d come to this world that they all sounded like lies, but all it meant was that they kept showing me a world beyond the one I already knew. 

      Our tongues never stopped moving, our lips going from gentle caresses to crashing mouths as our lust grew. However, behind that lust was the firm hand of love, guiding us together so that Roth could forgive himself of his demons, whatever they might be. 

      The way we escaped into each other resulted in our surroundings falling away from us, as if the ground beneath our feet had never existed in the first place. I couldn’t be sure Roth was going through the same emotions as me, but I knew that he was keen to share in what I was offering, and for me that was all I longed for. 

      My hands roamed over his back now, soft tickles mixed in with firm scratches as I struggled to get a handle on my desires. Roth matched me like he always did, both of us falling prey to what our bodies willed of us. 

      “Don’t stop,” I begged him, though it wasn’t in the fevered way I’d done so in the past, but rather a whispered plea from one lover to another. He smiled at me between another kiss.

      “You don’t have to ask,” he replied, the gentle creature before me a new Roth I was eager to explore; it was exciting to see his personality reveal greater depths, layers upon layers of him needing to be exposed one at a time for you to ever see the full image of the man.

      We both descended down onto our knees, Roth pushing so that I fell with him landing softly on top of me. It felt good to feel his weight upon me, for so long it had been I on him, and so now I was able to return to him in a way I’d been longing to. 

      From under his frame, my hands grabbed at his buttocks to tug the material that covered them down and away from his skin—I wanted to be able to feel his flesh on mine. The band of material I could barely call a skirt had ridden up naturally when my thighs had parted to wrap around him, and so once his trousers were out of the way we were together again. 

      His hand dug about between our bodies so that he could line up his cock to my entrance. Rubbing the head between the lips of my slit, my breath caught in my throat as I waited for him to push inside of me. 

      It felt like my first time with him all over again.

      The tip of his shaft edged inside, my breath finally dispelling as I clenched around the rest of his cock entering me. To call our moment anything other than glorious would have done it an injustice. I wasn’t being toyed with or thrown about like a ragdoll, yet the rising hysteria as I already started to speed headlong into an orgasm, had me reeling at the truth of how wonderfully simple lovemaking could be. It didn’t have to be filthy for it to work, so long as you both understood what the other desired, you could give that to them as tenderly and as traditionally as you liked. 

      Under the force of my hands, my palms and fingers squeezing at the firm muscles of his sculpted ass, I felt his buttocks rise and fall in the air as he pounded into me. Each of his thrusts were deep and slow, our pace more reminiscent of how I was usually was with Kern and not Roth. 

      Another deep stroke, his length filling me up to the base of his cock, had my legs gripped him in a strong embrace as I came. “Oh, yes, Roth, oh my god, yes!” I wailed, my cries of passion so loud that I feared other aliens on neighboring planets might be able to hear me. Hearing me begging so uncontrollably, his cock able to feel my climax, Roth burst within me.

      “Erin,” he moaned, this being one of the first times he’d spoken to me while orgasming. “You’re exquisite, mmmmmmmm, by the cosmos, I love you.” 

      That was the moment I cried.

      I’d heard his love a thousand times before, but never as we’d made love, and never when were able to be so intimate with one another away from the rest of the group. If I could have frozen time to keep us encased within this moment forever, I would have done so without any hesitation. Although that would have meant me never returning to the other special men in my life. No, as much as time passed too quickly, it was comforting to know that I’d have Roth—and Talos and Kern—again like this for years to come. 

      “I love you too, Roth,” I whispered between my quiet sobs, his lips moving to kiss away my tears. Our bodies were still now, with us only lay in the aftermath of our orgasms, but it felt as heated as when I’d tightened and came, my pussy triggering him into his own fits of pleasure. “I really do love you.”

      “As do I, Erin, as do I.”
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        * * *

      

      I thought I’d been happy before.

      Thought my heart couldn’t take anymore.

      But returning to Talos and Kern, feeling the bonds run through the four of us, clear and steady and true, everything was amplified, magnified.

      There was a battlefield outside our small green haven. And beyond that, a world of mystery that seemed to be trying very hard to kill us. None of it mattered. The world felt different to me now.

      Roth shifted beside me, my thigh that had been draped over him wobbling as he re-positioned himself. I could have moved away to allow him more freedom, but I didn’t want the connection between our flesh to be broken, not even for a minute. 

      My world was beyond different now, and it was because of them. 

      I’d take every stolen moment, wrapped in their arms.

      It was our meeting which had set the wheels of change in motion, but it was our quest together, littered with our fervent trysts, that had brought us here. 

      And here was the only place I wanted to be.

      A deliberate crunching through the undergrowth pulled my attention away from my languid thoughts.

      Dammit. Not another wave of those—

      “Don’t let us disturb you,” came a familiar voice, playful and amused. 

      I squealed with joy when I saw it was Delia, her beaming face entertained by the mass of bodies we all were before her. Behind her were her three strong wall of men, all very carefully looking away.

      Stifled giggles filled the air from both Delia and myself, while Roth immediately started covering me with our discarded clothes. 

      His eyes narrowed as he stared down Axar, Zuvo, and Tarnan, clearly unhappy about them being too close while I was in a state of undress. Axar grunted and the three of them kept their eyes averted, however Delia remained an amused onlooker, her eyes alight with childish glee. 

      At last, she broke the awkward silence. “Sorry for the rude interruption.” She gave me a sly wink. “But we didn’t know what else to do other than regroup with you.”

      “What’s wrong?” Talos cut in before I’d even opened my mouth; he looked apprehensive, on high alert at their swift and unexpected return. 

      I must admit, I was puzzled by this as well, though it troubled me far less than Talos—if danger was afoot, Delia wouldn’t be nearly as comfortable as she seemed to be. 

      And surely, they had plans for a celebration just as energetic as ours.

      “Nothing’s wrong, as such, it’s just. . .”

      “Go on.” Talos pressed, his muscles so tightly clenched that I could almost feel his bones being compacted by them.

      “I want to get off this rock. That’s still the plan.” She sighed. “But I don’t want to leave without learning if Erin and I are the only ones,” Delia eventually admitted. “It’s too much of a coincidence that two human women ended up here. That, plus the extended time that it seems you were all kept in suspension.”

      “And the new beasts,” Axar added.

      “And the missing Masters,” Roth said.

      It wasn’t only us that took it this way either, as both groups of aliens exchanged unsettled expressions. Nobody was saying anything, but it was evident that Talos and his brothers shared the same worries as Axar and his men did: something was amiss. But as we all remained in strained silence, I became increasingly certain that it wasn’t just us being here that was amiss, but the planet in general. 

      The Masters had gone, the buildings they’d constructed and lorded over suddenly abandoned, with them leaving their most prized possessions—the teams—behind. 

      It made no sense, it reeked of a plan we weren’t yet privy to. There was something going on. Otherwise, there were too many random oddnesses, too many coincidences.

      “Do you mind if we speak alone?” Delia asked Roth while pointing at me. 

      Roth helped me pull his shirt over my chest, then grudgingly stepped away.

      “We have much to discuss too. Axar, Tarnan, Zuvo—will you join us?” he requested, clearly trying to make the most of the time the two teams would have without us there to distract them. 

      I dressed as fast as I could, careful to keep myself as hidden as possible while I did so, having sensed that Roth still didn’t want any more prying eyes roaming my curves. Not that I thought anyone would dare to now given the gravity of the situation we found ourselves in. 

      As I wrapped the short skirt around my hips, I grumbled a little at Delia.

      I was so happy to see her, but the troubling information she’d brought to us had turned the atmosphere sour. 

      And really, was there anything we could do about it?

      Delia could tell my mood towards her was in a state of flux, as the moment we started to walk away from where the guys were now stood in animated discussion, she kept giving me sideways glances. 

      “You’re annoyed at me.” She stated all of a sudden, throwing me off guard. 

      I exhaled, my body feeling heavy, wary even. “I’m not annoyed at you,” I retorted, eager to diffuse the tension between us before it grew to an ugly size. “I’m just worried about what all of this means. Aren’t you? I mean, we were both thrown off of our own planets, for fuck’s sake, and ended up here. There has to be a greater meaning to it all.”

      “I know, I know, Erin. It’s why I stayed, why I came back to you, so we could figure this out together.” 

      Delia looked deep into my eyes, hers searching mine as intently as I was hers; both of us found nothing but compassion for the other, a connection two sisters might have. 

      No, we weren’t of the same blood, but what we’d gone through had fused us together. 

      “Alrighty, what do we know?” I started as we picked our way around the torn turf of the once quiet valley.

      I looked over the battleground and winced. But likely, the fallen carcasses would be dragged off by something else, and soon enough the lakes waters would run pure and clean again.

      “Not a lot,” Delia said, pulling her hair back from her face. “I’ve been trying to get into their systems, every place we’ve stopped. I’m good at this, but so far, no luck.”

      I squeezed her hand. “You fixed the translators, right? That’s all the reference I need on your skills.”

      She shook her head. “There are consoles, but I can’t get them to power up. They’re useless.”

      “Broken, or just without connection?” I wondered aloud. “I found power still running through some sort of refrigeration unit.”

      She nodded. “It was on the base where we first found each other. Patchy, but workable.”

      “But have you seen anything like a generator? Or wires?”

      She shrugged. “Direct transmission of power is something humans have experimented with for over a century now. If what I suspect about our guys is true, the Masters are much more advanced in a number of different ways.”

      I caught her eye, and she nodded. Well, good to know that we were in agreement on that, at least.

      Our mates, our families. . .nothing else made sense that they’d been genetically engineered for this place.

      “So, that’s something we can put in the knowledge box,” I added. “Superior sciences. And it sounds like people came here, not just the Masters.”

      “Right,” she nodded. “Likely some form of space travel. Even if all of those visitors were from this system, they had to have a way to get here and back off planet.”

      “Which brings us to your own mission.” I nudged her with my hip. “Getting away.”

      “I want to, I really do.” She looked worried. “But if we don’t know what happened here, how will I know if we’re really free?”

      I didn’t have an answer to that.

      We walked in silence for a while. When we arrived at a damaged tree, the trunk shattered by the battle, another topic of conversation pushed its way to the front of my mind. 

      “Do you think they intend to return?” I couldn’t help but ask Delia, her eyes examining the point of entry that my fingers tentatively traced along. “That the Masters could come back, force them somehow to take part in the stupid trials again?”

      “You read my mind,” came her somber response. “I don’t know, Erin. I think the guys are done with that life, but it’s whether the Masters’ are done with them that matters.” 

      “I don’t think they are. They can’t be,” I reasoned, choosing my words slowly, carefully. “Whatever happened here, we haven’t found any bodies in any of the stations.”

      Delia nodded, and I went on.

      “I don’t think anyone was killed, and so it stands to reason that the Masters had to have left. If it wasn’t by their own choice, there’s no way they’d leave all this,” I threw my arms up and motioned at the scenery before us. “They sound too arrogant and greedy to do that.” I was desperate to be wrong, oh so very desperate, but there was a voice inside of me that reasoned that I wasn’t. 

      “Does that mean they’ll come back though, that they have plans?” Delia looked anxious again as she asked this; it was a question I didn’t have any firm answers to. 

      I wished that I had, as the idea of being so in the dark after everything we’d each gone through seemed far too cruel even for this bleak world. Unable to offer her nothing save my comfort, I tried to focus on the positives of our situation.

      “We’re here, aren’t we? That means something.” I twisted my head to either side, as if I’d heard something she had not. I hadn’t, but I kept getting the feeling that we were being watched. 

      It made no sense though, as I was sure we’d have heard the others calling out to us by now if their intention was to join us, and so the question begged who was watching us, if anyone even was? I trembled, my arms wrapping around me in an attempt to comfort myself. 

      “I don’t kn—holy shit! Look!” Delia cried, her shaking finger pointed at the sky.

      A flash of orange had sprayed across the heavens back towards the coast. 

      It looked like a flare to me, but if it was, then who had shot it in the first place? Even if it had accidentally been set off—which I was skeptical about—it seemed odd that now was when it had happened. 

      The orange ball of the fizzling light mocked me as it started to fade from view.

      My skin crawled as I felt unseen eyes trained on me.

      I was so sure that we were alone here, yet the overwhelming feeling of being watched, of devious eyes glaring down on us, had my muscles tense.

      Bushes and leaves flailed about behind us, signaling that Roth, Talos, and Kern were approaching, followed by Axar and his company. They must have seen the light as well and were keen to check we were safe. 

      As I listened to their approach, their pounding footsteps throwing the jungle into chaos as animals darted and squawked to be away from them, I thought back to what Delia and I had just been talking about. 

      I rubbed my hand across my mouth, a nervous twitch to my movements. 

      “What else does this place have planned for us…?”
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      Chapter 1: Clea

       

      My eyes flickered open. A thin slit of frosted, misty glass spread out above me, its icy sheen instant evidence that something was amiss.

      I wasn’t in bed. Enclosed in some sort of narrow metal tube, I could barely move enough to look around.

      There was no way out.

      Suffocating fear gripped me as I pounded at the bleak interior pinning me in place. The walls closed in on me, the compact confinement stifling movement.

      Had they closed in an inch? I feared I was crazy, yet they pressed at me with malice as I squirmed upon the thin mat beneath my body.

      It was all too much; my vision was starting to go black. . . .

      Pounding as hard as I could, my fists and bare knuckles sore within seconds, I fought to get free of whatever trapped me, the metallic ringing of its shell alien to me; the last memory I had was of my father glaring down at me, his eyes filled with the anger he’d grown so used to wearing it fitted him like a finely tailored dinner jacket.

      And then I’d woken up here.

      Harder than before, hysteria all too close at hand, I hammered against the panel above me with as much strength as I could muster.

      Raining my fists unrelentingly on the casing, finally a crack appeared, spreading up the length of the metal tube.

      The taste of freedom coated my tongue as I went to stretch up and out of my prison, the thin slit of a window no longer teasing me with views of the outside world, no matter how blurry. But no sooner had I reached for the gap, when an arc of electricity leapt across the fissure.

      “No, no, no no, no,” I whimpered, the reality that I’d only broken down the first barrier of many now sinking in; I was no further now than when I’d started.

      I screamed and cried out, my throat soon tender from the constant strain, but still nobody came to my aid. Wherever I was, I was alone.

      Seemingly out from under my father’s watchful gaze, but also too far removed from anyone else; I’d left the frying pan but had entered into the fire.

      Racked with despair, an increasing heat fired up every inch of my flesh, the warmth of it so intense that it felt like all of me was being set alight.

      I was going to die in here.

      Believing all hope to be lost, I thrashed about, tossing and turning, kicking and punching at anything I could—it didn’t matter if I bled anymore, I was going to die locked inside a metal box that I had no recollection of ever entering.

      Belting out the last of my screams, the air around me starting to feel too thick to breathe, I kicked at a panel by my feet.

      Flashes of blue light exploded everywhere, the fizzle of electricity blending in with the jagged roughness of my screams. I tried to move as far away from the sparks as I could, but there was simply no room for me to mold myself into the curve of the surrounding case.

      Unexpectedly, the tiniest, briefest of hisses whispered in my ears, causing me to automatically open my eyes.

      The blue haze of the electricity was gone.

      The tube was open.

      And I had no idea where I was.

      Pushing the lid further aside, I scrambled to get out, then froze. This couldn’t be good. The tube that had encased me had crashed through a wall, to come to rest at a steep angle. I’d have to jump.

      My mind raced. How far down was it, really? Could I do this? What if I broke my ankle or landed wrong or. . .?

      Stop it, Clea. You don’t have a choice.

      Jump.

      It was far enough that landing, I stumbled and rolled, the stinging from the bottom of my feet shooting up my legs.

      But nothing broken. Nothing sprained.

      I was out.

      Feeling its musky air upon my wet, sticky face meant that I was truly able to get out of my confinement. This time Iwas free.

      I looked around, trying to make sense of the room I found myself in, the way silence clung to every broken tile—none of it resembled anywhere I’d been before.

      Instinctively, my hands flew to my chest to feel for my locket. It was still there. Oh, thank god. Losing it would have finally broke me.

      Although relief flooded my system with euphoria, it was fleeting as the world around me started to form a solid image I could focus on.

      Every object within this room, if you could even refer to this place as a room anymore, was either broken or caked in dust. It was a desolate location to find myself in, the decayed air which had been a relief to me moments ago had already turned its hand and began to choke me as grim realization descended.

      How could I be here, and where the hell was everyone else? I’d been with my father before, yet there was no sign of anyone else having been here in years, maybe even decades—the state of disrepair was so great that it was hard to tell how much time had passed.

      Frantic again but with a renewed sense of worry, I looked about for a means of contacting someone. Even if it wasn’t my father who answered, so long as another person came to my rescue, I’d be grateful.

      There was no telephone, no working computers and no handheld devices, the whole room was barren except for a single thing. It looked like some sort of weapon.

      Curious, I examined it carefully. Not a gun. Maybe a flare gun?

      I knew what it was the moment I gazed upon it because I’d tried to reach a similar one inside my house so many times. Although I’d never managed to get to it in time, my father had always been much too quick.

      Grabbing this one however, I clutched it to me as if it were a newborn baby and I the protective mother, my aim being to get outside as swiftly as possible.

      I could signal. Someone would see. Someone would rescue me.

      The formidable door that had sealed me inside the room hadn’t been as tough to move as I’d anticipated. It had only taken a couple of hard shoves and it had squeaked lose, the shrill pitch of the noise scratching its way down my ear canals. It didn’t matter though, it was open, I was able to move forwards.

      Taking that small victory in stride, I raced down a dingy corridor, the red glow of some kind of emergency light working itself into a frenzy.

      I felt like there should be alarms ringing somewhere, followed by an orderly shouting for me to return to my room, but no such chaos rushed to meet me.

      All that existed was me, the flare gun, the red glowing corridor and the shadowy door at the end of it.

      And that was the entire world.

      As I scurried along, drawing ever nearer to what I hoped was an exit, the entire sequence reminded me of all those nightmares I’d had as a child: my father had been chasing me down, trying to lock me back up again, and whenever I felt I’d escaped from his gnarled, clutching hands, the corridor had elongated. I’d never been able to get away from him, and so I’d wake every morning, frightened and alone, knowing my life as a prisoner was an inevitable one.

      This time however, the passageway wasn’t growing longer but shorter, the gap between myself and the darkened doorway closing with every thump of my footfalls. By the time I reached it, I threw both my arms out ahead of me and pushed against it like a charging football player.

      When I went to breathe in now, fresh air swirled inside my expanding lungs, the way it stung too beautiful a feeling to put into words. There was no sweeter moment in my life than the briny taste of breeze dancing upon the tip of my tongue.

      I never wanted to be encased inside a metal pod again, not so long as I lived, which then reminded me of the flare gun I still had nestled in my hands.

      Maybe flare gun.

      Still, a way to signal. To reach someone.

      Pointing it into the air, its barrel a blunt nose upturned skywards, I pulled back the trigger and watched as a stream of orange burst into the heavens.

      I was mesmerized to see its journey, having envisioned what it would be like to call out from inside the darkness to another soul in all my dreams.

      It was awesome and terrifying to know that all you’d ever dreamed about was of being free, yet it was a reality you knew would never happen.

      “Now it is,” I told myself, the shock of being away from my father—my life—having not registered with me until this very second.

      I was free.

      However, with it came a new set of fears. As I watched the flare dissipate, I noticed how the scenery all around the dimming burnt umber of its glow was nothing like my home.

      Twisting about on the spot, my feet heavy and clumsy, it became all too apparent that home was long gone now.

      It had been replaced with a landscape so unfamiliar to me, that the dread that squeezed at my heart had me ready to pop under its pressure.

      I’d never been here before. Never seen anything like it. The forest was a swirl of greens and orange and purple, and in the sky hung two blazing suns.

      Two. Suns.

      Oh shit.

      I’d fled from imprisonment twice before, however this new prison I’d stumbled into seemed more foreboding and altogether more horrifically littered with unknowns.

      I had no chance of comprehending what the next couple of steps would mean for me, let alone what lay in wait around the next corner.

      For the first time since I was a small girl, my resolve to be free finally cracked, and I begged for my father to come save me. “Please, please come get me. I promise I won’t be bad again. . .”

      I clenched my jaw tighter while grinding my teeth, the way it jarred my bones a familiar and dear friend. “I’ll n-never be bad again, I-I promise.”

      But he never came.

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

      Chapter 2: Clea

       

      “What is this?”

      Bolting upright, I scrambled to my feet and whirled in a complete circle.

      Surrounding me were sleek, silvery haired men. They crouched in readied stances, their bodies primed to spring at me should I move a hair out of place.

      This was what I should have been looking out for, but instead I’d crumbled under the pressure like the pathetic girl father had always told me I was.

      “Please—” I tried to plea, my voice so mousy and small compared to the confident bite that one of them had spoken with, even with the rough, broken language.

      All three of them laughed at me.

      One of them broke away from their ranks and ran to snatch at my face, firm fingers spidering along my chin and jawline so that I was manipulated into position, unable to move unless he allowed it. My lips trembled as I looked into his eyes, the piercing yellow of his irises unforgiving as he examined me, his pupils dilating and narrowing as he refocused on another part of my features.

      “Please,” I attempted to say, the rounded pronunciation of my words reduced down to a whimpering hiss.

      “Now, now,” a long, nimble finger pressed against my lips as he mocked me, the way my mouth was squashed together looking more like I was blowing him a kiss than grimacing in fright. “Best to be quiet, yes? Safer.” His eyes flashed wildly then, as if the idea of hurting me was one that delighted him.

      Scared into submission, I fell quiet under his control, my eyes darting all around me to try and see what the others were doing—did they intend to charge at me too, to grab and claw at me, or would they wait for their leader to give them an order? None of the options playing out inside my head had a desirable ending.

      These were the men my father had warned me of, carnal men so base in their pleasures that they acted on lustful instinct; it pained me to wonder whether his “protection” had been justified all along.

      Removing his finger from my lips, he pushed me hard into the dirt. I spluttered, coughing in a plume of dust and struggled to regain my composure. Riotous laughter sounded around me again.

      The one who’d held me looked like he was about to give an order, one of his fingers curling into a signal when, out of nowhere, a rowdy flock of feathered creatures flew up into the sky. It was like the trees themselves had spewed them from their branches. They were fleeing from the dense nest of purple trees that lay several miles to the north of us, their chaotic flapping smacking of distress; the way they moved seemed to trouble the trio surrounding me, their leader especially.

      Shooting a glaring look back at me once more, he stretched out a hand and snagged me by my t-shirt collar.

      “God, please no—”

      “Quiet,” he growled, the cool and collected man who’d toyed with me now gone entirely, leaving only a feral beast in its wake. “If cry, we leave you for the hordes.”

      “Let them have her.”

      “No.”

      “Kobe—”

      A blur of words that I didn’t understand came out in a snarl, the other two cowering a little as he snapped at them. “If I say she comes, she come. Now move!”

      My emotions teetered somewhere between grateful and horrified. None of the men now in my company seeming to be sane or civilized in any way, shape or form—one of them had even wanted to leave me behind, to be devoured by whatever the hordes were!

      They were crazed, unhinged, and I was now in their possession for them to do with as they pleased. I wanted to flail about in his grip, my nails scratching at his face, yanking at his peppery hair, and kicking at him until he released me.

      However, common sense had a stronger hold on me than my instinct to fight back; I was so much smaller, weaker than them that the idea of fighting back was one that scared me as much as being around them did. I’d been conditioned to be a victim. It was what I was good at, and so I made the snap decision to play the part I’d rehearsed for since my birth.

      I would bend and yield, I would obey, I would be whatever they needed me to be in order to stay alive and unharmed.

      And then when I could, I would escape.

      Again.

      With a growl he clamped something around my throat before defined arms scooped me up and flung me over his shoulders. A strange wave of dizziness passed over me. My behind stuck up in the air while my legs dangled limply; but I daren’t fight back.

      He must have liked my compliance because his gripping hand moved up to my ass and gave it a sharp grope, his nails digging into my skin through the material of my trousers. I squealed with shock, however this just made him squeeze all the more, the hardness of his touch causing me to bite on my lower lip to try and stave off more cries.

      “Where now?” one of his group asked, a hint of ire audible as he addressed his leader.

      Unperturbed by his companion’s exasperation, my captor called back, “We’ll head to the nearby station. No doubt that’s where this one has run from, she’s too well kempt to have journeyed farther than that.”

      Oh god, no, no, not the metal pod, anything but that! I wanted to wiggle free of him then, so sure that they’d throw me back into the metallic grave I’d woken up in and find a new way to seal it.

      Wait, what? The broken, barely understandable words were now clear, crisp. Had they only been playing with me?

      I twisted my head to look at the suns.

      Still there. Still two.

      I buried the urge to break free, although not enough to stop more tears dripping down my grimy face. The combination of previous tears, dirty earth and dust painted me as disheveled as the homeless people father had ordered to be locked up.

      I’d always pitied them when they’d been roughly treated by the authorities—one woman in particular they’d beaten before dragging her down a side alley, my troubled questions dismissed by my father as he’d steered me away from the window. Was I to meet a similar fate to this nameless woman, this Jane Doe I’d watched beg for mercy?

      We returned quickly to the station. I was tossed onto the ground to await my sentence.

      Sprawled out before them, my legs and arms resembling a dying starfish as I debated whether to move or not, I listened to them mutter amongst themselves. Deciding to brave it, although my inner voice screamed that it was foolish to do so, I lifted my head to watch them.

      They were so engrossed in their conversation that they didn’t notice me stir, allowing me the time to study them in more detail now that I was away from their prying hands: they were so wild. . .so sexy.

      Their tousled, unkempt hair hung in waves around their shoulders, the coarse mix of black, gray, and white hair reminding me of mountain wolves; I wanted to run my fingers through their manes, to feel if it was fur I felt or softer hair like that of a human.

      I didn’t understand why I looked at them with such interest. The way they’d treated me cautioned me to do anythingbut regard them as attractive, and yet my gaze wandered over their slender frames. Honed muscles gently flexed under their shirts, their violent yellow eyes shining brighter than the rays of the sun. I longed to learn more.

      What manner of creature were they to be so uniquely handsome, so ruggedly good-looking, that all common sense vanished as I gazed upon them?

      What was wrong with me?

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

      Chapter 3: Kobe

       

       

      It was amusing to watch her attempts at stealth, the way she lifted her head so noticeable that even the most unskilled of fighters would see it. She was a curious one, so petite and tiny, pretty too—almost like some kind of decorated doll.

      Glad to show her just how clumsy her movements were, I lunged at her; she screamed, one of her small hands clutching at her throat. The look of utter terror she wore was the most stunning vision I’d seen in weeks, even months. Her large eyes glistening with unshed tears made her all the more appealing to look at.

      And, oh by the Cosmos, the way she smelled! It was heavenly.

      There was a subtle hint of saltiness that clung to her skin, the sweat from her fear adding an extra layer of scent, but there was so much more to the aroma than that. The most prominent of all the notes was this delicate floral scent, similar to the wildflowers that grew atop the mountains in the west; I wanted to breathe her in endlessly.

      Judging by the half veiled expressions both Alok and Mahir now wore, they too were taken in by more than her charming looks.

      Now that I had her attention, I prowled around her prone form, her scent strengthening the longer I circled. How was it possible for her smell to improve so dramatically within such a short space of time?

      She cowered, her skin started to shine with perspiration. Those large, saucer-sized orbs peered at me, her gaze somewhat hesitant to meet mine. “P-please, I’m n-no threat.”

      Her hushed pleas were akin to the fine summer winds that rustled through the new saplings on top of the mountains and within the darkest foliage of the jungles further along.

      It had been worth stalking the other teams, watching their interactions with their new toys.

      Worth stealing what we needed, just in case we took one of theirs.

      But this was better.

      Before she carried on, I shook my head at her, those full, lickable lips clamping shut. I thrived off her obedience, as if she’d been trained. Given how easy it was to recognize this submissive trait, I concluded that she wasn’t in league with the Masters; someone like her would be used by them in other ways, not sent to spy on us.

      Not that I was about to let up on my silent interrogation.

      Leaving her to peek out from under her thick, dark lashes, I pivoted away from her and lightly stepped over to my faithful pack members, both of them unable to steal their gaze away from the female. I was tempted to pull rank on them just to give the girl a show, but decided I’d allow them their delights having watched my brothers salivating as they allowed their gaze to rove all over her.

      Who could blame them, she was delightfully cute, so innocent, so pure. It was delicious to think of tainting all those virtues with our own perversions, ultimately marking her as one of ours.

      “So, what we thinking?” I asked them, narrowly able to disguise my smirk.

      Mahir scowled at me once he tore his attention away from the girl. Elbowing Alok, the three of us grinned at one another in soundless understanding.

      “Don’t tell me you don’t already know!” Alok mocked, his incisors poking out from his upper lip as his grinned widened. He was a youthful idiot, but I couldn’t stop myself from being fond of him all the same—wasn’t that part of what made him one of our pack, his exuberance?

      “Oh, I know what I want to do to with this pretty thing, I was simply interested in your thoughts.” I threw him a quick wink. “Don’t be a jerk.”

      He knew I was playing, but he took it upon himself to perform a taunting bow all the same; Mahir sighed, causing the both of us to laugh at him. Mahir could be such a miserable beast—it was high time he had a bit of fun! And I knew the ideal way of making that happen. . .

      “I think we should start making use of her assets,” Alok interrupted, my thoughts seamlessly blending into his despite him not knowing it.

      Firmly in agreement with what he was proposing, I tilted my head back toward her to signal that this plan was about to be put into action. My hunger for her manic, we descended on her like the true wolves we were, her the snow-white lamb unknowingly trapped in the jaws of a predator that would never relinquish its hold.

      She reeled back from us as we moved on all sides of her, flinching as we advanced inch by inch. I wanted to be on her not teasing her, however it was all part of the hunt to work her up into this frenzy.

      The more she recoiled, the more we closed in—it made her all the riper for the taking. It would be a never ending dance until we were right on top of her. Mmmmmm, I craved to be pinning her down with all my weight, her squirms only adding to the pleasure of ensnaring her.

      She looked at us, and moved back. But then she smiled, just a touch. She was inviting us.

      We moved closer.

      When it became insufferable to keep from slamming my entire weight into her, pushing her down onto her back, I rushed her so that she collapsed under me, her legs slightly parted as I slipped between them.

      “Please,” she whimpered.

      “Please what, lovely one,” I growled. “Please more, or please stop?”

      I grabbed at her wrists and secured them to the floor with my own, my grip firm as she whimpered under me; faint though it was, I could feel her pulse frantically hammering at her ribcage as I leaned towards her.

      “I-I don’t know,” she moaned.

      Try as she might to pull away, I licked the full length of her neck, lifting just a bit around the thick band of the translator I’d collared her with. I aggressively sniffed her as I tasted her, the smell mixing with the flavor to create the most irresistible of concoctions.

      Fuck. I yearned to rip her flimsy clothing off and spread that pussy of hers that I knew lay hidden underneath. Nonetheless, I refrained from charging headlong into it, wanting to make sure I could savor every last drop of her.

      “Tell me to stop, and I will,” I promised. I would. Probably. I’d try.

      But she stayed silent, heartbeat speeding even faster.

      Leaning back so that I could take in a quick glance of her, I then dived back to her neck, my sudden actions making her squeal and writhe, her body all the more inviting when she cried out.

      “You’re. . .driving me. . .crazy!” I found myself growling into her flesh, her squeals having subsided into gasping moans. “And I think you like it.”

      Without saying a word to Mahir and Alok, the two of them came to lie on either side of the girl and I, their tongues already outstretched so that they could lap at any available skin she had peeking out from her clothes. My licking, mixed in with theirs, wasn’t just a heady rush of adrenaline for us it seemed. As she soon started to openly moan, the gasps falling away so that all that remained were sounds of pleasure.

      She was losing herself to the moment. I hadn’t noticed the shift start, but now that I was aware of it taking place, it made it all the more trying not to fuck her like the animal I knew she secretly longed to be.

      Trying to keep my mind occupied as best I could, I lifted myself up onto my palms so that I was able to look at her pink cheeks and flushed, reddening lips. This little lamb was starting to look a lot more wanton than when we started.

      “Well, aren’t you a naughty girl, playing at being innocent when all three of us can smell just how wet you are for us.”

      Her cheeks turned a rich scarlet, the just bitten pinkness of them now gone to leave only the deepest of reds; the transition was beautiful to watch. It was fascinating to see how her mind worked—how her body reacted to our stimuli.

      Try as she might to remain the sweet girl who’d stumbled into the deep, dark unknowns, she was fast becoming an unchaste tease, our roaming fingers and slick tongues coaxing it out of her.

      I’d take more from her before I was done. And if I knew my brothers as well as I believed, they’d take even more than I.

      Tiring of simply playing the tease but never acting, I snatched at her top. Using both of my hands, I snatched it from her body, its absence revealing such wonderfully pale skin. Gazing at her in awe, I was transfixed by how her pert breasts were cruelly shielded away by additional garments.

      I wasn’t about to have my view impaired again. Before I moved to right this wrong however, I spotted another item draped around her neck that had been hidden by the shirt. A finely worked locket hanging from a delicate chain.

      It only distracted me for a moment, but I was curious to learn more about what it meant.

      Later.

      There were much more pressing needs now.

      Returning to her glorious breasts, I tugged at the thin strip of material, yanking it free with an audible ping. Her breasts lightly bounced as everything was stripped away. Her nipples were the most enticing shade of pink I’d seen; far more attractive than the hue her cheeks had turned earlier. These looked so delicate against her paler flesh, their soft points growing firmer under our ravenous leers.

      My mouth became hot and wet looking at them, the urge to trace the tip of my tongue along them before nibbling at her sensitive flesh more than any man could bear.

      Click to keep reading!
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