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            Chapter One

          

          Eva

        

      

    

    
      “Easy there, buddy,” I coo at the startled fox.

      His lips draw back over his teeth and he growls at me as I step closer.

      “It’s all right, I’m not going to hurt you, I promise.”

      Poor thing’s scared to out of its mind, probably starving, too. Every day I canvas a section of the woods surrounding my cabin. I’ve divided the area up into sections; seven of them, one for each day of the week. So this little guy might have been here a while. I have to tamp down a surge of rage at the jerk who put this trap out here. At least it isn’t a trap designed to kill, but this land is a protected reserve and these animals shouldn’t have to worry about humans trying to kill them or take them out of their home.

      The fox’s ears press back, and he retreats into the corner of the cage as I take another step forward.

      “Don’t worry,” I purr, reaching into my bag for something that I know will do the trick: a can of cat food. As soon as I open the can, his nose starts twitching in the air and I smile. “Yeah, you’re interested in that, aren’t you?” I take another step forward and he starts to growl, but his nose gets the better of him and he takes a microscopic step forward.

      “That’s it,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper. I set the can down gently right outside of the cage and he’s immediately sticking his nose through the grate, trying to get at it. “Give me a second, you’ll get your food,” I chuckle, stepping around to the latch on the other side.

      He’s so distracted by the food that he doesn’t notice me opening the cage. Tomorrow, once I’m sure he’s gone, I’ll come back and destroy the damn thing. And if I find another one, I’m going to start setting up cameras. Never mind it being illegal to trap here, this is my forest, and no one messes around with it.

      Maybe I should have left with Mom and Katie after Dad died. Maybe I should have abandoned the woods like they did. But how could I? This is my home. This is where all my best memories are and where I plan to make many more. Even though these woods took my dad from me, I can’t blame them. That’s just what nature does.

      Suddenly, the hair on the back of my neck stands up and goosebumps march up my arms. I turn around to look at the fox, but the little guy’s already long gone, the food left uneaten. My stomach twists up into a knot and I stop, holding my breath to try and hear any sound.

      Then, cutting through the silence, a lone wolf’s howl stretches into the afternoon, causing a stir in the treetops.

      Not again.

      Wolves are not supposed to be in this area. And the last time there was any sign of them… I swallow, a tight lump forming in my throat at the memory of my dad, surrounded by snarling wolves, razor sharp teeth bared and gleaming.

      “Eva, I need you to run,” he’d said. “I need you to run and not look back. And never forget you have a great purpose. Never.”

      I’d cried, told him not to talk like that, like he was already dead. We could fight them together. I was good with my Bowie knife. And he had a shotgun. We had a chance! But Dad wouldn’t hear it. The wolves pressed closer, snapping at his heels, only barely held off by the threat of the shotgun he’d already shot once in warning. I wailed at him to stop being so crazy, but that only got the attention of the wolves and one of the turned to me.

      “NOW, Eva, run!”

      And I did. I ran and ran all the way to the cabin, hearing the shotgun blast and then trying so hard not to hear anything else.

      Right away Mom wanted to move into the city, Katie too. But not me. I’m not sure I could ever leave these woods, but there’s something wrong if the wolves are back. Something very wrong.

      Another howl joins the first and I turn toward the direction as the whole chorus starts. Then, my blood chills as I recognize the other, quieter sound under the howls: a person.

      Before I know what I’m doing I’m running toward the wolves at full speed, pulling the pistol from my hip. Not today, wolves.

      I’m gaining on them, leaping over fallen trees and crashing through the underbrush until I spill into a clearing and I’m suddenly slammed back in time.

      In a wide circle, with eyes gleaming blood red, there’s an entire pack of wolves snarling and snapping. But the wolves nearly fade into the background, because at the center of their circle are two of the most gorgeous men I’ve ever seen. I’m a good distance away, but even from here I can see that they’ve got smooth caramel skin and thick, defined muscles. They’re talking in some language I don’t know, but it’s clear they’re debating what to do about the ambush, trying to figure something out. Lucky for them, I’m here. I bring two fingers to my lips and whistle long and loud, drawing their attention. I’m not going to be running anywhere today. The wolves stalk toward me, and I wait until they’re closer to shoot the flare right in front of them. It sparks up big and bright, making me have to look away. Most of the wolves are startled and head to run back into the woods, but there are three that keep coming for me despite the hot white light.

      That just makes me angry. I tried to end this fight peacefully, even when I don’t really feel like they deserve that kind of courtesy from me. But I was raised better. I know that animals are gonna follow their instincts, but these three aren’t. Why?

      “Go on! Get out of here!” I yell, lunging at the snarling wolves. Frequently, if you pretend you’re the boss of them, they’ll believe it. The wolves narrow their eyes, still that unsettling red that makes the hairs on my arm prickle in alarm. These are not normal wolves.

      Then, the middle wolf takes another step toward me and suddenly he stops, his ears go back, and he starts whining and backing up. The others look at him with their heads tilted, and I’m not sure what’s going on, but I’m willing to chance it, so I take a step forward.

      Just like I hoped, the other two wolves do the same routine, their ears go back, their tails tuck between their legs, and high-pitched whines make my ears ring.

      I jump forward another step and this time they hightail it out of here, running off in the opposite direction.

      And I can’t help laughing at them. The feeling is so good. I feel powerful. Like something I did actually mattered. I realize I’m still laughing like a maniac when I spot the two sexy gods staring at me with their jaws hanging slack.

      It’s a little embarrassing, yeah, but I can’t even really find it in me to care all that much. I just grin wide at them and shrug. For the first time since my dad died, I feel better. I’ve been kind of walking in a daze, feeling like a victim — yes, a survivor too, but mostly a victim — and now I feel strong, like I can take on anything. I just scared off an entire wolf pack on my own!

      The flare’s still sparking and burning as I step around it and make my way down the small hill to the men.

      “You guys okay?” I ask, hoping they speak English. Communicating will be a lot more difficult if they don’t, but we’ll manage, I suppose.

      The two men look at each other, their jaws snapping shut in unison. That’s when I realize that they’re not only the hottest guys I’ve ever seen, they might be the hottest guys, period. And they look alarmingly similar. Like maybe they’re brothers? They each have a strong chiseled jaw, wide shoulders, huge biceps, and pecs, and quads and…man they look like either one of them could be a stunt double for The Rock, and I’m trying not to drool when one of them flashes me a perfectly white smile that turns my insides to jelly.

      “Yes, we’re okay,” one of them says, his eyes bright and golden. I’ve never seen eyes quite like them, like a light shining through amber. The other guy has crazy eyes, too, but because they’re nearly neon green. Those are some wild contacts and normally I’d think it’s dumb, but on these guys? It works.

      “Thanks to you,” says the other, and it’s then that I hear that soft lilting accent that leaves me tongue-tied.

      Who are these gorgeous Adonises and what are they doing in my woods attracting wolves?

      Golden eyes rove over my body and make me squirm like he’s actually touching me. But in a good way. A way that makes me feel almost dizzy.

      His eyes suddenly snap to the trees and mine follow, something tightening in my chest. “We should go,” he says, and without waiting for my response, he settles a warm hand on my back and starts ushering me back into the tree line.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Trylor

        

      

    

    
      “To whom may we address our thanks?” I ask.

      She raises an eyebrow at me and seems confused, but Brandt steps in.

      “He means, what is your name?”

      She narrows her eyes at me, then at Brandt and then seems to decide something. She opens her mouth to speak, but no words come out. Instead, her lips turn into a beguiling grin and she runs off, leaving my hand hanging in the air.

      “Hey, wait!” Brandt calls after her, but she’s gone.

      “Way to go,” Brandt says, switching to our native tongue. “You frightened her.”

      “How so?”

      “You stand too near, talk too close, you’re too familiar and these people don’t like that.”

      I shake my head, smiling, remembering the gleam in her multi-colored eyes. “You’re mistaken, brother. I think our woman simply craves a chase. And a chase I am happy to deliver.”

      Brandt shakes his head at me chuckling. “I sure hope you’re not wrong about this.”

      “Are you suggesting I’m ever wrong?” I say, arching a brow and letting my smile fall slack.

      Brandt just laughs harder. He is probably the only one in all of Desergan who could get away with it, but I’m certainly glad I have him. Even I deserve a good-natured ribbing now and again.

      “Come on, she’s gaining distance while you laugh,” I say, marching off after her scent. It’s not a scent I’ll ever forget. Nor one I’ll ever tire of. The moment Brandt and I spotted her, the moment she stood up to those wolves, we knew. There was no doubt that she is the one. The one we’ve been looking for, the one that will save our planet.

      I hadn’t been sure what to expect of this person. I knew that they were destined to save my planet, but the whole idea of being forced into something like that never sat well with me and I’d vowed to find another way. But now… Well, after having seen her, I might be changing my opinion slightly. Maybe this way wouldn’t be so bad.

      She’s a beautiful creature — petite, but full, with a smile to make a man forget his senses. And those eyes of hers… I’ve never seen anything like those multi-colored eyes. At one angle, a light golden brown with spots of green, at another, a cool blue gray. Those eyes call to me. Even now, when they’re not lighting me up with their appraisal, I long to see them again. And I will. I must. For the fate of my people and hers.

      But not only for that. That’s a nice story to tell myself, but the truth is that seeing that woman ignited a need in me I never knew I had. Seeing her made me realize what I’ve been missing and I’ll be damned if I let her slip through my fingers.

      “That was her, wasn’t it?” Brandt says, his long strides finally catching up to mine.

      I nod. “Obviously.”

      “We can’t let her get away.”

      “Does it look like I intend to?” I’ve already covered a sizeable distance and I’m sure our woman can’t be much further ahead. Soon, I tell myself. Soon, you’ll have her safe. You’ll have her in your arms and she will be safe.

      I have to keep reminding myself of that, else the rage inside of me boils over. There’s a reason we have to take her back to our planet, and it’s not only to serve our own needs. She’s not safe here. What happened earlier may not happen again. They may not turn away the next time she crosses their path.

      That thought is enough to make my fists clench.

      Brandt sees it and lifts a brow, his forehead wrinkling with concern. “I’m not crazy, right? You felt it too?”

      “It?” I ask, as if I don’t know exactly what he’s referencing.

      “You know…” Brandt says, wriggling his shoulders in indecision. “That…feeling.”

      I scoff, relaxing and flexing my fist absently. This hand had rested on her back and her touch nearly combusted me. But I’m not telling that to Brandt. He has no need for that information.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I say, sniffing the air for her trail. I think she must have retraced some of her ground to confuse the scent. Smart girl, our woman.

      “Man, I can’t believe you didn’t feel it too, considering…well, you know.”

      “Hmph,” I grunt, picking the direction that seems right. Thankfully, I’ve always been an excellent tracker, even in this form.

      “Well, it was unlike anything I’ve ever felt. Like a lightning bolt to the groin.”

      “Brandt!” I chastise, sending him a disapproving look.

      “What? It’s true.”

      “That’s no way to talk about the woman who is going to save us.”

      “Look, I know you’re not a fan of this plan, but—”

      “I’m not opposed to it.”

      Brandt stops in his tracks, rustling fallen leaves underfoot, making me glare. We’re making far too much noise to really be serious about this hunt. But I’m almost certain our woman wants to be found, so I’m simply giving her a good chase for the thrill of it.

      “My stars… You’re serious, aren’t you?”

      I shoot a glare over my shoulder. “What do you think?”

      “It’s just that… Well, you seemed to have reservations before we set out on this quest.”

      “I’ve reconsidered,” I say, marching forward yet again.

      I can nearly feel Branden’s frown boring into the back of my head and I growl.

      “If you have something to say, say it.”

      “Oh,” he says innocently, “I don’t have anything to say to my lying brother,” he snarls.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “I will not grant it. You lied to me, clearly.”

      A heavy sigh escapes my lungs. “What are you talking about, Brandt?”

      “You did feel it. That’s why you’ve reconsidered. That’s why you’re no longer opposed to the plan. I knew you did.”

      “Even if I had, I wouldn’t have described it in such crass terms.”

      “No? How would you describe it?”

      I mull that over for a moment, remembering the sparkle in her eyes, the curve of her lips, the sway of her hips. I have to press back another growl at the memory of those hips.

      How to describe the feeling she ignited in me?

      “It made my blood run as hot as the fires of Desergan, my stomach clench and my heart yearn for something I never knew I needed.”

      I hadn’t heard him close the few paces between us, but suddenly Brandt’s hand clapped down on my shoulder, patting me. “You always were better with words than I,” he says, dropping his hand and nudging his shoulder into mine.

      “You can drop the act around me, you know. I know what a hopeless sap you are.”

      I roll my eyes, but he’s not wrong. If anyone in all the Universe knows me, it’s Brandt. But this woman awoke feelings in me that even I didn’t know existed. So how could he know? Unless it was all true.

      Believing in it almost makes it worse. It’s nothing more than a silly story when you don’t believe in those kinds of things. But experiencing this magnetic pull that I felt would be enough to make even the staunchest of skeptics change his mind. I know, because that was me. I didn’t believe it, until it was staring me in the face. Now, I’m nearly certain I can’t live without her and it’s enough to terrify me.

      We stalk after her scent in silence, a final worry still prickling in my mind. “Brandt?”

      “Yes, Trylor?”

      “Do you think she will agree to it?” It feels foolish to seek reassurance from my younger brother, but he has always had the cooler head.  He has always been able to see another perspective, provide a gentler touch. But that’s only because he doesn’t bear the responsibility I do. He doesn’t know the weight of my obligations. If he carried them as I do, he wouldn’t have such a bouncy step. But the very fact that Brandt is so different than I am is what makes him the perfect confidante. He never judges me, even if he does tease me relentlessly.

      But the reassurance I’m waiting for doesn’t come immediately. In fact, it doesn’t come at all. He’s silent for a long time, clearly thinking it over, making me more nervous by the second with his prolonged silence. Finally, my brother sighs and shakes his head.

      “I truly don’t know. I wish I could say yes, but it is so much to ask of anyone. All that we can hope for is that she have a strong heart big enough for all of us.”

      “I’m not sure anyone could manage such a thing,” I say, giving voice to a concern I’d vowed to keep to myself.

      Brandt nods, his expression grim. “I don’t disagree, but if there isn’t hope, what is there?”

      It’s a valid question. With things the way they are back home, I’m not sure there is anything left for us or our people if not hope.

      But before I can respond, there’s the crack of a twig breaking not too far away and I hold up a hand, gesturing to Brandt silently.

      He nods, and we proceed, our prize nearly in hand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Eva

        

      

    

    
      I know those two guys are following me. I’m counting on it in fact. I don’t know what came over me, but when I saw the way the both of them looked at me, I wanted to run. But not out of fear. Like a child playing hide and seek. Maybe it’s the lingering adrenaline from facing down the wolves, but I couldn’t just take a leisurely stroll with these strangers. Especially not with the weird feelings they sparked in me.

      And by weird, I mean very sexual. That’s another reason why I ran off. That intense jolt of longing freaked me out. It’s not like I’m a nun in a convent or anything. I’ve seen attractive men before. I’ve even been approached by them on occasion, though I’ve never pursued anything with any of them.

      Yes, at nearly twenty years old, I’m still a virgin, as untouched as freshly driven snow. Maybe other girls my age would be embarrassed by that, but I see no reason to be. It’s not like there are a ton of options out here in the woods, and that suits me just fine.

      Or it did. Until now.

      I should probably be kind of freaked out by their unusual features and intense gazes, but all I feel when I think about it is hot. Like there’s lava coursing through my veins and I just want to jump their bones.

      Yes, their. Not at the same time or anything, but I don’t think I could pick one or the other. They’re both so incredibly, intensely attractive that my brain melts a little looking at either one of them.

      This is what happens when you turn into a forest hermit, I chastise myself. It’s been over a year since my mom and sister left the woods after Dad died. Over a year that I’ve been out here all alone, with no one to talk to but the trees and the squirrels. No wonder the first sight of an attractive man has me turning to absolute jelly.

      If I’m really honest with myself, I’m tired of being alone. The woods have always been home, but that’s because I’ve always had family here. It’s home because this is where the people I loved were. But now, now that I’m all alone… Nothing really feels the same. I’ve busied myself with helping animals and thwarting poachers, but even that only provides so much satisfaction. The thought of having a family again, of not being alone out here, it makes me excited. Giddy almost. But in order for anything to happen, I have to let them find me.

      I can hear them picking through the trees, talking in that strange language behind me. They sound so serious and I can’t help wondering what they’re talking about. Why are they out here? And why are they following me? I’m playing a fun game, but are they doing the same? Or do they just want to thank me for saving them from the wolves?

      It’s all a little weird, but I can’t think about it too much. They’re getting closer, closing the distance between us. I won’t be able to keep up this pace for much longer, so I should find a place to hide. Maybe I can surprise them or they’ll walk straight past me. I’ve always been pretty good at hiding in plain sight.

      So, with a small, scheming grin, I push back into the shadows, camouflaging myself in the underbrush. They approach the spot I just left, sniffing the air like bloodhounds on the trail. That’s weird, too. I don’t wear any perfume or anything like that. They’d have to be part animal to be able to follow my scent through the air like that. Maybe they’re just enjoying the fresh mountain air.

      I stifle a giggle as the green-eyed one turns to the other and grumbles something under his breath. The other one just shakes his head, turning it on a swivel, clearly looking for me. He looks right past me and I snicker again. I haven’t played in the woods like this in such a long time and it’s fun. I feel like a kid again, just enjoying the moment without knowing what’s coming.

      The green-eyed one goes off in one direction and the golden-eyed one in another. I try to track them both, but the moment I turn my eyes away from one to the other, I can’t seem to find the first anymore. Then I can’t spot the other, either. It’s like they straight-up disappeared.

      I’m looking all around, straining my ears for any sound of them approaching, but I don’t see anything. Maybe they gave up, I think, deflating. So much for that fun game.

      I sigh and step out of my hiding place, wondering if I shouldn’t have run at all. At least then I could ask them who they were and what they were doing here.

      But before I have a chance to finish that thought, strong hands grab me around my waist and I squeal as I’m pulled tight against a rock-hard body.

      “Don’t be frightened,” he says softly into my ear, his warm breath stirring my hair and making me shiver. I look up to find those piercing neon green eyes staring back at me with something that looks a lot like awe. It’s weird, but I don’t dislike it.

      “You can’t hide from us,” he practically purrs, his breath now stroking the sensitive side of my neck, forcing goosebumps up out of my flesh.

      “We’ve been looking for you for far too long,” the other says, seemingly materializing out of nothing.

      That’s…a really weird thing to say, but I almost can’t even dwell on it because of the intensity in their eyes. I certainly can’t question it. The truth of the statement is evident in the way he looks at me.

      “Now, please. Tell us your name?” Golden-eyes steps forward and now I’m practically pressed up against both of them. Hard, hot bodies on either side of me. And I do mean hot. These guys are like furnaces, burning me like the warmest summer sun, making me desperate to strip down just to cool off.

      Now that’s an interesting thought. I’m not going to do it of course, but the idea of their shocked expressions makes me grin. Would they freeze in place affording me the chance to escape? Somehow, after hearing the one say I can’t hide from them, I don’t think so. I get the weird feeling that it would take an act of God to get them to release me now.

      But surprisingly, that thought doesn’t scare me at all. Surprisingly, the idea that two strange, huge men have me cornered in a remote forest with no help around for miles, doesn’t worry me even a little. It’s actually a little exciting. I don’t know how I know it, but I know neither one of these men would ever hurt me. I know that they intend to keep me safe. It sounds like something a crazy naive girl would think before she gets kidnapped and murdered, but there are no alarm bells ringing in my head. No voice of intuition telling me to be careful. Just a persistent, cajoling voice urging me to jump right in with both feet.

      “Eva,” I finally say, nearly breathless as I meet his golden gaze.

      He nods. “Well met, Eva. I am Trylor, this is my brother Brandt.”

      “Interesting names. You’re not from around here, are you?” I ask, trying to place their exotic features and coming up empty. I haven’t been many places in the world though, so that’s not too surprising.

      “Not exactly.” Brandt, the green-eyed one, chuckles behind me.

      I feel his laughter rumbling through his chest and up my spine and it sends a jolt of pure need between my legs.

      “What do you mean you’ve been looking for me for too long? You couldn’t have been chasing me for more than fifteen minutes.”

      Trylor smiles, but it’s not really a normal smile. It’s the smile someone gives you when you clearly don’t understand something that they think is beyond you. I don’t appreciate that patronizing look, but he’s so damn attractive giving it to me that I can’t even be mad.

      “We’ve been looking for you for much longer than that.” He stops, retreating a step and looking around him nervously.

      I want to tell him that there’s no one out here. No one to overhear our conversation but birds and bears, but he looks so serious that he makes me nervous too.

      “What is it?” I ask, turning from Trylor to Brandt, worry rising up my throat.

      Brandt shakes his head, rubbing his big, strong hands up and down my arms reassuringly. “You’re safe with us,” he says simply.

      And I believe it. I don’t doubt that statement for a second, but it doesn’t really do anything to ease my worries.

      “Come, we should discuss this elsewhere,” Trylor says, sliding his hand to the small of my back as his brother releases me.

      I don’t know what ‘this’ is that we need to talk about somewhere else. I’m not even sure where else would be better to talk about sensitive information other than the middle of nowhere in the forest, but I don’t argue. I just nod, a strange unease prickling the hairs on the back of my neck as I start off toward my cabin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Brandt

        

      

    

    
      “Look, it’s a little ways to my place,” Eva says, her voice nearly trembling.

      I shoot a withering glance at Trylor for scaring her so. Yes, the danger is present and we need to be ever-vigilant, but he didn’t need to put such fear into our woman. Seeing that look of concern etching her features makes my heart ache.

      “Can you tell me what this is about at all?”

      Trylor gives me a sharp look and I know what he’s saying, but I disagree. She deserves to know. We can’t expect her to take us into her home, to let us into her life, without telling her anything. We are strangers. For all she knows, we could be the real danger to her. And she’s trusting us. This beautiful creature that I never saw coming. Sure, we knew she existed. We knew she was the one that could help us, and we understood our duty to Desergan and our people, but I never expected to be looking forward to that duty. I never expected that my body would ache to hold her again, that my fingers would burn from the heat of her touch.

      Trylor seems to spot my resolve and narrows his eyes in a challenge, but I shake my head. “She deserves to know,” I say.

      Eva stops where she stands and looks from me, to Trylor, and back to me again. “Know what? What’s going on?”

      “We can’t talk about this here,” Trylor growls.

      “Not in any detail, at least,” I correct, erasing Eva’s look of indignation.

      “Brandt, don’t.”

      I ignore him. “We were told about a girl. One that lives in the woods, and we’ve been searching for her.”

      Eva considers that for a moment, then nods. “Well, looks like you found me. But why? What makes me so special?”

      Trylor’s glare intensifies and I can’t stop myself from shrinking away from him. That is the power he holds. As his brother, I can disobey him more than most, but even I can’t defeat that silent command.

      “We can’t talk about it in the open,” I say.

      Eva frowns and looks all around exaggeratedly. “There’s no one out here for miles. It’s just us.”

      I shake my head. “You don’t understand. There are greater dangers in these woods than you’re aware of and I won’t take any risks with your safety.”

      “Nor will I,” Trylor agrees, his fingers curling into the flesh of her hip possessively.

      I’m thankful that she’s going along with this so well, though. She could have run again. She could have made this a long and drawn-out hunt for us. But she’s not running this time. She’s walking in stride with us, leading us back to her place.

      That thought alone is enough to make my blood boil. Her home will certainly include her bed, and I can’t stop the images of stripping her down, laying her back, and kissing her from head to toe until I make her come apart completely. There’s no doubt that this is the woman. No doubt at all.

      It will be interesting to see how she fits in on Desergan, though. She’s so much smaller than our people, practically dainty — though watching her chase off those wolves, she seemed larger than life. And she seems accustomed to the weather here, wearing little in the way of covering though both my brother and I are wrapped in thick clothes to ward off the chill of this planet. Would she be able to tolerate the fires of Desergan? Would she want to?

      Those are all questions for another day, though. For now, I’m content to know that she is safe and within reach. Even if she isn’t certain whether or not she will accept our proposition, I know deep down in my soul that I could never let harm come to her.

      “I don’t know if you guys have noticed, but I’ve been doing pretty well for myself out here without any protection. I can take care of myself. Or have you already forgotten that I saved your asses from a bunch of wolves?”

      She directs that last part at Trylor and I send him a grin. She’s endearing herself to me more and more with every moment. She’s got a fire in her, maybe as hot as the ones we carry in our hearts. And she’s not afraid. Not of us or of anything else in these woods — even though she probably should be.

      “I have not, and will never forget that, Eva,” Trylor says solemnly, bringing her hand up to his lips. “But you are intended for a great purpose and we cannot risk that.”

      Eva blushes when his lips brush her skin and a moment of jealousy sweeps through my heated veins. Not toward my brother — I knew coming into this what to expect with regards to that — but because it wasn’t me that made that beautiful color appear in her cheeks. Then, her face drains of all color and she stops again, wrapping her arms around herself as if to ward off a chill.

      “What did you just say?” Her voice is hardly a whisper and if not for our superior hearing, we may not have heard her at all.

      “What is it?” I ask, just as softly, taking a small step toward her, careful not to spook her. Suddenly, the woman that seemed so fearless, looks terrified.

      She shakes her head, taking another step back. “He said I have a great purpose,” she says hurling the words at Trylor like an accusation. I don’t understand what she’s getting at though, so I nod.

      “Yes. You are. But we can talk about that—”

      “My dad used to say that,” she says, narrowing her eyes and reaching behind her back to produce a knife, gleaming bright in the sun. “Who are you guys and what are you doing here?”

      “Please, Eva,” I say, holding my hands up to her. “We’re not here to hurt you, I swear it. We need your help. I do not know how your father knew of your destiny, but he was not wrong. Please, give us a chance to explain.”

      “Put the knife away,” Trylor adds softly, standing his ground. If we both move in on her, she’ll likely run off and we’ll be chasing her again. Better to keep her right here, even if it takes us longer to convince her.

      “But how did you know that? Those are the same words he said!”

      Trylor shakes his head, looking down at the ground, his eyes sad. “I cannot offer you an explanation. Not here, not now. Please, Eva. Trust us.”

      “Why should I?”

      “You have no reason to,” I answer quickly, drawing a sharp look from my brother. I can practically hear him saying ‘are you insane?’ but I don’t let that deter me. “You have no reason to trust us, but I think you want to anyway. I think you can feel deep down that we’re not here to hurt you. That we care about you and want to protect you. I think deep down you want to hear what we have to say even if the idea of it frightens you. I think deep down, you’re curious and you’ve always known there’s something more for you and the fact that we’re confirming it has you worried, but also excited.”

      She stares at me for a long time, her eyes narrowed, her mouth slightly slack. It takes a great force of will to stop myself from lunging forward and capturing her lips with mine. But I hold still, determined not to scare her any more than I already have.

      Slowly, her hand drops and she puts the knife away, still staring at the two of us suspiciously.

      “I’m right, aren’t I?” I say, taking another step toward her. This time, she doesn’t back away, just tilts her head back to meet my eyes with hers. “I’m right, Eva. Tell me I am.”

      We’re so close now it wouldn’t take more than a thought to lean in and close the distance. I’m not even discouraged by the fact that Trylor is standing behind us watching the whole thing. But I keep my control. Now is not the time.

      “Maybe you’re right about some of it,” she finally says, pursing her lips like it pains her to admit it. “But I expect a full and complete explanation once we’re at my cabin, or I’m kicking you out so fast it’ll make your head spin.”

      I nod, relief washing through me. “You have my word.”

      “And mine as well,” Trylor added. “Once we are in a secure location, we will tell you everything.”

      Eva sighs, her shoulders slumping, and I have the desperate urge to slide my arm around her and ease her troubles, though at this point, I’m almost positive it would only make matters more complicated.

      “All right. I guess I can hold on to my curiosity long enough to get back to my place. Come on.” She stalks forward with a purpose, not looking back at either of us, but I can sense a change in our woman.

      As suspicious and concerned as she is, I truly do think she’s excited. If she’s thought all her life that her father was a little crazy for telling her she’s destined for something great, having two strangers say the same thing possibly eased some of those doubts. I just hope she’s still as excited once we explain the whole thing.
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      I keep leading the way through to woods to my cabin, knowing that these guys aren’t going to answer any more of my questions until we get there. That knowledge doesn’t stop the questions of course. So many questions. Like who are they? Where are they from? Why have they been looking for me? And what is this so-called ‘great purpose’ they think I have?

      But I know it’s useless to ask anything else until we’re out of the open. Despite my assurances that we’re safe from eavesdropping out here, Brandt and Trylor are too paranoid to say much. Seeing those two big, strong men spooked by nothing more than shadows in the forest has all the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end, prickling with awareness.

      It’s silly though. I know these woods. They’re my home. If there was anything out here to endanger me, I’d know about it, wouldn’t I?

      You didn’t know the wolves were back, a contrary voice in my head sneers. And it’s right. No matter how much I tell myself — or these men — that I can take care of myself and I know what I’m up against, the truth is that things have been weird in these woods for the past year. Ever since those wolves showed up and killed my dad, the whole balance of nature has felt off. I can’t really put my finger on it, but I know it’s kept me on edge all this time, so I’m desperate for some answers — assuming these guys even have them.

      And really, that’s a pretty big assumption. These two guys look totally out of place, all bundled up despite it being the tail-end of summer, with their glowing neon eyes and radiator bodies. Their names are weird, too. Definitely foreign, but the language I’d heard them speaking wasn’t familiar at all. So I’ve got wolves in my forest, foreign strangers coming to my house, and some ‘great purpose’ I’m destined for. At least no one will suggest my life is dull.

      “So… Where are you guys from?” I ask, trying to break the silence. It’s odd — when I’m out here alone, I love the silence. I love the solitude and the time alone with my thoughts. But now that these two guys are with me, the silence feels awkward, like I need to fill it with nonsense even though there’s nothing meaningful we can talk about until we’re at the cabin.

      I know as soon as I ask it that I’m not going to get an answer, but I still hold my breath hoping anyway.

      “That’s something best discussed later,” Trylor says, his rough voice soft and quiet in the still of the woods.

      I stop my trek and look from Trylor to his brother, narrowing my eyes. “Is there anything you will talk about now?”

      They exchange a glance, but neither actually opens his mouth to speak so I blow out a heavy breath and roll my eyes.

      “Fine, let’s go.”

      If there is something in the woods I should be frightened of, I’m doing a piss poor job of being stealthy and covering my tracks. I’m stomping through the underbrush, twigs and branches snapping underfoot, pushing through old growth to forge a new, shorter path to my cabin. My normal path is a little more roundabout, stopping by the stream and the clearing where I like to forage for edible plants, but not today. I don’t want any detours or delays. I want answers and I want them now.

      I stomp through the woods, the two men behind me silent as mist, not making a sound, but every time I look back, they’re still there. Right there, close enough to almost run into me if I stop, their warmth radiating out and seeping into my skin. It makes me shiver, but in a good way. In a delicious ‘I can’t stop thinking about them touching me’ way.

      “There.” I point ahead, spotting the first sign of my little log cabin through the trees. “We’re nearly there,” I say, my voice still edged with steel.

      I know they’re withholding information because they think it’s for the best, but I’ve never liked being left out of the loop and it puts me in a pissy mood. Especially when the information seems to directly concern me. Surely I have a right to know about this ‘great purpose’ stuff, don’t I? I can’t just be expected to drop everything to do… whatever it is they want without any explanation, right?

      Brandt reaches out and grabs my wrist, the connection of our skin touching sparking like lightning. I’m honestly shocked I can’t see the actual spark traveling between us, but he seems not to notice it like I do.

      “You should allow us to search the perimeter, to ensure your safety,” he says gently.

      Part of me wants to tear my hand away, but the other part can’t bear to. His touch is something I didn’t know I was craving so badly until I had my first taste of it and now I can’t get enough.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” I say. “The only people that even know this cabin is out here are my mom and sister and they wouldn’t be caught dead in these woods for a million bucks.”

      The brothers are both frowning at me like that was the wrong answer, but I don’t care. I’ve been living on my own out here long enough that I’m not going to suddenly be scared of every shadow just because a couple of strangers told me the woods are dangerous. My mom’s been saying that my whole life and if she didn’t get me to believe it, I’m not sure these guys can.

      But still, their look of concern strikes me and I feel almost guilty for being so difficult.

      “Look, I’m sure it’s fine. Besides, even if someone is waiting for me in there, it’s not like they’ve got anywhere to hide and I have the two of you.”

      Brandt’s shoulders slump a fraction and he nods to Trylor. They both take a post on either side of me, making me the filling to this sexy sandwich as we approach the cabin. Trylor’s hand is still at the base of my spine, but I don’t mind it. I probably should, the way they’re treating me like this fragile helpless thing, but I like feeling looked after. I like that these two huge men are so protective. It’s weird, but it’s also really nice. So I don’t shake him off like my impulse tells me to. I let them close in tighter as we approach the tree line, my heart thumping in my throat. I don’t think there’s anything here. I haven’t heard anything, I haven’t seen anything to indicate that my cabin isn’t exactly the way I left it, but the way these two are so worried has me on edge.

      I’m practically walking on my tiptoes, not even daring to breathe as I inch into the clearing. My cabin is still and quiet, nothing looks amiss. Still, I’m holding my breath. Brandt and Trylor are like compressed springs, tense and tight, ready to leap into action at a moment’s notice. It’s comforting, yeah, but unnerving too.

      I manage to break away from Trylor’s heated touch to sneak up to the corner of the house. Flattening my body against the side wall, I slowly peer around the corner to the front door. But there’s nothing there. My door, shut tight, my porch with the herb garden in the window sill, my rocking chair… Nothing amiss at all.

      Finally, I release that breath I’ve been holding and all my muscles relax. I didn’t even realize I was that tense until I’m suddenly not.

      “It’s fine,” I say, turning back to the guys and waving them forward. Trylor’s looking at me with this mixture of shock and anger that I don’t really understand, but Brandt’s smirking and it makes my stomach flutter. Brandt’s clearly the more easy-going of the two. And while I’m sure Trylor’s seriousness is useful in some situations, it’s frustrating the hell out of me right now in this situation, so I smile back at Brandt and spin around on my toes before he can see me blushing. Blushing! Like a cute guy’s never smiled at me before. I could crawl into a hole, but he’d probably just follow me—

      I stop dead in my tracks like I’ve run into an invisible wall, my heart slamming into my ribcage at the impossible thing in front of me. There are two men on my porch. They were not there two seconds ago and now they’re sitting there casually like they’ve been waiting for me to come home all day.

      Trylor immediately steps up to guard me, but the newcomers make no move. One sits in my rocking chair, casually examining his fingernails. He’s wearing the most ridiculous thing for being way out here — a pair of dress pants, a sport coat, and a button-down with the top button undone. The other guy’s wearing pretty much the same thing and leaning against my door frame like he hasn’t got a care in the world. Neither one of them acknowledges Trylor and I know it’s crazy, but I swear the air just got colder. I’m fighting off a shiver when the one in my rocking chair raises his ice blue eyes to meet mine and I realize he’s absolutely freaking gorgeous. His face is like a work of art, sculpted cheekbones, a sharp jaw and strong brow, but there’s no doubt by the lines around his eyes that he’s got a mischievous streak. There’s one thing he hasn’t got though: melanin. Actually, they’re both unearthly pale, nearly glowing under the shadow of my porch awning. This time I can’t fight the shiver, but I’m drawn forward.

      Without thinking I’m taking a step around Trylor to get a look at the other guy, gaping at his sensuous good looks, his soft, supple lips, that chiseled jaw, a glint in his eyes that’s daring me, but to do what, I don’t know.

      I’ve got to get a hold of myself. I can’t just stand here gawping when there are strangers on my porch, so gathering all my courage, I put a hand on my hip and sass in my voice as I say, “Can I help you?”
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      “I certainly hope so,” the man in the rocking chair says, a slow smile spreading his pale lips. I swear, I should be afraid of him, that’s clearly the look of a predator and the way my heart’s beating tells me I’m the prey, but I can’t help but move forward another step. Brandt reaches out for me, but drops his hand as soon as the man in the doorway straightens up.

      I don’t know what kind of macho game they’re playing, but it’s annoying and I’m tired of being left out of the loop. I manage to get enough of a hold on myself to take a step away from the porch, and all four men follow my movement like they’re hunting me. Still, I know I should be scared — terrified even — but I’m not. I feel the urge to run, but only because I want them to chase me. I want the thrill of trying to escape only to be captured and tortured in the most delicious ways.

      This isn’t the time for games, though. I can sense that. Brandt and Trylor are still tense, looking as scared as they were when they were surrounded by wolves. But I’m not sure I can scare these guys off as easily as the wolves. I’m still not really sure how I managed the wolves, to be honest.

      I can’t believe that only a few hours ago I was helping a fox out of a poacher’s trap. Now I’ve chased off a pack of wolves and wound up with four strangers at my doorstep. Talk about an eventful day.

      But I never asked for an eventful day. I just wanted a normal day like every other day. There’s this feeling I have though, this unexplainable feeling deep down inside, that tells me I’m not going to have a normal day like that ever again.

      “Apologies,” the man drawls, not sounding all that sorry at all. “Allow me to introduce us. My name is Lucas Norris, and this is my associate Morgan Schultz—”

      “We’ve come to ask for your help, though it seems these…things have beat us to it,” Morgan sneers, his lip curling. He sends a venomous look toward Brandt and Trylor and I frown, folding my arms.

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “What Morgan means to say,” Lucas interjects smoothly, his voice sweet as honey even though he’s shooting covert daggers at Morgan with his eyes. “Is that we should really discuss this in the safety of indoors.”

      I just roll my eyes and throw my arms up wide, looking all around. “Newsflash crazy people, there’s nothing out here but you weirdos.”

      Lucas stands from the rocking chair and steps to the edge of the porch, holding his hand out to me with a smile. There’s something about that smile that zaps all the way to my toes and I feel locked into his eyes, unable to look away. “Come, why don’t you invite us inside?” he says gently.

      I glance to Trylor and Brandt who are reluctantly nodding, but it doesn’t really matter what I see or think apparently because my feet are already walking me toward Lucas, my hand already slipping into his. It’s so cold I nearly jerk my hand back, but then I’m used to it and the chill turns to a delightful shiver that shimmies through my veins.

      “Why don’t you come inside?” I mutter, almost transfixed by the sensations coursing through me.

      Still, the moment we’re in the door, I drop his hand and slam the door behind them all. It’s cramped in my cabin — it’s not the same one I lived in with the family. Dad and I were building this for me to move out when I turned eighteen. It was nearly finished when he died. After Mom and Katie left, I wasted no time finishing it up and moving into it alone. This place is built for one, not five. And especially not men of this size. Brandt and Trylor are both big and buff, wide and tall, but Lucas and Morgan are slimmer, still obviously strong, but trim. I certainly don’t want to put any bets on who would take who in a fight.

      And it looks like that might just be a problem. Ever since these two new guys appeared, Trylor and Brandt have been completely different. They’re standing on opposite sides of my cabin, their arms folded across their broad chests, just glaring menacingly at Morgan and Lucas.

      No one seems eager to say anything, and I’m too annoyed to start it. I need something to unwind, something to calm my frazzled nerves before I dive into whatever this crazy mess is.

      So I leave them to their staring contests and head into the tiny galley kitchen, putting a kettle on the stove and bracing myself on the counter, trying not to hyperventilate.

      Maybe I was crazy to stay here. I was definitely crazy for inviting these guys back to my cabin. Though, to be fair, I only invited half of them, and I’m glad to have someone I sort of know in my corner when two strangers appear on my doorstep. I may not know Brandt and Trylor well, but I have the weirdest sensation that I can trust them to protect me. Never mind all their talk of my safety. So I’m glad I had them when Morgan and Lucas appeared, but also, now I’m faced with all four of them in my tiny cabin and I don’t know what any of them want apart from the fact that they want something from me.

      Of course, there are worse things in the world than having the four hottest guys you’ve ever seen all in one room wanting something from you. To some people that would be a fantasy come true. To me, it’s kind of terrifying. But yes, I’ll admit it, it’s exciting. Invigorating, even. To think I might be important. To think there might be something I could do — little Eva from the forest — to make all those men happy.

      My nipples harden at that thought and my hands fly up to cover them and make sure they’re not poking through my shirt. I don’t know what it is, but thinking about making any one of those guys happy — and yes, I mean happy — makes my toes curl, but to think they might all want something from me? That’s just incredibly arousing.

      Of course, I don’t really think that what they want has anything to do with that. Those are just the fantasies of a lonely, sequestered virgin. Not anything based in reality. In reality, they probably want help with clearing out traps or tracking those wolves or something. What else could I be useful for?

      The kettle starts whistling and I hear the alarmed sounds of Trylor and Brandt from the other room.

      “Easy, killer. It’s boiling water,” one of the others says.

      I frown, but shake my head, pulling out every last mug I have. I’m still one short, so someone’s going to have a normal glass.

      I dump a packet of cocoa into each mug and transport them to the table before heading back for the kettle and spoons. There aren’t enough chairs for everyone, but Trylor and Brandt seem content to stand and I’m not sure I could stop pacing if I wanted to, so two chairs will have to be enough.

      I’m fixing each mug of cocoa, waiting for anyone to say anything, but no one does. There’s just these intense stares all around and the clinking of spoons against mugs as steam dissipates through the room.

      “It’ll warm you up,” I say, passing a mug to Trylor, then to Brandt. They each take it graciously and bring it to their mouths. I pass the other two mugs to Morgan and Lucas.

      “No, thank you,” they say hastily, nearly in unison. Brandt snorts and I think hot chocolate might have come out of his nose, but I’m not sure. I have no idea what’s going on and now it’s really starting to aggravate me.

      “So,” I say pointedly, the word like an icy dagger hanging in the air. That’s all I say, an eyebrow arched, making eye contact with each and every one of them until one of them squirms and breaks.

      It’s Morgan that says something first, but it’s not in any language I understand. He grumbles something to Lucas, but I don’t even try to figure it out. They’ll tell me when they’re ready. All I can do is enjoy my cocoa while I wait.
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      “We should have eaten before coming here,” I say in Greek, knowing neither the girl nor the aliens will know what I’m saying. “I am hungry and in need of a hunt.” The cup of hot cocoa in front of me is just a tease. Reminding me of the simple pleasures I can no longer enjoy. Haven’t been able to enjoy in many centuries. It doesn’t normally bother me much, but refusing the token from this woman, made with such care despite her irritation, was painful. Almost enough so that I reconsidered the drink. Who cares if it tastes of nothing but ash if it causes her to smile?

      “Patience,” Lucas hisses.

      “Then again, there are two convenient animals here that could feed us for weeks,” I say, licking my lips and eying the aliens on either side of the cramped cabin. Their presence is an unfortunate development, but not one I can’t work around. Besides, like I said, I’m hungry and it’s making me irritable.

      “How dare you!” the younger alien roars, slamming his fist on the table and sending our cocoa flying. Lucas and I both shoot to our feet hissing as the hot liquid pours all over us. It’s not going to do any lasting damage, but it still stings and that was a dick move.

      “We have studied many languages on our planet. We are not animals. We are certainly more civilized than the likes of you blood-suckers.”

      Lucas scoffs and I can’t help but agree. They’re practically cavemen compared to us, still ruled by their basest desires, their kind violent and brutish. Then again…our kind are as well, but I can’t help but feel like we’re…cleaner about it.

      “Eva, you should know what you have welcomed into your house,” the younger alien says with a growl.

      Eva. So that’s her name. Beautiful and simple. Perfect for a girl like her.

      I have to admit, when Lucas told me his idea about finding this woman, I was skeptical. I wasn’t sure I could go along with it. I wasn’t sure I wanted to. Who says we deserve to be saved really?

      And looking at Eva, I know for sure we don’t. She’s goodness and innocence personified. There’s not a cruel bone in her body, no matter how tough she tries to be. The thought that she would ever want anything to do with a monster like me is laughable. Preposterous.

      “That’s rich coming from you,” Lucas snarls back. “I presume you’ve told her all about your…peculiarities? I mean…she has invited you in and you did say she should know what she’s welcomed in.” His grin is shark-like in its menace. Lucas has a way of giving even me chills when he wants to and I can tell that the aliens aren’t unaffected.

      “We pose no danger to Eva,” the older brute says, switching back to Greek.

      “No danger, but plenty of secrets, eh?” I say, back at the table and drumming my fingers absently.

      “We would never hurt her,” he grinds through clenched teeth.

      “Good, glad we’re all on the same page then,” I answer brightly, patting his forearm.

      He roars and goes to snatch my wrist, but I jerk it out of his grasp before he can, dodging around the table with lightning speed.

      If nothing else freaked Eva out, that would certainly do it. Seeing me move faster than anyone should reasonably be able to move is enough to break a lot of people that don’t have as much going on as Eva.

      But instead of freaking out like I expect — like I think we all expected since we all immediately froze and stared at Eva — she slowly drains her cocoa and takes the mug to the kitchen. When she returns, she has a hand towel each for Lucas and I to clean ourselves up with, and then she stands there, arms crossed, lips pursed, nothing but stony silence permeating the air. It’s that powerful, magnetic look that tells me we’re right about her. It’s definitely Eva. She has such a strength of character that it could only be her. Who else could face down two ancient vampires and two alien dragons without batting an eye? This girl is something else. And she deserves more than this petty squabbling.

      Even though I’m pretty sure she’d kill me with a look if she could manage it right now, she’s the most beautiful damn thing I’ve ever seen and for the first time in centuries, my heart is something other than cold, hard, and dead. It almost hurts, this longing to be near her, to touch her. I’m pretty sure if I still had a pulse, my heart would be racing. But instead, it’s just this weird uncomfortable ache.

      I look to Lucas, wondering if he’s feeling the same thing, and immediately I know he is. He’s staring at her with that same transfixed look. And that’s something. I’ve seen Lucas inspire that look in people plenty of times, but I’ve never seen him succumb to it. I’ve never seen him look at someone with the awe and reverence he’s looking at Eva with.

      Part of me wants to fight him off. To fight them all off and stake my claim on her. But I know I can’t. I know that’s not how this has to go. Even though I want her all to myself, I know that’s out of the question.

      Finally after the silence has stretched on long enough, Eva clicks her tongue and folds her hands, squeezing her fingers tight. When she starts talking, her voice is soft, calm and almost soothing if it weren’t for the razor edge of fury lurking just beyond the surface.

      “I will not have you come into my house and turn it into a fighting ground. I don’t know what language you’re speaking, but I would appreciate if we could switch back to English, maybe with those explanations I was promised?” she adds the last part with a pointed look to each of the dragons.

      And just like that, she’s performed a miracle. Without raising her voice or spilling a drop of blood, Eva broke up the fight and thoroughly chastised us all. No doubt about it, she’s the one. And I have to have her.
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      Though my entire body is still trembling, I hold the glare, turning it on each man in turn, hoping they didn’t hear the trembling in my voice. I have no idea what the hell is going on, but I know that things were starting to get pretty heated. My cabin may not be much, but it’s all I’ve got and I’d really rather it not be destroyed by a bunch of testosterone-fueled showboating.

      Brandt’s the one that nods and stands, gesturing to the free seat. “You should sit,” he says.

      I’ve had just about enough of these strangers telling me what to do in my own home turf, so my feet stay planted where they are.

      “My hearing’s just as good standing as sitting.”

      That gets a smile out of him and part of me is furious that he’s cavalier enough to be grinning at a time like this, but the other part can’t even conceive of the idea of anger because he’s so damn sexy.

      “I don’t doubt that, but there is much to explain and you’ll be more comfortable seated.”

      I cast a suspicious glance around the room, but no one flinches. They all seem to agree and that’s something at least, so I sit.

      Brandt nods once I’m sitting and takes a deep breath like he’s preparing himself. His neon eyes dim and he looks strangely sad, but as quickly as that expression appeared, it’s gone and he’s giving me that placid smile.

      “We have an ancient enemy, one who is determined to destroy us all,” he says, with so much gravity that I almost don’t take him seriously. It sounds absurd. Ridiculous. Like something out of a cheesy movie.

      “Who is ‘us’?” I ask, folding my arms and leaning back in the chair. I’ve got no idea what to expect in response, but it should be good.

      “All of us,” Trylor says in his gruff growl.

      Brandt gives him a look that I don’t understand, but nods. “It travels from planet to planet, wiping out any and all it feels threatened by. As a result of that, my race is dying.”

      Now the laughter spills out of me like water boiling over. There’s no stopping it. “Are you trying to tell me you’re from another planet?” I ask, eyebrow arched.

      I’ll give him credit, Brandt maintains a perfectly neutral expression as he nods. “Yes, I am,” he says with enough sincerity to win an Oscar.

      “All right then, tell me about your planet,” I say, eager to hear what he’s going to come up with next.

      “In good time, Eva,” Brandt says. “But I will tell you about my people. We used to live on Earth among humans, able to appear like you” — he gestures down his front and I let my eyes travel slowly imagining the rock hard body I know is under those thick layers — “in addition to our true form.”

      “Your true form?” I ask, incredulous.

      He nods again. “We are dragons.”

      “Now I’ve heard it all,” I mutter.

      “Not yet you haven’t,” says Lucas. I jump, having forgotten he was even there. It’s almost like he and Morgan don’t make any noise at all, not even to breathe.

      Brandt continues like no one interrupted him, his face grimmer than I’ve seen it before. “Dragons once lived amongst humans on Earth. Some no longer believe in the stories, others believe we went extinct. Neither is true. Earth evolved faster than the dragons, human innovation made it dangerous for us, so in order to survive, we found another planet to seek refuge on. A sanctuary. We did eventually evolve on our own, but only because hiding in plain sight was no longer necessary. Now the ability to shift — to appear human — is fairly rare among our kind. That is the reason Trylor and I have been the ones set to this task.”

      It’s a lot to take in. And if anyone on the planet other than Brandt had told me this story, I probably would have kicked them out of my house while laughing in their face. But Brandt’s special. His neon green eyes are warmer again, shimmering with hope — maybe the need that I’ll believe his story? I know I shouldn’t. It’s absolutely insane. But without even debating it one way or the other, I already believe it. It’s wild, insane, and unbelievable, but Brandt is impossible to doubt. Stuck between that rock and hard place, well… Brandt’s the hard place I’m going to choose to cling to.

      I almost don’t want to ask the obvious question, but I have to. Clearly. It’s hanging in the middle of the room, all of them holding their breath waiting for me to ask it. Not asking it doesn’t even seem like an option, though I desperately wish it was.

      “And what task is that?”

      Brandt and Trylor exchange a glance, something unspoken happening between them before they both nod at once.

      “Finding you,” says Brandt, his voice soft, yet firm. “Ever since we heard about you, that’s all we’ve been doing. Searching for the one that could help.”

      My eyes narrow at him, trying to see through his calm facade, trying to see if he’s screwing with me, but all I see staring back at me is warm sincerity.

      I look around the room and every man has that same grim determination. No one is challenging what he’s said. No one is arguing.

      “Me? But… What could I possibly do? I don’t even know anything about other planets or dragons or…enemies?” They still haven’t actually told me what these ‘enemies’ are like, but I’m just imagining giant warrior aliens crushing planet after planet in their wake and I don’t know how the hell I’m supposed to be able to stand up to that. I’m just a girl from the woods who wants to mind her own business and stay out of trouble.

      Unfortunately, it seems that trouble’s been looking for me. And now it’s found me. For all my care and caution to be a good girl, to keep my head down and mind my own business living my simple life away from everyone and everything that has to do with civilization, I’ve got nothing to show for it. For all that work, they’re still here, telling me about some unknown evil that’s going to destroy us all. And I know it’s crazy to believe them, they could all be escaped mental patients, but somehow, I don’t think so.

      Something deep down inside of me is rebelling against every doubtful thought I have toward their story. Something deep in the pit of my gut is telling me that I need to believe them. I need to help them, I need to do whatever I possibly can to destroy this enemy of theirs. I don’t know what that thing is, but it’s overriding every logical and sensible thought in my head, a kernel of intuition screaming ‘don’t ignore them!’

      It’s kind of hard to ignore that kind of thing happening inside of you. Impossible, really.

      A warm weight falls on my shoulder and I jump with a start, whirling my head around to spot Trylor standing directly behind me. His hand is heavy and huge, covering my whole shoulder, his fingers almost long enough to reach down to my breasts — not that I have any idea why my brain immediately went there — and he squeezes gently.

      From anyone else, that might feel patronizing or intimidating even, but right now, in this room, all I felt from Trylor is reassurance.

      “That is why we’re here to tell you about it. That is why we’ve been looking for you for so long,” he says.

      “How long?” I ask, breathless at the awe in his voice. It’s almost like we’re the only two here, his golden eyes piercing straight through me, his warm rumbling voice speaking directly to my soul.

      He shakes his head and turns his hand over, letting the backs of his knuckles skim up my shoulder alongside my neck, making me shiver from head to toe. It’s such a familiar, intimate touch from a stranger. I don’t know how to react to it. I should probably jerk away and tell him to keep his hands off of me, but that’s the furthest thing from what I’m going to do. It’s taking every bit of my willpower not to lean into him and beg for more of his intoxicating touch.

      “Too long,” is all he says.

      Brandt nods. “But that doesn’t matter. We’ve found you now and that’s the important part.”

      Brandt speaking seems to break the spell that Trylor has cast over me and I blink a couple of times, like trying to wake up from a dream.

      “Is it, though? Because I still don’t really know what you’re talking about and I don’t know how I’m supposed to help if I’ve never even heard of the problem. Finding me might have been important, but it hardly seems like the important part.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I spot Lucas smirking and it sends a flush of heat through me, settling into a pleasant dampness between my thighs. That appraising look from him, clearly measuring me up and finding me satisfactory, is the most potent aphrodisiac I’ve experienced.

      “Yes, I think it’s time you explain in a bit more detail exactly what we’re dealing with,” he drawls, almost like the whole thing is boring him. But it’s not. I can see the intensity in his eyes and know it’s as important to him as it is the others, despite the act he’s putting on.

      I turn to look up at Trylor again and he lets out a sigh, his head dropping, his hand falling from my shoulder as he nods and steps back to take a seat on my well-worn couch, settling in for what is clearly going to be an enlightening chat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Trylor

        

      

    

    
      “This evil…it has taken many forms over the centuries, it has masqueraded as many things. But you have experience with its most recent, favorite form.”

      Eva looks at me like I’m speaking a different language, and for a moment, I panic that I am, wondering if I’ve inadvertently switched back to my mother tongue. But the look of comprehension from the blood-suckers tells me I’m still speaking plainly in English and Eva is just having trouble understanding.

      She shakes her head, the mixed expression of confusion and concern enough to make my heart ache to touch her again, to reach out and smooth the worry lines from her forehead, to bend down and touch my lips gently to hers to let her know that all will be well. We’ve found her now. We have her. This is the beginning of the end for the evil. I just know it.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she says, her voice barely a whisper. “I think if I had any experience with evil, I’d know it.”

      I don’t say anything, I just watch her, our eyes locked across the tiny, bare room. She’s twisted in her seat to look at me, her back to everyone else, and knowing that I’m the only one those eyes are for right now sends a bolt of need straight to my cock.

      I never expected to want this woman the way I do. I never expected this deep-down craving for her that started up the moment I laid eyes on her and hadn’t ebbed yet. But here it is. This need, this longing, this undeniable pull to possess her and worship her and fill her, has me clenching my fists against my thighs and gritting my teeth together to force patience.

      The dragon part of me is roaring. Patience be damned. She’s right here! He doesn’t understand how I can have her in my grips and not be possessing her this very moment.

      But despite all assumptions to the contrary, I do know a thing or two about women — even human women — and I know not to push too hard too fast.

      I also know that I can’t always listen to my dragon impulses. That may be the right move most of the time back home on Desergan, but not here. Not now when I’m with my brother and two blood-suckers, trying to convince our woman that she should help us.

      “You have, Eva,” I say gently, after I’m sure the growl of hunger won’t sneak into my voice. “Think.”

      Her face screws up in concentration, her brows pushed together, her supple lips turned down in a slight frown. She starts to shake her head again, then she stops, her eyes going wide and her jaw dropping.

      “The wolves?” she whispers, so soft she might be afraid speaking of them out loud will summon them.

      I nod, anger and pride warring with one another in my chest at the memory of our meeting. The wolves had known we were close, had known that they needed to stop us before we found her. And then, miraculously, she found us. She drove them off, braver than I could have hoped for. I wished that they’d never threatened her, that her life had never been in danger, but I couldn’t help but be immensely proud at how she’d handled the situation.

      If there had been doubt about her before, it was erased in that moment.

      And now here she was, the object of my searching, of my obsession and frustration, already morphing into a different kind of obsession. She seems to be dealing with a war of emotions of her own, part shocked and terrified, yes, but there’s another part, something fierce flickering in her gaze.

      “The evil lurks within the wolves because they are a useful vessel. Fast, intelligent, and deadly,” I say after a stretch of silence.

      She needs time to process and absorb, of course, but time is a precious resource we don’t have much of. I can’t give her all the time she needs. She will just have to come to grips with the new reality she’s been faced with some other time.

      “They came to our planet and killed many of our people. We have fought back, but our numbers aren’t as great as they once were. Many have been lost, many others enslaved. That is the evil’s plan. To kill or enslave us all. To destroy my entire planet before moving on to the next.” I take a deep breath, forcing back the anger that’s shaking my voice, forcing out a long, slow breath to calm myself. “That is why we sought you, Eva. We do not want our family and friends to perish. We hope to save them.”

      Eva’s eyes are wider than ever and I think she’s going to say no. I think I might have gone too far and overwhelmed her and now she’s going to be too frightened to help, but then she’s not the one that speaks next.

      “The dragons aren’t the only ones in danger,” Morgan the younger blood-sucker says. “Our kind are facing extinction at the hands of this enemy as well. The wolves are killing vampires in huge numbers and there are precious few left.”

      Eva whirls around to him now, her hair flying past my face and leaving its clean fruity scent tickling my nostrils and hardening my cock. Even with the fate of all life in the balance I can’t help the thoughts of this woman from invading my every waking moment.

      “Did you just say vampires?” Eva asks, her voice so high it cracks.

      Lucas chuckles. “I told you, you hadn’t heard everything.”

      “No kidding,” she mumbles, shaking her head.

      “Yes, vampires,” Morgan continues. “We have been looking for a way to survive, but they manage to keep finding us, thinning our numbers more and more. Our family and friends were not so lucky to avoid them,” he says, the look he sends my way a mixture of anger and bitter jealously.

      I don’t blame him for that. My loved ones still walk and breathe and love. His are gone. I would be bitterly jealous too in his position.

      It’s dangerous to empathize with their kind. I know we’re meant to work together to defeat a common enemy, but that doesn’t erase the centuries of history our peoples have with one another. Reminding yourself of the humanity of your enemy is the fastest way to a sound defeat.

      “The head of our clan eventually sent us on a quest to find you. To seek your help. The help of the one that can save us all.”

      Eva balks at his serious formal tone, her body language closing up tight like a clam.

      “I think you’ve got the wrong girl. Dragons…vampires…evil wolves? I don’t know what you expect me to be able to do about any of that. I’m just one girl. I’ve barely ever left this forest. I don’t know how to fight or anything like that. I just know how to survive. Maybe there’s some other girl in these woods you were supposed to find and I just got in your way…”

      “No,” someone growls, and I realize a moment later it’s me. Everyone turns to look at me, waiting for something else even though I wasn’t planning it.

      I shake my head. “No, you are the right person. There’s no doubt about it. I know Brandt feels it as well, and I’m sure these other men do too.”

      Morgan and Lucas both nod in agreement.

      “We all know you’re the right person. It may seem insane right now, but you will come to see it too. Please, in the meantime, just trust us. Believe that we mean what we say, that we need your help and you’re the only one that can do it.”

      “That’s just… That’s a lot to take in. A lot to absorb…” She’s shaking her head, not making eye contact with any of us. Clearly, we’ve overwhelmed her, but our woman is trying to push past it, trying to cut through the tangles and vines of her own uncertainty to join us in our clearing. No one can do it for her, she has to blaze this trail alone, as much as I would love to accompany her and make everything easier. It just isn’t possible.

      “I know it’s difficult to understand the gravity of this situation,” Lucas says softly, moving in closer to her to cover her hand with his. For a moment, she looks like she’s going to snatch her hand away, but she doesn’t. She lets him keep his cold hand on hers and I have to suppress a possessive growl. She’s no more mine than she is theirs.

      “Perhaps I can help you understand. Perhaps I can show you.”

      “Lucas…?” Morgan says, his eyes widening. For the first time, he looks like something other than smugly confident. For the first time, he looks like he’s not sure.

      Lucas just nods at the silent question. “I think this is the way.”

      I don’t like the way they’re talking, leaving us out of the conversation, speaking in riddles and covert messages. But Morgan nods and it seems we won’t be invited to this discussion.

      “Let me show you,” Lucas says turning her palm to clasp their hands together.

      Eva nods, resolute, like this is going to cement her decision one way or the other. I catch my brother looking to me warily, but I have nothing to offer. I don’t know what’s happening right now any more than he does and the coil of concern is wrapping around my heart the way I’m sure it is with his as well.

      “Okay,” Eva says. “Do it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Lucas

        

      

    

    
      Eva’s hands are so warm in mine that it almost gives me pause. They’re soft and supple, her fingers slender and slightly rough in places from her hard work in the forest. Her hands are not dainty and feminine, though. Her nails are short, a little dirty even, probably from digging around in the dirt. These are hands that have not been afraid to do things. I’ve known many hands through my years, and more often than not, people are content to keep their hands idle. But not Eva. Eva is a doer, and that’s precisely what we need. What we all need. It’s encouraging, but also, I feel like a monster for dragging her into this whole mess. Not that any of us ever got a say in it.

      Still, this is the last moment before everything changes. If I show this to Eva, she won’t be the same. Neither of us will.

      I realize something else about her hands: they’re trembling. Ever-so-slightly. Hardly perceptible if someone had breath and a pulse of their own to confuse things, but I’m not burdened by such things and once I notice it, it’s painfully obvious how she’s vibrating all over.

      I squeeze her hand gently, content to just hold it.

      “Are you sure? It won’t be pleasant,” I caution, regretting now that I even had this idea. My gift — though calling it that hardly feels accurate, it’s more like a curse — will sure clear up any misgivings she has about our story, but that’s only the beginning. In order to share visions with Eva, I have to make a connection with her, one that will never go away. For either of us. We’re already bound in other ways, fate having pushed us together, but this is taking it a step further. This is me, choosing to lash myself to this woman for the rest of her short life. And then I’ll be alone again, having watched another person I love and cherish grow old and die.

      But I’m getting ahead of myself. The connection won’t produce instant love. And there will be so much happening soon that it may be impossible for it to strengthen further. The most important thing right now is to convince her to help us, and this is the only way I know how.

      “I’m sure,” she says shakily, nodding.

      “Just know that you’re safe and I won’t let anything harm you, okay?” Out of the corner of my eye, I see the dragons being restless, possibly doubting me, neither of them knowing exactly what’s going on. As far as I know, they don’t have gifts like our kind do. And even among vampires, they’re very rare and only the eldest of us can control them at will.

      She nods again, but now there’s a hint of hesitation in her hazel eyes. “Okay,” she says.

      I want to take my time and really tell her what she’s getting into, but there’s no time. I can already feel the evil presence outside growing closer and we can’t sit around waiting for it to spring.

      Without a word, I nod and take both her hands in both of mine, catching her eyes with mine. Instantly, she’s locked, unable to look away, and that’s when I let it out and we both start to tumble…

      For a moment there’s nothing, and then only fog. I can’t see or hear anything, but Eva’s hand is still in mine, clutching for dear life. I squeeze back and her fingers relax a little, but don’t let go.

      Soon, the fog begins to dissipate and we’re in a European village. It will be strange to her, but it will feel familiar because she’s seeing it through my eyes. This old world town is where my clan settled. Being as old as we were, we still moved quite a lot, traveled endlessly to cover our tracks and not raise any suspicions, but this is where we came when we wanted to go home. This is where my friends and family were. This is the only place where I felt completely safe since the day I was turned.

      But the fog is gone now, and out of the mist, something else appears. I already know what’s coming. I lived through this and have relived it many times in the years since, both in my waking hours and in my nightmares.

      Red eyes, like pinpricks of light, start appearing and soon they’re surrounding the village. Soon, they’re charging into homes and dragging vampires out into the sun, leaving them to writhe and burn. The ones that don’t burn to ash in screaming agony are torn to shreds, ripped limb from limb. Even watching it now, for the hundredth time, so many centuries removed from the carnage, my entire being aches with despair. No matter how many times I watch these senseless acts of violence, they never cease to leave me furious and dismayed. There’s no sense to it. No reason that my life had to be ripped to shreds. The evil just saw a threat and moved to take it out. Simple as that.

      I’d almost forgotten that I’m not here alone, but then I realize that Eva’s trembling has stopped, that she’s not squeezing my hand in a vise anymore. She’s just standing next to me in open-mouthed horror. To her, all of my emotions are new and raw, she’s feeling the true emotions I experienced in the moment. The anguish, the loss, the suffering and the irrepressible rage.

      Her eyes turn to me, big and wet, tears streaming down her face, and like a blanket being thrown over us, the fog is back, blocking out everything but white mist. I can’t see Eva anymore, but I still know she’s there. I still have the look of her heartbreak etched into my heart forever, burned into my brain. Showing her this was probably a mistake. And now she’ll never look at me the same. She may never look at anything the same.

      That’s the thing about emotions. Even when they’re not yours, they can scar you and traumatize you. Eva may as well have just watched everyone she ever knew and loved slaughtered for how she’s feeling.

      I know I should pull us out, stop this before it goes too far. I have a million memories she could be inadvertently diving into at the moment that I’d rather not share with anyone.

      But then the fog starts to clear and it’s me who gets the peculiar feeling of familiarity to a place I’ve never been. We’re in the forest, the woods near her cabin — I recognize it by the feeling of contentment and home she has here. But right now, those feelings are buried deep under a gut-wrenching heart-stopping fear. It’s so strong that it nearly knocks me over. It’s been ages since I experienced that blood-chilling terror. Ages since I had blood to chill or a heart to stop. It’s surreal, but also paralyzing with its foreignness.

      Eva’s staring straight ahead from behind a thick pine trunk and I follow her eyes, my stomach tying itself in worried knots. The wolves are here, too, surrounding an older man — Dad, the thought surfaces along with a flood of related emotions — and they’re looking bored of him, looking to Eva. Surely they know she’s the real threat, but her father’s telling her to run. She can’t just leave him though, she has to do something. She’s not going anywhere, not moving and the wolves are getting closer. I know it’s just a memory, but I can’t handle the fear — both that she’s feeling and that I’m feeling for her. Because these wolves don’t look like a memory. They look like they see us both. They look like they want to rip out Eva’s throat and drink her blood. They look…way too close.

      One snaps and lunges at Eva and I yank her back, pushing us up out of the memory faster than I should, but I don’t know what’s going on and I’m not going to put her at risk. A memory has never reacted to me before. That’s not supposed to happen. I promised Eva I wouldn’t let anything harm her and I intend to keep that promise.

      The fog doesn’t even have time to appear before we’re slamming back into our bodies roughly. Generally, I try to make it gentler, like slowly surfacing after a deep underwater dive. If you come up too fast, you’ll get the psychic variant of the bends. But we had no time for precautions and I can only hope that my vast experience saved us from the worst of outcomes.

      Our hands are still clasped on top of the table and Eva’s eyes are still wide and staring at me, but she’s not there yet. The space behind her eyes is vacant. No one’s home. If I had breath to hold, I’d be holding it right now, waiting for her to come back. Because if she doesn’t, that means she’s trapped in her own mind and there’s nothing I or anyone else can do to get her out. I squeeze her hands so tight it’s probably painful, but some bruised fingers are a price I’m willing to pay if means she comes back to us.

      “Eva,” I say softly, hoping against all hope.

      Her eyes flicker, recognition shining in them as she finally comes back, but before I can feel relieved, her eyes are rolling back and she slumps over in her chair unconscious.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          Morgan

        

      

    

    
      The dragons are restless the entire time Lucas and Eva are ‘gone’. They’re still sitting where they were, still holding hands and staring at each other like a couple of mannequins, but they’re clearly not here. Talking to them, touching them, waving a hand in front of the face all does nothing. I already know this from experience with Lucas’s gift, but that doesn’t stop the dragons from trying everything.

      “What has he done to her?”

      “They’re vision sharing,” I say like it should be obvious. “Eva had trouble believing our story, so Lucas is showing her first-hand what happened. Many people are more convinced by their own eyes than by a story.”

      The older dragon narrows his golden eyes at me, but finally nods. “If this will convince her to help us.”

      I shrug. There’s no guarantee of course, but if Eva is the kind of girl I think she is, then I’m pretty sure she won’t be able to turn her back after seeing what the wolves are really capable of. “We’ll see,” is all I say.

      So the dragons start pacing and grumbling amongst themselves in their growling dragon language. I really couldn’t care less. I hate when Lucas does this as much as they do, but I can’t talk to him about it. He’s my elder. If he thinks it’s a good idea, who am I to challenge him? Even if I think he sorely needs a challenge some days.

      The minutes tick by and there’s no change in our traveling pair. The dragons are getting more anxious, constantly peeking out windows and wearing a hole in the floor by pacing circles around the table. The cabin’s barely big enough to hold all of us, so they keep having to push furniture around out of their way to complete their brooding circuits. If I wasn’t so damn nervous about Lucas and Eva myself, I’d probably think it’s hilarious. Stalk, stalk, stalk, slide a chair to the side, pace, pace, pace, squeeze past a bookshelf — it’s utterly ridiculous looking, but they don’t stop.

      “Do you think you could sit still? You’re driving me insane,” I finally snap, looking up from my fingernails.

      “How long is this going to go on?” Brandt snaps back.

      “Does it look like I’m on the trip to provide an ETA? These things take time. I know patience is a difficult concept for your kind, but please, try it out.”

      The dragon snarls at me and his hand curls into a fist. I think he’s getting ready to lunge for me when his brother grabs him by the arm and thrusts a finger in Lucas’s direction.

      Lucas blinks and then shakes his head a little before turning his intent gaze to Eva. He’s back…but that means she should be too and she still looks gone. Now, the worry I hadn’t been letting myself feel all surges in at once and nearly makes my body crumple under its weight. I can’t make a sound. I can’t form the words to ask him what happened. All I know is that something went wrong on that vision trip and Eva’s not back. And I know that I’d do anything — anything — to bring her back.

      “Eva?” Lucas says softly, his voice tender and gentle, like he’s worried she’ll shatter like an egg if he’s any rougher.

      The dragons seem to be holding their breath together and if I had a breath to hold, I’d keep it in for an eternity if it meant Eva would come back.

      Then, her eyes light up for the briefest moment before they’re back in her head and she’s gone. But at least she’s out of the vision. She’s only unconscious now. Not that that’s okay.

      “What the hell happened?” I’m yelling before I even realize it, on my feet barking at my elder like I have a death wish.

      “There were complications,” Lucas says, still looking a little lost.

      I’ve never seen him like this, this strange searching look. Whatever happened, he doesn’t understand it any more than we do and that freaks me out. Nothing shakes Lucas.

      “‘Complications’! You killed her to eat her, didn’t you!” Brandt practically roars, diving for Eva and cradling her body against his chest. My hands curl into fists, the need to do the same making me murderous toward him. I want to be the one holding her.

      “She’s not dead,” I say through clenched teeth.

      “Of course you say that,” the young dragon answers, stroking her hair softly.

      “Brandt, she’s breathing,” his brother says in a stern tone. “There’s no need to throw accusations around. What kind of complications?”

      Brandt quiets, but his hold on Eva remains, as does his suspicious looks toward Lucas and me.

      Lucas shakes his head, dropping his forehead to his hands. “I’m not sure. Nothing like that has ever happened before. I shared a vision with Eva, but I suppose the connection was strong enough that she was able to share one with me as well. Only it wasn’t a normal vision. It seemed…” He stops and shakes his head, his eyes lifting to stare at Eva’s prone form like it will be able to answer the questions plaguing him.

      “What?” I say, hardly a whisper. Seeing my friend like this has made me uneasy. Well, uneasy is quite the bland term for how concerned I am. If Lucas is shaken this badly, it has to be something dire.

      He shakes his head again like the memories won’t stop bothering him. “It seemed like it was really happening. Like the wolves spotted us — the real us — and were closing in. Eva couldn’t move and I don’t know if that was real or the memory, but I yanked us out. I don’t know. It seemed too real.”

      His voice is haunted in a way I’ve never heard and I know that this is something serious. I don’t know what it means or what’s going on, but I know it’s bad.

      “You shouldn’t have done your weird magic if you don’t even know how to control it safely,” Brandt spits.

      “I have plenty of experience controlling it, more years of practice than you’ve had life, so don’t lecture me.”

      “How’s all that practice working out for you? If you haven’t noticed, Eva’s unconscious because of you.”

      “Enough,” Trylor says, his voice booming in the small room and rattling Eva’s knick knacks. “If we want to help Eva, if we want to get through this, fighting is not the way. We need to help each other.”

      Brandt still looks like a chastised child, clinging to Eva for dear life, sending venomous glances at the rest of us for daring to disagree with him.

      There’s no use trying to reason with him right now, but his brother seems to have a leveler head, so I walk around to him, Lucas following me, and we form a huddle away from Brandt and Eva, each taking our turn to look at them surreptitiously. I think we’re each hoping that Eva will wake up at any moment without any more interference from us. I don’t have the courage to ask Lucas what he thinks about it, what his expertise tells him about her chances. But the way he keeps hopefully looking toward her is encouraging. I think. It’s either encouraging that he thinks she could wake up at any time, or concerning because he’s not sure what’s going on. I go with encouraging. There’s enough concerning shit happening elsewhere right now.

      But Eva’s not budging, just being cooed at and petted by the younger dragon. It would probably be useful to have him on our side too, but his brother knows him best and if he’s not inviting him to our pow-wow, it’s for a reason. Perhaps he’s too emotional. Besides, it’s good to have someone looking over Eva so closely. Even better it’s the hot head that isn’t contributing to solutions.

      We’re standing there awkwardly, constantly sending glances over to Eva and Brandt hoping for some kind of status change, but it’s not coming fast enough and the minutes are dragging on without us having a plan. I know the evil is out there plotting, scheming, trying to find its opening. We can’t sit here idly waiting for it to catch us unaware.

      “So,” I ask, feeling like there’s a chance I’m not going to like the answer one bit, “what do you have in mind?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Trylor

        

      

    

    
      “Well, it’s clear what’s necessary, isn’t it?” I ask, feeling the undead gazes of these blood-suckers boring into my skull like they’re trying to decide if I’m tasty enough for the effort. I growl at my own thoughts. I’m sounding more like Brandt. I know better. I know there are times when a leader has to make a difficult, perhaps even unpopular, decision.

      Unfortunately for me, I’m that leader.

      The vampires don’t say anything, waiting for me to expound and I sigh, sending a wary glance over my shoulder to my brother. He’s not going to like this.

      “It’s clear that we’ve all been told the same tale about Eva, that she is the one that can save us and fight off the evil, right?”

      The vampires nod in tandem, but say nothing more.

      “Well, either someone’s wrong, or we’re meant to work together.”

      “Have you lost your mind?” Brandt roars from behind me, setting Eva gently on the couch before joining our huddle. He’s laughing now, clearly deciding I must be joking. But I’m not, and his expression soon sobers.

      “Brother, surely you’re not serious. We cannot trust them. Eva is our woman. And you know they will do whatever it takes to get what they want, including lies and deception.”

      I glare at him without a word. Diplomacy has never been Brandt’s strong suit, but this is beyond incompetent. Insulting them directly to their faces is beneath either of us and I’m getting ready to tell him so when the older vampire says his piece.

      “You dragons are no better,” he sneers, his dark eyes glittering menacingly.

      A chill sweeps through me and I suddenly remember that we’re not the only predators in this room. We are prey to these vampires. A difficult prey, for sure, but prey nonetheless.

      “Do not think I missed your convenient omission during your history lesson,” he says.

      Brandt balks, his face reddening at the assertion. “What are you talking about?”

      “You told Eva that the dragons chose to leave Earth, that it was evolution or whatever that drove your kind away. No mention of the mad dragon king that turned on his own people and slaughtered them by the thousands. No mention that your dragons’ drive for ultimate power is what caused the decimation and destruction of your race. Or how you’re all so damn paranoid that you had to move to another planet entirely. That there are no dragons left on Earth because your old king murdered every last one of them.”

      I grit my teeth, but make no effort to argue with him. Our history is as bloody as theirs and I would never claim that we are a peace-loving race or that we’re harmless. We’re dragons. We’re anything but peaceful and harmless, but we’re hardly as bad as he’s making us sound.

      Of course, my brother isn’t able to keep the cool head I am. Without Eva’s judgmental gaze watching his every move, Brandt doesn’t hesitate to lunge for the vampire.

      But as fast as a dragon can be, the vampire manages to be faster, moving so fast he’s nothing but a blur as my brother goes barreling through the space he just occupied and hits the cabin door with a solid thunk that shakes the walls.

      “So you agree, then,” Lucas drawls, looking down at Brandt as he’s picking himself off the floor, this look of bemused annoyance curling his lips. Like he’s humoring a rowdy puppy. It rubs my scales the wrong way.

      Before Brandt can launch another assault, I grab him and shove him behind me.

      “One rogue dragon hardly represents the comprehensive history of our entire race. And don’t intimate that your kind are any less bloodthirsty—”

      “Literally,” Brandt adds with a scoff.

      I turn to glare at him, but only for a moment before I turn my attention back to the vampires.

      “No one here is perfect, but we have a common enemy and a common interest — none of us want to see any harm come to Eva and we all want our people to be saved by her. The only way we’re going to accomplish anything is by working together.”

      “No, I’m not going to do it. You can’t make me work with those blood-suckers,” Brandt says.

      “You’re assuming we want to work with overgrown lizards,” Morgan says disdainfully.

      This is going nowhere fast.

      “What we want to do is irrelevant,” I say, putting on my most authoritative voice, talking down to them both like the children they’re emulating.

      Lucas nods, catching my meaning. At least the two of us with more experience are thinking somewhat clearly.

      “We’re all in this together whether we like it or not. Whatever plan the fates have for us is beyond our control. But we’re wasting time arguing while danger grows nearer,” Lucas says, looking toward the door.

      “I don’t know how to impress upon you two the alarm you should be facing because you were not in that vision with me, but if you have any scrap of trust for my abilities, centuries of experience, and survival instinct, then you’ll heed what I’m telling you. They’re coming. They can’t be far now. They know we have her and they’ll do anything to stop us from getting her out of here safely. Instead of bickering, we need to figure out what we’re going to do about that.”

      “I agree,” I say pacing to the window. It’s getting darker now, the sun setting and painting the sky pink and purple. Shadows in the woods grow thicker, denser, until I can’t see through them anymore, even with my dark vision. Any number of dangers could be lurking out there in the dark. Any number of things could be waiting to take my Eva away from me forever.

      But there’s only one danger that I’m really concerned about, and I’m sure that when it’s ready to strike, I won’t ever see it coming.

      “So what’s your big plan then, huh?” Brandt challenges, still taunting the vampire, but really grating on my nerves too.

      The other vampire isn’t being such an insufferable prick, but my brother apparently doesn’t understand how serious our cooperation is. He’s used to dragons being able to tackle any issue we face. When the evil moved in, that was the first thing that ever really shook Brandt’s faith in our kind and our abilities and drive to persevere. After watching our home destroyed, our people slaughtered and enslaved… Something inside Brandt changed. He’s always been happy and carefree, but now he’s also angry. And it’s new for him. He doesn’t really know how to handle that emotion. He never really had cause for it before. His life was one of luxury and leisure. I was always the one tasked with the difficult decisions and heavy knowledge. Now that he’s gotten a taste of the stress I’ve been dealing with my whole life, he’s starting to crumble. But we can’t have that. I need him with me. I need my brother, but I also need an ally. Someone on my side so these vampires can’t outnumber me. I need him to get himself together.

      “You knock her out with your weird vampire magic and then we’re just supposed to drag her off somewhere without talking to her? Without even seeing if she’s okay first? She might have a family she needs to talk to. She might know of something we can do that we haven’t thought about,” Brandt says, his voice shaking with frustration. He’s not wrong, but time is the more pressing concern right now. We don’t know how long we have until the wolves return. And I’m not even sure all four of us could take them on and keep Eva safe. Better to avoid them at all if possible.

      “Well we can’t sit around here forever just hoping she’ll wake up soon,” Morgan retorts. “You heard him — they’re coming. You just gonna sit here and wait for them to show up and try to take her?”

      “Of course not. She’s the one. We can’t risk her.” Brandt starts to continue, but then his mouth snaps shut. He’s got no retort this time, but I can see the need for one burning bright in his eyes. He’s itching for a fight, but that itch is going to need to stay unscratched. At least until we’re safe.

      A soft whimper stops us all exactly where we are, eyes darting to the door and windows. Are we already too late? The wind makes tree branches scrape against the windows like nails scratching to get in, and I suppress a shiver.

      Lucas looks back from the window and shakes his head. Then the whimper comes again and, ready for it, we can tell where it’s coming from, each of us turning slowly to look at Eva.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          Eva

        

      

    

    
      I’m stuck in fog for the longest time. Nothing but dense white fog as far as the eye can see. And there’s no sounds, no smells, nothing. But there’s warmth. Like someone’s holding me, caressing me, keeping me safe despite how terrified I am to be stuck in this fog. I keep waiting for it to fade, for the wolves to appear like in the vision, for them to spring out of the mist and attack me.

      I know they were close to killing me before. I know it’s supposed to be a memory, but the fear I felt in that moment when Lucas pulled me out wasn’t a memory. It was real. It was in that moment. And I could tell he felt it too.

      But then he yanked me out of the vision and I’ve been stuck in fog ever sense, probably walking in circles though there’s nothing around me to show if I’ve moved at all. I think I’ve been walking, but with no ground beneath me and nothing but fog everywhere, who knows?

      I want to leave this place. I want to go back to my cabin, back to yesterday before all this happened, before I met strangers from another planet with stories that make my head spin. I want to go back even further than that, to a year ago when Dad was still around, before the wolves, before I was left here all on my own with dangers on all side.

      I know that I told Mom and Katie that the woods didn’t scare me, and that I would be fine on my own, but the truth was that I was scared. Dad was like a superhero to me. There was nothing he couldn’t do. So when the wolves appeared and ripped him out of my life, it felt like the whole world was crumbling.

      And now things are crumbling in a different way. With these strangers — aliens and vampires, what even is my life right now? — coming to tell me I have to save them all even though I don’t know what that actually means. I couldn’t even save my dad from those evil wolves. And Lucas’s people couldn’t save themselves. And Trylor’s planet was destroyed too…

      If vampires and dragons can’t kill these wolves, why in the world would I be able to? It seems crazy. Impossible. Like they’re all resting their hopes on me only to be disappointed. As much as I hate being stuck here, it’s not the worst thing ever. The worst thing ever will be going back and facing them. Telling them I can’t help them the way they want me to. I can’t forget the overwhelming heartbreak that Lucas felt when his village was destroyed. And I’m sure if they could share it with me, Trylor, Morgan, and Brandt would all have experiences like that too. So much hurt, so much destruction, and then so much hope, all centered on me.

      How am I supposed to deal with that? How am I supposed to be the one to tell them that they’re wrong? That I can’t do anything to help them because I’m just a normal girl and I’m scared out of my mind of everything they’re telling me. There are evil wolves out in the universe that want to destroy and enslave all life. Of course that’s terrifying. But even scarier is knowing that I am supposed to be the solution and I haven’t the first idea what I’m supposed to be able to do.

      But I can’t just hide in the fog from them forever. If I’m going to let them down, I might as well get it over with. The sooner they know I’m not the answer the sooner they can get to searching for the real one.

      There’s a pang of regret in my chest, a twisting in my intestines, telling me not to let them down, not to deny their pleas. Not just because I really want to help. Not just because the fate of all life supposedly depends on it. But because I know it means they’ll leave me. These four gorgeous men who each have me drooling and needy in different ways, are all going to leave me the moment I tell them I can’t help them. It hurts to think about them not being there.

      Even though I just met them, even though I think they’re likely all crazy and wrong, I can’t deny that there’s some kind of connection. I can’t deny that I feel some pull toward each and every one of them. I can’t deny that I want to kiss them, I want to hold them, I want to make love to every single man that’s in my house right now.

      I know it’s insane, but that deep down desperate need is telling me I shouldn’t give up. That I should try to find a way to help them even if I don’t think it’s possible.

      And to do that, I need to get out of this fog.

      For the first time since I’ve been here, I hear something other than my own thoughts. Voices, muffled like I’m underwater. I can hear them, men, arguing, harsh tones and accusations plain even if I can’t make out the words.

      And then slowly the words become more intelligible. And then I recognize the voices as the men who’ve got me so twisted up and conflicted.

      “They’re coming. You just gonna sit around and wait for them to take her?” I hear, the softly accented voice belonging to one of the vampires. Morgan, I think. Strange how his voice is already so familiar when I’ve known him a matter of hours.

      “Of course not. She’s the one. We can’t risk her.” It’s Brandt who’s talking now, but he doesn’t sound like his normal happy-go-lucky self. He sounds strained, taut, like every word is an effort to produce and he’d rather be growling.

      Then all the sounds stop except for a weird moaning whimper and it’s after a couple of minutes that I realize that sound is coming from me.

      “Eva?”

      I open my eyes to meet Lucas’s ice blue ones bending over me, concern etched into the lines around his eyes.

      “Hi,” I rasp, my voice hardly there at all. How long was I stuck in that mist? It feels like forever.

      “Are you okay?” Trylor shoves in to the side of the couch, taking my hand in his and bringing it to his lips. “We thought…” His eyes darken and he shakes his head.

      But answering his questions is the last thing on my mind right now. I’ve got a question or two of my own. I turn to Brandt, hoping he’s the one most likely to shoot straight with me. Besides, he’s the one that said it.

      “What do you mean by ‘the one’?” I’d heard them say it a couple of different times, but not with the same gravity as when Brandt just said it. Not with the same seriousness. “What makes me ‘the one’?”

      All around me there’s awkward shuffling and puzzled looks. It makes me feel kind of stupid because they’re all looking at me like I just asked the first letter of the alphabet or something equally obvious.

      It’s Lucas who finally speaks, brushing hair across my forehead. His cold fingers feel nice on my feverish skin and I sigh a little as he flattens his palm on my forehead.

      “Do you not know?”

      I shake my head. “I wouldn’t be asking if I did.”

      Lucas gives me a grim look. “You and you alone have the power within you to create the weapon that will destroy the darkness.”

      “What makes you so sure it’s me?” I ask, still having trouble coming to grips with that. At least they’re not suggesting I fight these wolves bare-handed. I’m going to have a weapon of some sort. That’s better than nothing, though I hope I get some training with it. I’ve handled a gun a time or two, a bow more often than that, but other than those, I’ve got pretty much no weapons experience. Certainly not enough to bring down an entire race of evil wolf monster things.

      “Our seers told us where to find you,” Morgan says.

      “And our prophecies told of you as well,” Trylor says.

      “The chances that we’re all wrong are very slim,” Lucas adds. “I know it’s a lot to take in, but I assure you, you are the one.”

      The finality in his tone makes me shudder and wrap my arms around myself as I sit up.

      “So that’s that then? I’m the one that has to fight this…thing.” My voice sounds hollow and distant as I sit up and stare at the opposite wall, hoping that this dream will just end already.

      But it doesn’t. Trylor sits down next to me, his bulky weight making the couch sag, and he wraps an arm around my shoulders, pulling me into his chest. The warmth of his body wards off those chills of despair and kindle a little hopeful flame in my heart.

      “You’re not going to do it alone, Eva. We will all be there. We will all protect you and help you in any way we can.”

      I look up and around the room. Every man is nodding at me, confirming what Trylor said. Every man is looking at me like I’m the most important, precious thing in the universe. It’s enough to make me dizzy. It’s enough to make my head spin and nearly make me giddy with the attention. No one’s ever looked at me with the intense longing that four men are now training on me. It’s intoxicating and overwhelming and I desperately want to see if those hungry looks mean what I think they mean, but before I can say anything, a wolf’s howl pierces the night outside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          Eva

        

      

    

    
      The sudden sound makes me jump, but it makes everyone else in the room tense, all taut muscles and coiled energy waiting to spring. Tree branches scrape against the window panes, like nails scratching to get in and the wind howls, masking the sounds of the wolves. I shudder, trying to convince myself it’s all in my head, that there’s nothing really out there, that I’m safe in my home.

      “We’re out of time,” Lucas says, peering through a crack in the curtains. His steel resolve sends goosebumps up my arms. Anything that could make a man like Lucas look that worried is cause for concern on my part.

      “What do we do?” I ask, my voice small and frightened. I hate how it sounds, like I can’t take care of myself when I’ve made it a point to prove that I can. But I really don’t know how to face these wolves. They told me I’d create a weapon, but I don’t have time for that now. I don’t even know what that really means. I’ve got my bowie knife, but that’s hardly a match for even one wolf, never mind the whole pack that sounds like they’re surrounding my cabin.

      “We need to leave,” says Morgan, all seriousness. “Is there another way out?”

      The howling is at the front door now, getting closer and closer until it sounds like they’re in the room with us, until I can feel their red eyes tracking me, their mouths salivating at the thought of ripping me limb from limb.

      “No,” I say, my voice shaky and weak. “There’s just the one door.”

      “That’s not going to work,” Lucas says, frustration tightening his voice.

      He starts pacing in front of the door, like maybe his frenzied movements can scare off the enemies outside, but I’m sure he doesn’t actually think that. If anyone here knows how dangerous these wolves are, it’s Lucas. I saw his memories. I remember the anguish and despair that gripped him and still kept a tight fist around his heart.

      “We don’t have a choice,” Trylor says, giving a meaningful look to his brother. I can’t tell what it’s about, but I’m desperate for something, anything.

      “What? What are you planning?” I ask, already reaching for my knife. If we’re going to have to get out of here one way or the other, I’d rather go down fighting.

      Brandt glares at Trylor, almost like he’s trying to silently talk Trylor out of whatever it is, but Trylor’s expression stays neutral, hard and resolute. The howls grow louder outside and even though I hate myself for it, I’m hiding behind the two of them, using them as a shield between me and the door.

      Brandt finally sighs, shaking his head. “We need to teleport back to our planet.”

      My knees buckle and I sink into the couch without a thought, my mind blank with shock. Teleport? Another planet? I know that I accepted that they’re telling the truth and they’re really alien dragons or whatever, but I never expected they’d be trying to take me to their planet with them. I never thought I’d have to leave my sanctuary in the woods.

      But the whining, howling, and scratching outside reminds me that this isn’t a sanctuary anymore. It’s a dangerous place that I don’t understand. Ever since the woods took my dad, nothing’s been the same here and there’s no use in ignoring it or denying it anymore.

      “Eva, you shouldn’t,” Morgan says, sinking onto the couch next to me. He looks at me with so much sincere concern that it takes my breath away. “It could be a trick. They take you to their planet and you never come back here. Think about it.”

      A lump tightens in my throat, my heart hammering painfully against my ribcage. I don’t know what to do. I know I can’t stay here. I know it’s not safe here. I know there’s a part of me deep down screaming that I need to leave now before I can’t leave. And Morgan’s here trying to talk me out of it, his voice soft and musical, lilting like a lullaby. I’d love to listen to him for hours, but right now, all I can hear are the wolves and it’s terrifying.

      “Do you have a better plan?” Brandt counters, the tension in the room picking up again. I know these guys don’t see eye-to-eye on much of anything, but it would be great if we could go five minutes without them fighting over something. Still, Brandt has a point. Morgan is asking me not to take the only escape that’s been offered and he hasn’t given me an alternative.

      So I turn to him expectantly, waiting, hoping he has something to say, a plan to add to the mix, but he just shakes his head, resigned.

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Nor do I,” Lucas adds. “I think teleporting is our only way out of this, unfortunately.”

      “But you’re coming with us, right?” I ask, looking at Lucas, then Morgan. I can’t say why, but I know I need all four of them. I know they don’t get along and would probably much prefer to not be stuck with each other, but I need them and I can’t let them get away. I don’t really fully understand this need yet, and until I do, I need to make sure they’re nearby.

      Lucas and Morgan look uncertainly between them, but before either of them can answer, Trylor does it for them.

      “Of course they are.”

      That seems to enrage Brandt, who sends a withering glare to his brother, but Trylor is unfazed by it. Seems he’s used to annoying his brother.

      “Go ahead,” Trylor says with a nod to Brandt.

      Brandt growls and pulls a device from his pocket. It looks like a cell phone, handheld, rectangular, a shiny black surface with no buttons. He puts it down on the floor and waves his hand in a specific gesture over it. The screen lights up white, then bright blue, the light enough to fill the room like it’s daytime. The phone is acting like a giant vacuum, sucking in the air around it, making my hair whip around my head and the curtains rustle. The movement pulls the curtains away from the window just long enough for me to see glowing red eyes on the other side before they rustle back in place.

      “Is this safe?” Morgan yells over the roar of the wind being sucked into the phone. It seems impossible that such a tiny thing can have so much force.

      “Safer than staying here,” Trylor answers grimly, jumping onto the phone. But instead of smashing it like I’d expect, the phone just sucks him in and then he’s gone. That huge muscular man, just vanished without a trace.

      “You next,” Brandt says, ushering me forward. Morgan and Lucas just nod.

      I swallow, the lump in my throat painful. This could be a disaster. This thing could kill me. I might never see Earth again. There are a thousand ways this can go wrong, but I refuse to dwell on them right now. I give each of the three remaining men a quick hug and bite my lip looking back toward the phone.

      “I guess I’ll see you on the other side,” I say, closing my eyes tight as I step toward the suction of the portal.

      My foot never hits the ground.

      Even through closed eyes, I can see the bright lights swirling around me, pinpoints and streaks and floating balls of light in all different colors. It’s so bright that the instant I open my eyes, I have to squeeze them shut again. But that one glimpse was enough to show that I’m falling through a kaleidoscope, my heart hammering out of my chest. I force my eyes open enough to squint, to look for any sign of Trylor or Brandt or Lucas or Morgan, but there’s no one. Nothing but lights and colors and the fear that I’m going to be falling forever and ever.

      We didn’t have time to talk about what I should do if this teleport doesn’t go right. Will I just be stuck in this limbo? So much for being the one and saving everyone…

      The constant falling is making me dizzy and lightheaded and despite all the lights around me, blackness starts to creep in at the edges of my vision, the roar of wind around me now sounding far off and muffled. A cold sweat breaks out over my body, pins and needles pricking my fingers and toes. There’s nothing I can do to ward it off, nothing I can do to stop this falling, this feeling of being pulled under.

      My fingers instinctively reach up and wrap around the pendant my father gave me on my eighteenth birthday. The one he said would bring me great things, luck and protection. I don’t know about all of that, but it’s the last connection I’ve got to my dad, so I clutch it tight.

      I wish you were here, Dad. I wish you were still around, I think, tears pushing up to cloud the little vision I have left through the tunnel of darkness. And then the tunnel closes and I’m gone.
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      The first thing I notice when I wake up is how warm it is. My whole body feels heavy and immovable like I’m covered in a lead blanket, but that can’t be it, because my eyelids feel the same way when I try to open them. But the warmth is nice. Comforting. And now I’m not falling anymore, so there’s that.

      I groan, trying to move, to sit up, to open my eyes, anything, but my body doesn’t respond.

      “Shh, it’s okay,” a soft voice says, its accent foreign and sharp — Trylor. I feel the backs of his knuckles sweep across my forehead and sigh at the touch. Something about his heated skin makes me content. Makes me feel safe.

      At that thought my eyes fly open. “The wolves?” I ask, straining my ears for their blood-curdling howls. But I hear no such thing. It’s actually very quiet where ever I am. Peaceful, even.

      “Back on Earth. They won’t be coming after us,” he says, helping me to sit up in the plush, luxurious bed. My eyes start to focus on things other than Trylor and though they’re working just fine, I can’t believe anything I’m seeing.

      The room itself is huge, with ceilings that are at least twenty-feet high and has massive windows along one wall. But it’s not just the size and scale of the place — because the scale is weird too, everything’s slightly too big, like it’s made for people of Trylor and Brandt’s size, not humans — but everything is glittering and gold. The floors have shimmering mosaics and the high ceilings are dotted with glittering chandeliers. The bed I’m in has to be one of the softest things in existence and I’m afraid if I stay in it too long it might just eat me. But the concern in Trylor’s golden gaze tells me that he’s not going to be letting me move any time soon.

      “Are you okay? How are you feeling?”

      “I’m not sure,” I say, taking stock of my body. I can wiggle my fingers and toes, and with a great effort, I can even bend my knees and turn my head. Nothing really hurts, it’s all just heavy. Like I’ve been out with the flu for a week and my muscles have atrophied. But I don’t think I’ve been out that long. At least I hope I haven’t been.

      “How long have we been here?” I ask, holding my breath, my eyes still roving around the room. The windows on the far side go from floor to ceiling, covering the whole wall with fabric panels in between each of them. But the curtains don’t obscure the view, and that finally makes me realize that I’m not in Kansas anymore.

      “A few hours only,” Trylor says, still stroking my forehead softly. It’s nice. His touch is so reassuring that I don’t want to move away or ask him to stop, but my eyes are focused out those windows.

      Outside looks like something out of a video game or a movie. We’re up high, that much I can tell because I can’t see the ground or any other buildings really, but the sky is a warm orange and in the far distance of the horizon, there are fires burning as far as the eye can see. Impossibly large flames that could swallow skyscrapers whole. I shift uncomfortably on the bed, trying to inch away from the windows. I don’t know if that’s normal, but it’s definitely unsettling. The world is not supposed to be on fire.

      But Trylor seems unconcerned about the blazes far in the distance, so I try to push them from my mind as well.

      “And the others?”

      “Everyone made it,” he says with a nod. “My brother is tending to some things here and the others are recovering as well.”

      I sigh and sink back into the impossibly soft pillows. I hadn’t realized how worried I was that the others hadn’t followed me through the teleporter until Trylor told me they were safe. Knowing that, I can recognize the low-lying panic that had me worried moments before.

      I stare up at the ceiling, my whole body exhausted, but my mind racing. Another planet. Me. Eva from the forest. Eva who’s never even been to a big city. On another planet.

      The whole idea is insane.

      But here I am. With an alien. On another planet.

      After a long time of wrestling with that concept, I turn and look at Trylor. He’s still looking at me with this concern etched into his features and I realize I never actually told him I’m okay.

      I reach for his hand and squeeze. “Thanks for getting us out of there. I’d be in big trouble if it weren’t for you.”

      He starts to say something and then stops, his eyes burning intensely. “If not for you, we’d all be in big trouble,” he says.

      I manage to give him a smile at that. “We don’t know that yet. I could fail miserably at whatever this is.”

      He shakes his head, his eyes hard and serious. “No, you won’t. But that’s not our concern right now. You should rest and regain your strength.”

      I nod, too tired and weak to really argue with him. As much as I want to get up and look around and see where I’ve landed myself, I just don’t have it in me right now.

      Another handful of minutes ticks by with Trylor petting my hair absently and my eyelids slowly drooping at the rhythm.

      “Is this where you live?” I ask, not sure if this huge room belongs in someone’s house or a very opulent hospital. It doesn’t really feel like a place where real people would live, but they’re not exactly human, are they? They’re dragons and what do I know about dragon decorating?

      He chuckles and the warm sound shivers through me, heating me up from the inside. My body starts to crave his touch in other places and I’m wondering how I can convince him to forget about my recovery long enough to satisfy this need I have for him, when he answers.

      “Yes, my brother and I live here, along with a healthy number of staff.”

      “Staff? Are you guys rich or something? This place looks like a palace…”

      I catch Trylor’s eyes glittering at me and gasp, my eyes going wide. “No…”

      He nods, smiling, looking almost bashful as he rubs the back of his head. “Yes, this is the palace of Desergan. I suppose I left that part out? Brandt and I… this is our planet, these are our people. We are not just a part of this planet, we rule it. I am the King, Brandt the Prince.”

      Now I really can’t help gaping at him. “You’re dragon royalty?” Not just aliens. Not just dragons. But alien dragon royalty.

      What have I gotten myself into?

      He gives me that bashful smile again and shrugs. “Not by choice, but yes.”

      Now it makes so much more sense why they’re so determined to save their people. I mean, of course, just about anyone would fight to save their species if it came down to it, but Brandt and Trylor seemed to take this whole mission of theirs more seriously than just that and now I understand why. He must feel immense responsibility for his people and their welfare. I can’t forget the pain in his eyes when he told me about the evil wiping out their kind, destroying their planet and enslaving their friends. That wasn’t just the pain of a man who’d lost everything. It was the pain of a King who’d failed to protect his people.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper, the overwhelming pain of it all crushing my chest.

      Trylor looks confused, his head tilted to the side and his eyebrow raised in a question. “What for? You didn’t force me to my coronation.”

      I shake my head, hugging myself. “No…for everything you’ve been through. It was bad enough…but you’re King…that must—”

      “My failure to my people eats at my conscious every moment of every day,” he says, his voice rough and ragged with emotion.

      “It’s not your fault,” I say instinctively. I know I don’t know much about Trylor or his people. And I know basically nothing about what happened here, other than the evil destroying things, so I really have no place to make claims like that, but it seems like the right thing to do.

      “Thank you,” he says sincerely, accepting my hand when I place it over his. “But it is. I am sworn to protect these lands and these people from invaders and enemies and I failed them. My only hope for redemption is to drive this threat out once and for all.”

      “Well, that’s what I’m here for, right?”

      He nods and leans forward, pressing his hot forehead against mine. He stays like that for a long moment, and I can feel his emotions pouring out of him, invading me, making my heart swell with the need to help him and his people.

      “We’ll figure it out,” I say, whispering the promise. “We’ll save your people.”

      Trylor pulls away from me and stands, bringing my hand to his lips for the briefest moment. “We will. But first you must recover. I’ll see you again soon.”

      And then he leaves me alone in this big empty room with nothing but my own worries to keep me company. Luckily, once he’s gone, I realize I really am exhausted all over and soon, I’m asleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          Morgan

        

      

    

    
      I wake up to unbearable heat and light shining in my face. It’s not sunlight at least, or I’d be burning right now, but it’s light and I normally sleep in the dark so it’s strange and disorienting. My eyes open and the bright light makes me squint, but soon they’ve adjusted and I can look around the room, sitting up on the feather-soft bed to find another just like it next to me with Lucas lying upon it.

      My body rebels at the idea of getting up, but I force myself to my feet anyway, unbearable hunger making me weak, making my movements sluggish and uncoordinated like I’m drunk. But this is the opposite of that. If I don’t have something to drink very soon, things are going to get ugly real fast.

      “Lucas?” I say, watching my friend’s bed for any movement. He stirs, sitting up and blinking before letting out a fierce growl, his eyes going black and red, bloodshot and wild. It lasts only a moment before his eyes return to normal and he blinks again.

      “Gods, I’m starving,” he says.

      “Me too,” I nod, frowning at the palatial surroundings. This place looks like one of the rooms of Versailles or something with gilded edges and mirrors and crystals glittering from the ceiling. It’s like these people have never even heard the word ‘understated,’ and that’s coming from a vampire.

      We can go a long time without eating, but it’s not a pretty process, and we’ve already been without food for too long, searching for Eva without pause. When I’d said at the cabin that we should have eaten before, I wasn’t kidding, and now that gnawing hunger is ten times worse, stoking my bloodlust and making me forget all reason.

      That’s the problem when you don’t feed your vampires. They run the risk of going feral. Turning into mindless killing machines. And no amount of blood will bring them back. Nothing can save a vampire who’s that far gone.

      My body tightens like my veins are constricting, drying up from the lack of blood in them. Pain lances through every nerve-ending in my body, reminding me of the desperate hunger I need to quench. But how?

      There are windows on one side of the room, each covered with a thick, heavy drape that blocks out most of the light. Still, some light spills on the floor under them and the curtains do nothing to stop the unbearable, stifling heat.

      “We need to hunt,” I say, turning back to look at Lucas. His veins are popping already, dark and black against his pale skin, throbbing visibly and I know it has to hurt like a bitch because he’s clenching his teeth and squeezing his eyes shut to ward off the wave of pain.

      “I’m not sure I can,” he says. For all their increased power, elder vamps struggle with hunger more than the rest of us. All those powers mean they run through blood faster, and they more they use their powers, the more blood they need. Lucas has been hungry for as long as I have, but he also took Eva on that vision trip and now he’s suffering for it.

      To be honest, I’m not sure I can hunt either in this state. Just standing requires a lot of strength and I don’t even know where we are. I can’t just escape, find hunting grounds, and make my way back here to help Lucas. That’s not a plan at all.

      But just on cue, the door on the far side of the room opens and instantly I smell the girl. She’s a maid, it looks like by the uniform and downcast eyes. She’s got a riot of dark black curls and sturdy body with ample curves. In another time, I may have considered her for more than a quick meal, but now it’s all I can think about. I lick my lips, my eyes traveling down the smooth caramel skin of her neck, finding her pulse throbbing there, beckoning me.

      I don’t have to look at Lucas to know he’s eying her the same way I am. And I don’t have to look at him to know that he’s trying to warn me away from her with a stern glance. I’ve known Lucas long enough to predict how he’ll react without having to verify it.

      The maid’s clearly a dragon, her eyes a bright violet, watching us closely as she sashays across the room holding a tray with a large pitcher and a pair of goblets.

      Even though my fangs have popped out and my whole body is clenching with the need to bite into her neck and feel her hot lifeblood gush into my mouth, I can’t move. The hunger’s gone too far. My body can’t support me anymore and I wobble, catching myself on the bed. I try to stand again, but I’m hit with another wave of excruciating hunger pains.

      The maid sets the tray down on the table between us and pours out two goblets, offering one to us each.

      “Drink,” she says, her voice thickly accented and forceful.

      Lucas groans, his eyes red with the strain of fighting off the bloodlust. “We don’t need wine, we need blood,” he says, growling at the goblet of dark red liquid.

      But it’s not wine, I realize. I can smell it. That tantalizing mouth-watering smell that came in with the maid isn’t her, it’s what she’s brought with her.

      Without another thought, I snatch the goblet from her and gulp down the contents, the salty irony taste the best thing I’ve ever had. The blood splashes down my throat and pours through my veins, reinvigorating me, making me feel alive again — or as alive as a vampire can be. All of a sudden, my vision’s clearer, the room’s no longer blurry. And my body is working too, able to hold me up and move about the room without resistance.

      “Drink it,” I say to Lucas. “It’s blood.”

      His hand is shaking when he reaches for the goblet and as hard as he tries, he can’t get a grip on it. The maid looks part horrified and part disgusted, but she manages to bring the cup to his lips and help him drink.

      I’m already refilling my glass for another helping. It’s still warm — far better than the chilled blood bank supply we frequently rely on — and tastes exotic and spicy. Dragon blood.

      After a few gulps, Lucas is able to take the goblet away from the maid and she begins her retreat, never taking her eyes off of us as she walks backwards out of the room.

      I pay her no attention now. Not that my thirst for blood has been sated, she’s not interesting to me anymore. She’s just another woman. Nowhere near as appealing as Eva. Nowhere near as enchanting and obsession-inspiring.

      I wonder if Eva is here too. I assume she must be. She leaped into the teleporter before either of us, so if we made it to the other side, one can assume that Eva did too. I only hope she fared better than us. I hope she isn’t incapacitated with hunger and exhaustion somewhere alone. I’d happily keep her company, but first I’d have to find her. And call me crazy, but I get the feeling the dragons would rather I didn’t do that. If they wanted me to know where she is, they’d have put us all in the same room, right?

      I still can’t believe we’re trusting these beasts. I can’t believe that Lucas agreed to coming to this planet on only the hopes of Eva saving us all. That’s a tall order, even for someone that knows they’re destined for it. Eva didn’t have a clue and that’s even more worrisome. How could she not know that she’s the one? How could she get through life without knowing the grand purpose she’s destined for? It’s crazy. It seems impossible. But I know her look of confusion when she asked about it was genuine. I know she really doesn’t know what’s in store for her.

      It’s not a great situation. The task ahead of Eva is more than I could ever ask of anyone. It’s more than any of us could ever ask of someone. I think we each balked at the idea, rebelled against the prophecies, but at least we knew what we were getting into. Sure, maybe we hoped that there would be another way once we found her, but we knew the way things are meant to go.

      Poor Eva doesn’t have a clue. She’s agreed to this without knowing. She’s scampered off to this strange planet because the dragons left her with no choice. Would it still work if Eva didn’t really have a choice? This whole thing was supposed to come from her free will, but are we forcing her hand too much? We’ve certainly made our case that we need her, that all life needs her, but is there really a choice for her to make there? She could decide to say no, but she’d do so with the knowledge that she’s dooming everyone and everything in existence. What kind of choice is that?

      I want to leave and find her. I want to talk to her about all of this and see where she’s at. See how she’s coping with it now that the immediate danger is gone, but I can’t do anything without talking to Lucas first.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          Lucas

        

      

    

    
      I finish the first goblet of blood without even really being able to taste it. I gulp it down so fast that I hardly have time to feel the sticky liquid wetting my tongue before my mouth is empty again. The maid is already walking out, watching us both closely like she’s afraid we’re still going to attack her. Perhaps I considered it at first, but that was only out of desperation. Now that I’m not starving, I’d never reach for a living meal. No matter how delicious it may be.

      She says nothing as she closes the door behind her and I instantly wish I’d asked something about our accommodations, where we are, if we’re free to roam, etcetera. But I didn’t ask any of that and now she’s gone.

      Morgan refills his glass and sips on it slowly, wandering around the room with a pensive expression.

      “What is it?” I rasp, my hand still shaking as I reach for the pitcher. It’s been a long time since I got to that level of hunger. A long time since I felt like my body is shriveling up and the pure animalistic rage covers my vision red. I try not to let that happen anymore. After so many centuries of living with this hunger, I’ve adapted to it. I’ve learned to ignore it, to push through it, and to keep going. But this time was too close. This time, I nearly gave in. And once I give in, there’s no going back. Once the beast takes over my mind, I’ve forfeited and I’ll be gone forever.

      But I narrowly avoid that fate yet again. The blood is warm on my lips, smooth going down. There was a time when I was repulsed by the very idea of drinking blood, but now I hardly remember what real food was like. It seems like another lifetime ago. Though the memories are mine, it feels like they’ve come from a vision journey, from someone else’s mind.

      “Do you think Eva is all right?” he asks, his tone more worried than I can remember hearing it before. It seems that we’re both driven to her, both pulled to her in the same ways. It seems neither of us wants to be a part from her and we both have the same need to know she’s safe.

      “I’m sure she is,” I say, finishing a second glass. The blood reinvigorates me, fills me with energy that can’t be contained. “I don’t think they would have brought her all the way here to endanger her further.”

      He nods, his jaw tight as he paces around the room. My logic hasn’t soothed his concerns. But Morgan always needs more time. I busy myself with another drink, leaving the last remnants of blood in the pitcher for him. It’s fresh and delicious and I’m wondering where our hosts procured it, also wondering if it would be rude to ask.

      The very thought that I’m worried about being rude to a dragon is absurd. Our races haven’t mingled much in the last few centuries, but enough that we know to keep our distances. Fights between our kind are always deadly and bloody.

      Morgan paces to the window and pulls back the curtains a fraction, narrowing his eyes on the view outside.

      “Fire and dragons everywhere,” he grumbles, dropping the curtain again. His skin is glowing red from the brief moment in the sun, but he’s not smoldering. Either it’s nearly dusk, or the sun on Desergan doesn’t burn the same as ours. It’s something worth testing, but I’m in no condition to do it now after my first meal in months.

      “Did you expect something else from the dragon planet?” I ask.

      Morgan growls and shakes his head. “No, but I didn’t expect us to be on the damn dragon planet.”

      “That makes two of us,” I say with a nod. But my agreement doesn’t temper his rage.

      “You’re the one that seemed to think this was such a good damn idea. You’re the one that said ‘work with the dragons, it’s the only way.’ You’re the one who said this was the only way and jumped into that damn teleporter and made us wind up who knows how far away from Earth.”

      “And your point?” I drawl slowly, letting Morgan rage and vent all he wants. Old as he is, he’s still a child in many respects. Still ruled by his temper and need for control. But there’s no time or place for either of them right now and he’s just going to have to accept that.

      “You got us into this! You can’t suddenly start acting like you regret our position.”

      “I did no such thing,” I say, sitting on the edge of my bed, folding my hands in my lap neatly. He can rant and rave all he wants, he can throw his temper tantrums, but the fact of the matter remains that we’re here whether we like it or not. We’re here to see this thing through to the end. To help Eva, to help the dragons — enemies though they may be — and to save our kind. We’re stuck, and throwing a fit about it isn’t going to change anything. Morgan will realize it eventually, but if he needs to let off some steam first, so be it.

      “I don’t like this. I don’t trust them. We should have just taken her. We could keep her safe.”

      “How? They’ve already destroyed our village. What’s left of the clan is in no condition to protect anyone, let alone a human outsider. The wolves expect her to still be on Earth. It will take a long time for them to find her again here. This is our best shot.”

      Morgan grunts and paces some more, but after a few minutes he slows, refills his goblet and falls back onto his bed.

      “That doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

      “Nor do I, but it is what it is,” I say, giving him a firm gaze.

      Morgan generally trusts my judgment. We have known each other and been companions for enough decades — centuries, even — to have that kind of understanding.

      “But, the good news is that they could have killed us. Or left the curtains open. Or starved us. Poisoned the blood… There are many things they could have done, but chose not to. That is promising at least.”

      “I guess,” he grumbles, sounding resigned about it.

      “We do need to work together with them. I know you don’t like the idea and I’m honestly not thrilled about it myself, but that’s our only path forward. I’m sure the dragons have misgivings of their own about us, so we’re all just going to have to suck it up for Eva’s sake.”

      He grumbles again, but nods finally. “You’re right. Eva is what’s important here. I want to see her again. I need to.”

      The moment he says it, I realize I need to, too. Eva’s appearance and disappearance from my life happened in the blink of an eye, but the impression she left on me is unforgettable, unignorable. The pull to her, the desire to track her and find her and bury my nose in her hair and feel her pulse beneath my lips is unbearable. All-consuming.

      “Perhaps we should go looking for her. I’m sure we can pick up her trail easily enough.”

      We both stand at the same time, stretching and finishing off the last drops of blood. Who knows how long it will be before we have another fresh supply. That’s one thing you learn early as a vampire: feed when you can, as much as you can. It’s something I ignored in the past few months and it nearly spelled the end for me. I can’t take those kinds of risks anymore now that Eva is in the equation. I have to keep her in mind. I have to remember what’s at stake.

      Morgan goes to the window again, looking out and shaking his head. “It’s wild,” he says to my questioning look. “You should check it out sometime.”

      I nod, but head straight for the door that the maid left through. Being on a different planet is certainly a novel experience. Something I should be enthused about. After so many centuries on Earth, you’d think that having a chance to see and explore a new planet would excite me, would shake away the boredom that plagues my kind. But it’s Eva who has that effect. Eva who makes me feel like my heart is racing though it hasn’t beat in a millennium.

      I open the heavy door — twice as tall as any door needs to be, though that’s probably for the dragons, now that I think about it — and find a hallway decorated with the same lavish touch as the room behind us. There’s no one in sight, so I step out onto a plush cream carpet and step forward to the railing opposite the door. This whole hall is open to the atrium below, as well as the halls on the upper and lower floors. So the center of the space is open from the very bottom to the very top and walkways and rooms line the perimeter in tiers. I look down over the railing, and then crane my head back to look up.

      I still don’t see anyone, but there are statues everywhere, paintings, murals and tapestries. The floor in the atrium is a mosaic and the finials on all the stairs are intricately carved by master hands.

      Morgan lets out a low whistle behind me and then joins me at the railing.

      “Where the hell are we?”

      I frown, pondering the question, but the answer seems obvious. It’s the only real answer there could be. “I think we’re in the dragons’ palace,” I say, my voice sounding ominous with the announcement. I guess there are worse places to be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          Eva

        

      

    

    
      “So what is this one?” I ask, poking at the latest plate put in front of me.

      “Oh, this is Bezelgon Soup, it’s delicious,” Brandt says, shoveling a big spoonful in his mouth.

      This has to be the fourth or fifth course to this meal and it’s only lunch! I’ve yet to have a formal dinner here at the palace, but something tells me that it’s going to be a big affair that last eight hours or more. Not that I can complain. Every weird-looking dish they’ve put in front of me has been — as Brandt says — delicious.

      I take a spoonful of the viscous liquid. It certainly doesn’t look appealing. It’s kind of slimy looking and an opaque whitish-yellow color. There are unidentifiable chunks floating around in it, but when I bring the spoon to my nose and sniff, it smells good. That’s one point in the soup’s favor. So I take a bite and force the weird-textured soup down. It’s a little like swallowing snot, but it tastes pretty damn good, I have to give it that.

      I take another bite and the texture is still off-putting, but I don’t want to be rude about it. Brandt and Trylor have been so generous to me these past couple of days. It took me a while to get back on my feet and I’ve mostly just been wandering around the endless hallways and rooms of the palace during the day, trying to find things to keep me occupied, but mostly ending up in front of a window, staring out at the distant fires.

      They scared me at first, blazing and burning endlessly on the horizon, but now I like them. They’re comforting in a way. Like staring into a fireplace on a winter night. They warm me all the way to my toes and the flickering dancing silhouettes and shadows are never the same twice. It’s mesmerizing.

      But I pulled myself away from staring at the fires long enough to have this lunch with Brandt and Trylor. I asked about Lucas and Morgan, but of course they don’t eat like we do.

      “You don’t have to eat that,” Trylor says as I gulp down a third spoonful.

      By now, my throat is actively resisting swallowing the stuff and I’m having to force back a gag, but I don’t want them to see and think I’m insulting their cuisine.

      I shake my head, swallowing finally. “It’s really tasty—”

      Trylor barks out a laugh, his eyes sparkling. “It’s horrid and I hate it. Brandt’s the only person that likes it.”

      My eyes go wide and then both brothers laugh at me as I set the spoon down and push the bowl gently away.

      “I’m sorry, Eva, I should have told you,” Brandt says, mischief glinting in his eyes.

      I smile back, knowing that they were just teasing me. I like that they tease me. I like this feeling of comfort I have when I’m with them. I like how easy we get along. I know that things can’t be this way forever, that at some point I’m going to have to face the reason I’m here and make this weapon everyone’s expecting me to make, but I don’t know how or when or what to do when that time comes. There’s still so much I don’t know and I’m still just trying to get used to being on another planet. I don’t know how many things I can adjust to at one time.

      “Now this,” Trylor says as his staff come back bearing more covered dishes that sendoff deliciously aromatic perfumes. Despite having practically already eaten my weight during this meal, my mouth starts to water at the newest offering. “This is a real delicacy. Roasted Ferroswine. They’re difficult to hunt, very smart, very dangerous. But they’re huge and can feed an entire family for a month. Every time someone kills one, a small portion of the animal is sent to us as tribute. We don’t enforce that, it’s just tradition.”

      The dish is uncovered to reveal what looks remarkably like a rack of ribs, if they were the ribs of a sperm whale or something. Each one of these ‘ribs’ is probably a whole cow worth of meat and I’ve got two on my plate.

      “Guys, I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’m not a dragon. I can’t handle these portions.”

      They both chuckle and Brandt nudges me gently with his shoulder. “Don’t worry, whatever you don’t want I’ll help you finish off.”

      “It’s true,” Trylor says. “He’s insatiable.”

      Despite the conversation being about food, that comment makes my face flush and sends heat flooding south until I have to squeeze my thighs together to ward off the rush of arousal. That keeps happening. I thought at first, when we were at my place that it was just because of the danger and excitement. That it was just the shock of two super-hot guys being in the same area as me, then being interested in me. I told myself that any girl would react that way and that it would pass with time.

      But it’s not passing. It’s just getting worse. The more time I spend with any of them, the more I want them. The more I crave them and wake up hot and sweaty at night imagining their hands and mouths on my body. It’s unsettling to say the least, but frustrating as hell too, because I don’t think either of them is actually considering doing anything. And that’s kind of insulting, but I also get it I guess. If I’m so special and I’m supposed to be making this weapon, the last thing they’d want to do is jeopardize that by tangling matters between us.

      Never mind how much I want them to get tangled.

      “When are you going to give me a tour of Desergan?” I finally ask, trying to steer the conversation away from Brandt’s appetite, sexual or no.

      I might be imagining it, but I think that Trylor’s expression falters for a moment before he takes a big bite of his Ferroswine. Brandt’s the one to answer me though.

      “Soon enough,” he says. “We can’t yet. You need to stay in the palace to allow your body to adjust to the atmosphere and increased pressure here.”

      I nod, nothing else to say. That makes sense. I’ve never traveled to another planet, but a quarantine period sounds reasonable. I hadn’t even given consideration to whether I can breathe the air outside, even. I’m sure Brandt and Trylor would warn me if I couldn’t, though.

      “In the meantime, you’re stuck here with us,” he says grinning that heart-stopping panty-melting grin at me, his neon green eyes sparkling like peridot.

      A thrill shivers all the way down my spine at the heated tone of his words. I can definitely think of worse places to be stuck. And worse people to be stuck with.

      I eat a small amount of the ribs — and it’s delicious as well, but I can hardly stand to take another bite — and then the staff brings out dessert. Dessert at lunch! If this is what living in a palace is like, I might be able to give up my woods.

      That thought sends a pang of sadness through me, but I can’t dwell on it right now. I can’t focus on what I’ve lost, only what I stand to gain. And what I stand to gain is sitting right here in front of me, smiling at me like there’s nothing else in the world. Or any world, for that matter.

      “You know, I could get used to this kind of living,” I say after inhaling a piece of chocolate cake. Yeah, so much for not being able to take another bite. There’s always room for dessert.

      Brandt chuckles and Trylor grins.

      “I’m glad you like it,” Trylor says. “I hope you’ll always enjoy yourself here and make yourself at home.”

      “Thank you,” I say, trying to find the words to express how he’s already made me feel so at home, but I’m not sure those words exist in my vocabulary. I’ll have to find some other way to thank him another time.

      Trylor pushes his chair back from the table and stands. I start to get up too, but he holds out a hand to stop me.

      “Please, stay, enjoy the meal. I have things I must address. I’ve been away from the palace for too long and my advisers have numerous updates for me.” He sounds sad about his duties and I wish that I could help, that I could take away some of the stress and obligation, but there’s nothing I can do. I’m not even from here. Trylor nods to us both before leaving and then it’s just me and Brandt at the huge dining table.

      “There’s something I wanted to show you,” he says after a moment of silence.

      “Oh?”

      “Nothing too special, but something I think you’ll like. Perhaps one of my favorite places in the palace.”

      My heart beats a little faster at that. Brandt wants to show me something special and personal to him? It seems so special, so intimate. Already I’m ready to leap out of my chair and run after him where ever he wants to take me, but he’s not moving, he’s just watching me, waiting for something.

      “Are you interested?” he asks hesitantly.

      I grin, realizing he thought there was a chance I’d reject him. Crazy man. “Yes, of course!”

      Brandt’s grin mirrors my own and he takes my hand before leading me out of the dining hall. He’s moving fast, not giving me time to admire the artwork or architecture, but luckily I’ve already seen most of it in the past couple of days. Then we turn down another hall and this one is unfamiliar, but eerily similar. I guess that’s just how palaces work. It would be far too easy to get lost in this place. Luckily, I don’t really worry about that with Trylor and Brandt around. This palace — as grandiose as it is — is their home and they know their way around it flawlessly.

      Brandt stops at a door and flattens his palm against a scanner in the wall. It lights up red and then flashes, the lock on the door sliding free. He holds the door open for me and I take a deep breath, not sure what to expect. I don’t know Brandt that well. His favorite place in the palace might be my least favorite place. That would be awkward, right?

      But no, the room is huge and open and airy, trees growing in small clusters here and there, providing a shady canopy for the dappled amber light to filter through. The room is at least three stories tall; we’re on the ground level, but the room stretches all the way to the ceiling, a skylight above letting in all that natural light.

      As strange as it is to have an indoor forest, I’m thrilled about it, excited to spend my days lounging under the shade of these alien trees, and then I see it’s not just and indoor forest. It’s a library.

      I missed the books because of the trees, but now that I’m looking, every wall is covered with shelves and shelves and shelves of books. Instantly, I start wandering through them, looking across the spines at symbols and words that mean absolutely nothing to me.

      “There’s probably enough reading material here to keep even the most avid bookworm busy for a lifetime,” Brandt says, his warm voice right behind me, his body radiating heat like he’s on fire.

      I turn to face him, my eyes wide and awed. “It’s amazing. I wish I was smarter. I only know one language so there’s probably not a ton I can read, but I can’t think of a better place to be.”

      And I mean it. Looking up into his green gaze, his eyes regarding me with so much warmth and compassion, I can’t imagine being more content anywhere. Not even in my woods.

      “You’re perfect,” he says softly, under his breath, so quiet I’m not sure I hear him at all.

      “What?”

      “You said you wish you were smarter. But you shouldn’t. You’re perfect the way you are, Eva. Perfect, beautiful, kind…” He leans forward and his hand slides up my neck, his fingers tangling in my hair as he pulls me toward him. My heart’s in my throat, beating so fast I think it might explode, but I can’t really think about that. All I can think about is Brandt’s fingers on the back of my skull, his eyes burning into mine and his lips, close enough to taste.

      And before I know what I’m doing, I’ve closed that last bit of distance between us, his lips melding to mine, searing the memory of him into me. His kiss takes my breath away and sends a bolt of pure desire straight to my core. I know that’s not going to be enough, but as he breaks the kiss and pulls away, I’m smiling anyway, happier than I’ve been in a long, long time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          Morgan

        

      

    

    
      “It’s been days,” I growl, pacing the floor. That seems to be all I’m able to do these days. Pace and growl. We still haven’t seen Eva since we arrived. We haven’t really seen much of anyone. We’ve tried, of course, but have been met with resistance at every turn.

      “Impatience isn’t going to benefit us,” Lucas says with a sigh.

      I know he’s right, but that doesn’t stop my mind from racing. What if they’re mistreating her? What if they’re holding her somewhere against her will? What if — and the thought makes my throat tighten painfully to even consider — she didn’t make it through and they just haven’t told us?

      I can’t dwell on that thought any longer because it makes me see red. Surely if something was amiss, we’d know about it?

      But I don’t trust these dragons and I don’t really even believe that much.

      “I’m tired of sitting around doing nothing, waiting for information that never seems to come.”

      Lucas nods, burying his head in his hands. “Do you think I’m not?”

      The tightness in his voice tells me everything I need to know about how he’s feeling. He’s just as worried and stressed about all of this as I am. He’s just better at reining in his anxiety. But I don’t want to rein it in. I want to go on a rampage, attacking anyone and everyone that stands between me and Eva and the truth.

      A sharp knock on the door startles us both and we shoot to our feet in preparation.

      The door opens without us answering, and I grind my teeth together. Why bother knocking if you’re not offering the courtesy of waiting for a response? Dragons — uncivilized the lot of them, no matter how posh their palace, they’re still animals.

      The curly haired blood-delivering maid steps into the room, but she’s empty-handed and looking nervous about that detail. I don’t even attempt to hide my snarl, fangs popping out for dramatic effect.

      She shrinks back, flinching, but then proceeds forward into the middle of the room.

      “King Trylor and his advisers seek an audience with you,” she says.

      King, of course he’s the damned king. Lucas and I exchange a glance, but there’s nothing to be done for it. We’re in his palace, on his planet, there’s no way we can deny the king.

      Besides, we need to know where Eva is. We need to see her. To hear her voice. To know she’s all right after all this time.

      Time normally doesn’t mean much to a vampire. Days blur into years, which turn into decades in the blink of an eye. But these few days without Eva, without knowing where she is or what’s going on here, have been the longest days of my incredibly long life. Each day feels like a century unto itself and I’m desperate for this torture to end.

      “Fine,” I say before Lucas even answers. I’ll talk to whoever I need to if it means I’m not left in the dark anymore.

      Lucas sighs, nodding as well.

      The maid turns and heads out the door, not waiting to find out if we’re following her or not. I guess we don’t get any time to make ourselves presentable for the king, but that’s just as well. I’m not sure what that would actually entail for me. It’s not like we managed to bring a change of clothes or anything.

      We follow the maid through the palace, down twisting hallways that seem to take us around in circles, but we don’t wind up where we started, we’re outside an ornate door flanked by two dragon guards. They’re the first actual dragons we’ve seen since we’ve been here. Everyone else around the palace seems content to operate in human form, which just makes these big hulking dragons look even more out of place. They’re both covered in garnet scales that reflect gold in the light. Nearly twice as tall as any human, they stand on two legs, wings tucked in behind them, huge arms crossed in front of their chests. They appear to be unarmed, but who needs weapons when you have steel claws and can breathe fire?

      I should probably be intimidated by the guards, but I know that’s the intended effect, so I ignore them best I can, waiting for the door to open.

      The moment the door cracks, a cacophony of voices tumbles out, arguing and bickering, though I can’t make out any of the words. It sounds like they’re speaking a dozen languages at once and none of them are ones I’m familiar with.

      When we walk in — Lucas taking the lead — the arguing stops and every stern-looking man seated around the enormous circular table stops what he’s doing to glare at us. It’s obviously a conference room of some kind, with Trylor in the seat of honor, his chair larger and more ornate than any of the others. The circular room is lined with windows, but the shades are drawn closed on every one of them, seemingly out of courtesy to us.

      Trylor stands and gestures to the pair of empty chairs opposite him. “I’m glad you could join us,” he says.

      “Not like we had a say in the matter,” I mutter under my breath.

      Lucas shoots me a glare, but no one else acknowledges my lack of decorum. Probably just as well. I’ve never been good at first impressions.

      “What is this about?” Lucas asks, his voice no less harsh than mine, but his words slightly more acceptable.

      Trylor sits again, his face looking grim. He’d looked worried before, when the wolves were closing in on us, but this is different, this is another level of concern for the King.

      “My advisers have expressed concern about your presence here,” he says, choosing each word carefully.

      “You had no right to bring vampires to our planet!” shouts a red-faced man with more lines wrinkling his face than I have years behind me.

      I tense instantly, but Lucas holds his hand up to me. I know how this works. He’s the voice of the two of us. He’s the only one that can be reasonably trusted to speak in a non-inflammatory way. I learned my lesson years ago. I’m no good at diplomacy.

      “They are not to be trusted!” says another ancient-looking dragon.

      “If the king does not have the right, who does?” says another.

      Now I’m getting the gist of the argument that was happening when we first walked in.

      Trylor holds up a hand and the bickering all stops in an instant, but the heated glares don’t go anywhere.

      “My council would like to hear from you in person, what your plans are,” he says, looking at Lucas with an expression I don’t fully understand. He knows why we’re here. We had the same purpose in finding Eva and getting her to safety. So why this farce now? We should be coming up with a plan to move forward, not still looking at the past to examine it in excruciating detail.

      “If the council decides you cannot be trusted, I will have no choice but to send you back to Earth.”

      “You can’t do that!” I shout, jumping to my feet. It’s not that I don’t want to go back to Earth and get off this accursed planet, it’s just that Eva’s here and I need to know she’s okay. I need to be near her. It’s nothing I can explain, because I surely don’t actually understand it, but I know it’s there. I know it’s real. And I know I can’t ignore it or pretend it’s going to go away. Whatever it takes to stay near Eva, I’ll do it.

      “Morgan, please,” Lucas says calmly, addressing the words more to the room than to me personally. “It’s perfectly reasonable for these fine gentlemen to have their concerns. I’m happy to do whatever I can to ease your minds.”

      Under the table, my hands ball into fists. I’m clenching my jaw so tight just to make sure I don’t say anything else to get us into trouble as Lucas continues.

      “We originally sought out Eva because our clan seers foretold she would be the one to create the weapon to destroy the evil. Our numbers have been decimated in the last centuries and if we don’t do something, it’s very likely that our kind will be wiped from existence entirely.”

      I glare at the red-faced man who has an expression that clearly says he sees no problem with that outcome. I want to rip his head from his body, but instead, my fists just tighten and my jaw clamps so hard that it’s making my head throb. But I manage to hold my tongue.

      “We expected Eva to know her role in all of this. We expected to find a woman prepared to take on her sacred duty, but it’s clear that Eva has been by herself for a long time. It’s obvious that she’s innocent…and very beautiful. It complicates things for all of us, I think, but I still believe in the prophecy even if she has no idea what she’s up against.”

      Trylor nods. “I’ve had the same concerns about her. It seems unfair to ask so much of her when she doesn’t know what any of it means.”

      Lucas nods as well. “There’s no denying that Morgan and I both have a bond with her. And after our shared vision, I think that the bond goes both directions, at least with Eva and me. I’m not sure the prophecy can be fulfilled without us. But I’m also convinced it can’t be satisfied without you and your brother. So it seems we’re at an impasse. We work together, or we fail.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          Trylor

        

      

    

    
      I frown, looking around the conference room. My advisers look taken aback. Most of them anyway. But that’s because they’re from another era. They’re mostly holdovers from my father’s reign, and since the positions are for life, I’ve hardly had a chance to replace any of them with my own people. So this is going to be tricky. But I can see that they’re not convinced, that most of them are still ready to send the vampires away even though they’re our only real hope for success.

      I hesitate to put my foot down though. Of course, I could issue a decree that none of them could argue with, but going above them like that would only paint a target on my back and invite a coup. The last thing I need to be worried about right now is my grip on power. I’ve got plenty else to keep me occupied.

      “For those of us who may not know, why is it that the vampires have become a target for the evil?” I try to phrase the question as placidly as possible. I know some of my advisers would have added that they assume the evil and vampires to be allies. That’s a common perception here on Desergan. Perhaps if Lucas can quell that, they’ll have a chance.

      Surprising almost everyone in the room, it’s not Lucas that speaks, but one of my newest advisers, Charles. He stands, smoothing the front of his clothing and clearing his throat.

      “It is well documented that the evil has set its sights on anything it considers a threat with the aim to eliminate all competition. Each planet afflicted by their presence is subject to the same scrutiny and Earth is no different. In preparation for taking over the Earth, the vampires have been targeted. They’re old and powerful, one of the most dangerous species on planet Earth. They are clearly a threat.”

      I see the suspicion starting to wane around the room and nod encouragingly to Charles.

      “The evil has been growing rapidly every year, becoming more vicious. The vampires are humanity’s last protection against it.”

      Vaunt, the oldest and most suspicious of all my advisers’ grumbles, clearing his throat. “There are other species on Earth besides humans. The vampires aren’t the only game in town. What about the werewolves.”

      I bristle at that and shake my head. “No, not the wolves. Our enemy has infiltrated their ranks, using their cunning and deception to convince the werewolves they are like them. They’ve taken to wolf form all the time now and it would be impossible to know who was compromised.”

      Vaunt huffs, but accepts my explanation.

      “Sirs, if I may,” Lucas says, breaking in. “We have all experienced great loss and suffering at the hands of this common enemy. I know it is not within our traditions to work together, but when faced with such a credible threat such as this, I believe it is in all of our best interest to put our differences aside and find common ground.”

      I nod with his assertion, standing to get the attention of the room. “I, King Trylor of Desergan, deem these vampires to be worthy allies and welcomed guests in our palace. Any opposed?”

      There’s shuffling around the table and low mutters that no one’s willing to utter louder, but no one actually speaks out. Long moments stretch by as I make eye contact with each and every man around the table, daring him to challenge my ruling. No one does. Not even Vaunt.

      “Then it’s settled,” I say, nodding to the vampires. “You will stay here until Eva has fulfilled her duty and we are all safe once again.”

      I wait for Vaunt’s answer. Then wait some more. He’s not following protocol and it’s an insubordination I can’t ignore. I clear my throat at him pointedly and the other advisers all turn judgmental eyes on him. He squirms under the attention, but still looks petulant when he clears his throat and says, “So it has been decreed.”

      “Aye,” comes the chorus from around the room, and just like that, the meeting is over.

      Slowly, the room clears and Morgan and Lucas are the only ones left with me. I raise an eyebrow in a question, but say nothing otherwise.

      “I appreciate your support,” Lucas says finally. “It would have been a great opportunity to be rid of us.”

      I nod. “It would have been, yes. But that’s not my aim.”

      “No?” Morgan snaps, always the one to drop the facade of civility first. He and Brandt have more in common than I think either of them realize.

      “No,” I say, shaking my head. “I truly believe that we are all needed for this purpose. And I’m willing to take a chance when the stakes are so high.”

      “A wise choice,” says Lucas.

      Normally, I’d think a statement like that was condescending, but coming from Lucas, all I heard was respect and agreement. I appreciate that someone else in all of this is thinking rationally and not with age-old prejudice.

      “Is there something else?” I ask, sensing that the vampires aren’t going to leave without getting what they want — though what that is, I have no clue. We’ve been providing them with a steady supply of blood to keep them sustained. Their quarters are protected from the sun and plenty big to accommodate the both of them.

      Lucas looks like he’s searching for the right words, trying to choose what he says carefully. I recognize that look as one I myself have very frequently. It’s a shame that we’re not able to speak freely with one another, but I know that this truce is a tenuous one and that it would be all too easy to break the shaky foundation of trust we have with a few careless words.

      “Eva,” says Morgan, clearly not burdened by Lucas’s concerns for tact.

      “What about her?” I ask, already bristling. I know I shouldn’t. I know I have no personal claim over her and that they’re just as much a part of this as I am, but the thought of either of these blood-suckers touching Eva makes my dragon roar with rage. But he’s going to have to get over it. There’s no way around this and they have as much a right to see her and be with her as I do.

      “We haven’t seen her since we’ve been here,” he says, his voice venomous.

      I nod. “There have been ongoing debates about your status here. But now that that’s resolved, I’m sure you will see her in due time.”

      “I don’t want due time, I want to see her now,” Morgan growls.

      Lucas sends him a sharp look, but doesn’t refute his demand.

      I shake my head. “I cannot deliver her to you on demand. I’m not her keeper. She keeps her own schedule and chooses who she wants to see and when. Now that you’re welcomed as a guest in my palace, no one will stop you from venturing its halls. I’m sure you’ll run into Eva eventually if she wants to see you.” I can’t resist adding that extra barb in at the end. It’s petty and goes against everything I’ve been saying about tact and diplomacy and tensely-held alliances, but I can’t stop myself from putting the jab in. I myself haven’t seen much of Eva besides the occasional meal, and it rubs my scales the wrong way that they think they’ll have unfettered access to her whenever they please. She is a person who can make her own decisions.

      And yes, part of me secretly hopes the decision she makes is to not be around them, but I find the odds of that unlikely. Still, a dragon can hope.

      “Is there a guide of some sort who can educate us on the palace’s grounds and perhaps show us where we can call on her in the future?” Lucas manages to keep his tone even and firm, not at all letting on that my words bothered him. Maybe they didn’t. I know it would bother me if they insinuated that Eva wouldn’t want to see me, but perhaps that’s my own insecurity of competing for her attention with three other men. Perhaps they don’t have any such doubts. They certainly have more free time than I do to pursue her, which hardly seems fair, but nothing about being king has ever really been fair in my opinion. It’s just the way things are.

      I sigh, knowing there’s no way I can deny them this. And I don’t want to. Not really. A possessive, jealous part of me does, of course, but that part is given no allowance. He has no place here. “Yes, I will instruct a member of the staff to give you a tour.”

      “Thank you,” Lucas says, bowing his head.

      Morgan doesn’t show the same deference, but I’m not going to get annoyed by it. We may all have to work together, but that doesn’t mean we have to get along.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          Eva

        

      

    

    
      I’m in the library, sitting in the shade of a red-leafed tree, reading through a fairy tale about dragons stealing princesses and living happily ever after. Not exactly the version of things that would show up in an Earth version of the same story, I’m sure. But it’s a cute story and it has me thinking about my own dragons — not that they’re really mine, but it feels like it somehow.

      It’s been a while since I’ve seen Brandt and I know Trylor is busy with his royal duties, so he doesn’t really have time for me. I keep thinking back to the kiss with Brandt, how his lips nearly burned with hot intensity and his touch made my body come alive. He’d stopped at that one kiss, told me he regrettably had other things to do, but I haven’t seen him since and I can’t help wondering if I made a mistake kissing him. Maybe that wasn’t what he wanted. Maybe he was only saying I was perfect because I was the one meant to save them all.

      That still didn’t seem possible, but I’ve resolved to stop doubting and questioning it every free moment I have. Either they’re right or they’re not and there’s really nothing I can do about it one way or the other.

      One of the doors opens and I see Stella’s familiar halo of black curls pop in through the door.

      “Over here,” I call, marking my place in the book and setting it aside. Stella steps through the thick grass carpeting the tree-lined area and smiles at me.

      “The Prince has hopes that you’ll join him for dinner,” she says.

      “Oh! Yes, of course,” I say. “I’d love to.”

      She smiles again and stands there, like she’s waiting for something more, but I don’t know what.

      “Is there…something else?”

      “Oh, no ma’am, but the Prince is already seated.”

      In a flash, I’m on my feet, forgetting my book and brushing the spare bits of grass off my behind. “I don’t have time to change or anything?” I was lucky enough to have a stocked wardrobe in my quarters with all the clothes I could possibly dream of wanting, appropriate for royal functions and the like. But right now I’m just in tight-fitting yoga-type pants and a simple shirt. Hardly fit for dinner with a prince.

      “I’m certain he’ll find you acceptable as you are,” Stella says warmly.

      I don’t know about that, but it’s a sweet thing to say so I don’t argue and she leads me out of the library and down to the dining hall.

      Just like she said, Brandt is already sitting at the table, casually sipping on a glass of wine. The moment I walk in, he turns to me and gives me this breath-taking smile that nearly freezes me in place.

      “Enjoy,” Stella says before ducking out, leaving me alone with Brandt for the first time since our kiss. Butterflies invade my stomach and I’m suddenly not sure what to say or how to act around him. Normally, being around Brandt is easy, he’s so friendly and easy to talk to and his smiles are so free that I melt every time.

      “I’m glad you could join me,” he says, his warm accent rolling over me and sending a shiver to my toes.

      “I would have dressed more appropriately if I had more time,” I say, feeling embarrassed as I duck over to take a seat at the table.

      “You look incredible,” he says, his eyes fierce and warm. I squirm under that gaze, my body reacting to it instantly, my nipples hardening to sensitive points, my panties growing damp with want.

      I try to push all that away to have a nice meal with him. I wonder if he has any news about the troubles. About…whatever is going on that makes my presence here necessary. It’s weird, but we left Earth in such a hurry that I was sure we’d immediately start scheming and planning when we arrived, but I’ve done nothing but try to find ways to fill my time. It actually makes me feel kind of worthless, but what can I do if neither of them is telling me what’s going on?

      “Something is troubling you,” he says. It’s not a question, so there’s no point in denying it.

      “What isn’t troubling?” I say, still avoiding the real topic.

      “Eva, if there’s anything I can do to soothe your worries, please, let me.”

      I sigh, ignoring the first course that’s brought out and set before us.

      “I haven’t seen Morgan or Lucas since we’ve arrived. They’re… They haven’t been killed have they?” I swallow, the thought making my throat constrict painfully. Surely they’re okay, right? But I can’t shake the feeling that they would have come to see me if they were able to. Which means something or someone is stopping them.

      Brandt gives me a slow smile and shakes his head. “They are quite well, I assure you. My kind are not as barbaric as they’d have you believe. And, between you and me, we don’t possess the ability to lie.”

      I narrow my eyes, hardly believing that. “Don’t be ridiculous, everyone lies.”

      He shakes his head again. “Our dragons place great importance on integrity and honesty. They won’t allow us to be dishonest or disingenuous.”

      “Well, that’s good to know. So if I ever need to get some juicy secret out of you, I just have to ask?”

      Brandt chuckles, reaching for a carafe on the table and pouring me a glass of wine. “I have no desire to keep secrets from you, Eva.”

      The warm promise in his tone makes my face heat up and I try to hide it in the glass of wine, taking a big gulp. I’m not sure what I expected, but it’s sweet and tart and instantly makes my head feel fuzzy.

      “Wow, that’s good,” I say, taking another quick sip.

      Brandt nods. “The finest Desergan wine, aged for thirty years.”

      “Wow,” I say, feeling dumb that I can’t think of anything else to say. “I’ve actually never had wine before.”

      “Really? Well, I apologize for ruining other wine for you, but be careful, it’s quite strong.”

      I giggle, my veins feeling like they’re full of bubbles. “You wouldn’t take advantage of me, now would you?”

      Brandt’s eyes flash and the look is hungry and makes me squirm with anticipation of what’s to come. I may have never been with a man before, but I know what these feelings are. I know what wanting a man feels like. And seeing the way that Brandt’s looking at me, I think I’m starting to understand what being wanted feels like.

      “I would never do anything you didn’t want, Eva. But I don’t think that’s an issue, is it?”

      A hot flush floods my face and I try to hide it in the wine, but that just makes things worse. He wasn’t kidding about this wine being strong and already I feel loose and happy. I don’t care about dinner anymore. I just want to be closer to Brandt.

      I scoot my chair closer to him, holding my breath, trying to convince myself not to ask him the question that’s on the tip of my tongue. But my tongue is drunk and my brain is too, and the argument is pretty much over before it’s even started.

      “Brandt, can I ask you something?” My tongue feels heavy and thick as I ask it and I almost want to take the words back, but it’s too late.

      “Of course.”

      “Earlier…in the library…” I don’t know how to phrase this. I feel silly and dumb and tongue-tied, but I can’t stop wondering how he feels about it. If he enjoyed the kiss as much as I did or if he wishes it had never happened.

      I stop and take a deep breath, shaking my head. The words are all jumbling together and I can’t seem to get them in the order of a sentence.

      “Did you… I mean… Do you like me?” The words rush out in one breath and instantly my face is hot and flushed and I want to bury it underground so I don’t have to face the look he’s giving me. I can’t even look up, I’m just imagining the strange mixture of pity and confusion. Why would I think he liked me? It’s crazy. I took the leap to kiss him and I probably shouldn’t have and now I feel like a fool.

      But his hand reaches out and takes mine, enveloping my fingers with his warmth.

      “Eva, look at me,” he says gently, lifting my chin with a finger from his free hand. Our eyes lock and I feel like I’m falling into a sea of neon green. “You know I cannot lie to you,” he says and my heart sinks, thinking he’s trying to break this to me gently.

      “It’s okay, you don’t have to—”

      “I do like you, very much. I have since the moment I first saw you, and at this point, I’m convinced I always will.”

      My eyes go wide, my jaw drops, and I’m stunned speechless for a long moment before I clink away the confusion and push back the fog of drunkenness.

      “Really?” I ask, my voice merely a whisper.

      He smiles that smile that makes my heart flutter and lifts my hand to his lips, placing a searing kiss on the back of my hand that sends lightning all the way to my core.

      “Absolutely.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          Brandt

        

      

    

    
      Dinner is quickly forgotten in favor of another, more pressing appetite. I move in to show Eva just how much I mean what I’ve said, closing the distance between us to taste her sweet lips again. She moans softly into the kiss, her tongue sweet with wine, her soft hands reaching out for me despite the awkward position at the table.

      I meant the kiss to be gentle and reassuring, but I suppose those plans never got communicated to my body because it’s hot and intense, stoking the fires in my heart and making my cock surge toward her.

      “Eva,” I say, panting as I drag myself away from her intoxicating lips, “I know it’s soon, but I want—”

      “I want it too,” she says, breathless and flushed.

      My eyes go wide and I growl in response. I never dreamed that this would be happening so soon, but I’m not going to lose my chance.

      “I don’t really care about dinner anymore, you?” I say, standing and offering her my hand.

      Eva shakes her head. “Not even a little.” She stands and slips her hand into mine, but it’s only a second before I’ve hoisted her up and slung her over my shoulder. She squeals at the suddenness of the move, but then giggles when she realizes she’s safe.

      The giggles turn to whimpers and moans as I slide my hand up the inside of her thigh, going up over her tempting ass with a squeeze. I suddenly regret my chambers being so far away. Waiting to taste this woman is going to prove one of my greatest challenges to date.

      I tease her with touches, making her shiver and whimper the whole way to my room, but I’ve not yet given her any relief. I want to see her face when I do. I want to see her eyes light up and that look of pure ecstasy wash over her gorgeous face.

      And then we’re in my room. I shut the door behind us and set her down on the floor just before I lost all control and push her back against that door, my mouth searing to hers. Her hands travel up my torso, her nails raking against my muscles and driving my dragon insane. But I know I need to be gentle with her. She’s an innocent, and a human to boot. Not accustomed to the ferocity of a dragon’s lovemaking. I have to control myself because I will never hurt her.

      “Brandt…” she moans, my name sweeter than any wine coming from her lips like that.

      “Tell me what you want beautiful. Anything,” I groan, kissing her neck because I like the way it makes her eyes flutter and her whole body shudder.

      “I want this — I want it so bad — but won’t your brother be upset? I don’t want to come between you…” She’s biting her lip in this way that makes my cock swell, getting impossibly harder and larger.

      I need her so badly it almost hurts, but I’m not going to take what isn’t being freely offered. I shake my head, smiling at her, trying to find the best way to explain why it’s not a problem.

      “Dragons are not like humans in that way, my dear sweet Eva. We are a dying race and because of that, we’ve had to adapt our expectations. There are very few women left on Desergan and the majority of them are unable to breed. We’ve grown accustomed to sharing and monogamy may as well be a foreign concept.”

      Her mouth drops, her eyes going wide as saucers. “You mean…he won’t be jealous?”

      “Only that I got to you first,” I say with a sly grin. That’s all the reassurance she needs to lunge forward and kiss me again.

      In no time I’m stripping her bare, exposing inch after tantalizing inch of creamy smooth skin, flushed beautifully with desire. I’m not sure a more perfect creature exists, and the fact that she’s in my room, nearly naked is almost impossible to accept.

      I walk her back to the huge bed and slide my hand down over her breasts, rolling a nipple between my fingers before leaning forward to take the hard nub between my lips. Eva’s back arches and she cries out at just that simple contact. She’s so eager and so ready, I don’t know how I’m going to be able to control myself, but I have to.

      My fingers don’t stop while I’m sucking on her nipple, making her pant and squirm. They slide down her belly to the lace top of her underwear, and then without hesitation, I slide my fingers under that thin scrap of fabric and find her slick wetness greeting me.

      “Gods you’re wet,” I groan, circling the tip of my finger around her clit, her breath hitching with each pass.

      “Please,” she whines, sounding like she’s not even sure what she’s asking for, but she’s so desperate for it she has to ask.

      My lips are back on her neck, sucking the tender spot over her thrumming pulse as I slide my finger lower to her entrance. She practically sucks my finger in, her interior muscles clenching so tight around me.

      “Oh god,” she moans as I curl my finger forward, softly stroking her front walls, making her legs shake under her. She’s clinging to me, using me for support because her knees have gone weak and she’s trying to get higher on her toes to get more of my finger in her, to get closer to me.

      “I could listen to you moaning forever and never tire of it,” I say, adding a second finger to her clenching channel as my thumb travels back to her clit.

      “Brandt…” she pants, each syllable its own breath. “I’m… I—”

      “It’s all right, sweetheart. Let it go.”

      She trembles and her pussy grips my fingers like a vise as her eyes roll back in her head. I kiss her just in time to capture her scream, her sweet cream gushing over my fingers as tremors of pleasure wrack her body.

      Slowly, she’s able to catch her breath and her eyes flutter open, shiny and bright with fresh release. “Holy shit,” she mutters as I withdraw my fingers and bring them to my lips, sucking her juices from them.

      “You taste like honey,” I groan, needing more of her. So much more. I’ve only had the barest sample and I need a damn buffet.

      “Brandt, that was…incredible.”

      “Eva, you don’t think I’m through with you yet, do you?” I push her gently back onto the bed and move in to peel her panties down her legs until they’re off and I toss them across the room. Then, starting at her ankle, I kiss up her legs, alternating between them, sucking and nibbling at the insides of her thighs just to hear the glorious sounds she makes at each new experience.

      My tongue lights on her clit and her hips practically jump off the bed with a sharp cry.

      “God that’s so good,” she cries, her hands moving to the back of my head, holding me fast to her sex.

      Not that I mind. She tastes like heaven and sounds like a dream. I’m still having trouble believing this gorgeous creature is in my bed, but I’m not going to waste a minute of it.

      I add a finger back into her needy hole, still worried that I’ll hurt her if I don’t prepare her properly. But that’s not the only reason I need to make her come again. I need to see her shatter. I want to watch it on repeat for the rest of my days.

      I can tell she’s getting close by the way her hips move and the sounds that pull from her chest.

      “Brandt, please… I need more,” she says.

      I know what she’s talking about. I know she wants to feel me inside of her, filling her, stretching her like she’s never been stretched. “Come for me,” I growl, letting the words vibrate through her sensitive sex, never letting up my attention on her clit.

      The command seems to do something for her, her breath catches and her muscles clench around my fingers, her back arching up off the bed as she cries out her pleasure for the whole palace to hear. I don’t mind. Let them hear. Let everyone else be jealous that I’m the one with this goddess.

      “I didn’t know it could feel like that,” she says, her voice dreamy and far-off, a smile curling her lips.

      “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” I say, a swell of satisfaction expanding my chest. There’s nothing quite as rewarding as making a beautiful woman come apart with nothing but your tongue and fingers.

      “But…you’re not done, right?” she asks, almost sounding worried.

      I don’t know what that is for, so I stroke her hair, concern in my voice when I ask, “Do you want me to be?”

      “No!” she practically shouts, then her face goes bright red. “I mean… No, I was hoping we’d…”

      “I’m more than happy to oblige, I just didn’t want to overwhelm you.”

      She shakes her head, then lifts herself up to kiss me. For a brief moment, I think she’s conflicted about tasting herself, but then she deepens the kiss and I growl. My Eva is dirtier than I’d expected.

      Surprising me again, I feel her hand below my waist, seeking out my cock with fumbling, inexperienced fingers.

      “Please, I want to touch you,” she groans.

      Not one to disappoint, I’m stripped naked before her in a matter of seconds. The way her eyes rove over me, slowly taking in every inch of my body, tells me that she approves. But then Eva reaches out for me and there’s not a single doubt left. Her small hand strokes my cock with feather-light touches before she wraps those delicate fingers around my length, so thick now that she can’t join them.

      “You’re not going to hurt me,” I tell her.

      She seems nervous, like she doesn’t know what she’s doing. And I realize she doesn’t. She’s never been with a man in this way.

      Her grip tightens and she strokes my cock from base to tip, making me groan and hiss to keep my control in check. Her thumb drags over the tip, gathering the drops of precum and using it for lubrication.

      “Does that feel good?” she asks, her eyes wide. She licks her lips and I can tell she’s thinking about sucking my cock — and while I’d love nothing more than that, I desperately need to be inside of her now.

      “It feels incredible, but I’m not going to last much longer if you keep doing that.” It’s the innocent way she touches me, the uncertainty that drives me absolutely wild. I’m the first man to experience the wonders of Eva and it’s an honor I don’t take lightly.

      Her mouth opens on a silent ‘o,’ surprised by my admission, I guess, but her eyes flash with hunger and I know she’s ready. She leans up to kiss me again and, with her hand still on my cock, guides me between her legs. I hesitate a moment longer, wanting to be sure she’s well and truly ready.

      Then she whispers, “Please,” and all my patience is gone.

      Slowly, I push my hips forward, sliding into her velvety warmth. She’s so tight that I know I have to go slow, but so wet I don’t think I’m going to hurt her.

      “Oh god,” she moans as the tip of my cock pushes through. I reach her barrier and circle my thumb around her clit, kissing her fiercely to distract from the sharp bite of pain. She sucks in a breath as I push through, and I stop, but then she’s rolling her hips up to meet me, trying to force me deeper inside of her.

      I still move slowly, but soon, I’m hilted to the base in her tight sheathe and staring in awe at this panting, flushed miracle woman whose pussy is so tight it’s making me a little dizzy.

      “You feel so good,” she sighs, wrapping her legs around my waist and holding me deep inside of her.

      “You too,” I breathe, taking her lips in a kiss as I pull back and drive home again. I’m rewarded with another delicious cry and my dragon preens at our success. But I can’t hold back anymore. I’ve reached the very ends of my frayed resolve and now I need to fuck Eva the way I’ve been dreaming about since I first met her.

      Over and over again, I pull back until I’m nearly out of her, only to slam back in, her cries echoing from the rafters. Nothing — and I mean nothing — could be better than this.

      But I know I’m not going to last long. How could I with her writhing and panting beneath me, coming undone with my every move? My one saving grace is that Eva’s close too. I can feel her interior muscles rippling with wave after wave of pleasure, and she’s stopped talking, only making these strangled cries that barely have sound.

      “Brandt… I’m— I’m…”

      “I know, baby, me too. Come with me.”

      Almost like she’d been waiting for permission, Eva goes off like a rocket, her face falling into a mask of sheer and utter bliss. That’s enough to send me over the edge too, and spurt after spurt of my hot seed splashes inside of her, marking her as mine. And though I’ll have to share her eventually, I don’t have to do any such thing right now. Right now, Eva is mine and mine alone.

      It takes a little while for us to catch our breath, but then I pull out of her and draw her up into my arms, holding her close. Her silky hair fans across my chest, tousled and messy from our activities, and I can’t resist running my fingers through the strands, petting her softly as her breathing slows and she eventually drifts off to sleep with her head right over my heart. It doesn’t take long before I’m drifting off with her, completely content for the first time in ages.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          Trylor

        

      

    

    
      As much as I’d rather be absolutely anywhere else in the universe, I’m not. I’m here, stuck in yet another meeting with my fretful advisers, trying once more to assert myself as the sovereign ruler who doesn’t need approval from anyone.

      “We’ve already been over this. The vampires are trustworthy,” I say sharply, leveling a glare at Vaunt.

      He huffs and puffs out his chest. “Regardless of that, who says we even need them?”

      “Prophecies have been wrong before,” says Alexi, another hold over from my father’s era.

      “We’re allowing them to remain here on the assumption that the prophecy is the only available solution,” Vaunt sneers.

      “Because it is. That was made very clear when it was first given. When all other means have failed, when the greatest warriors have fallen, the last weapon of hope will come from Eva. That is what we know,” I say, wishing this matter could drop already. If they weren’t so obsessed with the vampires, I could possibly be spending time with Eva right now, instead of stuck in this stuffy conference room so frustrated I want to scream.

      “That is what we’ve been told,” Vaunt counters.

      I sigh, pinching the bridge of my nose. “You’re arguing semantics. The harm in ignoring the prophecy is potentially much greater if it’s correct than the harm caused by believing it if it’s false. The vampires stay.”

      “They should all go. The vampires and the girl. She doesn’t belong here. She knows nothing of our people or the prophecy, you’ve said so yourself!” I had, and I’m sorely regretting sharing that information now.

      “We will fight the evil ourselves. We can rally the troops, and be on the front lines before the week is out. We have all the weapons we need. Maybe you’d know that if you’d done the traditional military service instead of running off to find some human from a charlatan’s story.”

      “Enough,” I growl, slamming my fist down on the table, making the men around the room start, looking apprehensive. I try very hard to keep my temper in check, but I am the King, and I’m tired of being challenged at every turn. The fate of our entire people is at stake and Vaunt wants to take a dig at my lack of military service? It’s despicable. He can’t see past his disdain for me to think about the greater good for our kind.

      “My word is final. You may not agree with it, but it is my burden and mine alone to choose the path for Desergans. If it is the wrong choice, I will accept the consequences when they arrive.”

      All I can think about is concluding this meeting and getting out of here to find Eva. To spend some time with her. It’s been too long. I’ve been dreaming about her, thinking about her nearly every moment of every day, and yet I’ve hardly managed to have a conversation with her I’ve been so busy. All because of these fools and their traditions. I don’t give a damn about traditions when we’re facing a threat the likes of which we’ve never faced before. These are different times and they call for different approaches.

      I’m certain that Vaunt is preparing his argument, but whatever retort he has is lost as the doors burst open.

      That alone is cause for concern and I jump to my feet. The palace staff know not to interrupt these meetings, and even if a meeting needed to be disturbed, they would at least knock.

      The boy is hunched over and panting, his hands on his knees as he takes in big gulps of air.

      “Your Majesty,” he says between breaths, practically falling over himself to bow.

      “What is it? What gives you the right to interrupt me with my advisers?”

      The boy pales — he can’t be older than a teenager and looks like he’d rather die right now than talk to me, but that’s good. That’s the effect a king should have.

      “I— I— I have news, sire,” he stammers, eyes darting around the room to look anywhere but at me.

      “What kind of news? Spit it out.”

      If I thought the boy was pale before, he’s ashen now, nearly as pale as the damn blood-suckers. “It’s Danae, Your Highness,” he says, swallowing thickly, the muscles in his throat working over the words like they were poison.

      “Danae?” I ask, wondering what happened in the city to warrant this response. Danae is one of the larger cities on Desergan, though a fair distance from the palace. It lies on the coast of the eternal burning sea and is a popular vacation spot — or was, before things got so bad these last few years.

      “It’s…” the boy’s voice is shaking and he looks like he’s seen a ghost. It’s enough to quench the fires burning in my chest, leaving me with nothing but ice-cold dread.

      “Well?” I ask, my voice shaking now too. Whatever’s happened, it can’t be good. Not for him to be reacting like this. Not for him to have burst in here like he did.

      “They’re dead,” he says finally, his voice dead and hollow.

      “Who? What are you saying?”

      “Everyone!” he screeches. “It came… It came and it killed everyone. Every single dragon in Danae,” he says, collapsing to the floor with great heaving sobs.

      Frantic murmurs erupt in the room and no one has to ask what ‘it’ is. We all know who our enemy is. We all know the danger it poses. And now it’s here. In our own backyard.

      And again, I’ve failed my people.

      I walk around the huge conference table and kneel next to the boy, holding out a hand to help him to his feet. He shrinks away at first, but then I take him by the arm and lift him, pushing him into a chair at the table. Without a word, I pour him a glass of the strong liquor we reserve for celebrations — this certainly isn’t a time to celebrate, but the boy could use a stiff drink and I’m not going to deny him that. He eyes it carefully, not sure if it’s a trick, but I nudge it toward him again and he takes it graciously, drinking it all in one big gulp.

      In an instant his face is back to full color and he’s wincing at the burn, but it’s surely taking his mind off of things and that’s something.

      “Take a moment,” I say, moving back to my chair at the head of the table. “And when you’re ready, tell us everything.”

      I can see the unease rippling around the room through my advisers, and I know some of them would force the boy to say everything now, without giving him the chance to compose himself. But what would be the point in that? Danae is already gone — my chest tightens, my throat closing up painfully; thousands of souls, wiped out like they’d never existed. That is what we’re dealing with. That is the evil that threatens our way of life.

      And that is why I have to keep my resolve. Eva and the vampires stay. We stick with the plan and trust the prophecy. After this, I don’t think any of them are going to challenge me again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          Eva

        

      

    

    
      While I slept, Brandt was called away to deal with something. His note doesn’t say what exactly, but I get the impression from it that it’s serious. That he wouldn’t just leave me without a good reason and he wants to make sure I know that.

      The other side of the bed is cold where he should be, and I sigh, rolling over to his side to cling to the pillow he used. My body is sore in places I didn’t know it could be sore, but it isn’t unpleasant. It’s actually kind of nice. Every stiff joint and ache is a reminder of what Brandt and I did. It’s a souvenir.

      I’m still kind of in disbelief that I did that. Of course I’ve been thinking about it pretty much non-stop since I met these guys, but that didn’t mean I actually ever thought anything would come of it. I didn’t expect them to like me back.

      And my first time was everything I’d ever wanted and so much more. Brandt was so gentle with me, and still so intense. The way he worshiped me with his tongue and stared in awe at me with those burning green eyes was forever marked on my memory. He’d been so gentle, so sweet, and so perfect. Even now, thinking about the way he made me feel with the things he’d done makes my toes curl, my nipples hardening.

      I wish he was still here so we could do it all again. But I guess I just have to wait. Part of being a prince is having important duties to tend to.

      I lay in his bed, wrapped in his blankets, still completely naked, for a long time, just hoping he’ll walk through the door any minute. But finally I realize it’s not going to happen. His note said he didn’t know when he’d be back, but not to worry.

      I’m not worried. Just disappointed. A guy slipping out in the middle of the night after taking your virginity is most girls’ worst nightmare.

      But I trust Brandt. I don’t know what it is about him, but I do. And I’m not going to get myself all worked up over the fact that he’s gone. I’ll just have to find some other way to distract myself.

      After a while longer of lying there, letting the early morning sun wash over me from the windows above, I finally crawl out of bed and stumble to my clothes, still on the floor where Brandt tossed them.

      I never in a million years thought I’d be doing the walk of shame in a palace, but here we are, and here I am, skulking through the hallways, trying to find my way back to my room without seeing anyone along the way. I need a shower and a change of clothes desperately, but as I round a corner, I see a familiar figure that makes my heart jump.

      “Morgan?”

      He’s walking in the same direction I’m headed, just ten or so paces ahead of me. His presence here is so unexpected I almost think I’m seeing things and have to do a double-take.

      He stops and turns on his heel, his eyes widening, then a smile crossed his face. “Eva, I’m so happy to see you.”

      And I believe him. There’s no other word to describe the look he’s giving me other than pleasant relief.

      “It’s been a while,” I say, nodding. He’s still stopped where he was when I said his name, so I close the space between us with a few long strides.

      “I’m happy to see you too,” I add.

      His smile widens and my heart does a somersault at the sight. Vampire or not, Morgan is very attractive. Doubly so when his normal scowl magically transforms into that breath-taking smile.

      “You are?” he asks, sounding incredulous.

      “Of course! I’ve been wondering where you’ve been. Brandt told me you were safe, but that’s really all I knew…”

      “Did you think we’d left you?” he asks, tilting his head to the side.

      I shrug, suddenly feeling self-conscious. “I don’t know. No… I just… I don’t really know what’s going on here and everyone keeps treating me like I’m on vacation, not like I have an important job to do. Trylor’s always busy with his advisers and Brandt…he’s great, but I think he’s too concerned about me. Like he thinks I won’t be able to handle the truth or something…”

      Morgan nods and it encourages me to continue.

      “And I haven’t seen you or Lucas around in ages, but he also seems like the type to keep things from me for my own good. But I don’t think you’re like that… I think you’re the one most likely to be straight with me and I need that. So…yeah, I’m happy to see you.”

      There’s more to it than that of course. Like how I’ve dreamt of kissing him. How I imagine those hazel eyes flashing with amber desire. There are many reasons I’m happy to see Morgan, but he doesn’t have to know all of them.

      He nods, looking simultaneously pleased and disappointed with my explanation. I’m not sure what that’s about, so I just ignore it.

      “Well, I’m happy to tell you anything you want to know…provided I know it,” he says, reaching for my hand.

      My hand slides into his effortlessly and his cold touch makes me shiver in the most delightful way. It’s weird, because Brandt and Trylor are so hot all the time and that has its own effects on me, but this chilly touch, as different as it is, wakes up parts of me that were never awake before I met these four strangers. Parts that I think should still be sated by my night with Brandt, but they’re roaring to life all over again at Morgan’s touch. Who is this girl I’m becoming?

      “Well, I was thinking I need to shower and change…” I say, not wanting to explain why I’m already out of my room without doing that.

      “Why? You look incredible,” he says, his voice warm, his eyes sparkling.

      I burst out laughing. “No I don’t. My hair’s a mess, I’ve got lines on my face from the sheets, and I’m basically wearing pajamas.”

      Morgan stops, turning to pin me against the railing with his body. My pulse is racing, and his eyes flick down to the base of my neck before he leans forward slowly and presses his lips right against my pulse. The touch is so soft, but so intense, like he’s trying to memorize the rhythm of my heartbeat with his lips. I shiver, my knees going weak, having to cling to him for support.

      “I stand by what I said,” he says, finally pulling back, but still caging me with his strong body. Not that I mind being trapped here. I don’t mind one bit. “But if you want time to clean up and change, I can wait.”

      It’s a victory, but a hollow one, because the thought of leaving Morgan here makes me afraid I won’t ever find him again in this giant palace.

      “Walk me to my room? There’s a separate sitting room attached to the bedroom. I won’t be long.”

      He smiles, looking relieved like he’d been plagued by the same worries I’d just had. “It would be my pleasure.”

      As we start walking, he takes my hand again, lacing his fingers through mine and squeezing. It’s a familiar touch, maybe even too familiar, but I don’t hate it. Actually, I kind of love it. It’s like he’s telling everyone that sees us ‘See this girl? She’s mine.’ Which, I should probably be worried about after everything with Brandt, but I’m not. I don’t know why — the thought of being with more than one guy has never appealed to me — but nothing about any of this feels wrong, even though my brain is telling me it should.

      But my brain can just shut up because the rest of my body loves being so close to Morgan and I’m already trying to come up with ways to do it more often.

      We finally get to my room — I got turned around a couple of times and Morgan just chuckled, saying he’d been lost more times than he could count since we arrived here — and I leave him in the front sitting room, fighting the urge to lean down to give him a quick kiss before I dart off to the shower.

      “I won’t be long!” I say, slipping behind the door.

      “Don’t keep me waiting,” he replies, his voice full of warm anticipation. I have the crazy idea to ask him to join me, but then I shove it aside. I haven’t even seen Morgan since back in my cabin. No matter how many dreams and waking fantasies I’d had about him. He’s still practically a stranger. A very sexy stranger that makes my head fuzzy and my mouth dry, but a stranger nonetheless.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          Morgan

        

      

    

    
      It’s not long before Eva reemerges, her hair still damp in a braid that falls over her shoulders, her sweet floral scent invading the room the moment the door opens.

      “Feel better?” I ask, trying to will my body not to respond to the sight and smell of her. She’s wearing a dress now, simple in its design, but fitted to her exactly, this innocent white number that makes me want to ruin her.

      “Much,” she sighs happily, running her hands down the front of her dress absently.

      “I’m still not used to wearing clothes like this, though. I normally just stumble around in the forest in whatever rags I’ve got laying around…”

      “It’s impossible for you to look anything less than amazing,” I say, watching the color rise in her cheeks, the pulse at the base of her neck beating wildly.

      “Thank you,” she says, her eyes cast to the floor.

      “Shall we?” I ask, holding out my arm for her. She smiles brightly and slides her arm through mine. Having Eva nestled against my side all safe and sound makes feel something I haven’t in a long, long time: peace. Knowing she’s here, knowing she’s safe, knowing she’s with me, it gives me such a feeling of calm and contentment.

      “Where are we headed?” she asks once we’re through the doors.

      I shrug. “I didn’t have anything in mind. I just wanted to spend time with you… And answer any questions you might have,” I add quickly, remembering what she’d said earlier. Truthfully, I’m not sure I’ll have any answers for her, but it fills me with pride to know that I’m the one she wants to go to with those questions. Not the king, not the prince, not even the elder vampire of the two. But me. I was the one she felt she could trust and I would not do anything to jeopardize that.

      “Well, there’s this place I really like… And it’s inside.”

      I grin. “The sun here doesn’t burn quite like the one on Earth, but that’s still appreciated.”

      “Okay,” she says brightly. “Follow me!”

      Like she could stop me.

      She’s practically skipping forward, arm-in-arm with me, and it’s so endearing that I can hardly stand it. I want to corner her again, but this time, I want to kiss her like I’ve been dreaming of. I want to feel her soft lips part under mine, I want the sweet music of her moans to fill my ears and mind until I can’t hear anything else.

      But I have to take my time. I know I do. We haven’t spent any time together and we don’t even have the shared vision trip like she and Lucas do. I’m surprised Eva is as enthusiastic to spend time with me as she is, considering the little time we’ve had with one another, but I’m certainly not one to look a gift horse in the mouth. This beautiful vivacious woman wants to spend time with me? Well, I’m certainly not going to complain.

      She takes me to a room bathed in light, but filtered through enough windows that it’s pleasantly warm on my skin instead of absolute fire. It’s a strange combination of indoor garden and library, but I can see why Eva likes it so much. It’s practically a forest in here. It must feel a lot like home.

      “So is this where you’ve been hiding out all this time?” I ask, teasing her.

      She grins, looking almost bashful. “Not all of the time, but yes. It’s like a private forest and no one ever really comes in here. Which is crazy because…” She throws her arms wide open and spins in place. “Just look at this place!”

      Her joy is infectious and I find myself smiling along with her. “You know, I’ve never been much of a nature lover,” I say, taking her hand in mine again, setting down one of the paths that winds between the trees.

      She frowns. “No?”

      I shrug. She wanted me to be forthright with her. Here it is. “The only interesting thing about the woods in my opinion is all the little critters running around. Though that does normally end with me on a hunt…”

      She laughs and the sound is like music in my ears. “You know, some guys would try to impress me by pretending they like the things I like… But I like that you aren’t like them. I like that you’re just yourself and you don’t pretend to be anything else.”

      “When you’ve had as long as I have to figure out who you are, it’s quite difficult to try to be anything else.”

      She starts to say something, but then shuts her mouth, her lips pressed in a thin concentrating line.

      “What is it?”

      “What is what?” she asks.

      “Whatever it is that’s making you have that look.”

      She blushes and casts her eyes down. “I was just going to ask you something and then I realized that might be rude of me to ask, so I didn’t…”

      “You couldn’t offend me if you tried. Please, what’s your question?”

      “Uh… How old are you?”

      A sharp peal of laughter erupts out of me and I let go of her hand, instead sliding my arm around her waist, squeezing her hip possessively.

      “I couldn’t tell you an exact number. But I’ve seen the birth of three centuries, so that’s something to go off of.”

      Her eyes go wide as saucers, her jaw dropping. “You’re three hundred years old?”

      I shrug. “Lucas is closer to five. I’m still fairly young for a vampire,” I say, sounding a little defensive to my own ears.

      Eva laughs again. “Don’t get me wrong, you look incredible for your age. It’s just a little hard to wrap my head around.”

      I nod. “It’s easier if you don’t think about it.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

      We walk the garden/library for a while longer, talking about the things we could see, trying to pronounce some of the stranger language titles. Eventually, we end up on the grass, with Eva laying back looking at the leafy canopy, her head in my lap while I read her Greek poetry and play with her hair.

      For the first time since I arrived on Desergan, I feel like this is somewhere I could stay. Maybe forever. It’s a strange planet full of aliens, but since Trylor’s decree, we’ve actually been treated as the guests he said we are. We are no longer looked at like enemies or threats, and in turn, I haven’t had a spike of anger really since that meeting with the advisers. And now that I have Eva with me, it feels like nothing could make me angry. Which is strange. Very strange.

      Anger has always been my ally. It’s been there for me when the vampire curse took all my other emotions away. They eventually came back, with years and years of learning how to feel again behind me, but none of that compared even a little to the change in me since Eva came into my life. She’s rekindled the dying ember of my humanity that I thought was gone forever. She’s made me remember what it’s like to care for someone like this.

      And most importantly, she’s reminded me that dead though I may be, I do still have a future ahead of me and for the first time in centuries, it’s a future I’m looking forward to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          Eva

        

      

    

    
      I’m not sure how we got here, but I’m laying with my head in Morgan’s lap and his cool fingers are raking through my hair while his silky smooth voice washes over me. He’s reading poetry in another language, and even though I don’t understand the words, I understand the emotions. I can hear the wistfulness and longing in his voice, and the strange lilting words shift into a song in my head.

      It’s crazy to be like this with him, like nothing else in the world matters to him but me. Like he can’t imagine being anywhere else, with anyone else. It’s enough to make a girl dizzy.

      “What is that poem about?” I finally ask, sitting up to lean against him. He wraps an arm around my shoulder and pulls me into his chest.

      “It’s written by a man who wants a woman he cannot have. He has to watch her from afar and dreams of the day he’ll be able to make her his.”

      My heart races, jumping to my throat. It’s just a coincidence, right? He didn’t pick that poem because he feels those things for me, right? I’m just getting worked up over nothing, I know it.

      “Does he ever get to?”

      “It’s not clear from the poem. I always like to think he does, but knowing the Greeks, probably not.”

      I frown, reaching up to run my fingers through his hair. It’s so soft it almost feels liquid, and his eyes close slowly at my touch. “I think I like your version better,” I say, my voice a breathless whisper.

      His eyes open and catch mine, holding them locked in place, staring deep into my soul. My breath catches in my chest, the intensity of his gaze making the rest of the world fall away until I feel like I’m swimming in those hazel depths.

      “Me too,” he says, his voice even softer than mine.

      I don’t know who makes the move first, but suddenly we’re kissing and I feel like I’m flying. His lips are cool to the touch, but that doesn’t stop an inferno from roaring to life inside of me. His hand plunges into my hair and he pulls me against him like he needs to breathe the air that’s in my lungs, like he can’t stand there being even a millimeter of space between us.

      I cling to him, my arms hooking together around his neck, my heart beating fast, my pulse throbbing all the way down to the space between my legs. The need there takes my breath away, like a spike of hunger after a long fast. Now that I’ve started down this path, there’s no stopping me.

      But that just makes me think of the beginning of this path and Brandt and an ice cold bucket of guilt floods my veins and I break the kiss.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks immediately, his eyes shining with concern. “I thought you… Did I read this totally wrong?” He sounds horrified, his voice broken. “Eva, I never would have if I didn’t think—”

      “No,” I say, sliding my palm over his chest. “You didn’t do anything wrong. I did. I shouldn’t be here with you when Brandt and I have already…” I can’t bring myself to say it, but I do manage to life my eyes to meet his.

      “You’ve already lain with him?” he asks, and I don’t hear any of the jealousy that I expect, just curiosity, like he’s asking if it’s sunny or cloudy outside.

      I nod, my throat tightening. “I’m sorry, I should have told you sooner, but I was so excited to see you again and I can’t explain what this pull is, but I really do want—”

      “Shh,” he says, pressing a finger to my lips. “Don’t fret, Eva. I’m not upset with you. You’ve done nothing wrong. This is all part of the plan.”

      “The plan?” I ask, my eyes narrowing. “What does that mean?”

      Morgan looks thoughtful for a moment, then shakes his head. “You trust me to be straight with you, Eva, so I’m not going to lie. We don’t know the full extent of what the prophecy entails. Both the dragons’ version and our own seem to be missing some key details, but we’re working on figuring out what it means. In the meantime, you’re meant to be with us. All of us. And we all knew that coming into this. There will be no jealousy between us. This is what is meant to be.”

      He strokes the side of my face as he says it, his hand sliding down my neck, then my arm until his fingers are skimming the contour of my breast and making me shiver.

      I think I should probably care more about what he’s saying. I should probably try to figure out what he means by being with all of them and what’s meant to be. I should rebel against the idea that I get no say in my own fate or that these prophecies seem to rob me of my free will, but I don’t do any of that. I don’t do it, because Morgan’s touch is like a drug. The slow sensuous movements of his fingertips are hypnotic and here, surrounded by trees and warm shade, I’ve never felt more at ease. I’ve never felt more comfortable or at home than I do right now in Morgan’s arms.

      So it’s impossible to focus on what he’s saying other than to know that he’s okay with this. He’s okay with me having been with Brandt. And he claims the others will be all right with it too. If I can count on anyone to tell me the real truth, unpleasant though it may be, I know it’s Morgan.

      “You promise?” I ask, my voice small and meek like a little mouse. That’s what I feel like. A mouse being conned into his trap. Only his trap isn’t a cage or a prison, it’s a trap of deliciously sexual promises that makes my head spin.

      “I swear it,” he says. “You have nothing to worry about here, Eva.”

      That’s all the reassurance I need to jump forward and kiss him fiercely again, this time much less shy about letting my hands rove over his athletic build. His muscles are as cold, smooth, and hard as granite, like the man himself is a statue, but the way he moves is graceful and fluid, more like a river than stone.

      I’m straddling his hips beneath the huge tree and we’re both completely shielded from any prying eyes. I know we should move this to one of our bedrooms, but I’m tired of waiting for him. It’s been too long already.

      His hands skim up my thighs, lifting my skirt as they go over my ass and then between my legs, teasing my entrance from behind.

      “You’re this wet and you were going to try to stop this?” he groans, one long slim finger delving into me as I gasp.

      “I… I didn’t want it to be tainted…” I pant, his finger working magic on me already. Now that I know what it’s like to be with a man, my body is craving it again, it needs more, it demands more, and I can feel my interior muscles clenching and fluttering around his finger as darkness creeps in around the edges of my vision.

      “Oh god,” I moan, slumping forward, clinging to his shoulders for dear life as that one finger works in and out of me masterfully. My thighs are shaking, my body clenching, my hips rolling against him of their own accord when he leans forward and nibbles my ear.

      “Let go, Eva. I want to see your beautiful face when you shatter for me.”

      His words wash over me and ignite my insides like they’re dry brush and kindling. There’s no resisting him and his glorious finger, especially when he scrapes his fangs every so lightly against my neck.

      My whole body stiffens and then shudders with a quiet release, my mouth still hanging open in gasping silence as he leans forward to kiss me.

      “Incredible,” he says smiling.

      I smile back, kissing him fiercely as I work on undoing his pants. I’m done waiting. I’m done tiptoeing around it.

      “I want you so much, Morgan,” I pant, finding him hard and ready for me as I wrap my fingers around his length. My skirt is hiding us, but I can tell by his size in my hand that he’s big and I’m hit with a new wave of uncertainty. With Brandt, he did everything and was careful not to hurt me, but with Morgan, I want to do this. I can’t say why, but I just need to.

      “I’m all yours,” he growls, hissing as my hand slides up and down him. He moves my panties to the side and holds my hips as I guide him into me, slowly sinking down his entire length, ending with a long, satisfied sigh.

      “You feel incredible,” he groans, his eyes so intense they make my skin feel like it’s on fire. But then his cool touch follows and I’m just writhing in bliss.

      Soon, I lift my hips up and start to ride him. It’s a wholly new experience, but it’s incredible. Being the one in charge of the pace and rhythm means I can experiment and see what feels the best to me. I can take my time slowly building that feeling until I can hardly move. And when that happens, Morgan takes my hips and thrusts into me himself, grinding in deeper and harder with each powerful thrust until I’m exploding all around him again, stifling my cry of pleasure in his chest.

      Afterwards, he stays buried inside me for a long time, me still straddling his hips, my skirt still covering us as his arms wrap around me and he showers me with kisses on every inch of exposed skin.

      I cling to him like I might float away if I let go because that’s what it feels like. It’s an impossibly good feeling that almost doesn’t make sense it’s so great. I don’t know how I’m going to wrap my head around this, but I know that I don’t regret it for even a second.

      “I knew being with you would be amazing, but even I hadn’t predicted that,” he says, his voice filled with all the awe that I feel.

      I nod, agreeing with that assessment. “That was crazy good.” Even though I don’t have a lot to compare it to, I know that what Morgan and I just had was the kind of thing that unsatisfied housewives everywhere fantasized about. And it’s mine. And I’ve got no plans of giving it up any time soon.

      Eventually, Morgan does pull out of me, but we stay cuddled together under the tree for a long time, until the sun’s setting and glowing lights appear amongst the trees.

      “What did I ever do to deserve you?” Morgan whispers, his voice barely audible as I’m drifting off to sleep in his arms.

      I manage a yawn and cling to him tighter. “I could ask you the same.”

      He just chuckles and places a soft kiss on the top of my head while his hand travels up and down my spine in a sleep-inducing circuit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

          Eva

        

      

    

    
      I’m not sure when it happens, but at some point, I feel Morgan lifting me in his arms and carrying me to bed. I don’t even really wake up all the way, just clinging to him the whole way. He pulls the covers back on my bed and gently deposits me on the mattress before turning away.

      “Don’t,” I whisper, reaching for his hand.

      He stops and looks conflicted, but already my eyes are drifting closed again and I can’t seem to fight it anymore. I hear the sound of curtains being drawn and then his weight settles into the bed next to me, pulling me tight against him.

      “Sleep well, sweet Eva,” he whispers into my hair with a soft kiss. And before I know it, I’m fast asleep again.

      When I wake up, Morgan’s still lying next to me, but he’s wide awake, still holding me and playing with my hair. I guess at some point he undressed me and put me in pajamas, because I don’t remember doing that myself.

      “Good morning,” he says warmly, his arms tightening around me.

      “Good morning,” I say with a grin, turning in the bed to kiss him. “Did you not sleep?”

      “I don’t sleep at night,” he says.

      “Right… Of course,” I answer, blushing. How could I keep forgetting obvious things like that?

      A soft chuckle rumbles through his chest and he kisses the tip of my nose. “I appreciate that you only see me as human,” he says, and I believe him. There’s no way not to believe Morgan.

      “I’m glad you didn’t leave…”

      “I’d never leave you if you wanted me to stay, but I’m afraid I do have to meet with Lucas about some things this afternoon.”

      “About the prophecy?” I ask, my chest tightening.

      He nods.

      “Yes, and hopefully I’ll have some answers for you after that. I know you’re desperate for them.”

      That isn’t the only thing I’m desperate for, I think, feeling his hard bulge pressed between my thighs. But he’s already pulling away, straightening the blankets on his half of the bed though they’re barely disturbed at all.

      “When will I see you again?” I ask, sounding more desperate than I mean to. I sit up in the bed and comb my fingers through my hair, already missing his presence next to me.

      “Soon,” he promises. “Today or tomorrow without a doubt.”

      “Okay…”

      He walks around the bed quickly and takes my chin in his hand. “Nothing is ever going to keep me away from you for long, Eva,” he says, his voice a powerful promise before he captures my lips in a kiss that makes the whole planet tilt on its axis.

      There’s a knock from the sitting room and I jump to my feet to answer it, running across the room. Morgan’s behind me, standing back in the doorway of the bedroom as I open the front door to find the maid.

      “Oh, hi Stella,” I say brightly.

      “Good morning,” she says, nodding. Then her eyes catch Morgan in the doorway and she stiffens. “I— I’m sorry, am I interrupting?” She looks pointedly at my pajamas and then back to him, no doubt making all the connections she needs to. But I don’t care. Not really. Brandt told me that Desergans share women, and Morgan told me that this is all part of some sort of plan, so I’m not going to be shamed by the maid.

      “No, not at all,” says Morgan, stepping forward. “I was just leaving. I’ll see you later, Eva?” We exchange a chaste kiss and I nod.

      “Definitely.”

      He smiles. “Have a wonderful day, ladies.”

      Stella waits until he’s out of sight before turning back to me. “The King would like to speak to you,” she says formally. I’m not sure what it is, but it seems like Stella’s unhappy with this latest development. But that’s hardly my problem.

      “Okay, I need to shower and get dressed, but I can meet him in an hour or so?”

      She gives a stiff nod. “I’ll let him know. He’ll be in his study.”

      “Thanks, Stella,” I say, making her finally lose the frown. Sometimes you just gotta kill them with kindness.

      Once I’m more presentable, I make my way through the palace to Trylor’s chambers. I’ve never actually been in his rooms, but I know where they are because I’ve made Stella give me a number of tours since I’ve been here. I think she gets frustrated that it’s taking me so long to learn my way around, but put her in my forest for a day and that would all be turned around.

      I knock on the door, not sure if that’s the right thing to do, and I half expect some guard or adviser to open the door, but it’s Trylor himself that greets me, his eyes tired, but his smile for me genuine.

      “You wanted to see me?” I ask, not sure what this is about.

      In an instant, Trylor has his arms around me and he’s holding me tight, nearly crushing my ribs and squeezing all the breath out of me. I don’t know what’s happening, but I know it’s nice to be held like this so I squeeze him back. I can feel his relief pouring through me, and feel him sagging with exhaustion.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, finally pulling back enough to look him in his shimmering golden eyes. He shakes his head and closes the door behind us, leading me into his study.

      “It’s been a long couple of days,” he says, his voice sounding even more tired than he looks.

      “Is everything okay?” He looks like he’s been through hell and back and I don’t know what’s going on, but I want to make it better for him. I want to take care of him and make sure he doesn’t push himself too far because he seems like exactly the kind of person to do such a thing.

      “Not really, no, but I think it will be. In due time.” There’s something hollow in his eyes, something broken and devastated. I don’t have any idea what it could be, but it makes my heart ache for him.

      “What do you mean?”

      Trylor shakes his head and sinks onto one of the large over-stuffed lounge chairs in his study. On Earth, the thing would be a loveseat, but here on Desergan, it’s just a normal armchair for a normal-sized dragon.

      “I don’t want to worry you with it. You are here and that is enough. That’s all you can do.”

      I frown, nibbling my bottom lip. I don’t feel like I’m doing anything. And I don’t know how me just being here is enough to help. He certainly still looks like he can use all the help he can get.

      I wriggle my way onto the chair with him, surprised by myself. I never would have done this a few days ago, but now that I’ve been with Brandt and Morgan, I understand what the touch of another person can do to soothe your worries and calm your mind. If I can give Trylor even a slice of that peace, I’m going to.

      “Is this about the evil?” I ask, my voice soft and gentle like I’m trying to coax a frightened animal out of a trap.

      He nods and slumps forward, pressing his forehead to my breastbone. I just hold his head as quiet sobs shake his shoulders, my heart breaking for him. I don’t know what happened to change things, but I can only imagine. I know the immense pressure he’s under and the terrible threat to his people that lurks in the shadows relentlessly. This strong formidable man is breaking before me and I’d do anything in the world to make it better for him, but I don’t know what I can do.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper, stroking the back of his head, holding him tight to my chest. “I’m so sorry you have to go through this.” I don’t need to know exactly what ‘this’ is to feel the anguish pouring off of him in waves. And that just brings back memories of the shared vision with Lucas and the soul-deep pain that still haunts him to this day. So many beautiful, broken men. How can I mend them all?

      “I’m just glad you’re here. I’m happy you’re safe,” he says and my heart squeezes painfully in my chest. The longing in his voice echoes how I feel about him, but now I’ve been with Brandt and Morgan and I don’t know how to tell him, but I know I have to.

      “Eva, there’s something about you… I can’t stop thinking about you. I feel that we have a connection that binds us deeper than just the prophecy. I never wanted to believe a thing like this was possible, but I can’t deny it when you’re right here in front of me.”

      His words make my blood turn solid, moving like thick sludge in my veins, my heart pounding hard trying to force it to move.

      “I feel it too,” I whisper, his chin lifting to meet my gaze. Now our lips are so close to touching I can feel his warmth radiating into me. But I don’t close the distance. I can’t until I’m honest with him.

      “All right, the reserves have been deployed along the border walls and we’ve evacuated everyone that’s not necessary,” Brandt’s voice comes from the other side of the door as he’s walking in. He stops, freezing in place when he sees Trylor and me curled up together.

      “My apologies,” he says quickly, though from where I’m sitting, it looks like his jaw tightens.

      “Trylor… I do feel a connection to you, but I can’t lie to you or hide it from you, I feel a connection to your brother and Morgan and Lucas too. I can’t explain it, but the same pull I feel toward one of you I feel toward all of you. And I understand if that’s crazy and changes things, but—”

      “It doesn’t,” he says, his voice low and growly. My eyes snap up to meet his, wide and confused.

      Brandt chuckles and moves further into the room. “I told you, Eva, we share women on our planet. But more than that, you’re special. The prophecy has told us that this would happen. We’ve all been expecting it.”

      “What?” I look to Trylor for him to deny what his brother is saying, but he doesn’t.

      Instead he nods. “We’re still deciphering the texts, but it seems that you are a chosen guardian. One who’s destined to save the three races — vampire, dragon, and human—”

      “I know, I know, by creating a weapon. But I don’t know how to—”

      “Not just any weapon,” Trylor says, brushing the hair from my neck, kissing the same spot his brother had marked me, though the purple spot is mostly faded by now. “You’re going to bear a child, Eva. A child that saves us all.”

      My mouth falls open and I just stare between Brandt and Trylor, eyes darting back and forth waiting for someone to crack a smile and tell me this is all a joke. But they don’t. And before I have a chance to challenge them, the doors are opening again, this time with Morgan and Lucas sauntering in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          Lucas

        

      

    

    
      “The dragons are right,” I say, watching Eva’s wide eyes go wider.

      We could hear what they were saying in the other room — one of the perks of superhuman senses — and hearing Eva say that she feels a connection to me is the most powerful aphrodisiac I’ve ever experienced. I want to cross the room right now, scoop her into my arms, and make love to her endlessly until I can’t anymore.

      But the look in those hazel eyes is what stops me. Eva looks confused, lost, searching for something to cling to. Only the only thing near is the damn dragon king, his arms already around her.

      “What?” she says, her face still a mask of confusion. “A baby?”

      I nod. “We’ve been trying to decipher what exactly the prophecy expects of you, and that’s what we’ve come up with. The advisers agree that it’s the only logical answer. You are the one, Eva. The one who has the power to bear the child that will destroy all evil.”

      Her eyes are shimmering, but her body is shaking and Eva’s hands wrap around herself, pulling away from Trylor.

      “But that’s… That can’t be—”

      “Eva,” Morgan says, stepping forward to kneel next to the chair. He takes her hand in his and I feel a spike of jealousy run through me. He got to her first. Not that it’s surprising at all. Not that I even blame him. If I’d had the chance, I know I would have already had her too. But we’d been busy and I didn’t want to startle her or frighten her away.

      Though, looking at her now, it seems that’s exactly what’s happened.

      “Eva,” he whispers again, pressing a kiss to the back of her hand. “I promised you I would find answers and this is it. The prophecy talks about us, the four of us, finding you and…” He stops, glancing around the room.

      “It’s said that you will mate with all of us,” Brandt says, jumping in to save Morgan the trouble of finding those crass words.

      “To bear one of our children,” I say, my voice soft and soothing as I take a step forward.

      But Eva’s got the look of a panicked rabbit now, her eyes darting from one corner of the room to another, her whole body trembling in fear as she pushes away from Trylor’s grasp, standing on shaky feet.

      “That’s crazy. How is a baby going to help anything? And if you didn’t notice, they kind of take a while. You have to be reading it wrong.”

      I shake my head, wishing I could help her understand, wishing there was something I could do to ease this burden for her. But there’s nothing. There’s nothing any of us can do for her. Eva is the one and that comes with responsibility, with a heavy weight of duty that none of us can shoulder for her.

      We all watch her for a long moment, pity shining out of every pair of eyes. We all knew it was something like this. We knew it when we met her. We may not have known all the details exactly, but we knew enough to not ambush her with this. I curse under my breath and Morgan glances back at me, fire in his eyes too. We should have handled this differently. Eased her into the idea of being a guardian. Because now she’s not letting any of us close and she’s just hugging herself like her arms are the shield she needs to keep us away.

      I step back, lifting my hands in a non-threatening way.

      “We understand it’s a lot to take in,” I say, trying to force calming energy into my voice, but Eva’s so worked up it doesn’t affect her.

      “Oh, you understand, do you? You understand what it’s like to be minding your own business when four crazy people come and tell you that you need to go to another planet and sleep with them all to make a baby you didn’t ask for? You understand!” she’s shrieking the words at me, but I don’t flinch.

      I just take it. Because I deserve it. She’s earned the right to be angry. She’s earned the bitterness.

      But she doesn’t save it just for me. She whirls on the dragons, shaking a finger at them. “Did you know? All this time?”

      “Not exactly,” Trylor says, his eyes cast down.

      “But we had an idea,” Brandt says, his eyes apologetic, pleading for forgiveness. “Eva, it’s not just us,” he adds quickly. “It’s not just the dragons, and it’s not just the vampires. It’s humanity too. It’s everyone. Everywhere. Races we don’t even know yet are being threatened by the same evil we are. And you’re the one that can stop it. The only one.”

      A broken cry rips from her throat and Eva buries her head in her hands, shaking uncontrollably. We all start to move toward her, but stop, each one of us realizing on our own that there’s no comfort we can give her. Not when we’re the cause of this pain and anguish.

      I didn’t think anything could hurt more than seeing my loved ones ripped apart in front of me, but watching Eva crumble because of something I did, something I could have prevented, it the most unbearable pain I’ve experienced in my long, long life.

      “I’m sorry, Eva,” I say, my throat raw with emotion. “If there was another way… any other way…” I feel like we’ve let her down. Like we’ve misled her and taken advantage of her innocence. But I tried. I’d tried to find another meaning, another interpretation. As much as I wanted her and dreamed of her, I tried to find an explanation that didn’t force us together. One that could let us come together on our own without the heavy hand of fate.

      But there was nothing. And even as Morgan and I realized the explanation was the only one there was, I’d felt pleased about the outcome. I felt a sense of satisfaction, knowing I’d get to have Eva soon enough.

      Now that satisfaction turned sour, making me feel like the monster I’ve always denied being. How could I be so excited to sleep with her when her whole world was crumbling around her?

      “I think maybe we should give Eva some time,” Morgan says, his voice as rough as mine. Does he feel the same guilt since he’s already had her? Does he fear she regrets being with him? I know I would fear that were our roles reversed.

      “Good idea,” says Brandt, neither him nor Morgan offering any barbed comments to one another. If that isn’t evidence of Eva’s amazing power, I don’t know what is.

      Trylor stands too, towering over the rest of us, but looking the most uncertain. He looks at Eva, his eyes shimmering with regret, like he wants to say something to her, like there’s something on the tip of his tongue. But nothing ever comes. He presses his lips together and shakes his head sadly, his eyes sad and hurt like someone just killed his childhood pet.

      The dragons both leave with Eva’s shoulders shaking, her chest trembling with barely-contained sobs. I want so badly to reach out and hold her. To soothe her and comfort her and make the pain go away. I remember all too clearly the fear and pain she felt watching her father with the wolves and I know that pain is still buried in her, still hurting her and leaving her conflicted. Would she even consider this if she hadn’t experienced that tragedy?

      Morgan hovers near her, finally wrapping an arm around her shoulder, drawing her near. Eva stiffens at his touch and Morgan curses.

      “I screwed up, Eva, I know. I should have told you everything I knew when you asked, but I didn’t want to worry you before we knew for sure… And I was selfish.”

      She looks up at him, blinking tears from her eyes and he presses his thumb to one, whisking it away.

      “You’re so beautiful, so irresistible… So perfect. I couldn’t resist my chance and I’m the world’s most colossal jerk.”

      She sniffs and then shakes her head, pulling away from Morgan’s touch.

      “I can’t do this, I’m sorry,” she whispers, fleeing the room before either of us can stop her.

      Morgan and I both curse at the same time, glaring at that door like we can make it explode and bring her back.

      “Well, that could have gone better,” Morgan says, hanging his head.

      “It could have,” I agree, my chest clenched painfully remembering the way Eva had looked at us. Like we’d all lied to her and betrayed her. In a way, I suppose we did.

      “She’ll come around, won’t she?” he asks, sinking to the couch in the king’s sitting room. It’s strange that the dragons left us alone in here, but I suppose they had other things on their mind than mistrusting vampires.

      “I hope so,” I say. There’s no use in offering him meaningless platitudes if I don’t believe them. “You know her better than I do. Do you think she’ll come around?”

      Morgan pauses, considering the question, then buries his head in his hands. “I don’t know. After everything we’ve done, she shouldn’t, but she has to. It’s our only hope.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          Eva

        

      

    

    
      After I leave Trylor’s room, I run straight to mine, not looking back, not making any side turns. I just want to be alone. I still can’t believe what they were saying. A guardian. What does that even mean? I know what they said it means: that I’m going to have a baby.

      A freaking baby! Are they all insane? Things were crazy enough when they just wanted me to come to their planet and save everyone. Yeah, that sounds nuts and I was pretty sure I couldn’t do it, but I was willing to try. With everything that’s been happening, with everything that’s at stake, yeah, I was willing to try to help them defeat the evil. I mean, that’s the stuff that supposedly came after my dad. The evil that ripped him away from me and left me alone.

      How many other little girls had their dads stolen from them? How many more would if I don’t help?

      The pressure sits on my chest like an elephant until I can’t breathe. Helping fight was one thing, but having a child? It’s insane. I never asked for that. And all those times Dad told me I was meant for a great purpose, I didn’t think he was talking about having a baby with an alien or a vampire.

      And how did that even work? I know I can have sex with both of them — clearly, since I’d been with Brandt and Morgan — but were we genetically compatible? Could a baby even come from us being together?

      But that’s what it sounds like. Like this whole prophecy was just a trick to get me to sleep with all four of them. It makes me feel sick, like I’m going to puke at any moment.

      I want to help, I want to end the suffering, but not like this. Not by being forced into this. Not by being told I have to sleep with four men just to save life as we know it.

      Not to mention it’s not just sleeping with them. I’ve never even considered being a mother before — I’m only nineteen! And if we only need one baby, why do I have to sleep with all of them? Not that I really know who I’d want to exclude. I want them all, but does it even matter anymore with something like this hanging over our heads?

      And did they really want me? Or were they just trying to fulfill some duty? Trying to save their people or whatever? Morgan said he couldn’t resist me, couldn’t pass up his chance with me, but he’d also told me I could believe him to be straight with me, that he would tell me whatever he knew about the prophecy, and look where that put us.

      I collapse in my bed, hugging a pillow tightly, soaking it with my tears. I don’t want to let anyone down. I don’t want to fail anyone. But I don’t think I can do this. I don’t think I can just have a baby for it to grow up and kill all evil.

      Besides, they made it seem like this is a pressing matter. Like the evil could wipe us all out any moment now. Didn’t they know how long it took babies to grow? It would be years before it could even walk or talk, let alone fight.

      They had to be misreading the prophecy. They had to be misinterpreting something. That’s the only explanation. But thinking that doesn’t remove the weight from my shoulders, it doesn’t clear the knot in my chest or the waves of sobs that keep flowing out of me.

      I never asked for any of this. I just wanted to stay in my woods and thwart poachers. I just wanted to be left alone, me and the trees and nothing of the outside world. I never asked to go to another planet or to meet these incredibly sexy men that had me falling for them every time I saw them, even though now it feels like they were all lying to me. I never asked to be consumed by this unquenchable need, or for them to make me feel things I never believed possible, making me pant and writhe and beg for more.

      Even now, as upset as I am, as much as I want to run home and never look back, my body craves them. I’m regretting that I didn’t get to go further with Trylor before Brandt interrupted us. I’m regretting that I may never get a chance with Lucas.

      But wanting them means something different now. It’s not just sex. It’s not just losing my virginity and exploring my own sexuality. It’s fulfilling a prophecy. It’s doing what’s been expected of me since before I was even born. How can I even be sure that what I want is really what I want and not just some mystical force making me think I want it?

      I can’t, and that’s maybe what bothers me the most. I can’t even trust myself anymore. I thought I knew what I wanted, but was it really me that wanted it? The Eva I was before these men wouldn’t have just jumped at the chance of being with them all. But that’s exactly what I was doing. Even while I’m denying it and rebelling against the idea of being the dutiful little girl filling her end of the bargain, I’m also fantasizing about Trylor and Lucas, wondering how they’d be different than the others, than each other. I don’t even know what to expect with them and that’s thrilling in its own right.

      Of course being thrilled about it only makes me feel worse. What is wrong with me that I’m back to thinking of sex only minutes after lamenting my fate? How could I forget my concerns so quickly?

      So, saying I’m conflicted would be an understatement. I want them more than I’ve ever wanted anything, but just as bad, I want to not have to be with them. I want it to be my choice. I want to have some say in what happens to me — and my baby if it comes to that. Even the thought of having a baby makes me shudder uncertainly, but then something in my mind changes and it’s not just a baby. Some infant without a face or name or home. It would be my baby. Maybe with Lucas’s dark hair, or Trylor’s golden eyes. Would he be able to shift? Or be born with a taste for blood?

      For just a moment, I let myself imagine being a mother, holding my baby close to my chest, hearing its heartbeat next to mine, and surprisingly, I’m not terrified. I’m unsure, yeah. Even a little nervous. But I’m not shaking-in-my-boots terrified. Maybe there’s a chance I can do this. It seems like a long shot, it seems impossible, but so does a lot of what’s happened to me the last week or so. I can’t just discount it because it sounds crazy or I’m going to have to forget everything that’s happened since I let that fox out of the trap.

      Suddenly, I don’t feel so alone in all of this. I have the guys, yeah, four strong, gorgeous, sexy guys that all seem crazy about me, but I have the hypothetical baby too. If there’s going to be a baby, part of that baby is inside of me. Part of the way to destroy evil is already in me, and that makes me feel stronger than before.

      I hug the pillow tighter, tears still streaming down my face, the whole spot under my head completely soaked with them, but I don’t care.

      “You and me, buddy. We’re in this together, I guess,” I whisper, trying to hide how scared I am from him. Moms have to be strong for their kids. They’ve gotta be the one to keep it together and protect the little ones.

      My mom was never all that great at it. She was better with Katie than me, but really, I’m not sure she ever wanted to be a mom. Having kids was all my dad ever wanted though. So they’d had us. Katie came first and she was more like mom. She hated the woods, loved shopping, and longed to live in a place with restaurants nearby. Mom and Katie had always been best buds, but that only got more obvious once I was born. Dad and I were two peas in a pod, never far from each other. I still didn’t know why he was with my mom, or vice versa. They seemed like such opposite people. But I guess that was love for you. Strange and mysterious.

      Mom refused to stay after Dad died though, and she wanted to take me into the city with her. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t leave everything behind like that. I think for the first time, when my mom was leaving, she realized that she’d failed to ever really form a connection or relationship with me. I didn’t even know if we’d ever bother to see each other again, but that memory made me swear to myself that I’d be a better mom. I’ll be there for my kid. I’ll try to get into the things he or she is into. I’ll be the mom I always wished I’d have by being like my dad.

      Eventually, my tears dry up and leave my face stiff and sticky with their salty tracks. I’m still hugging the pillow when I fall asleep, my head still oscillating back and forth between acceptance and rejection. Whatever I was going to land on, I wouldn’t do it until I had a good night’s rest. I close my fingers around the necklace Dad gave me and finally slip into a fitful sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

          Trylor

        

      

    

    
      I’ve waited as long as I can. I’ve given her all the time I can bear to give. But now, I need to see her. Brandt warned me that I might be pushing her, that we need to wait for her to come to us, but I’m a man of action. A king. I don’t just sit around and wait for things to come to me when I can go out and take them.

      Of course, I don’t have any plans to be quite so forceful with Eva. I just want to see her, to hold her again, to reassure her. Even if she says she doesn’t want to help us, that she can’t do what we ask of her, I just want to see her. I wouldn’t blame her for not being able to do it. I’ve always thought it was a lot to ask of one person, and after seeing her reaction, I realize it’s even more to ask than I thought.

      We’d already asked Eva to give up her way of life to join us, and now we were asking her to give up the hope of ever going back to it. I take a deep breath, stopped outside of her door, and let it out in a long sigh before raising my hand to knock.

      It’s a strange feeling, being the king and knocking on a door in your own palace. But I’m not going to just barge in without permission and make things worse. I’m not an idiot.

      I wait for a long time before I knock again, starting to think she isn’t going to answer the door when I see the handle turn and a sliver of light breaks through. I hold my breath hoping she won’t spot me and immediately slam the door in my face.

      But she doesn’t. The door opens wide enough for her to look at me, her eyes ringed with exhaustion and bloodshot. Her hair is mussed too and she looks like she didn’t sleep well.

      “Hi,” I say, the whole speech I’d rehearsed fleeing my mind like whispers on the wind.

      “Hi,” she says back, her eyes looking down.

      “Can I come in?”

      She looks like she’s debating it and I’m almost certain she’s going to say no, but then she finally takes a step back from the door with a sigh, letting me in.

      Once the door’s closed, some of my anxiety drains out, but not enough.

      “How are you?” I ask, cursing internally at myself. What kind of question is that? It’s obvious looking at her that she’s not doing well. Focusing on that surely won’t make it better.

      “Not great,” she says, slumping into one of the over-stuffed chairs in her sitting area. “I had weird dreams all night.”

      That explains the tiredness creasing her eyes.

      “I’m sorry. I wish we had told you in a different way.”

      She shrugs, hugging herself, her whole body language cut off from me. I ache to reach out and touch her, to pull her tight against my chest so she can feel how she makes my heart race, but I know if I reach for her now she’ll just pull away and I don’t think I can bear that.

      “It doesn’t matter how you tell me if what you’re telling me is the same. So it’s true? I’m supposed to have your baby?”

      My throat tightens, blood surging to my cock with the image of Eva swollen with my child, but I have to shake my head. “Not mine exactly. One of ours. We don’t know who though.”

      “Which is why I’m supposed to sleep with all of you,” she says, her voice flat.

      “Eva, I know it’s insane and I understand if you can’t do it. We all do. If it’s too much for you, we’ll find another way,” I say, knowing it’s a lie. If there was another way, we’d already be working on it.

      “There’s not though, is there? Another way. You’ve all already said as much. I’m the only hope. So what happens if I don’t do it, really?”

      My head drops forward, my heart heavy. “I don’t know. I don’t want you to feel any responsibility for what happens, though. The evil will attack us with or without you.”

      “They already have, haven’t they?”

      I look up, startled by the gentleness in her voice. She hasn’t forgiven me, that much is clear, but Eva’s looking at me with such compassion and sympathy that it makes my heart clench in my chest. How does such a wonderful woman exist? Even after everything we’ve put her through, she finds it in herself to care about me.

      “Brandt left abruptly one morning and I didn’t see either of you for days and when I finally did see you, you held me like you were seeing a ghost. It’s not hard to put the pieces together.”

      I shake my head, dropping it to my hands. “I’m sorry, Eva. I wanted to shield you from it.”

      “What happened?” she asks, her voice still gentle, but demanding.

      “There was a massacre. A slaughter really. An entire Desergan town wiped off the planet.”

      A gasp escapes her and Eva covers her mouth with her hands, her eyes wide. “H-how… How many?” she asks, tears sparkling in her eyes.

      I shake my head again. “Impossible to say exactly. Thousands at the very least. It was a thriving coastal town. Now it’s nothing but ashes.”

      Eva looks at me for a long time, and I’m not sure what the expression is. She’s clearly thinking about something, her eyes bright with intelligence, but her face isn’t giving anything away.

      “Can you show me what you look like?” she asks softly, almost like she’s afraid to.

      But it just puzzles me. I’m standing right before her, so I open my arms wide. She shakes her head.

      “No, I mean the real you. The dragon you.”

      I suck in a sharp breath, readying myself to deny her, but then I see the way she’s looking at me, uncertain and considering and I think that maybe this is what she needs. Maybe she thinks she needs to know what’s really at stake. But I’m not sure she’ll like what she sees. A dragon in his true form is a fearsome sight and I’m more worried about scaring her than I am about convincing her to stay with me. I never want to frighten Eva.

      “Eva… It’s likely not what you’re thinking. You may not like—”

      “Please, Trylor. I need this,” she says, and my resolve fails.

      “All right,” I say, resigned. “Just remember that I will never hurt you.”

      She nods and I step back, away from her chair, into the open space in the room, craning my neck to make sure there aren’t any chandeliers to knock me on the head.

      I take a deep breath and search in my heart for the burning ember of the dragon soul, the same flame that’s linked to the flaming oceans. I focus on that flame, willing it to grow until it consumes my whole chest with blazing heat. Scales pop out of my skin, covering me in their impenetrable armor. Dragons come in all colors, but my scales are golden — the color of a sovereign. My body begins to change too, limbs growing thicker, torso getting longer until I’m towering over ten feet in the air on my hind legs. My face morphs into the long sleek muzzle of a dragon, and finally, my wings pop out of my back with a searing pain that lasts only a moment.

      Suddenly everything is so much smaller. The room, the furniture, even Eva. I’m looming over everything, so I drop down to my forelegs to be at eye level with her. Dragons normally stayed upright like their human counterparts, but I didn’t want to frighten her any more than I had to already be.

      Eva’s eyes are wide, her mouth dropped open in an ‘o’ of shock. She slowly stands and takes a step forward, lifting her hand hesitantly to touch my shoulder. I try to stay as still as possible as her nimble fingers trace the ridged line of my spine, but when she brushes over my wings, I can’t help the shudder.

      She snatches her hand back like I burned her. “Did that hurt?”

      I shake my head and stretch my wings out again toward her, letting her pet the soft leathery skin there, more involuntary shudders rumbling through me.

      “Oh, it feels good, doesn’t it?” she asks, smiling.

      Good was an understatement, but I can’t exactly tell her that while I’m like this. Every touch of her fingers on my sensitive wings is like electricity, lightning shooting through all my veins, burning hotter than any fire ever could.

      “You’re beautiful,” she whispers, her voice full of wonder and awe.

      I almost don’t believe it. I thought she would be terrified. I thought she might run from the room screaming. But here she is telling me I’m beautiful and all I want to do is make love to her. I want to show her how much I cherish her and how much she means to me. But I can’t do it like this. I promised her I’d never hurt her and trying to make love to Eva while I’m a dragon would certainly hurt her. But if she keeps stroking my wings like that, I’m not going to be able to hold back.

      I shudder again and force the shift to wash over me, shrinking back down to size, my scales retreating back into my skin. Only now, there are no clothes to cover my nakedness and Eva gets to see me in another way.

      “Thank you,” she says, breathless, her eyes darting frequently below my waist. “I mean it, you really are beautiful.”

      “You’re not frightened of me?”

      She shakes her head, her cheeks bright with heat and I catch her looking at my cock again.

      “You’re free to look your fill,” I say, teasing her. “I’m not shy.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

          Eva

        

      

    

    
      “Obviously not,” I say with a giggle, my hands itching to reach out to touch him. I don’t know what it is about Trylor, but his presence is enough to erase all that hurt and betrayal I felt before he showed up at my door.

      I wanted to be mad at him. I wanted to hold a grudge. But he made that impossible. He was forthright with me, honest and open, he didn’t hide from me when I wanted to see him and he certainly isn’t hiding anything now.

      I swallow, looking down at his thick swollen cock. He’s so big. I had enough trouble accommodating Brandt, but Trylor looks even more intimidating. Still, the sight of him floods me with warmth, my blood running hot, liquid need pooling between my legs.

      Trylor steps forward and combs his fingers through my tangled hair, pulling me closer to him with a gentle tug. “I’d love to see what you look like too, Eva,” he purrs, his voice smooth and rich like caramel.

      I’m pretty sure right now, I’d give this man anything he wants. He’s turning me to jelly and only a few minutes ago I was determined not to give them an inch. Now I’m practically volunteering miles.

      I start to reach for the hem of my shirt, lifting it slowly, eager to show him as much of me as I’ve seen of him. I don’t know what it is. I don’t know why this keeps happening to me. Maybe it is the prophecy. Maybe it’s fate. Maybe it’s something else entirely that I’ll never have a name for. All I know is that when I’m near Trylor, I can’t not want him and I’m done fighting it. There may be a prophecy that says I have to sleep with him, but I can still choose to do it of my own free will.

      His hand covers mine and stills my movement. “Come,” he says, taking my hand gently in his. “I have an idea.”

      Trylor takes me into the attached bathroom and turns on the tap to the bathtub. For as long as I’ve been here, I still haven’t taken a bath. It seems wasteful to fill the entire swimming pool-sized tub just for me. Besides, I’ve always been more of a shower girl myself and the shower here is incredible.

      Water gushes into the tub, filling the room with steam while Trylor adds various oils and liquids to the water, making the room smell like perfume while bubbles built up on the surface.

      “Come here,” he says, grabbing me by the hips and pulling me close. He drags his hands up my sides, lifting my shirt with them, exposing inch after inch of my over-heated flesh to the steamy room. Then he does the same with my pajama pants, sliding his hands down my sides, over my hips, dragging the pants with him until I’m standing naked before him. Now we’re both naked and for a long moment, we just stare at each other.

      Trylor’s all muscle, big and brawny, his skin a warm golden brown, his body completely hairless. His cock twitches as I gaze at him and then I meet his fiery eyes, seeing my own lust reflected back at me.

      He takes my hand and steps toward the tub, helping me in before he joins me. There’s plenty of room in here. Honestly we could probably fit another half a dozen people in here without it getting too crowded. But I’m much happier with it just being the two of us.

      The warmth of the water envelops me and the sweet scents wafting in the air relax me, erasing worry from my mind. Trylor pulls me against him, so my back is to his chest, his arms and legs wrapped around me as he starts gently running a rag over my skin. He massages me, loosening the knots of tension in my muscles until they’re all jelly. It’s not even really sexual, the way he’s touching me, it’s more like he’s taking care of me. But somehow, that does more to turn me on than foreplay.

      I can feel his cock pressed into the cleft of my ass, but neither one of us seems in a hurry to do anything about it. Just content to be together. He helps me tilt my head back and massages warm water into my scalp, his fingers so gentle my eyes start to get heavy. Then he’s working up a lather in my hair, washing it with a floral-smelling shampoo that leaves it feeling silky and soft. When he’s done, he holds me against him and kisses down the line of my neck, the rag in his hand going under the water, disappearing between my thighs.

      His kisses make me shiver, so soft, so gentle, but hot. There’s in intensity behind every touch, like he’s holding on to his control so tightly and it makes me want to see what he’s like when he’s not so controlled.

      But honestly, I’m really enjoying his slow methodical exploration of my body and when his fingers spread my folds and stroke me softly, I sigh, sinking back against him. His fingers dance over my clit, his lips fluttering over my neck, but it’s not enough. He’s only teasing me, he’s only winding me up, slowly urging me toward the precipice. And as much as I like this, I don’t know how much longer I can stand slow and methodical. I don’t know how long I can take his torture before I beg him.

      But why should I beg him? He’s right here. I know how this works. There’s no need to want more than I’m getting.

      I turn in his arms, kissing him deeply as I lift my hips up and position myself over the tip of his dick.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” he says, his eyes creased with worry.

      “Shh,” I say, kissing him again, sinking a little further down on him. “You won’t.”

      “If it hurts, stop,” he says, pleading with me, his hands still on my hips, practically hovering there the touch is so gentle.

      “I will. But you’re not going to break me, Trylor, I promise.” I slide down on his impossibly thick length, every time I’m sure I’ve taken him all, there’s more to take. But every inch is nirvana. In the warmth of the water, my senses are heightened, and I’m already so turned on that there’s no resistance to him sliding in. But still, it feels like Trylor is holding back. His hands on my hips are tight enough now to slow my pace so that he’s controlling how fast I sink down on him.

      I lean forward and kiss him again, taking his hands from my hips and putting them on my chest. He growls, palming my breasts, rolling my nipples between his fingers, sending shocks of lightning all the way to my toes. With his hands off my hips, I’m able to sink all the way down on him until I’m sitting on the tops of his thighs, our hips joined.

      “Gods,” he breathes, burying his face in my shoulder. “I didn’t think anything could feel this amazing. Eva… Gods,” he pants, words lost to him.

      I know the feeling. I’m having trouble forming coherent thoughts myself with his cock buried inside of me and his hands all over me. Because now that he’s fully inside of me, his hands start to roam, covering every inch of my body with his sizzling touch.

      My hands go to his shoulders and I use him for leverage, lifting myself up on him before I go crashing back down, making water splash over the edge of the tub. But that doesn’t bother me because it feels so good that all I can think is to do it again and again and again.

      Water’s splashing everywhere around us, but neither of us seems to care. Trylor’s hands are on my hips, gripping me tighter now, pulling me down on him harder with every thrust, my cries of passion echoing off the tiled walls. He kisses me like I can give him his last breath, like he’s dying of poison and the only antidote lies in my mouth. He kisses me like there’s nothing else he ever wants to do. Like he never wants to stop kissing me. It’s intoxicating and addicting and leaves my head spinning and light as cotton as I careen toward release.

      “Trylor,” I pant, every syllable forced through another breath, “I’m going to—”

      “Do it,” he demands, his voice low and gravelly. “Come for me, Eva. Don’t hold back, beautiful.”

      I bounce up and down a couple more times, each time getting so close, like I’m on a trampoline trying to pick an apple from a tree that’s just out of reach. But then Trylor’s lips lock around my nipple and my back arches, the apple firmly in my grasp.

      A scream reverberates off the walls, and I soon realize it’s me making that sound, crying to the heavens as my entire body shudders and convulses with endless waves of pleasure. I feel Trylor explode in me and that triggers another orgasm, though this one isn’t quite as loud, it’s no less incredible.

      Trylor wraps his arms around me and pulls me against his chest, cradling me like I’m the most precious thing in the world. He strokes my damp hair and I listen to the steady thump, thump of his heart beat as it lulls me into a state of relaxation so deep I’m not entirely sure I don’t fall asleep.

      At some point, he lifts me out of the tub, wraps me in a big fluffy towel, and carries me to my bed with more tenderness than I’d ever think possible out of a guy that looks like him. He gets in with me, and wraps his big arms around me, pressing his lips to my temple as I finally get the sleep I was denied last night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

          Eva

        

      

    

    
      When I first wake, Trylor is still by my side in the bed. He stirs, his eyes blinking blearily at me before he smiles and kisses me.

      “Good morning,” he says, even though I’m not sure what time it is. When he came to my room it was morning and then we’d… Well, we’d done a lot since then and slept, but I’m not sure a whole day has gone by.

      “Good morning,” I say anyway, smiling and snuggling into him. I still can’t believe that I’ve now slept with three different men. Me! The girl who’d never even been touched by a boy before they showed up in my woods.

      It’s crazy to think about, but I don’t regret any of it. It seems like every woman’s fantasy to be with big beautiful dragon shifters like Trylor and Brandt, or sexy suave vampires like Morgan and Lucas… Though I still haven’t been with Lucas. It’s strange to now think of it as inevitable, but there’s really no use in fighting it. Whether it’s fate or free will or something somewhere in between, I know Lucas and I will end up together, I just don’t know when.

      I feel guilty for thinking things like that with Trylor in my bed still, so I kiss him again and try to push those thoughts aside.

      But his smile soon fades and he sighs.

      “What? What is it?” I ask, dragging my fingertips up his chest gently.

      He shakes his head. “I just wish I could stay here with you forever.”

      I frown. “But you have work to do, don’t you?”

      He nods solemnly. “The work of a king is never truly done.”

      “That hardly seems fair,” I pout. He should have the chance to live his life like anyone else. And if he wanted a day off, he should get it.

      He smiles, dragging his fingers through my hair, still so soft from whatever oils he’d put in it earlier. “It’s a small price to pay for the life of luxury my position affords me. I know I’m privileged.”

      “I guess,” I say, still frowning.

      He drags his thumb over my bottom lip before leaning in to kiss me softly once more. “Don’t worry. I will return to you as soon as I’m able.”

      I nod, already wrapping my arms around myself as he pulls out of the bed. His clothes were lost with the shift, so he goes in my closet and finds a unisex Desergan robe that I’ve never even worn because I know it would swallow me it’s so huge. But it fits him like a normal robe and he circles the bed to give me one last kiss.

      “I promise. As soon as I’m able.”

      I throw my hands around his shoulders and cling to him until I feel him starting to pull away. I know I can’t hold on forever.

      “Until then,” he says warmly, bowing on his way out of my room.

      I sit in the bed for a long time, taking inventory of my sore muscles, the wonderful aches deep in my body that remind me of our time together last night. Finally, I get up too, and head to the window, pulling the curtains back.

      The fires in the distance are still burning, the sky a deep russet with spots of dark clouds. I think it’s nighttime. It’s hard to tell when darkness never truly falls, but it’s much dimmer than usual, so that’s what I go off of.

      Night time or not, I’m wide awake after that long nap with Trylor, so I get dressed in something simple, but elegant — a far cry from my old style, but I’m starting to appreciate dresses that make me actually look like a woman.

      I head out of my room without any real destination in mind, but it’s not long before I spot a familiar figure in the distance.

      “Fancy meeting you here,” I say, sidling up beside Lucas. Did he feel that I was thinking about him not too long ago? He doesn’t seem to be going anywhere with a purpose either, just wandering down halls, looking at statues and inscriptions and art. There’s a lot to learn about the Desergans and their planet for anyone who’s interested enough. But reading about it and experiencing it are two different things. And I still haven’t had a chance to do the latter. I still haven’t been outside these palace walls and I can feel myself starting to go a little stir-crazy. I’m used to wide open spaces, no borders or walls, just me and nature and anywhere I want to go at my fingertips. But here, I feel a little like a caged bird — precious and cherished, but caged all the same.

      “What a pleasant surprise,” he says, his voice soft and warm like sun-drenched velvet.

      Silence hangs between us for a long moment and then Lucas looks down, almost looking ashamed.

      “Eva, I’m sorry for how things went the other day. I was careless in how I approached the subject.”

      I wave his apology off, shaking my head. “It’s okay. There’s not really a good way to break that kind of news. I just needed time to come to terms with it.”

      “And have you?”

      “More or less,” I shrug. I don’t feel like I need to get into the intricacies of my internal conflict.

      “So, what brings you out of your chambers on this night?” he asks, resuming his stroll down the hall.

      I step in time beside him, staying close but not touching even though his very presence pulls at me like a magnet. “Couldn’t sleep, you?”

      He grins and I spot the pointed ends of his fangs and I curse myself again.

      “Right, vampires. I don’t know why I keep forgetting that part.”

      He chuckles and shakes his head. “It’s endearing, honestly. I’m so used to being seen as a monster, it’s nice to be seen as only myself.”

      “Morgan said something similar,” I say nodding, before realizing that maybe talking about my intimate conversations with his companion might be inconsiderate.

      But Lucas just nods sagely. “Yes, we have much in common. I sired him many centuries ago, he’s one of the few I turned. And the only still left.” At that, his voice turned bitter and harsh, but I don’t want to focus on the bad things that brought us all here. We’d all been through something tragic and heart-breaking before coming together in this place. And we can dwell on the past, or we can look toward the future. Even if that future does come with the promise of a baby.

      Yeah, I don’t really want to think about that either.

      “Have you been outside at all?” I ask, changing the subject before I can fall back down the hole of my own self-pity.

      He shook his head, his hands clasped behind his back. “I haven’t had the opportunity yet, no. But I have been considering taking the journey.”

      “I was thinking about asking Stella if she’d take me out, but I’d rather go with you,” I say, feeling heat rise to my cheeks with the admission. It’s innocent enough, but knowing what I’ve already done with the other three, I’m pretty sure I know what I’m signing up for, even if Lucas isn’t fully aware.

      “That sounds like a wonderful idea. I’ve been itching to explore and since it’s currently night, I won’t need any protective covering.”

      “Right, that’s what I was thinking,” I say, hoping he buys it. In reality, I’d forgotten the vampire thing again. I don’t know why it’s so hard to see these men for what they really are, but all I can see is someone I care about, someone I want to know better, someone I want to spend more time with, learning about them, their likes, dislikes, the way they kiss, the way they make love… I don’t see the monsters they expect me to. I just see incredibly sexy men that make me melt with the simplest words or touches.

      “It’s probably still wise to find a guide of some sort. If neither of us have been out of the palace, it seems foolish to set off on our own on a strange planet.”

      I know he’s right and it makes complete sense, but I can’t help but feel a little deflated at the suggestion. Already I was looking forward to time alone with Lucas. Just the two of us. His icy blue eyes making me shiver, is velvety voice sending tremors of need to my toes while his cool fingers tease my bare flesh.

      Yeah, I’d already been thinking about it a lot. But now we’re going to have company. And of course he’s got a point. Getting lost on the dragon planet is not something I want. Especially not with an ocean of blazing fire on the horizon and the evil still possibly lurking in the shadows after the massacre. Remembering the massacre erases my hesitance and firms my decision.

      “You’re right. No need to put ourselves at risk.”

      “It’s not me I’m worried about,” Lucas answers, his hand gently curling around my waist. His touch is so light it’s like it’s almost not there at all, like his hand is hovering, but when I walk, I feel his fingers on my hip, sending electricity to my core with every step forward.

      This is definitely going to be an interesting excursion.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

          Lucas

        

      

    

    
      Two large Desergan guards wait for us at the front door to the palace. They’re in their human forms, but that doesn’t stop them from being huge and imposing. Eva looks at me uncertainly, her warm hand in mine, our fingers laced together. It’s hard to understand how we arrived here, but I’m not going to question it too thoroughly. Not when Eva is at my side and not furious with me.

      That’s still a surprise too. After the other day, I was certain that Eva would never want anything to do with me again. I was sure that all hope for fulfilling the prophecy was lost because we’d been so callous. Even Morgan wasn’t sure that she would change her tune, and he’d already been with her.

      They all had, now. I’d be lying if I said I’m not a little jealous. I don’t think it’s anything to do with preference, I don’t think I’m Eva’s least favorite, but it does bother me that I’m the last one to be chosen.

      Of course, I know better than to believe I’m owed something, or that I’m entitled to her just because she’s been with the other three. I know this is still ultimately Eva’s choice and she can still back out whenever she chooses. I just hope she won’t, because she’s nearly all I’ve thought about since she appeared in my life.

      “Good evening,” I say, nodding at the guards.

      They each offer a stiff nod in return. That’s about the best I can hope for. Ever since the tense meeting with the king’s advisers and his declaration that we’re welcomed guests in his palace, the guards have been cordial, but I can still see the wary suspicion in their eyes. I can still see how their grips tighten on their weapons as I approach.

      “I expect you’re our envoy into the city?” I ask, trying to be as pleasant as possible. They’re welcome to offer only stony silence, but I consider myself to be a bit more civilized.

      When neither of them denies it, I smile brightly and squeeze Eva’s hand. “Well, shall we, then?”

      The guards exchange a quick look before stepping aside and opening the huge double doors, letting in a flood of warm night air tinged with the smell of smoke.

      The palace grounds are immaculately groomed, with sprawling lawns and manicured foliage. How any of it survives this unbearable heat, I’ll never know, but it’s lovely to look at and Eva takes her time strolling down the path, stopping every so often to bend and sniff a bloom. I don’t mind. Every time she bends over I get another tantalizing view of her creamy thighs as her skirt rises up. The sight makes my mouth water, but I rein my libido in. This is my chance to spend time with Eva. My chance to form a relationship with this captivating woman. I’m not going to ruin it by focusing only on her attractiveness.

      The guards eventually lead us to a large, solid iron gate set into a stone wall that had to be at least fifty feet tall. With the palace on a hill like it is, it’s impossible to see the wall, but at this distance, it’s impossible to see anything else. Even the distant burning ocean is blocked out. The gate lifts with the sound of clanking chains and grinding gears, and Eva looks to me for reassurance. I squeeze her hand and stroll through the open gate, trying to hide the fear that it’ll come crashing down on me at any moment.

      And then we’re on the other side, the rolling hills and steep cliff sides of Desergan spread out before us. There’s a town far below, down a winding switch-back path that looks almost too steep to navigate, but it’s the only way I see down. And now, past the huge wall surrounding the palace, the flames of the eternal fire ocean lick high into the sky, keeping the night from ever being truly dark.

      “Wow,” Eva breathes, her eyes wide to take everything in, her mouth open in wonder. “It’s beautiful…in a kind of terrifying way.”

      I nod. “Not quite like home is it?”

      “No,” she says, her voice still breathless. “But that’s not really a bad thing. Wouldn’t be worth exploring if it was just like home, would it?” She flashes me a grin that’s like a punch to the chest.

      If I had use for my lungs, I’m sure they’d be without air right now. That smile is like an earthquake inside of me and I know without a doubt that I’m hopeless when it comes to this girl. She’s already got me trapped in her web. Now it’s just time to weave one of my own.

      “Come on! Let’s go!” she says gleefully, skipping off down the steep path, almost losing her footing more than once.

      I jog to catch up to her, damned if I’ll let her wind up with skinned knees or a broken bone because I’m not there to catch her.

      The guards aren’t far behind, but the path is too narrow for them to flank us, so they have to be content with their current position. Not that either of them lets on that they’re less than pleased.

      The path has little of interest beyond the sweeping vistas, but once we near the town, Eva frowns, her eyes roving over the place from her bird’s eye vantage.

      “What are those walls for?” she asks, turning to the guards. I see what she’s talking about. All throughout the town, and stretching into the fields and villages beyond, there are walls. But not like the palace walls. They don’t form a contiguous line or a complete circle. They almost look random, starting and stopping in odd places. I’m not even sure what good a wall like that does.

      “To keep the evil out,” one of the guards says gruffly. “They put up walls where there have been attacks.”

      I squint, looking closer at the piecemeal walls, this time, looking past them. Around each piece of wall, there was a similar break. On one side there’s houses, gardens, shops and even dragons flitting around. On the other side, nothing but charred remains. I didn’t see anything lurking in the shadows or creeping out of the rubbish. That’s enough to give me a sneaking suspicion that the wall’s true purpose is to keep the Desergans from going back to ruined areas, not to keep the evil from getting in. I know from personal experience that seeing that kind of devastation can break a person. Hiding it behind walls is probably the best Trylor can do for these people until the threat is eliminated completely.

      “Oh,” Eva says, her expression falling. She looks upset enough by that explanation that I’m not going to offer her my theory. This is supposed to be a pleasant trip. A fun excursion. I don’t want it ruined with woe and gloom. I don’t want her reminded of the prophecy or the unwieldy task asked of her.

      She continues on, distracted as the path’s slope flattens out and we enter the very edges of the village. Desergan houses are huge and it’s quickly obvious why — most of these people took the form of dragons, stomping around on their hind legs, taller than Oak trees. Not all of them are huge, but they’re all large by human standards. Even the smallest dragon is Eva’s size.

      I expected the town to be mostly asleep at this hour, but that doesn’t seem to effect the Desergans. Perhaps some of them are nocturnal, or this planet is more similar to Earth in that it never really sleeps. Whatever the case, the streets are not deserted like I expect, but rather there are handfuls of dragons littering the streets, carrying out their daily business.

      And as we walk past them, the dragons stop and stare at us, their eyes narrowing, some with teeth bared. It’s almost difficult to believe that all these varied people could be of the same race. They came in all sizes and colors, from glittering green scales, to bronze, blue, black, and silver. It seems no two dragons have the same color scales and Eva can’t stop herself from gawking at them, her head on a swivel.

      “Wow… I knew they were dragons, but I didn’t expect them to be…”

      “Dragons?” I say with a chuckle.

      She laughs with me, the sound light and effortless. “Yeah,” she giggles, shaking her head. “Silly isn’t it?”

      I don’t say so, but I was just thinking the same thing. After spending so much time with the king and prince, living in the palace, I half forgot that the people of this planet are shifters. And from what Trylor has said, that skill is fairly rare amongst them. So most of these people have never even taken human form. Which probably explains the stares.

      “They’re all looking at us funny,” Eva whispers, squirming and clinging to my arm.

      “Well yeah, it’s not every day you see a couple of aliens walking down the road.”

      She stops, her mouth dropping open, her eyes widening, then she bursts into laughter. “I guess you’re right. We’re the aliens here, aren’t we? That’s so weird.”

      “It is,” I say with a nod.

      It’s incredibly strange to be an alien on an alien world. But the strangest part of all is that I’m starting to like it here. Fiery sky, unbearable heat, and scaled beasts alike. If someone were to offer me the chance to go back to Earth right now, I’m not certain I’d take it. And when I look at Eva, her eyes wide with wonder and appreciation, I know I wouldn’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

          Eva

        

      

    

    
      “We should probably head back,” Lucas says, his voice soft, gentle, but with an edge of something else in it. Worry perhaps? I know things don’t look good from down here. The Desergans look at us like we don’t belong, but specifically, they look at him like the monster he’s always saying he is. And I can’t help but remember how Brandt and Trylor first reacted to the vampires. They called them bloodsuckers and things. Even thinking about it now makes me angry and I know that’s not how my men look at each other anymore. But that’s how these villagers are looking at Lucas and I want to scream at them. To tell them that he’s more than that. He’s a kind, compassionate man full of hurt and sorrow and a desire to fix things. But they won’t see past what he is. I can already tell.

      But then I follow his eyes through the smoldering mist in curling around the piecemeal walls and I realize it’s not how they’re looking at him that has Lucas wanting to turn back. Further beyond the reaches of the palace, the Desergans look haggard. They’re lining up in front of soldiers who are handing out rations, their expressions haunted and hopeless. My heart seizes at the sight of so much tragedy and then I see Lucas looking at me, his frown worried.

      “I didn’t want you to see that,” he says, squeezing my hand.

      I swallow, my heart in my throat, desperate to help these people out of their hard existence. It seems that once you move further away from the palace, all semblance that things are okay starts to fall apart. And now I understand why Trylor didn’t offer us tours. He already feels so much guilt about the plight of his people. Showing it to outsiders, acknowledging how bad it’s gotten, could only rub salt in the wounds.

      But I’m happy that I’m here. I’m happy that Lucas failed to block it from me. Because now, suddenly, more than any other time, the stakes feel real to me. I saw the wolves kill my dad and Lucas’s village. And I even heard about the massacre here on Desergan. But those were all people who’d died. Tragic, yes, but there’s nothing I can do to change the past and what’s already done. But now, right before my eyes, there are people, living people, that could use my help. They could benefit from me creating this weapon — this child — to save them all.

      I’m still not entirely convinced that it’s the answer. I’m not sure how much I believe in prophecies and fate and magical babies, but I know it’s the only path available to me if I want to help and I’m willing to give it a shot. These people need me to.

      I shake my head, squeezing his hand back. “I’m glad I did,” I say, my voice more determined than it’s been since I got here.

      Lucas turns to me, eyebrows up high in a silent question.

      “We have to help them, Lucas,” I say, my throat tightening at the words. It’s all well and good to be strong in your mind, but as soon as I say it out loud, the emotion chokes me. They’re suffering right before me, sick, hungry, frightened, homeless… I can’t just turn my back on them and go back to the gilded palace and pretend none of it affects me. I just can’t.

      “I’m afraid it’s beyond that,” he says, turning away, turning toward the palace. I take one last look at the poverty and loss of the Desergans before I join him.

      “It’s not,” I say.

      Lucas tilts his head to the side, waiting for me to continue. I’m sure he knows exactly what I’m saying. I’m sure he knows just where I’m going with this, but maybe he doesn’t want to presume. After how I reacted when they told me everything, I’m not surprised that he’s being extra careful with what he says around me. But he doesn’t need to be. Not anymore.

      “Eva, you don’t have to…”

      “I do. I want to. Especially if it’s with you,” I say, my voice warming up at the thought of it. Lucas was the first one I’d made a connection with in that shared vision and I still feel it between us, that strong, resilient strand tied between us, reeling us together at every chance.

      “I’m happy to hear it,” he says, keeping his voice neutral.

      That almost makes me question it. He does want this too, right? He wants me? Not just because of the prophecy? I know Lucas well enough to know that he’d go through with it regardless, but I want to know that he wants it as much as I do. That even though we’re being forced together, we’re both choosing to go through with it.

      “Are you?”

      He stops in the middle of the street, looking at me like I’ve just asked him the most insanely obvious question and all my doubts vanish.

      “Yes. Absolutely, Eva. I’ve wanted nothing more since I met you, but I’m worried about why you’ve suddenly come around.”

      I grin, rolling my eyes at him. “You do realize I’ve wanted you just as long, right?”

      I’m pretty sure if a vampire was capable of blushing that Lucas would be blushing right now, but he just casts his eyes away, suddenly bashful.

      “I’d hoped…”

      “Well, I do, so stop worrying about it,” I say, starting off back toward the palace. “But there is something I’ve been curious about… I never got the chance to ask Morgan.”

      “Yes?” he asks, a suspicious brow arched.

      “You guys…you’re vampires like in the movies and stuff?”

      He stiffens, his shoulders tightening. I wonder if I’m taking a step too far asking him about this, but I’ve been having dreams and I need to know if the things in my dreams are real.

      “More or less. It depends on the movie. What are you asking?”

      His voice is so guarded, like he’s worried I’m going to judge him or decide he’s really the monster he thinks and change my mind about being with him. But that’s not it at all. I’m just curious. The images running through my mind, replaying my dreams, are hot and I just… I want to know if it’s real. If it could happen like that.

      “Do you…bite people?”

      “I haven’t in a very long time,” he says, his voice still edged.

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s barbaric and unnecessary. We mostly find a source of blood in the medical field so that no one has to be harmed or drained against their consent.”

      I nod, swallowing thickly again, the words sticky as tar in my throat as I try to force them out.

      “But what if… What if they did consent? What is it like?”

      He stops again, his icy eyes boring into me. “Eva, I’m not going to—”

      “Please just tell me, Lucas.”

      He sighs, his head dropping forward before he seems to come to an agreement with himself and straightens up.

      “It’s not unlike the connection when we shared a vision. Only instead of a scene, you’re simply sharing feelings and emotions. A lot of that is contained in a person’s blood. The vampiric venom makes the experience pleasurable for the victim, but it’s a superficial pleasure. Whatever was underneath that, whatever the person is truly feeling — panic, fear, loss — those are the emotions that come through the strongest. I always tried to only take what was necessary, but sometimes the emotions coming through were too strong and I…”

      His voice breaks and he shakes his head.

      “I’m sorry, I wasn’t trying to bring up painful memories,” I say, now feeling foolish for pushing the subject when he so clearly wanted to avoid it. Now I’ve hurt him and it was all just to know if my fantasies could be reality. How could I be so selfish?

      “I know you weren’t,” he says warmly, his hand squeezing mine. I’d forgotten our hands were still linked until that firm reminder, but it does reassure me. “Unfortunately, those things are just part of being what I am. You can understand why I typically feel like a monster.”

      “But you’re not a monster, Lucas. Remember? I’ve been in your mind. I know what you’re really like. I know what’s inside you. And I know you’re not a monster.”

      He gives me a tiny, sad smile and shakes his head. “There’s plenty you don’t know, but I appreciate that.”

      We’re at the palace gates again now, and the sun is just beginning to lighten the horizon, a brilliant neon orange that’s almost hard to look at. I reach up, resting my palm against his face and lean up on my tiptoes to press a kiss to his lips.

      “I mean it. I don’t think you’re a monster.”

      He closes his eyes and leans into my palm, taking a deep breath that I know he doesn’t need. Then, his eyes open and he smiles, giving me a kiss too.

      “How are you like this? How are you so sweet and understanding when I don’t deserve it?”

      I shrug, chuckling. “I think you do.”

      “You really are the one, Eva. There’s no doubt about that,” he says, sounding awed.

      I’m actually starting to get a little sick of all this talk about being ‘the one’ and being a guardian and everything resting on me, but I know he’s not doing it on purpose. I know it’s just the facts. There’s no arguing with them, no changing them. And I’ve accepted it. I know what I have to do. I just don’t like be reminded all the time.

      “Well, the one has a duty to fulfill,” I say, trying to make it sound sultry even though the words are clunky and awkward.

      Lucas grins. “You just tell me when.”

      “Come to me tonight. I’ll be ready for you tonight.”

      “Until then,” he says with a nod and another kiss that sizzles all the way down to my toes.

      I shiver and watch him walk into the palace, lingering behind in the grand gardens to watch the sunrise and plan for the night ahead.
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      Nighttime comes faster than I expected it. I’m still a bundle of nerves after my long soaking bath that was meant to relax me and I’m trembling as Stella helps me into the long silk dress. It’s so soft and smooth it might as well be liquid going over my skin, draping elegantly, hugging my curves in all the right ways. I didn’t tell Stella what I’m planning, but it seems like I don’t have to. She can tell at least that I’m trying to get dolled up for someone and she helps with my hair, making it fall in soft romantic waves that frame my face. When I look in the mirror, I don’t really recognize the girl staring back at me.

      No longer am I some anti-social virgin from the woods. Now I look like some kind of sex goddess. Like I belong on the cover of a romance novel or something. The way the silk whispers against my skin lights up my nerve endings and makes me eager for Lucas to show up, but thinking about Lucas just brings back the nerves.

      With everyone else, it was just kind of a spontaneous thing. It just happened. But planning it, anticipating it, waiting for it… Well, that makes things different. Somehow better, but also worse. Like waiting in the car of a roller coaster knowing it’s going to give you the ride of your life while being terrified at the same time. It’s pure adrenaline coursing through my veins.

      “Thank you so much for the help, Stella,” I say, smoothing my hands over the silver silk covering my body. It hardly looks like fabric at all. It looks like moonlight wrapped around me. Before coming here, I never knew something this nice existed. And now it’s just a part of my wardrobe. That’s crazy, but I know that thinking about it is only another attempt by me to forget why I’m so nervous and who’s going to be showing up at my door any minute.

      “Happy to, ma’am. You’ll be careful, won’t you?”

      Her eyes are shimmering with concern and I realize that Stella still doesn’t fully trust the vampires. I understand why, but I feel the need to defend them.

      “I will, but there’s no need to worry. Lucas is a wonderful, gentle man,” I say. “I know he’s not like those you’re used to, but he’s special to me.”

      She nods, her lips firm in a thin line, but she doesn’t argue with me. She just dips her head and leaves me alone in my room.

      As soon as she’s gone, I let out a deep breath I didn’t know I was holding. I’m finally alone with my own thoughts, but that’s kind of a terrifying place to be. As much as I want this with Lucas, and as much as I know we’re supposed to be together like this, I can’t help but be worried. What if they are wrong about the prophecy? What if nothing happens? What if I can’t get pregnant? What if I manage to ruin it all even while doing everything I’m supposed to?

      A soft knock on my door breaks through those worries and stops me from spiraling out of control. My heart starts hammering, my hands going damp. He’s here. Lucas is here and we’re going to make love.

      I’m grinning like a fool when I walk up to the door, tremors of anticipation tickling through my nerves, but as soon as my hand’s on the knob, I’m hit with a rush of insecurity and the smile fades and I’m biting my lip as I open the door, hoping he likes what’s waiting for him.

      Without either of us saying so to the other, it seems we both decided to dress for the occasion. Lucas is wearing all black — slacks, a dress shirt, and a jacket that shows off his broad shoulders and lean body. He looks like a million bucks. Maybe even a billion, and I can’t stop myself from staring at him in wonder. This gorgeous man is here for me.

      But he’s not moving. He’s frozen like a statue, his eyes unblinking as they travel up and down my body, the only part of him moving.

      “Hi,” I whisper, my voice hardly more than a breath.

      “Eva… You look incredible,” he says, his voice like lava in my veins.

      The dress is open on the arms, and low cut in the front and back, just pooling on my body like it’s made for me, and the second I hear his voice, goosebumps break out all over my arms, a shiver running through me.

      “You too,” I manage through my dry mouth. “Come in.” I step away from the door and he takes one long stride into the sitting room, just standing there as I close the door and turn the lock. I don’t want anyone bothering us.

      And the moment the door is closed, I turn and find Lucas nearly pressed against me. He moves so silently and the lack of body heat coming off of him means that he’s able to sneak up on me and have his arms around me before I even know what’s happening.

      He’s kissing me in an instant, deep, sensual kisses that leave me feeling like I’m drowning. There’s no urgency with Lucas. He’s slow and takes his time working me into a frenzy, pressing all my buttons until I’m panting under him, clawing at his jacket, desperate for more of him and he hasn’t even really touched me. His hands slide down over my hips, moving like there’s nothing between us over the silk. I didn’t expect to be this eager, to need him this badly so quickly, but I do. Once Lucas is touching me, I’m hooked. I need more. I need all of him.

      He kisses down my neck and across my collarbone, plucking one of the thin straps over my shoulder so the dress falls on one side, revealing one of my breasts to the open air. A tiny gasp escapes me at the contact, but then it’s his lips making me gasp as they trail over my chest to the other side, flicking that strap over my shoulder too until the dress is pooled around my waist, only held up by my hips.

      “I wish you could see how beautiful you are right now, Eva. Flushed with arousal like you are, panting at my touch. Absolutely gorgeous,” he says, his fingers gently manipulating my nipples, drawing out quiet, plaintive cries from me.

      “Actually,” he says, his lips curling into a mischievous smile that goes straight to my clit, making it throb and pulse and beg for his touch. “Here,” he says, spinning me around so I’m facing the mirror I was looking in earlier.

      Now I’m looking much more disheveled than I was then, and he’s not wrong — I am flushed, my face and chest attractively pink against the cream tone of my skin, my breasts heaving with heavy pants. But that’s not what I notice the most. What I notice is what I don’t see.

      Lucas isn’t in the mirror.

      I whip my head around quickly, and let out a relieved breath to still see him there, his hands still roving over my body. Then I look back to the mirror in confusion until it finally dawns on me. Vampires. Of course.

      “Just watch yourself, beautiful. There’s nothing better in all the worlds,” he says, kissing my neck from behind as he drags his hands down my hips, pulling the silk dress with them. I’m not wearing anything under the dress obviously, there’s no way I could without everything showing, so I opted to go without. And now I’m completely naked in the mirror, shivering at the sight, but so turned on I can’t even really think straight. I can feel his hands moving on me, but I can’t see where they’re going because I’m locked in my own gaze, practically compelled to obey his request.

      His fingers slide over my thighs and then, with a jolt like lightning, he’s touching my sex, spreading my folds, teasing my aching clit. It’s strange and bizarre to watch myself be touched like this, by a hand I can’t see, knowing I’m being kissed by lips that aren’t there. It’s strange, obviously, but it’s also crazy hot and I can’t look away.

      An invisible hand kneads my breast, twisting my nipple gently until I yelp and moan. I turn to kiss him, needing to taste him, needing more of him and while we’re kissing, I hear a zipper.

      He turns my head back toward the mirror and I know what he wants without him saying it. I can feel his thick, hard length pressed against me from behind, but not being able to see it leaves me in this state of anticipation and need that might just break me.

      “Please, Lucas,” I whisper, watching my own legs tremble in the mirror as his long finger circles my clit in slow, maddening circles. “Please.”

      He’s at my entrance then, the tip of his cock pressing against me, my desire streaming out of me and coating him with my juices. I’ve never wanted anything as badly as I want him right now. Waiting for it and expecting it all day long did things to me I didn’t know possible and now it’s like everything feels ten times more intense.

      Slowly, so slowly, he starts to enter me, his finger still tracing around my clit the whole time, his kisses still sending tremors of heat down from my neck and shoulders to settle firmly between my legs.

      “Oh god,” I groan, sure that his glacial pace is actually going to break my mind. And then he pushes his hips forward and he’s fully inside me, filling me in the best way while my muscles ripple around him, desperate for more. I’m already so close that I think he could just rock forward on his toes and make me come, but he doesn’t. He stands there, perfectly still, his hands skimming my breasts and stomach so softly I almost can’t see the movement in the mirror.

      “Look at yourself, Eva. You are a goddess. You are everything I’ve ever wanted and so much more than I ever thought I deserved. Look at how beautiful you are with my cock buried inside of you.”

      I whimper. An honest-to-goodness whimper as my body tries so hard to make me come, but he’s just not giving me that little extra nudge. And he knows it.

      “Lucas,” I say, breathless, knowing it could ruin everything, but too desperate not to try. “I want you to bite me. Please.”

      “Eva—”

      “I know what you said. But everything I’m feeling right now is amazing and I want you to feel it too. I want you to know how you make me feel.” I turn to look at him, because I can’t just say all that to myself in the mirror, and his icy blue eyes flash with something warm and hungry.

      “Are you sure?”

      I nod without hesitation. “Please.”

      He growls and presses his lips to my neck and I wait for the sharp prick, but it doesn’t come. Instead, he holds my hips and pulls back, thrusting back into me. He kisses the other side of my neck and does the same thing again, each thrust bringing me so close to that precipice, but he’s keeping me there on purpose. He’s waiting, I realize. Waiting until I’m practically a puddle beneath him.

      “I’m so close,” I whine, pushing my hips back into him, my eyes sliding closed as I throw my head back.

      Then I feel his lips on my neck again, he licks the spot on my throat above my pulse, and I open my eyes just in time to feel the brief pinprick of pain and then absolute euphoria takes over and I shatter into a million pieces.

      It’s complete and total bliss from my head to my toes and every thought, every other feeling is gone. There’s nothing in my mind but how good this feels, how good he feels as I collapse against him, feeling him swell and come inside of me. But even that feels far away, my head swimming in an ocean of pleasure.

      Eventually, the ocean tide goes out and I fade back into my body, Lucas’s hands still around me, his lips pressing soft kisses to that tender spot on my neck.

      I turn away from the mirror, kissing him with all the emotions and wonder I feel right now, and he presses his forehead to mine, his eyes closed his body trembling as he holds me tight.

      “Thank you, Eva,” he says, his voice strained. Full of emotions that I know must be difficult to deal with.

      I just hold him just as tight, kissing him again. “Thank you,” I say. “For letting me show you how much I don’t think you’re a monster.”

      He grins and shakes his head, burying his face in my shoulder. “You’re amazing.”

      I don’t want to argue with him right now, but I know I don’t need to. Lucas already knows how I feel about him. He might have trouble coming to grips with it, but there’s no denying how much I care for him.

      I’m practically falling asleep standing up and he scoops me up into his arms. “Side effect of being bitten. You’re going to be very sleepy now.”

      “I think that just happens after really good sex,” I say with a grin as he deposits me in my bed.

      “That too,” he chuckles, pressing a kiss to my forehead.

      He’s not wrong though. I’m exhausted all of a sudden and I don’t even get a chance to ask him to stay before my eyelids are too heavy to keep open and my mouth refuses to respond.
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          Trylor

        

      

    

    
      “It is time to stop ignoring what is obvious,” Vaunt says, his paper-thin voice shaking.

      I keep my expression calm, but I feel his unease rippling through me as well. It’s been weeks since the massacre and things have only gotten worse. Direr. I’ve had precious little time with Eva, but every minute I do have with her, I’m distracted by the plight of my people. By the crisis that is threatening every aspect of our lives.

      “And what is obvious, Lord Vaunt?” Brandt says, a sneer in his voice. We’re all gathered here together today — me, my brother, the advisers, and the vampires — because a decision needs to be made. And it’s a decision that affects us all.

      Since the massacre of Danae, there have been countless other attacks. So many towns destroyed. So many lives left in ruin. I’ve been beside myself with guilt, unable to sleep, unable to eat, unable to do much of anything except for the times when Eva comes to me and offers me solace in her embrace.

      But even that I feel guilty about. Why should I be able to find pleasure in the arms of this wonderful woman while my people are suffering and dying on my watch?

      At this point, we’ve closed all sections except for those nearest the palace. Food is running scarce, our resources have been destroyed, our planet scorched and scarred beyond recognition. I know what’s obvious, even if Brandt doesn’t.

      “We have to leave Desergan,” I say, the weight of the words heavier than a thousand suns.

      “What?” Brandt roars, jumping to his feet. “You can’t be serious. This is our home.”

      “And Earth was our home before we were driven here. We can make a new home. But this won’t be anyone’s home if there are none of us left,” I say, an angry snarl breaking through in my exhaustion.

      Brandt sits back down, looking like he’s just been scolded, but Vaunt is looking more pleased with himself than ever. I don’t know why. I don’t know what he stands to gain from us losing our planet and having to search for another. I suppose it’s just his need to be right. And his need to discredit my rule. If I evacuate the planet, the moment we touch down on the next, I know he’ll be angling for new leadership. Maybe a new form of government altogether.

      But I don’t even care about that. I’m not going to risk my people for my own stupid pride. I’ve already waited too long and too many of them have paid the price for my hesitation. No longer.

      “So, we need to find a new suitable home,” I say, my heart heavy with the admission. I don’t want to leave our home any more than Brandt does, but I’m much more accustomed to making the hard choices. I know when I’m backed up against a wall and my only option is to flee.

      “But what about the prophecy? What about Eva?” my brother says, his voice tight and quiet. Gone is the fire, and all that’s left is pain and confusion.

      “The prophecy never promised to save our lands,” I say gently. “Only our people.”

      Brandt hangs his head and shakes it, burying his face in his hands for a long moment.

      “The mad king no longer rules over Earth,” Lucas says, his hands folded on the table in front of him as a tizzy of murmurs ripple through my advisers.

      But I put a stop to that before it can go any further. “No. We can’t go to Earth, the evil is already there. We need to find a place that hasn’t been touched yet. One far enough away to let the prophecy come to fruition.”

      “Where are we going to find a place like that?” Brandt says with a hopeless groan.

      “That’s why we’re here,” I say firmly. “We have survey data from over a hundred thousand planets. Surely, one of them will have the conditions necessary to support our way of life.”

      “And Eva’s,” Morgan interjects.

      “Of course. And yours as well,” I say. I wait for Vaunt to argue, to say that we’re not bringing the bloodsuckers to our new home, but he doesn’t say anything. He’s just grinning to himself, still too pleased with his scheme to dethrone me, probably. It’s just as well. I can’t be sure that I wouldn’t throw him past the walls myself if he raised yet another objection. My patience is already frayed thin from the last few weeks and it won’t take much to push me over the edge from benevolent sovereign to ruthless tyrant. Not now. Not when I’ve already lost so much.

      But I haven’t lost everything. And that fact alone keeps me in check. I haven’t lost Eva, and I haven’t lost hope.

      Lucas gives me a nod of thanks at acknowledging that they’ll be joining us. Of course they will. They’re still a part of this no matter who doesn’t like it. I’m not giving up on the war, just ceding a hard-fought battle.

      “I’d like everyone to split into groups to cover as much ground as possible. If you find a promising candidate, add it to the list and we will debate all the suitable choices later tonight. I know it’s not much time, but it’s as much as I’m willing to allow.”

      “And if we don’t find anything?” Brandt asks.

      “We will.”

      “You said it yourself, there are a hundred thousand planets here and we have one day?”

      “If we must, we’ll move every last dragon into the damn palace until we find our new home. I don’t care what argument you have and I don’t care if you think it can’t be done. We’re wasting time this very moment arguing about it, so if you’re not going to assist in the effort, I suggest you get the hell out and leave me to it.”

      The whole room is silent, everyone staring at me with this mixture of awe, respect, and fear. Yeah. I’m a nice guy, but I can bring the hammer down if I need to. I am my father’s son and he taught me well.

      Even Vaunt has a new shimmer of respect in his eyes, but I don’t let it distract me. I meant what I said. We’re wasting time and I’m over it.

      “Brandt, want to join us?” Lucas says, breaking the tense silence. Brandt nods mutely, gathering his things and moving to the other end of the table. No one has any more arguments. No one has any more questions. Everyone quietly divides themselves into groups and starts working on the task at hand.

      I wind up with Charles, one of the few people in this room that always has my back, and I’m grateful for that small bit of luck.

      After a few hours, servants bring in trays of food and drink and the room gets a bit merrier, but I don’t join them. I don’t want to be merry. I want to crush the throat of every last wolf I come across. I want to stamp out the shadows until they’re nothing but dust, just for threatening my people and the woman I love.

      But I’m not doing that. I’m running away. I want to stay and fight, it seems the right thing to do, it seems like what my ancestors would have done, but I know it’s foolish. I know what I told Brandt was right. There’s no point in Desergan pride if there are no Desergans left.

      The energy in the room wanes with every hour that ticks by, and I can see everyone growing tired, weary of studying the complicated scientific briefs so closely. Maybe it was foolish to try and force them to do this all in one day. Maybe, for once, Brandt had a point.

      I’m getting ready to tell everyone to take a break for rest when the doors burst open and I brace myself for the avalanche. The last time someone burst through these doors without knocking, that messenger boy came with the news about Danae. But I’m not sure how things can get any worse at this point.

      But it’s not a messenger barreling in, practically running into the room. It’s Eva. She’s out of breath, her hair a little wild, her face flushed from the exertion — in short, she’s as gorgeous as ever. And as happy as I am to see her, I’m puzzled by the intrusion.

      “Oh good,” she pants, looking around the room. “You’re all still here.”

      “What is it?” I ask, jumping to my feet, crossing the room to be at her side in a handful of long strides. By the time I get to her, Morgan, Lucas, and Brandt are all there too, all of us crowding around her, concern etched into our faces.

      “Are you okay?” Morgan asks.

      “Are you hurt?” Logan presses.

      “What’s wrong?” is Brandt’s offering.

      Eva shakes her head, still gasping for breath, but there’s a smile breaking through. A big wide smile that warms me up inside like the first ray of sunshine after a long, dark winter.

      “Nothing’s wrong,” she says, taking another big breath and blowing it out heavily. Then, with a grin, she says, “Nothing’s wrong at all. I’m pregnant!”
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      I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t really this. The Desergan doctor told me that I was pregnant and I was thrilled. I know I had my reservations at first, but this is what we wanted. The baby that could help us. So I was happy that it worked, and I was so happy with how excited my guys all were.

      But then things started getting weird.

      Like how in the matter of a week, my belly is already swollen and big like I’m ready to give birth any moment now. I thought I’d have time to come to grips with things, to adjust to my body changing and growing with the baby. But it practically grew over night and now I’m back to being terrified of the whole thing.

      I’m still happy, don’t get me wrong. I’m still happy about the good that this baby will do, happy about the good it will do for mankind and the Desergans and even the vampires, but I’m also worried.

      Everything about this pregnancy has baffled me and the doctors. No one really knows what’s going on, so no one has answers for me when I ask what’s going to happen. Every time I ask what giving birth will be like for me, the doctors get this grim look and I can’t help but worry that they think I’m going to die.

      And, as terrifying as that thought is, I’m still not against the baby. I can’t be. If my death has to happen for it to come into the world and save everyone, that’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make. I just wish I knew for sure. I wish I knew when it was coming. I wish I knew if that would be the end for me.

      And I wish that I’d gotten the chance to see Mom and Katie one more time if it is. I know we’ve never been all that close, but they’re my family, I can’t just forget or dismiss that.

      Though, looking at me now, I’m sure they’d have some choice questions for me.

      I run my hand over my swollen belly, feeling the baby inside kick and squirm. I don’t even know whose baby it is. I guess that was part of the point of having to sleep with all four of them. Maybe the mystery is the only way the two sides won’t fight for custody. I don’t know. I know that the guys have all been all over me, lavishing me with gifts and massages and orgasms galore, but no one wants to talk about what happens once the baby’s here, and that makes me realize they’re worried too.

      And if they’re worried, that just makes me more worried. I can deal with anything if I have my guys to tell me it’s all right. But without them? I’m a nervous wreck.

      “What are you doing out of bed?” Brandt says, bursting through the library doors to find me lounging under a tree. With everything so up in the air with the pregnancy, the doctors thought it best to put me on bed rest until the baby’s born. But even a week of that was enough to make me stir-crazy. Besides, I’m still resting…on a bed of grass, that counts, right?

      I shrug, trying to sit up like a turtle stuck on its shell. “I just needed to be out of my room for a while. Away from my own thoughts.”

      He frowns and holds out his hand, lifting me to my feet. “You know you shouldn’t be out of bed.”

      “I know.”

      “What’s bothering you?” he asks, his eyebrows furrowed with concern, his voice gentle and soft.

      I run my swollen fingers over my even more swollen belly and sigh. “No one knows what’s going to happen when I have this baby. What if I die?”

      “You won’t,” he says firmly.

      “You don’t know that. The doctors don’t either. And it’s okay. If I die…it’s for a worthy cause,” I say, emotion breaking through my voice. Because for the first time, I’m thinking about my baby growing up without me, never knowing me, and I suddenly have a million things I want to say to it, I want it to know.

      “Eva, don’t say that.”

      I shake my head, swiping at a tear. These damn pregnancy hormones have been murder the last few days. “It’s okay, really. I just…”

      “What?”

      “I want to talk to my family. To know that they’re all right. To let them know that I am.”

      Brandt stiffens, his arm still around me, and he turns that neon green gaze on me that makes my knees buckle. But his arm is strong around me and he doesn’t let me fall.

      “That’s very risky at this stage of the pregnancy. I don’t know how the teleportation would affect you.”

      “I understand,” I say, my voice sounding broken to my own ears. Brandt reaches up and brushes a lock of my hair behind my ear, kissing my temple.

      “I can see that this is important to you, and Desergans strongly believe in eliminating worries before giving birth, so if it will put your mind at ease to visit your mother and sister on Earth, I can arrange that.”

      “Really?” I ask, perking up. “You can do that.”

      He still looks uncertain, but he nods. “But you cannot stay for more than a day. With the pregnancy progressing so rapidly, I don’t know how long we have.”

      I nod vigorously, ready to agree to anything if it means I can go home — however briefly — and see my family again.

      “Come with me,” he says, settling his hand on the small of my back as he steers me out of the library.

      He leads me through the palace, down a familiar corridor to his room. And instantly, once we’re in that room again, I’m flooded with memories and I squeeze my thighs together.

      Brandt doesn’t notice, off rummaging through a drawer until he finds what he’s looking for: a cell phone-looking thing like the one we jumped into in my cabin.

      “We will set it to DNA homing, so it will take you directly to your mother wherever she is on the planet. And I’ll set the return location for right here. When you’re ready to leave, just tap this and put it on the ground. The portal will open and you step through like you did before.”

      I nod, remembering the strange feeling of teleporting and how uncomfortable it had been, but this time I know what to expect and I’m ready for it.

      “Remember, don’t stay longer than a day. I mean it,” he says, and I nod again.

      “I won’t, I promise,” I answer, throwing my arms around his neck. He still looks so conflicted about giving me the device. I know this is a risk and I know he’s putting a lot on the line to give me this and I’m so grateful.

      “Thank you, Brandt,” I say, hugging him tight before I kiss him with everything I’ve got.

      He kisses me back just as fiercely, taking my breath away, leaving me dizzy and floating with bruised lips.

      “Just come back to me,” he whispers, the sound of his heart breaking all too clear in every word.

      “I will.” I nod again, forcing back tears as I step out of his arms and he places the phone on the floor. “I’ll be back before you know it,” I say, stepping into the swirling blue light.
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      Since I know what to expect, I’m able to stay conscious through the whole teleportation, but it’s not easy. The colors and lights are dizzying, and I feel like I can’t catch my breath. I can’t say anything or feel anything or even tell which way is up or down. I guess if I’m in space, there isn’t an up or down.

      Just as the blackness starts to crowd in around my vision, it all goes away like a bubble popping. And then I’m in another place, my feet firmly on concrete, the sounds and smells of a city surrounding me. I look up and see a familiar starry sky and I know I’m back on Earth. Home.

      Only that word rings hollow in my mind now. My guys aren’t here, so how could it be home? But my family is here somewhere. At least the family I had before I left for Desergan, I think with a hand on my beach ball belly.

      I’m in an alley, which is weird, because Brandt told me that the teleporter would take me right to my mom, so I look around, but don’t see anyone or anything of interest besides a pile of stinky trash down the way.

      Instead of going toward that, I turn the other way, going to the street. One side of the alley belongs to a restaurant, a fancy-looking bistro with twinkling lights and lots of greenery at the entrance. I start to walk past, but I hear familiar laughter through the open door and I freeze.

      That had to be my mom. There’s no one else that sounds like her, not to me. So I stop and look for her in the restaurant without going in. It would be super weird to just pop in on her without any notice like this. I’m not even sure what city I’m in right now, so how could I explain that?

      When I find her, I also find that she’s not alone at the table. Katie’s there, and there’s a man I don’t recognize, too, his body language very familiar with my mother. And then I spot the sparkle on her left hand and a chill washes through me.

      How could she have gotten over my dad so fast? I know he’s been dead for a year or so, but I’ve only been gone for a month, six weeks tops. But that can’t be right. Katie looks different — older than the last time I saw her. Mom too. She’s started to go gray around her hairline and I’m surprised she’s not rushing to get those roots covered up right away.

      But none of it adds up.

      Then, I see the daily menu posted outside the bistro’s wall and it’s dated. For five years after I left.

      I nearly fall to the ground. Is it possible I was gone for five years? It doesn’t seem possible, but I know that time moves differently across space. I just didn’t think it could be this different.

      Now I know I can’t say hi to my family. Five years have passed, but I don’t look older at all, other than the big pregnant belly — which suddenly I’m not so keen to try to explain.

      So instead of walking into the restaurant to reconnect with my mother and sister, I hover outside, crouched in the bushes, eavesdropping on their conversation.

      “I can’t believe the wedding is next week already!” Katie gushes, grinning from ear to ear. Mom smiles too, leaning in to give her new man a kiss on the cheek.

      “I’m so happy,” she says.

      Katie pokes at her salad a bit, then looks up with a frown. “Mom, don’t you think we should at least tell Eva? I know you don’t think she’ll want to leave the woods for the wedding, but she’d probably like to know she’s got a new step-dad.”

      Mom just dismisses her with a wave and a laugh. “Oh, you know your sister, dear. She’s never stopped living in your dad’s shadow. All these years and she’s never tried to get in touch with us, I think she’d rather we kept it that way.”

      Katie sighs, but nods, and I can tell this is an argument that’s happened more than once.

      My own mother doesn’t want me to know she’s getting married. Doesn’t even care if I know or not. She doesn’t even care enough to reach out to me, to keep in touch at all. So there have been five years of birthdays and holidays that I haven’t been a part of that she just doesn’t care about.

      Suddenly, all the tears I held back earlier are pouring from me in earnest and I wrap my arms around myself as I walk away from the restaurant. I was right. This isn’t my family. My family’s back on Desergan. And right here with me, I think, sending a wave of love to my baby. I won’t abandon it like my mom did me. I won’t forget about it or dismiss it. I’m going to be a better mother if it kills me.

      But there’s nothing for me here. It’s all back on Desergan and I feel like a fool for coming here at all. I step back into the alley and set the phone on the ground after tapping the screen like Brandt showed me. Maybe if I’m lucky, only a few seconds will have passed and he won’t have had time to worry about me at all.

      The blue light fills the alley, but I don’t hesitate to step into it, welcoming the embrace of nothingness as sobs still wrack my body. How could I have been so foolish? How could I forget the nineteen years of my past that my mother didn’t care about me? It has to be something to do with the baby. Maybe being on the verge of motherhood myself made me want to reconcile with my own mom.

      But that was a huge mistake and I never should have left.

      As soon as I’m back in the swirling mess of colors, I can tell something’s different, something’s not really right. No matter how hard I fight it, I keep slipping in and out of consciousness, like there’s something pulling me under no matter how hard I claw for the surface.

      The moment my feet touch the floor, I start to fall, but then there are strong arms catching me and holding me tight.

      “Eva!” It’s Brandt and I can hear the panic in his voice, but I can’t say anything. I’m here, but my body isn’t responding. My brain is screaming at him, but I can’t make my mouth move, I can’t make my throat force out a sound, I can’t even will my eyes to open.

      There’s wind on my face then, and I realize by the heavy footfalls that Brandt must be running with me. I wish I could just wake up, tell him I’m fine, but I can’t seem to break the surface. As close as I get, it’s always just out of reach.

      “Doctor!” Brandt says, out of breath as he sets me down gently. There are voices swirling around me and I try to catch the words, but they’re like a million butterflies swarming and I can’t single one out.

      I don’t know how much time goes by before I’m able to pick out Trylor’s voice.

      “How could you?” he growls, his voice accusatory.

      “She wanted to see her family. I couldn’t deny her that.”

      “The stress of teleporting twice in such a short period of time is cause for some concern,” an unfamiliar voice says and I assume he must be the doctor.

      “Have you lost your mind?” Trylor roars now, warm fingertips brushing my forehead so softly. It doesn’t seem to go with the angry tone, but then again, he never uses that tone on me.

      “She was supposed to stay a day. That should have been enough time. But she came right back. Something must have gone wrong.”

      “Eva? Eva darling, please,” Trylor says.

      I fight so hard to make my eyes open, to make a sound, but nothing’s coming. Nothing but exhaustion. Nothing but the darkness claiming me, pulling me further and further away from them.

      “We have to get her into the palace hospital for observation. There’s not much we can do at this point but try to save the baby.”

      The baby, I remember, feeling it move and kick inside of me. At least the jump didn’t hurt it. If my foolishness got me killed, that’s my own fault, but I can’t deal with the thought that I put my baby at risk without even realizing it.

      “She’ll be okay, won’t she, doc?” Brandt says, his voice plaintive, begging for reassurance.

      There’s a long pause and I think I might have faded out again, but then I hear the doctor let out a heavy sigh. “We won’t know for sure until after she’s given birth.”

      I hear a strangled cry, but I can’t tell if it’s from Brandt or Trylor. I just know I want to reach out and tell them it’s all going to be all right. But I can’t do that. I can’t do anything, because the darkness is winning. The weight is too much to keep struggling against, and then I’m gone, floating in the abyss.
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      “So, tell me again what your dumb ass brother did,” Morgan growls, looking down at Eva’s prone form in the hospital bed. Lucas is here too, his face a pained expression as he holds Eva’s hand and whispers things I can’t hear into her ear.

      “I didn’t realize it would be this bad,” Brandt snaps back.

      But I make no move to defend him. Not this time. This time, I agree with the vampires. What he did was reckless and foolish and put not only Eva, but the baby at risk too. I still don’t know what he was thinking. We both know the risks of teleporting too soon. Even the day he’d given her would be pushing it, and with her at this stage of the pregnancy… I really can’t fathom why he allowed it to happen.

      We’ve all been gathered around her since she was placed in this hospital bed. No one’s left her side and I don’t think any of us plans to. She’s hooked up to all these machines and monitors and though she’s taking soft, steady breaths, she still looks so fragile and weak. That’s not like our Eva. Our Eva is strong and tenacious and doesn’t take any crap from anyone. She shouldn’t be this broken doll, so pale and unresponsive. And it’s all Brandt’s fault.

      But I can’t even be angry at him with all the worry crowding it out. I just want Eva to be okay.

      The monitors all start beeping at once and I freeze, my eyes trying to decipher the nonsense on their screens as doctors and nurses rush in.

      “What’s happening?” Brandt asks. “Is she okay?”

      “Is the baby okay?” Morgan asks.

      But the doctors ignore us all, shooing us out of the way. “We can’t wait any longer. She needs to have the baby now,” the doctor says to me.

      I stare blankly at them, watching the monitors go crazy, the room filled with shrill beeping that makes it impossible to hear myself think.

      I thought she’d wake up before the baby needed to come out. She’s been in a coma for two days, but with the way this baby’s been growing, I guess that’s as long as we had.

      “Your Highness,” the doctor says again, shaking me out of my stupor.

      “What?”

      “We need to induce her, but we need your permission.”

      I swallow thickly, my heart a tight ball of worry in my chest.

      “What does that mean for Eva?”

      The doctor shakes his head. “I can’t say, sire. But this is our best hope for saving the baby.”

      I don’t like the way he says that. I don’t like the conciliatory look he gives me, like they’ve already accepted that Eva’s not going to make it. But I know Eva, and I know she’d want us to do whatever it takes to save the baby, so I nod.

      “Do what you have to,” I say, ignoring how the three other men in Eva’s life all bristle at the command.

      The doctor nods and a nurse shoves all four of us out of the room so they can work. I’m pacing back and forth in the hallway outside of her hospital room when Brandt shoves me into a wall without warning.

      “How could you do that?” he roars, his forearm under my chin, cutting off my air supply. I’m bigger, stronger, and more experienced than Brandt when it comes to fighting, so it’s not often he gets the element of surprise, but it’s the only way he’s ever been able to best me.

      But this time, I’m not fighting back. I know he’s lashing out because he feels that this is his fault. I think we all sort of feel like it’s his fault. But I can’t say that to the man now while he’s hurting like this.

      “I have to make the tough decisions. You’ve never understood that.”

      “But you just dismissed Eva! The doctor doesn’t even know if she’ll make it and you just say ‘do what you have to’? How could you?”

      Now I do shove him off. I can see the vampires off to the side, wondering if they should get involved, but I’m not even sure whose side they’d be on, so I pray they let us keep this between us. A sibling dispute.

      “I didn’t dismiss her. Have you forgotten why she’s here at all? It’s to have this baby. If I don’t do everything I can to save the baby, then it’s all for nothing and we’ll lose them both.” My voice breaks then and Brandt drops his arm, sagging against me for a hug. The last time my brother cried on my shoulder like this was after my father’s funeral. But I was there for him then, and I’ll be there for him now. That’s just what I do. What I’ve always done.

      I clap him on the back before leading him to one of the chairs in the waiting room. The vampires sit with us and for a while, the four of us share silence, all consumed with the same thoughts and worries.

      “Eva is strong,” Lucas says, finally breaking the silence. “I believe if anyone can pull through this, it will be her.”

      Brandt nods, wiping his tears on his sleeve. “You’re right. I’ve never met someone as resilient as her.”

      “She’s a remarkable woman,” Morgan agrees.

      I don’t say anything, just staring at the door that’s shielding her from our view, holding my breath waiting for the doctor to come back out.

      Luckily, it doesn’t take too long. It feels like an eternity, but I know it’s less than an hour before the door opens and the doctor comes out, blood staining his surgical scrubs. The whole room falls still and I’m pretty sure not a single one of us is moving or breathing or even blinking while we wait for what he has to say.

      “The baby is a healthy boy, and he’s a big one,” he says as the nurse brings out a bundle of blankets in her arms. I’m the first one on my feet and since I’m the king anyway, she doesn’t even hesitate to pass him over to me.

      “I know there’s some question to the paternity,” the doctor says gently, looking over the four of us cautiously. “And I thought we’d have answers once he was born, but I’m afraid he seems to have traits of all three species, so there’s no way to know for sure until he’s a bit older and exhibits the ability to shift, or develops a taste for blood, I suppose.”

      Before Eva’s disastrous trip through the teleporter, who the baby’s father was weighed heavily on my mind. But now it seems irrelevant. He’s here and he’s healthy. That’s what matters.

      “And Eva?” I say, the only one brave enough to voice our collective fears.

      Now the doctor’s face falls, turning grim. He shakes his head and I brace for the worse. “The pregnancy was more than the human body is designed to take, and the toll of the teleportation is still inhibiting her ability to recover, so I’m not sure. We’re hopeful, but it’s touch and go. I’d say she has a fifty-fifty chance, but with a will to make it, maybe that’s higher.”

      My heart breaks into a million pieces. Fifty-fifty is not good odds at all, even knowing what I do about Eva’s determination and will to survive.

      But I can’t dwell on that. The baby in my arms gurgles and his eyes open, taking my breath away.

      They’re hazel, like Eva’s at first, but then they morph into a bright golden, slowly shifting to brown, then bright green before fading into an icy blue. They’re ever shifting, ever changing, and he looks between the four of us and smiles.

      Through everything else that has happened, that tiny little smile is the one thing that gives me hope.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

          Brandt

        

      

    

    
      The child is bouncing on my knee gurgling happily up at me and my heart swells with love. It’s times like these that are the best. When he’s not crying or needing fed or needing sleep or attention or anything else. When he’s just happy.

      I yawn, and tickle him, delighting at his giggles. He’s only a few days old at this point, but he’s been growing faster than anyone could have predicted. Already, he’s eating solid foods and crawling around. The doctors as just as baffled by him as they are Eva.

      Because she still hasn’t woken. I force myself to shove back the wave of anger so to not upset the child. But I haven’t forgiven myself. I’m not sure I ever will. I wanted Eva to be able to clear her mind to have an easy, stress-free labor. But instead, I caused this.

      The baby crawls off of my lap to scoot across a blanket on the floor when Lucas strolls in.

      “Who’s ready for a story?” he says, holding up a thick tome. It doesn’t look like the kind of book I’d read to a child, but vampires seem to have different ideas about these things. He’s been telling the child about history, about science and the arts. I don’t know if any of it is getting through to the baby, but he seems to enjoy the time with Lucas nonetheless.

      In truth, he seems to enjoy his time with all of us. We’ve each been taking turns with him, so that he’s never alone or unprotected, but also so that he knows how cherished he is. With Eva out of commission, the four of us have taken on the roles of both parents, trying our damnedest not to let her down.

      Everyone else is convinced that Eva will wake — everyone but the doctors and me, that is. Because I know I did this. I know I made a poor decision and now I’m being punished for it. Now I’ll never see Eva’s smile or hear her laugh again. I’ll never see her eyes warm with lust or her head thrown back in passion.

      But we have the child, and he reminds me of her in so many ways.

      The child gurgles and wobbles up to his feet, arms out unsteadily as he takes his first steps toward Lucas.

      “Look at you!” he says, crouching down to welcome the baby with open arms.

      “He wasn’t doing that this morning,” I say, shaking my head.

      His quick development is posing quite the problem for us. No one knows what to expect next with him. He might wake up not able to crawl and by the end of the day, he’ll be running marathons. The kid is something else.

      Literally.

      We still haven’t been able to determine if he’s part Desergan or part vampire. Every test the doctors run is inconclusive and shows traces of both in his genes. But unless Eva is secretly a vampire or Desergan — and we know she’s not — that can’t be right. Our tests are just not able to give us an accurate result, it seems.

      But we’ve tried not to let that bother us. As far as we’re concerned, the child belongs to all of us.

      Lucas wraps him in a big hug and squeezes him while he giggles.

      “Should we continue our story about Medusa and Perseus?” he asks, tickling under the child’s chin.

      “Isn’t that a little dark for an infant?” I ask, a brow arched. I know the vampires and I don’t see eye to eye on everything, but surely we could find a story without monsters and murder. Maybe one that won’t give him nightmares. I think that’s what Eva would want.

      “Hungry,” the child whines, squirming in Lucas’s arms.

      “You just had lunch not twenty minutes ago,” I say, not even registering that these are his first words. At this point, it’s hard to be surprised by anything the child does. He’s clearly very special, the product of a prophecy, so what can I really expect? If he’s as powerful as the prophecy says, then this really is just a drop in the bucket.

      “Huuuungry,” he says again, this time with an adorable little growl.

      “He is growing quite rapidly. It takes a lot of fuel for that,” Lucas says thoughtfully.

      I just shrug. I’m not going to argue about overfeeding the baby that no one even understands. All conventional child-rearing wisdom has already flown out the window. At this point, we’re just winging it. It’s the only thing we can do.

      “Well, maybe we’ll get you a little snack while we read our story, huh? What do you say about that, kiddo?”

      “Hungry!” the child says giggling as Lucas sets him down. He darts off out of the room, giggling as Lucas chases him. I just shake my head, chuckling through a yawn.

      “You should get some rest,” Trylor says, appearing from the other side of the room. I haven’t seen much of him since the baby’s birth. Only in passing when handing off the child or visiting Eva to tell her the latest developments. But I’m glad to see him now, even if he is still angry at me. I don’t blame him. I’m still angry with him for the call he made in the hospital, but now that I see the child growing and thriving, I know it was the right choice. I just wish Eva wasn’t the one to pay for it.

      “Maybe sometime,” I say back with a shrug.

      “When she wakes up, you’ll want to be rested to see her.”

      I don’t say anything back. Trylor already knows how I feel on the matter, but he refuses to admit defeat like I have. Of course, he doesn’t have the unbearable weight of guilt on his shoulders. He doesn’t have to live with the knowledge that he’s the reason his child won’t ever know his mother. For all his complaining about how he’s the one with the tough decisions, how he has to deal with the difficult tasks, it’s not Trylor that must bear this burden. That is on me alone.

      “You can’t blame yourself forever, Brandt. You didn’t know it would happen like this.”

      “I knew there was a chance it could go wrong. And any chance should have been too much of a chance.”

      He nods. “It should have been, but we all know Eva. We all know what she’s like when she wants something. I’m not sure any of us can confidently say we’d have done it any other way.”

      I know he’s just trying to make me feel better, but surprisingly, it kind of works.

      “I’ve forgiven you, brother. And I know Eva forgives you too. And she will wake. You can count on that.”

      I sigh, shaking my head at the fresh wave of emotion pushing up my throat. “I sincerely hope you’re right.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

          Trylor

        

      

    

    
      “Great job, buddy. Keep your shield up, keep your feet moving. If you let them see where you’re going, they’ll beat you there,” I say, lunging forward with my wooden practice sword. The child blocks it with his shield, parrying quickly just like I showed him.

      “When are you going to teach me the bow?” he asks, his multi-colored eyes glittering with intelligent curiosity.

      “It might be difficult for you to pull the string back. I don’t think we have any children’s bows anymore,” I say, watching his expression fall. We’ve been spending a lot of time together in the past few days. He’s grown remarkably fast, now the side of a young child, smart as a whip, too clever for his own good, and always hungry to learn more. I know he’s only a week old, but he seems much older, and when I was that age — or at least the age he seems like — I was already learning the art of the sword, learning how to defend myself and protect those I love.

      Not that it’s done me much good in the last few years, but it’s something to share with the child. Something we can bond over. And he seems to love spending time with me. I don’t want to look too far into it, but I think he may prefer me to the others and it makes me wonder if he’s actually mine.

      Up to this point, we’ve been treating the child as if he belongs to all of us biologically. And it works, but I know we’re all curious. I know we are each desperate to know who the father is. Not that it will really change anything.

      But the child’s affinity for me and my teachings in particular fill me with male pride unlike anything else.

      I just wish Eva was here too.

      One of us is always keeping a constant vigil at her bedside, telling her how the child is growing and learning so fast. Every day, I tell her the stories of what happened that day, hoping that some of it gets through. I know Eva would be a remarkable mother if she was here with us right now, but just because she’s not doesn’t mean she deserves to miss anything.

      “We can try, though. You’ve gotten a lot stronger today already.”

      “Yeah?” he asks, his eyes brightening.

      “Sure, why not.”

      “Is it really necessary to teach the child your barbaric ways?” Morgan drawls from the side of the practice ring. He’s been watching us spar for the better part of an hour without having anything to say, so his sudden comment takes me aback.

      “We can hardly expect the child to fight if we don’t prepare him for battle.”

      Morgan frowns, crossing his arms. “I’m not sure this is the kind of fighting we should be preparing him for. He is only one boy.”

      “Our father taught us when we were young,” Brandt says, stepping to my defense. He’s currently rummaging around in the equipment cabinet, testing out bowstrings.

      “What a ringing endorsement,” Morgan says, rolling his eyes.

      “I like learning,” the child says firmly, gleefully taking the bow from Brandt.

      “There you have it,” I say smugly, ruffling the child’s hair.

      It still feels strange to refer to him as ‘the child,’ but with Eva still in her coma, none of us felt it was right to name him. She should be a part of that process. Brandt says he dreamed of a name, but none of us wanted to hear it. Eva will name her child. Not any of us. Because she is going to wake up. I’m sure of it. I just don’t know when.

      I do hope it’s soon.

      We’ve put a hold on the plans to leave Desergan. Ever since the child’s arrival, the evil has been waiting, not advancing, not attacking. Just waiting. I think it can sense the danger to its way of life, but doesn’t yet know if it’s real. There’s no way it can cross the palace barrier. We have been protected here for centuries, but no matter how much we studied, we have been unable to find a way to extend the protection. For now, the Desergans who have not fled are in the palace, safe from harm, in a wing secluded from us. Really, it’s more that we are secluded from them. After all, there are only six of us with the child and a hundred or more of them. I don’t mind giving up my palace to my people, I’m only sorry I didn’t do it sooner.

      “All right,” I say, crouching down to the child’s eye level as he raises the bow. “You want to keep your arms like this, your elbow bent, and keep your face far enough away from the string that it doesn’t snap you in the eye.”

      “Eva’s going to awake to her son being blinded by this nonsense,” Morgan grumbles.

      “What nonsense is going on?” Lucas says from the doorway. He’s apparently left Eva’s side for the moment to join us. He’s probably as smitten with the child as I am. In the early days, it was hard to peel Lucas away from him, always trying to read him stories and tell him the wonders of the universe. But now that he’s older, the child wants to learn practical things, and that’s where I come in.

      “Trylor’s teaching me to shoot a bow!” he says excitedly, pulling the string back like I showed him. He lines it up with the target and it goes a little wide, but still strikes near the center.

      “A natural,” I say proudly. “Not that there was ever any doubt.” Of course there wasn’t. He’s been a natural at everything he’s tried his hand at. In only a week, he’s walking, talking, discussing complex mathematics, and fighting with the skill of an apprentice. He’s a prodigy in every sense, in every aspect of life, and again, I’m sad that Eva’s not here to witness the miraculousness.

      “You could at least teach him something practical if you insist on teaching him to battle,” Lucas says, and there’s no mistaking the hint of jealousy in his voice.

      “I’m teaching him what he wants to learn.”

      “Just because your father didn’t care to teach you how to defend yourself,” Brandt intones.

      “Not everyone has a king for a father,” Morgan growls back.

      “Stop it!” the child cries, tossing the bow aside. “Why are you all fighting?”

      We all exchange sheepish looks, suddenly ashamed by our behavior.

      “We all just want what we think is best for you,” I say gently. “But we have different ideas about what that is. And since we don’t know who your father is, we all have to compromise.”

      The child looks at me like I’m talking nonsense and I realize we’ve never actually discussed his parentage. We’ve mentioned his mother, and taken him to meet her, but for the most part, it’s too painful for us, so we just avoid the whole topic.

      But then a smile crosses his lips and he laughs the most genuine laugh. “That’s so silly! You’re all my father.”

      Brandt shakes his head, stepping forward. “That’s not how it works, buddy. Everyone gets one mom and one dad.”

      The child laughs harder. “I am not made from two. I’m made from five.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

          Brandt

        

      

    

    
      “You’re…?” I ask, as bewildered as the rest of them.

      The child nods sagely. “I am made from all of you. And I think it’s time to wake Mom up. She’s been asleep for too long.”

      My heart stops and I don’t want to believe it. We all know the child has special abilities, but could he know that Eva’s ready to wake up? I look over to Lucas, the last one to visit her, and he just shrugs.

      “Come on,” the child says, marching out of the practice ring and out of the gym. For a long moment, we’re all frozen in place, exchanging glances with one another.

      “Do you know…?” Morgan asks.

      Trylor shakes his head. “Not a clue.”

      “We should follow him,” I say, finally propelling myself into action. I’m already sprinting down the hall after him when I hear footsteps following me and I know the others aren’t far behind.

      We’ve only taken the child to visit Eva a couple of times and only when he was much younger, so it should probably be surprising that he knows the way to the palace hospital, but then again, nothing about this child can surprise me at this point. He’s a miracle in every sense of the word and now I can only hope that he’s able to perform miracles, too.

      I wind up at Eva’s bedside gasping for breath, and I have to do a double-take with the boy standing next to her. It’s still our child, but he’s grown since he left the gym. He’s now nearly as tall as me, probably taller than the vampires. He’s got the look of a lanky teenager, but his eyes shimmer with age-old wisdom.

      She’s still laying in the bed, in the same position she’s been in for over a week, her arms crossed lightly over her chest which rises and falls in soft breaths with the assistance of a breathing machine. Her skin is pale, so much so that it’s nearly translucent, her veins visible enough to cast a blue tint on her pallor.

      I reach out instinctively to take her hand, my eyes filling with fresh tears.

      “Eva, I’m so sorry I did this to you,” I say, my voice breaking.

      “It’s okay,” the child says, patting my shoulder. “She’s going to be okay.” He looks toward the doorway and the others are all crowding into the room, making it feel fuller than it was probably ever meant to.

      “What do you know?” Trylor asks, stepping closer.

      Morgan and Lucas crowd around the bed too, all four of us hovering over Eva, holding her hands, stroking her hair, trying to tell her how much we care even though she’s not awake to hear it.

      The child grins and places his hand over Eva’s forehead, not touching her, but hovering about an inch from her skin. He slowly begins to move his hand down, over her face, waving it down the length of her entire body. I look to my brother, confused and concerned, but he doesn’t pay me any attention. He’s watching the child and Eva like they’re the only things that exist.

      The child reaches Eva’s feet and steps back from the bed, still smiling with a knowledge he’s not sharing with the rest of us.

      And then, Eva’s eyes flicker open and she takes a breath on her own.

      Suddenly, the noise in the room is deafening as monitors and machines beep and squawk and doctors and nurses rush in. Panic grips me, not knowing what’s happening. She opened her eyes, but the doctors seem worried. They seem frantic, and I can’t help but worry it’s the last time I’ll ever see those gorgeous hazel eyes.

      They shove us out of the room while they work, but it’s not long before they’re out again, looking just as confused as the rest of us. Not the child of course. He still looks pleased with himself as he glances toward the door, but he also looks tired.

      “Well?” Trylor demands, his voice nearly a roar. We’ve all been waiting for something to change for so long, but now there’s the chance that the thing we’ve been waiting for went the wrong way. We all just wanted something to happen, but no one gave consideration that the something could be the wrong thing.

      Of course, I’ve been prepared for the worst since the beginning. Because I know that this is my punishment and I deserve it for risking the thing I care about more than anything.

      “She’s…” The doctor seems speechless, shaking his head.

      My throat closes up tight, my heart seized in my chest, all my blood like ice.

      “She’s what?” Lucas asks through clenched teeth.

      “She’s awake!” the child says, running into the room past the doctor.

      That seems to shock everyone more than the doctor’s hesitance, but not me. Suddenly, I’m buoyed. I feel like there might be a glimmer of hope for me. For Eva.

      I dart in after him and I’m immediately greeted by one of Eva’s glorious smiles, brighter than the summer sun.

      My knees give out from under me and I fall to the floor by her bedside, her hand cradled in mine, kissing it feverishly while tears stream down my face.

      “What?” she asks, frowning and confused. Then the other three are in the room too, and we’re all lavishing her with attention and love and just completely in awe.

      “What happened?” she asks, a frown creasing her brow.

      “Hi, Mom,” the child says with a sheepish wave.

      Her eyes go wide as she takes in the child that’s as tall as any of us, walking, talking, a grown man, practically.

      “How long was I out?” she asks horrified.

      I chuckle, shaking my head, kissing her forehead.

      “There’s a lot to explain,” I say, “but all in due time. I’m just so happy you’re back… We all are,” I say, seeing the same relief in every pair of eyes.

      “Right now, I have work to do,” the child says, determination ringing in his voice.

      “Work?” Trylor asks.

      He nods, moving to the window in the room. It’s large enough that we can all join him to look beyond to the ruins of Desergan, the destruction and loss surrounding us. There are guards surrounding the perimeter of the gates, at the doors, posted all over the grounds. They look exhausted, burdened by remaining here. So many have already fled, found safer places to hide, to live life without fear. We’d turned over our list of suitable planets and given Desergans the means to leave if they desired. But the people who have stayed all seem to be wondering if the sacrifice is worth it.

      I don’t blame them. How could I? There’s no food on the planet, their homes have been destroyed, and our kind are dying because the women are infertile. What incentive is there for anyone to stay other than loyalty to the crown?

      But now, the child lifts his hand and waves it across the view outside. Suddenly, green shoots burst from the ground, trees growing in the blink of an eye. Light falls where there have been only shadows for too long and the people outside are taking notice, elbowing each other in shock and surprise, their expressions now awed and hopeful as they turn to see us all looking out the window.

      “I have a lot of work to do,” the child says, but his voice is quiet and distant.

      “I think you need some rest first,” Lucas says firmly.

      “Besides, I’m sure your mom would like the chance to get to know you,” Morgan adds.

      “Definitely,” Eva says, pulling herself up in bed to sit upright, her face bright and excited.

      And for the first time since that fateful day she came back from Earth, I feel like there might be a future worth looking forward to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

          Eva

        

      

    

    
      It’s incredible to watch my son work. He’s so compassionate and powerful that I can hardly believe he came from me.

      It’s even harder to swallow because I don’t remember any of it. I remember leaving my mom and her new fiancé and Katie, and I remember jumping into the teleporter, but everything after that is a haze.

      They’ve filled me in though. Brandt explained how the stress of the jump put me in a coma, and Trylor told me how he’d had to make the decision about the C-section to save the child’s life. Lucas and Morgan shared with me what a bright, fast-learner our son is, and the child himself explained to me how he belongs to us all. Four fathers. Who would have imagined such a thing?

      But it makes sense. Now it all makes sense. The prophecy, why I needed all four of them, he needed to have the parts of all three races, and he needed the best parts of all his fathers to be the amazing boy he is.

      “Watch this one, Mom,” he says gleefully, waving his hand on a mountain in the distance that goes from charred and black to verdant and green. The walls the Desergans have built to keep the evil out crumble at a flick of his finger, the darkness and evil being driven out at his mere thought.

      “Amazing,” I say, watching a lush forest spring up in the distance, a misty waterfall cascading down the cliff side.

      He beams at me, so proud, but not nearly as proud as his fathers and I are.

      Morgan and Lucas are here with me. Brandt and Trylor are busy surveying, making sure the cleared areas are safe for people to re-enter. They’re also working to get the word out to refugees that have already left. And the rebuilding is beginning. But while it’s bright and sunshiny outside, Morgan and Lucas are here with me, watching our son work his magic.

      “I never thought in all my years that I’d be a part of something so good,” Lucas says in awe, shaking his head as he claps his son on the shoulder.

      Morgan nods and it makes me frown.

      “Come on. You’ve done good things before. I know you two,” I say, nudging Lucas in the shoulder. It took a couple of days, but they’ve finally let me out of the hospital bed. I know there’s nothing wrong with me, just as well as I know my son is healing this planet.

      Lucas shrugs. “We’ve been around for a long, long time.”

      “How long?” our son asks.

      “Too long to recall,” Morgan says.

      “Many centuries,” Lucas adds with a nod. “We have seen so much evil, the darkest parts of humanity. And for many years, I thought I was doomed to be a part of it. Even though I resisted, even though I struggled against my nature and I thought I was doing as well as I could, I know now that I can do better.”

      Morgan nods again. “Being here on this planet has shown me more than I ever thought I needed to see. I always considered killing a way of life for us. That’s how we’re made. But I can see now that it’s always wrong to take another life. Especially with your own kind. We may be dead now, but we were human once. The bloodlust makes that easy to forget. It makes it easy for us to see humans as meals instead of people. And the only way to come to terms with the terrible things I’ve had to do to survive was to treat them as cattle. Vampires frequently don’t respect human life, but you’ve changed that, my boy. At least for me, and I think for Lucas too.”

      Lucas nods his agreement. “You’ve taught us how precious all life is. You’ve showed us how to be better.”

      Our son grins at us and hugs them both in turn. “You were never evil. If you were, you wouldn’t have been able to make me,” he says, all the wisdom of the ages ringing in his voice.

      I don’t know how we produced this wonderful child. I don’t know how it’s possible that he’s only a couple of weeks old and already practically an adult. And I don’t really know how I feel about that fact. I’d finally come around to the idea of being a mother, of holding my baby close, of dealing with sleepless nights and diaper changes and all of that. But then I slept through it all and I feel like I missed out.

      Then I look at Lucas and Morgan, and I think about Trylor and Brandt, and I’m sure none of them would argue with trying it again. Even though they’ve all been denying me since I woke up. Something about being worried about my health, thinking I’m too fragile or something. But knowing that things are working out, that we were successful, that we don’t have to worry about the end of life as we know it, it has a way of making a girl crave some action. Especially with my extended sleep. I feel fine. Well-rested, energetic, and needy, but my men are all denying me. Not that I think it will last much longer. I nearly broke Morgan earlier today. I just have to keep trying.

      “He’s right,” I say, standing between the vampires, taking one of their hands in each of mine. “You’re amazing men and you’ve been incredible to me. And from all accounts, you’ve been amazing fathers, so you shouldn’t be so hard on yourself.”

      Our son nods and waves his hand over another section of the planet spread below us, magically transforming it to a lush paradise instead of the smoldering ruins I’d seen when I first arrived.

      As much as Desergan took my breath away when I first showed up, that was nothing compared to its beauty and majesty now. The eternally burning ocean still lights the sky orange and red, but now, the smell of smoke in the air is gone — apparently that wasn’t normal, it was the product of the destruction that plagued the planet — and instead, the air is heavily perfumed by the flowers that have burst to life everywhere. Bright reds and oranges and yellows dot the rich green foliage and make the whole palace garden feel like a magical forest. But it’s not just the palace; it’s the whole planet. He’s made the whole place feel like another world. A world so beautiful and wonderful that I never want to leave.

      “All right, mister,” I say, watching my son sag toward the window, “I think that’s enough for today. You’re going to wear yourself out trying to fix everything at once.”

      He frowns, but he’s too tired to resist me as I pull him toward the bed in the middle of the room and tug the blankets up around him. Maybe I couldn’t be there for him growing up — especially since it happened so fast — but I’m still his mother and I can tuck him in and give him a kiss on the forehead as he falls asleep. And right now, that’s more than enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Four

          

          Lucas

        

      

    

    
      “Are you coming?” Morgan asks, his brow lifted.

      I nod and wave him off. “I’ll be there soon. Go on without me.”

      He gives me a curt nod and leaves our shared quarters to join the others in the dining hall. I don’t know what’s waiting for us there, I just know the child wanted us to meet him for dinner. Perhaps he just wants to have the whole family together for once. That hasn’t really happened since Eva woke. There’s been too much to do, too much going on. It’s been a wild and crazy ride, but I know it’s not over yet. The war hasn’t been won, though the tides have turned.

      I stare out across the vast expanse of Desergan land, now awash with light and color, new villages cropping up in valleys and down near the sea. The view is better even, since our son began his work. Now the air is clear of smoke and the stench of death. Now, on a clear day, nothing can stop me from seeing the horizon burning in the distance.

      It’s a strange planet, but beautiful, and I’m glad we didn’t abandon it. I’m glad the Desergans still have this place to call home.

      I never expected to feel such a kinship with the dragons, but it’s impossible not to now. Now that we’re all a family.

      That’s strange, too. A vampire with a family. My family was slaughtered so long ago that I never thought I’d have that kind of close relationship with anyone ever again, but Eva came along and changed all of that. She made my world brighter and my future something to look forward to instead of dread. She makes me grateful that I have a long life to spend with her. I know she’s eager for intimacy; I’ve seen it in her eyes since she woke up, but I also know she’s fragile in her state, more so than she knows. Still, her health has returned and I’m just as eager to be near her again. To feel her warm skin and taste her sweet lips. I know it won’t be long now before I give in, but I want to be certain that she’s strong enough. I don’t ever want to do anything that puts her in danger. I can’t go through that again. I don’t think any of us can. Besides, now I know we have time on our side. The child is doing remarkable work pushing the evil back and restoring the lands. There’s no longer a need to fear for the fate of the planet or the Desergans.

      And soon, hopefully he’ll be able to drive them from our home planet as well. Then this whole blasted saga will be over with. We’ll have won.

      It still doesn’t really seem real. Vampires aren’t supposed to be the victors. We’re the villains, the monsters that lurk in the shadows and steal children away into the night.

      But we’re not like that. Not anymore at least. Morgan and I never were, really, but now, the thought seems insane. The idea of hunting people for sustenance seems more distasteful than ever, and I know I need to find another way. Something better even than the staff offering us their blood willingly.

      But I can’t keep them all waiting forever. I know they’re ready for dinner, and even though there will be nothing for me to eat, my presence is expected. So I head down to the dining hall, the room warm with a crackling fire and the joy of everyone contained within.

      “There you are!” Eva greets me brightly, jumping up from her seat to kiss me on the cheek. “We were wondering if you were ever going to make an appearance.”

      “I’m not that late, am I?”

      “No,” the child says, standing from his seat while Eva and I take ours. He’s grown into a young man now, strong and solid, clearly a mix of all of us. Lean like Morgan and me, but muscular and tan like Brandt and Trylor. And his smile — that’s all Eva. It’s impossible not to feel at ease when that smile is turned your way. “I’m happy you’re all here,” he says, almost looking nervous as he glances around the table.

      “What is it, honey?” Eva asks, sitting forward in her chair.

      “I’ve been doing my best to clear the blight away,” he says and we’re all nodding in agreement, congratulating him on how well he’s done, but he doesn’t look like he’s asking for praise. “But I can only do so much in my current state. I’m not as strong as I could be and I think I know why.”

      I know why too. It’s been something that’s bothered me for a long time now. If he is the product of the Desergans as well as the vampires, he should be afflicted with our… tastes. But he’s never said as much and with how much we don’t know about a hybrid like him, I never thought to question it. But I can see it now. The darkness in his veins, pulsing against his skin, his eyes turning almost completely black in flashes so quick I almost miss it.

      “Whatever you need, you will have it,” Trylor says firmly, ever the king in command.

      “He needs blood,” I say, and suddenly, the room goes pin-drop silent.

      “He’s right,” says the child. “I do. I tried to ignore it for as long as I could, but there’s no denying it now. I need to draw strength from my vampire side as well as my Desergan side.”

      “I will give you as much blood as you need,” Eva says quickly, holding her wrist out to him, but he shakes his head.

      “No. I will never drink human blood, Mother. You are a human and I am your child. I will never drink from my kind, even if it is for good. Especially when there’s an alternative.”

      Eva looks deflated and drops her hand. She’s been so eager to be more of a mother to him that I wouldn’t be surprised if she was jumping at the chance to feed him because she never got the chance to when he was a babe.

      “An alternative?” Brandt asks. “You’re part Desergan too, son.”

      “I mean animal blood,” the child says impatiently. “I’m not a full vampire, so it should be more than enough to slake my hunger and sustain me.”

      Trylor is on his feet in an instant, flagging down a servant.

      “You will have it soon, my boy,” he says, taking his seat again.

      The child nods, but he still doesn’t look satisfied. “There’s something else,” he says. “I was conceived for a purpose, to bring peace and harmony, but I cannot remain nameless forever. I can’t be ‘the child’ for the rest of my life.”

      I’ve gotten so used to calling him that that I nearly forgot it isn’t his name. We all wanted to wait for Eva to be awake to name him, but then we were so consumed with everything else…

      “I think I have an idea,” says Eva.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Five

          

          Eva

        

      

    

    
      All eyes are on me and I suddenly regret saying anything. But they’re looking at me so expectantly that I have to say something.

      “It came to me in a dream recently,” I say, hoping they don’t think I’m insane. But I don’t think they will. Out of everything that’s happened to the six of us, a name in a dream hardly even makes the list of weird, unexplainable things.

      “I dreamed of a name while you were in the coma,” Brandt says, his voice quiet.

      I know he’s still coming to terms with everything that happened. I know he still feels guilty for what I missed, for everything that happened, but I don’t blame him. I wanted to go to Earth so badly. I’m the one that put myself and my child at risk for people that aren’t even my family.

      Because my family is here, around this table. These men and my child are more of a family than I could ever ask for, even if we’re not exactly normal.

      “Do you think it’s the same name?” I ask.

      Brandt shrugs. “On three?”

      Trylor counts and at the same time, Brandt and I both say, “Spes.”

      I grin broadly, happy that we’re not crazy, not that I thought we were. Lucas is nodding, as if he suddenly recalls a dream, too.

      “Spes means hope in Latin,” he says. “Quite a fitting name since that’s what you’ve brought to us all. I think we had forgotten how to hope, but you’ve taught us again. You’ve reminded us that hope can be forgotten, but never lost.”

      “It’s perfect,” Morgan says. “But it’s going to take a while for me to get used to,” he adds with a chuckle.

      One of the servants returns with a pitcher and pours Spes a goblet of deep red wine. Only I realize as he brings it to his lips that it’s not wine, it’s blood. He looks more relaxed the moment he takes his first drink, and color returns to his skin — I hadn’t realized how pale he was getting, but now he’s practically glowing with health and vitality.

      “Thank you,” he says nodding to us all. “I like that name.”

      “Is there anything else?” I ask, my stomach rumbling as the delicious scents of Desergan delicacies waft toward me.

      Spes shakes his head and starts piling his plate full of food, still drinking his blood as he does. I don’t think I’ll ever get over how much the kid can put away. I just hope he’s finally done growing. If he gets much bigger he won’t be able to fit through the doors.

      He shares the pitcher of blood with Lucas, who says he’s been looking for an alternative too, and hopes it will sustain him. I catch his eye and flip my hair over my shoulder casually, exposing my neck to him just to watch his blue eyes darken with lust and hunger. I’ll make sure he stays fed for sure. I enjoyed him biting me more than I probably should have, but I trust him and I know he’ll never hurt me.

      Eventually, the two of them convince Morgan to give it a try too, and the rest of us eat the bounteous meal set before us. There’s laughter and hope and love all around the room, filling the place to bursting. We’re all alone in the palace again, all the dragons that had been finding refuge here have been able to return to their home thanks to Spes’s work, but the palace doesn’t feel empty at all. It feels like home. More than the woods ever did.

      After dinner, Lucas and Spes read poetry from a forgotten time while Trylor plies me with strong wine and I relax nestled between Brandt and Morgan while the fire warms me to my bones. It’s a lovely evening, one I hope is the first of many like it. My boys, my four men and my son surrounding me with joy and love and warmth. What more could a girl ask for?

      The hour grows later, and though we’re all enjoying each other’s company, I’m very sleepy and unable to hide my yawn before Lucas sees it.

      “You’re always telling Spes to get his rest and here you are not following your own orders,” he teases.

      I smile and shrug. “I can’t help it. I never want this night to end.”

      Spes grins and bends down to give me a hug. “All good nights must come to an end, but there will always be others. We both need our rest. I have a lot of work to do in the morning.”

      I don’t know how he does it. I don’t know how he bears the responsibility, but Spes seems unburdened by it. He was created for this purpose and he seems to love helping people and fixing the damage left by the evil. He certainly lives up to his name. And soon, it won’t just be Desergan he’s giving hope to. Soon, my baby boy will be restoring hope to all living kind. And I couldn’t be prouder.
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      Preview:

      Book 1 of the Aliens of Dragselis Series: Zaruv: A Sci-Fi Alien Dragon Romance

      Chapter 1-Zaruv

      Tick, tick, tick, tick. My eyes darted across the emerald table, meeting those of my youngest brother. The incessant tapping continued, much to my chagrin. Every time the heavy, golden, ring on his middle finger brushed against the table, the noise rang out across the silent ship. He was going to start a fight without ever lifting a fist in anger.

      That was Pavar’s thought. He had a way of stirring the pot to his liking. Young and wild, my twenty-five-year-old brother shot me an easy grin. At once, I felt my anger giving way to amusement. It was damn near impossible for me to stay angry at his hotheaded ways. The youngest of five brothers, Pavar always seemed to play on the line between prince and prisoner.

      “If you continue to act like this, you will be the death of us all,” I said finally.

      He cocked his head and the tapping finally stopped, “Come now, Zaruv. We both know that the Dragselian people are not going to change their ways. The system has worked for thousands of years.”

      “It’s flawed and you know it. Hell, I would even venture to say that the other brothers know it too. None of you want to speak up though. Even now, we are all heading to our exile and still, you won’t speak against the old ways.”

      “It’s not my place to speak ill of them. Nor is it yours.” Came Karun’s steady voice.

      He stepped into the ship’s hull and nodded toward me as a sign of respect. As the second oldest son, I held the honor of being charged with my younger three brothers. We all knew that the day of exile was coming, but now that it was here, old struggles seemed to be flaring up. It didn’t help that we’d been stuck in the small passenger spaceship for the last two weeks. No amount of preparation could ready one for spending so much time in close quarters with their siblings.

      Pavar glared at Karun while nodding in respect toward his elder brother. “We are heading to Artax, where we are sentenced to live out our lives away from our home and our people but you still support the rule?”

      “I do,” replied Karun confidently. “The system, though flawed, has worked well long before we were here. It will continue to work long after we are gone.”

      “You make Artax sound like a prison,” I interjected. “Artax is a resort planet, dear brother. We are going to live out our lives with more Dragselian woman and servants than we can handle. Yet you seem to find a way to make it sound terrible.”

      “That’s because it is! I want to be back home on Dragselia, not billions of light years away from it.”

      “You are so ready to start a fight when our father has not even been dead a week. You mourn the loss of your comfort, but not the man who provided it. You should be ashamed, Pavar,” Ragal said.

      My two brothers sat down at the table with myself and Pavar. Looking around at them I saw the stark differences between them. Each one of them had a different personality that had its flaws, but also its winning qualities. I could think of no better warrior than Karun. His strength, speed, and agility were almost matched with my own. An anger boiled below the surface though. He hated the exile even more than Pavar, though his loyalty to the Dragselian way ran deeper than his disdain.

      “We are not far from Artax now, I think you will sing a new song once you see what waits for us there, Pavar,” Karun said

      “Karun, you won’t win. I would encourage you to let it go now before a war of our own starts,” interjected Ragal.

      “I agree,” I said while nodding to Ragal. “There is nothing that we can do about it now. Pavar, you may voice your concerns among us brothers, but once we reach Artax, there will be no room for that hostility.”

      “Why not?” Pavar fumed.

      I started to speak, but it was again Ragal who answered. “Because Artax is a haven of Dragselian. To speak against your king would be unforgivable.”

      “Maybe that’s what I need to do then, at least I wouldn’t be living a lie.”

      Karun sighed and shook his head, “Then we will be forced to live with your death. You will be painted the selfish, spoiled brat that you are.”

      Pavar leaped up, but I raised my hand in a command for him to sit. He begrudgingly listened. This wasn’t the first time that he’d tried to start a fight in the close quarters and I knew it wouldn’t be the last. I didn’t worry about Ragal. His level head and passive nature wouldn’t allow him to partake in such a pointless fight. It was the others that I was worried about. Karun was a fighter and Pavar was an instigator but Ragal only wanted peace to reign out over all others. I smiled at him as he sat silently, looking out at the stars as they flew past us.

      “We are close,” Ragal whispered beneath Pavar and Karun’s argument.

      I looked out the front window and took in the beauty of the planet. It had been many years since I’d ventured to the area. Everything seemed the same. A small flicker of light caught my eye. At first, I thought that it was a star, but it seemed to be moving. Another ship in this area was common. Artax was a popular resort planet. No chime of the security console came but that did little to comfort me. It was programmed to send a message to all ships in our area, keep track of their level of danger.

      Our vessel did not bear the royal insignia of our home planet. It was too dangerous to openly declare that there were royals on board. Throughout the area, there were Infernians lurking and waiting for our capture and eventual death. If no heirs to the throne were alive, they could easily overthrow our rule. I kept a watchful eye on the ship. It wouldn’t take much to fool our system. A false sense of security might blanket those who didn’t know the price on our heads, but it did little to put my mind at ease.

      “What troubles you, brother?” Ragal asked, watching the changes of my face.

      I shook my head, not wanting to alert the others of potential danger until I was sure. “It’s nothing, just my paranoid mind playing tricks on me. I think that I, too, am getting a little stir crazy.”

      Ragal smiled and leaned back, “I believe it's infected me as well. I will be glad when I can again rest my feet on solid ground.”

      I snickered, Ragal hated to be on ships. The uncertainty of the unknown did little to comfort him. He was not one for adventure. Left alone with his charts and the stars, he was a very happy nomad. I glanced back at the window, searching for the small blinking light. At first, I thought it had gone, moved onto whatever planet it was destined for, but then I caught it again, this time it was closer and worse, it wasn’t alone.

      My heart started to race, wondering if it was enough danger to alert the others. In my hesitation to speak though, a heavy silence fell over the cabin. Karun and Pavar were no longer arguing with each other. The silence had transformed into a heavy fog, waiting for me to speak and lift it. I glanced back at the approaching ships, four in total and knew that I needed to make a decision. They would be on us in a matter of minutes.

      “Zaruv?” Karun asked, “What troubles you?”

      I looked him in the eyes, dark and brooding as always. We were an incredibly attractive lot by human standards. Our bodies had little to no hair, save for our heads which flowed freely down our backs, mine in waves of deep auburn. My heart was racing; we were not prepared for a fight as we flew in a passenger vessel with no security. Instantly, I regretted my decision to not push for some sort of escort. These were troubling times for our kind, as evident by the unmarked ships now closing in.

      Karun saw them before I responded to him, “Are they Infernian ships?”

      I shook my head, “There is no way to know. They do not have any markers or colors. I don’t think they are coming to be friends though. Jartex?”

      A computer voice rang out over our heads. Jartex was our security system. “Yes, my prince?”

      “Can you send them a message please and ask that they identify themselves?”

      “Shall I share make your royal presences known?” Jartex asked.

      “No,” I whispered. “Do not share who we are with them.”

      The four of us stood watching through the window as the ships grew closer. They couldn’t see us through the thick glass, but we could see enough that my heart sank to the pit of my stomach. No passenger vehicle carried the two heavy missile portals on either side, as were the ships that were now hovering a few hundred feet from us. There was little doubt in my mind that they knew who was on board.

      “Sir?” said Jartax, “They do not respond to my signal. Should I try again?”

      I shook my head and took a step backward, tugging Pavar and Ragal along with me. “No Jartax, it’s too late.”

      My three brothers looked to me, then back to the ships now facing us. They saw the same thing that I did, the missiles being lowered by long, metallic, arms as they prepared to fire. I could feel my stomach flipping in anticipation for a split second before I reacted.

      “Jartax, drop range now!” I screamed out.

      My brothers scurried around and quickly buckled into the seats around the emerald table, but Pavar wasn’t fast enough. Our ship dropped from the dark sky and Pavar was shot up in the air, his back cracking against the ceiling. He quickly recovered, our bones and skeletal structure being stronger than that of humans. In our dragon forms, we were almost impossible to kill but shifting now would rip apart the small craft, sending us floating pointlessly into space.

      “Take evasive measures!” I called out.

      Karun quickly unbuckled and took the seat next to me as the autopilot engaged and started to dodge the incoming missiles.

      “We need to get to the escape pods,” Karun said.

      I shook my head, “This far from Artax, we would never make it.”

      “What other options do we have? We cannot fight back; we are too far to call for help from home. It’s the only chance that we have for survival.”

      An argument rose to my lips, but before I could share, the ship started to shake violently. One of the missiles had made contact, sending everything on the vessel flying through the air as we struggled to breathe through the debris and depleting oxygen. I nodded to Karun. He grabbed ahold of Pavar and I did the same to Ragal, shoving each one into an escape pod.

      Before shutting the doors on the pods, I looked over at Karun and yelled, “Make for Vaxivia, I will find you all there.”

      Karun nodded, as did Pavar and Ragal before we sealed them in. Within seconds we heard the alarm of an incoming missile and quickly we both dove into our escape pods. Looking around at my brothers, I hit the eject button and was sent soaring into space. Unequipped for long travel, the air in the pod grew thin just as we entered Vaxivia’s thin atmosphere.

      The last memory I had before the darkness consumed me, was of my brothers. All I could do was hope that their fates had not yet ended. They were all the family I had left; someone had told the enemy where we were. There was a spy among our kind.

      Chapter 2-Jennifer

      “Shh, Susan. Just one more and you will be all done,” I cooed to the small girl.

      Her pin-straight hair fell in clumps on her cheeks. She was covered in mud. Dark streaks crisscrossed her face from where she had tried in vain to wipe away the tears. The cut was deep, but short, thankfully. She needed a few stitches, but nothing I couldn’t handle. It wasn’t often that I’d come across an injury that my small, but well-equipped outpost clinic couldn’t cover.

      “Thank you so much, Jennifer,” whispered Carla, Susan’s mother.

      I smiled up at her, covering the new sutures with a bandage. “It’s no problem, Carla. I’m just happy you caught me before I headed home for the day. Otherwise, we would have had to cut it off.”

      Susan rolled her eyes at me but smiled, “You wouldn’t do that to me.”

      I grinned at the little girl and reached behind me, producing a small, wrapped, red candy. “You’re right. I could never do that to my favorite patient. Promise me you will stay away from the dunes from now on though, okay?”

      Susan nodded her head and jumped down, her eyes glued on the candy prize in her hand. I pulled Carla aside while Susan was distracted. The little girl wasn’t out of the woods yet. I couldn’t count the number of injuries I saw because of the dunes. Vaxivia was no place to let your child wander outside of the outpost limits. There hadn’t been a war in decades, but the very planet itself was a death trap unless you knew your way around it. No five-year-old should be wandering alone.

      “You will need to watch for an infection. The dunes hold sand that can eat away at the skin.”

      Carla folded her hands nervously in her lap, “Okay. I know she shouldn’t have been out there. I will be dealing with Michael when I get home.”

      “He’s only eight, Carla. You know he shouldn’t be left alone with her all day. Isn’t there anyone who can help you out?”

      She shook her head, “Please don’t tell the guards. I promise I won’t let it happen again.”

      I took her hands into mine. Her story was all too common. Work on Vaxivia was hard to find. Often the men of the family left to find work and never came back. Some still sent money back home, but many, like Carla’s husband, were ghosts in the wind. She worked part time at the small diner to make ends meet, but childcare was just too expensive. My heart ached for her and the plight that she was in.

      “Why don’t you send her here tomorrow? I have some things she can do around the clinic and I can keep an eye on her wound.”

      “Really? She won’t get in the way?”

      I smiled at Susan who was still looking at her foil wrapped trophy. Running a clinic wasn’t easy. The last thing I needed was a young girl running under foot. Still, I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to her.

      “She will be fine, I promise.”

      Carla thanked me all the way to the door. I knelt to speak to Susan, “Are you going to come help me tomorrow?”

      She nodded her head and ran after her mom with more joy in her eyes than I’d ever seen. As I was standing up, I saw Mikey Jones running toward me at full speed. At once my heart jumped. He never ran that fast. Slight in build, Mikey was ten going on forty. Like all the young boys in the community, he had far too much weight on his young shoulders. I turned the clinic sign over to ‘Closed’ and grabbed my medical bag. I met him at the old hoverboard parked on the road.

      “Jennifer! Jennifer!” he called to me. “There’s an alien ship crashed outside of the outpost!”

      The blood drained from my face at once, as I quickly glanced around. I didn’t see Courtney’s nosey eyes peering through her curtains. The last thing I needed was her running around and telling the guards that we had an alien. Not when I couldn’t be sure that Mike was right. I jumped and covered his mouth with my hand. His eyes briefly shifted to fear before he nodded his head. I winced at his fear. I had momentarily forgotten about the abuse his bastard father had inflicted on him before he skipped town.

      “Okay Mikey, we will go take a look but you’ve got to keep your voice down, okay?”

      He nodded his head, “Sorry, Jennifer. I’m so stupid. I forgot.”

      I winced again, “Mikey, you are far from stupid. I don’t want to hear you talk like that about yourself ever again, okay? I just don’t want everyone to know about the alien just yet.”

      “Got it, I will be more careful,” he whispered.

      Nodding, I pressed my thumb against the scanner and the hovercraft slowly roared to life. It needed to be replaced years ago, but the money just wasn’t there anymore. It shook and rattled as it lifted off the ground. I waited there for a few more seconds, giving it a chance to warm up. Once it was about a foot from the ground I pushed the handlebar forward and we started to move briskly through the streets. Within seconds we were coming up on the outpost wall. I glanced at the two guards and sighed. This was going to be tricky.

      “Mikey?” I asked my passenger. “You are going to hear me lie okay? I don’t want them to know what you’ve found until I know it’s safe.”

      He nodded his head and said nothing. I knew that he wouldn’t say anything to the contrary to what I was going to say. He was another good kid tossed into a bad situation. His father wasn’t missing though, he was buried in the small outpost cemetery, a victim of the dunes. With two younger sisters and a working mother, he would run errands for me and I would slip him any payment I could. Whether it was drupees or food, he was grateful for it all the same.

      As I slowed to a stop, the younger of the two men sauntered over to me. I had to resist the urge to roll my eyes. Instead, I plastered a smile on my face. He was the last person I wanted to deal with knowing how the heavyset man felt about me. My numerous rejections of his advances never seemed to dull his attraction to me. No matter how one-sided it seemed to be. It was the same story with most of the other single men in the outpost. I didn’t want to deal with any of them. The pool wasn’t very deep on Vaxivia.

      “How are you doing Zach?” I asked casually.

      He winked at me, leaning against the hoverboard. “I’m doing a whole lot better now that you are visiting, Jennifer.”

      “Well, unfortunately, this isn’t a social visit. I need to get out to the Jones’ homestead. One of the girls has a bit of the flu. I just want to check on her to clear my mind.”

      He glanced around the hoverboard and saw Mikey for the first time. His mood changed at once. As soon as he realized he wasn’t the center of my attention I knew that he was going to be a hard sell.

      Zach shook his head, “No can do, Jennifer. We got word today that there might be hostiles in the area. Aren’t supposed to let anyone in or out.”

      I gritted my teeth and batted my eyes. Letting my fingers trail off the controls and over to his. He twitched but didn’t move his hand. His eyes lit up and a wide, white grin crossed his face.

      “That’s a shame. I was hoping to slip out there real fast, then be back at Sammy’s by quitting time,” I whispered.

      He cleared his throat, the smile still on his face. I hated to lie but I knew if he thought I would be at the local pub later, he would let me go. He waved to the man at the gate and they slowly started to open.

      “Thank you,” I whispered to him.

      He winked at me, “You can thank me later, honey.”

      My cheeks flushed red but not out of admiration. I didn’t like having the attention of any man, least of all him. Blushing was my defense mechanism but he didn’t need to know that. My skin felt like it was crawling from where I’d touched him. I was suddenly grateful for the sterilizing solution I had in my bag. I gave him one last smile as I slowly pulled through the gates and let them close behind me. As soon as I rounded the forest and I was out of sight, I pushed the throttle as hard as it would go.

      “Where did you see it?” I asked Mikey once we were finally clear.

      He pointed to a clearing in the forest, one that hadn’t been there before. It didn’t take me long to realize that the clearing was the aftermath of a large wreck. My stomach started to flutter. I couldn’t believe that Mikey was telling the truth. He wasn’t prone to lying, but your eyes could play tricks on even the most discerning child, especially one with a wild spirit like him. I swallowed hard and followed the trail. The closer we crept to the wreckage, the more I was regretting my decision to bring Mikey with me.

      “Whatever you do, stay behind me. Do you understand?” I asked him as we parked.

      He nodded his head, ducking between my arms and trying to see the wreckage. I’d never seen a ship like it before. It wasn’t large, maybe a few dozen meters in width without its wings. I briefly glanced around but didn’t see the wings anywhere.

      “Why don’t you go find the wings and other wreckage for me. I don’t know what we are going to find when we open the hull, okay?”

      Mikey nodded and disappeared off into the woods. The black craft was badly damaged, looking more like an ancient, buried torpedo than a ship. I looked for a door, following a trail of steam as it seeped from a thin seam. Still in shock that Mikey hadn’t been lying, my attention turned to determining if there were any survivors. I was no stranger to aliens, but I kept my small gun close at my side just in case. The ship wasn’t an Infernian vessel, that much was evident.

      A low whistle escaped the pod and I stumbled backward, watching in stunned silence as the seam widened as a door opened. In a puff of smoke, the door creaked back on its dented hinges and my mouth fell open. There was someone inside of the pod, and from the small hole poking through the fumes, I could see a man’s chest slowly moving up and down.

      “Thank God,” I whispered. He was alive.

      When the last of the smoke cleared, I was once again stunned into silence. There wasn’t much blood, less than I had expected. What gave me pause was the alien’s stunning looks. His body was rugged and muscular, with olive-toned skin that I could see where his uniform had torn open. Swallowing back my words, I let my gaze travel up his body to his face. Though his eyes were closed, I could only imagine the beauty that they would behold, if they matched the rest of his figure.

      His dark, auburn, hair fell loose down to his shoulders. A strong jaw and thickly lashed eyes rounded out one of the most attractive faces I’d ever seen. When a groan slipped past his lips, I jumped. As his head listlessly turned to the side, I saw the reason he was unconscious. A gaping wound cut through the side of his head. I quickly pushed my fear and wonder aside and reached into my medical bag. Any emotions that I had before were now gone. He was injured and nothing else mattered but keeping him alive.

      “Mikey!” I called out.

      The child was at my side in a flash. I looked deeply into his eyes, praying there would be enough strength to lift the alien between the two of us.

      “We have to get him back to my apartment, and fast,” I whispered to him.
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      The Blue Alien’s Mate: A Sci-Fi Alien Romance (Celestial Mates)

      Chapter 1-Urie

      “Ok troops, we’re cleared for landing.”

      “Roger that,” a crackled voice came through my earpiece. “Brace yourself. It's going to be a bumpy landing.”

      Traversing through a planet’s atmosphere is always a tumultuous experience. Often there are vast temperature fluctuations that can create chills across your skin. They are so frigid it can feel as though your limbs could snap with the cold. Other times, the descent to a planet can be raging hot with temperatures so high blisters would form across our bodies if it weren’t for our protective suits.

      This landing was not to be any easier. One thing you have to get used to is the speed in which you plummet to the ground. It sends shock waves through your body as the velocity batters off your organs. You have no choice but to grit your teeth and grip your fingers into the armrest to steady your body as it tumbles through the air at the speed of light.

      I looked across the craft to the ship’s pilot. As per usual, he was taking it in stride, his face steady and stoic with a grim determination pursing his lips together. He focused on the screen in front of him, ready to maneuver the ship at the precise moment. His eyes were steely and gray with concentration. He turned his head at the last minute and touched his fingers to his temples.

      “Ready captain,” his voice came through my earpiece once again.

      Up here, in the ship amongst the stars, you can be within an arm’s reach of one another but still not hear a word. Outer space speaks its own deafening language of crashing space debris and chaos. To remove one’s earpiece is to hear nothing but static and jarring metallic chattering. Up here, without our earpieces, we would go crazy.

      “I hear ya,” I saluted the pilot. “When you’re ready.”

      He nodded at me then returned his eyes to the screen.

      “3.”

      He pulled the lever beside him.

      “2.”

      He spun the wheel.

      “1!”

      His voice bellowed as he swung the ship into a steep decline. It roared downward, the air gushing past the windows with such ferocity, I wondered if the glass would break. But it never, ever broke. I’d traveled to other planets a thousand times with this pilot and never, had a single thing gone wrong. He was the best and that was why he was my pilot.

      Wild turbulence shook the ship from side to side as we plunged our way down further and further into the atmosphere. Then, out of the stardust and clouds came the ground. It loomed up at us, red and barren. I could see the force of our approaching ship kick up the arid sand into a dusty tempest as we landed. Then the loud crash came, cacophonous like thunder and at last, everything was still.

      The sand drifted across the windshield as I got my bearings. My heart thudded hard in my chest and I held a hand to my stomach, took a deep breath, then unlocked the belt that had been holding me into my seat.

      I watched as the dust settled and fell around the ship. It was night time but the stars were bright and they illuminated each particle with a glittering radiance. Through the gritty mist, figures began to form on the horizon. They appeared to be growing, coming closer with every passing second. Then they were upon us, my troops, coming to retrieve their leader.

      The side door was flung open and the smell of a new land permeated the cabin.  The troops were eager to show me their alliance, saluting me the moment they saw my face.

      “Our leader,” the biggest one said. “We don’t have much time. We need to transport you to the battlefield immediately.”

      “Yes,” I stepped out of my chair and looked out the open door. “We must hurry.”

      As I placed an intrepid foot down on the alien soil, I felt the excitement of a new world with all its new smells and textures. But it was not to be my new home, nor was it to be a place I would have the chance to explore. Rather, I was here to save it from invading forces.

      The X’Sorians… The bastards. They are a fascist race, one hell bent on conquering what is not theirs. They arrived on this planet with the intention of invading it, of taking it away from our system but that was not to happen.  I had arrived to fight back and with my reinforcements by my side, we would soon defeat them. As I was taken from the ship to the battlefield, my Shocktrooper Elite Force surrounding me, I had fire in my heart, a burning desire to crush the X’Sorians.

      “Tell me,” I pointed into the distance as I addressed the nearest lieutenant. “How many are there?”

      His expression was grim but honest.

      “There are thousands,” he bowed his head. “Too many to count.”

      His words sent a shiver down into my gut.

      “Ok,” I held a clenched fist to my chest. “It does not matter how many there are, what matters is the quality of the warrior. We are the finest, we are the best. Isn’t that so?” I bellowed.

      “Yes!” they roared back.

      “We are the best because you are our leader,” said the lieutenant.

      “Thank you,” I touched a hand to his shoulder. “Your loyalty will never be forgotten.”

      In a convoy, we drove fast across the desert with the sound of missiles and explosions becoming louder as we traversed the arid landscape. The battlefield soon came into view with the bright lights of the bombs blinding me. I held my arm over my face to shield my vision.

      “They are desperate,” the lieutenant spoke at my right side. “They are taking extreme measures and if I may be permitted to express my opinion, I would say that means they are scared. They are not confident in their own fighting skills so they have resorted to blustering bombs.”

      “You are right,” I turned to him. “They may be scared but I also think they are powerful,” I leaned in closer to him. “Don’t spread the word, but I think… I think, we will need to ready ourselves for a colossal fight.”

      He looked worried, pulled back and blinked at me.

      “It’s true. This will not be as easy as the others but we are strong and you must remember that every challenge changes you for the better. It makes you tougher, stronger, a more valiant warrior.”

      “What doesn’t challenge you, doesn’t change you,” he thought out loud as he glanced at the upcoming battlefield.

      “My thoughts exactly,” I slapped the side of his arm. “You have been trained well.”

      The truck screeched to a halt on the edge of the field. My gun was by my side with my sword secured tightly in the sheath on my belt and my lucky club secured to a strap around my waist. I thought of everything we had to fight for and took a deep breath. I was ready.

      “Troops,” I stood up, hanging from the side of the open door with my rifle hanging from my shoulder. “We must advance!”

      The battle cries roared in my ears as we ran. The X'Sorians, mighty people almost twice our size, were fearless and angry. It had been so long since I had seen one in person and there was a flutter of fear in my chest as I looked up at the nearest one and saw the look on his face; dark, twisted, sadistic. He was here for the love of death, for the lust for power. His muscles rippled as he waved his ax above his head, his skin red and glistening with sweat. The ax crashed down on the ground beside me and I rolled to escape it, tumbling across the ground as I fired shots up to him. I swung my club and saw as it connected with the side of his head. He bore his teeth at me in rage. They were sharp, dripping in the blood of his victims but I’d hit him square in the chest with my barrage of bullets and he was wounded, screeching in agony. As he staggered from one foot to the other, he stumbled to the ground, but not before he pulled a grenade from the strap across the chest and yanked the pin out with his teeth.

      He threw it at me and I glared wide-eyed as it landed a few inches from my face. I ran, sprinting for my life as it exploded behind me, sending a cascade of X’Sorian parts scattering around me.

      “Advance!” I yelled to my Shocktroopers.

      Now that my first taste of battle had taken place I was truly ready to fight. I wiped the X’Sorian warrior’s blood from my eyes and ran forward, shooting every red being that stood in my way. No matter their size, no matter their will to win, I tackled them. The fighting was desperate with every X’Sorian slain, a Shocktrooper going down beside him. Manic firing and hand to hand combat plagued the field as our bodies became quickly exhausted.

      Soon, we were in the center of the battlefield with no way out but to fight our way to freedom and safety. If we ever wanted to return home, see our friends and families and take a breath of Ura-Than air again, we had to win.

      The bayonet of my rifle was deep into X’Sorian flesh when I felt it, the rumble in the ground. Then it happened so fast I blinked and it was over. My fellow soldiers were on the ground, lying damaged and in pain on the blood covered soil. Psionic attacks… I had heard the X'Sorians were capable of such a feat but I had never experienced it before, but then… why wasn’t I affected like the others?  As I glanced around in horror I saw I was untouched, unlike my brethren who were pained and near death on the ground. What was left of my Shocktrooper Elite closed ranks around me and we proceeded.

      We attacked once more, working as a solid unit but once again, as soon as we neared the X’Sorian Elite Squad, my troops were held back, pushed against the ground with a psionic force. All I could do was watch as I stood tall, unaffected by the mysterious rays of psychic attack.

      “Advance!” I screamed.

      The troops who could, stood up defiant and we carried on pushing our way through the hordes of X’Sorian slave warriors. But again, there was the force. It rung in my ears and made the ground tremble as it shook the airwaves. My troops were sent flying back, scattering amongst the fallen corpses of other soldiers. Yet again, I stood without being harmed.

      All I could do was push through and do it alone. Immune to their psionic attacks, I persevered, running with all my might with my sword drawn, swiping at each enemy that came close. It wasn’t long until I had fought my way through the crowds of brutes that were so intent on seeing me dead. Then the slave warriors were gone and it was just the Elite Squad facing me. Once more, they sent out a psionic attack but I lunged at them, swinging my sword until all their heads rolled and there was no one else but me and the enemy commander.

      He looked at me with shock and horror etched across his face. I could see his hand quivering by his side. The man, who I expected to be as intimidating as his soldiers, was shriveled and old, crouched down below me with a meager pistol in his hand. Judging from the fear in his eyes, it looked as though he never fought but rather, left the dirty work to his men.

      “Be- be quick,” he stammered. “If you must kill me, do it now.”

      I narrowed my eyes.

      “With pleasure.”

      There was a slicing noise, the severing of his spinal column and then he fell like his troops, headless and defeated. A silence reigned across the battlefield. It shrouded the war zone in an eerie sadness. The smell of blood rose from the ground, soaking into my clothes, my hair, and my skin. The smell of death never left you but at least it faded before the memories did.

      The enemy commander’s head lay at my feet. If it weren’t for the fact it wasn’t attached to his body you’d think he was asleep. I picked it up by the dry, bristly, yellow hair and held it in front of me. To be so close up to an X’Sorian was a peculiar experience. I ran a finger over his cheek, felt the red skin with the coarse hair. I looked at his flat nose that was so different in shape and size to mine. I wondered if his experience of life had been so different to my own.

      In front of me stood a sand dune littered with rocks and dead bodies. Blood ran down one side of it, viscous and crimson. With the head tucked under my arm, I climbed it, sinking my tired, calloused fingers into the dirt to haul myself up. At the top, I looked down at the battlefield. All eyes were on me as I raised the head up high and yelled.

      “This is the end of the X’Sorian rule on this planet!”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Back home I lay in my bed, exhausted by my injuries. During the battle, I was not aware of all the cuts and bruises, or even of the broken rib, but now they caused me much discomfort. From where I lay I could hear the victorious chants outside the palace that were emanating from the city. They cheered at my chamber, shouted that they thought I was a hero. Somehow, however, I didn’t feel like one.

      The psionic attacks had played on my mind since the return. They had injured, even killed so many of my troops but why was I spared? Surely I should have been the last person to be shown mercy. My thoughts were soon interrupted by a knock at the door.

      “You may enter,” I announced.

      The door glided open and one of my servants entered with his head bowed and his footsteps humble and shuffling.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Sorry to bother you. I just wanted to bring you some libations. I hope this drink will make you feel better. It is crafted from the finest herbs found on the dark side of the Gotan Peninsula.”

      “Oh… that is kind of you. Thank you.”

      He brought the jug of over and poured me a glass before holding it to my lips. I sipped thirstily, not realizing how parched I was.

      “Thank you,” I gasped as I pulled my mouth away. “I feel rejuvenated already.”

      “No need to thank me, master,” he waved his hand at me. “It is my honor to serve a hero such as you.”

      Hero. That word again. I’d never heard it so much in my life.

      “It is my duty to protect all planets within our system,” I explained.

      “But you are a hero! All other battles against the X’Sorians have ended in defeat, but you are the first leader to bring us to victory. Your arrival home must be rejoiced, master. It must be!”

      I paused for a second, remembering the details of the battle. I remembered the club as it hit the X’Sorian on the side of his head and how his teeth were spat from his mouth. I remembered the sound of the gunfire and the explosions, the screaming and the terror.

      “I’m sorry. I’m weary and I feel I must go back to sleep.”

      “Yes, master. Sorry to disturb you.”

      I watched as the servant scurried away through the sliding doors. The chanting was still continuing outside although the sky was becoming dark. I rolled over and faced the wall. Unable to shake the psionic attacks from my mind, I thought about them in every minute detail. The noise they made as the ground shook and the sound of the force hitting my troops.

      “Why wasn’t I affected?” I whispered as I rolled back over and stared up at the ceiling.

      At the bottom of my bed lay all my weapons. When I returned home I had torn my suit from my body and left my weapons where they lay. I could see the butt of my rifle standing up against the bed frame with my sword propped up beside it. In the distance, my club was on the floor amongst my strewn clothing.

      I remembered the day I carved it myself from the most peculiar of rocks. I’d found it and was immediately struck by its beauty and strength. From the moment I saw it I was enamored with its texture and had carved my beautiful club so I could walk around with a piece of its beauty forever. Often, it had felt like a good luck charm and when I thought back to the psionic attacks, it certainly feels that way more than ever.

      With my eyelids growing heavy, I rolled over and pulled the heavy blanket up over my head. For the briefest of moments, my thoughts of the war faded and were replaced with more mundane matters. It was to be my birthday soon. Maybe my family would throw a celebration for the birthday hero.

      “Twenty-five,” I whispered into the cold night.

      I felt as though I was growing old, faster than I had anticipated.

      Chapter 2-Samantha

      My legs were burning but I loved it. To me, there’s no better feeling than the pain and invigoration you get from a hard workout. I was jogging on my usual route through the forest at the edge of my neighborhood. The sun was lingering low in the sky, dipping behind the houses as twilight began to descend.

      As I entered the dense woods, I reached for my phone to change the tunes. A more natural setting required a more natural soundtrack. Flicking through my playlist I found my favorite Enya song and shoved my phone back in my pocket, making sure not to trip over a fallen branch as I looked back at the trail.

      I’m not usually a paranoid person. Actually, I’m the opposite. I love adventure, fear nothing and grab life by the horns. My mom worries about me, though, she’s not like me. When she discovered I was running at night in the forest she gifted me a rape alarm for Christmas. She’s always worrying and fussing over me and I’m always trying to reassure her that I’m ok. Not that she ever listens.

      But it was times like this when the air was crisp and the endorphins were pumping that I felt like she was missing out. Life is beautiful when you step out of your comfort zone.

      With the music playing softly in my ears, coaxing me further into the woodland I was in a state of pure bliss. The birds were rustling in the trees with the dusky sunlight glinting off the wet leaves. The rain had trailed off an hour ago leaving puddles on the path and I leaped over them one by one, taking them in stride. It was starting to get cold now too and the chilled air lashed against my face as I ran, reviving me and cooling me against the waves of perspiration that were coming over my body.

      The most cherished part of my run was the glade that I passed at the halfway mark. It was isolated and although it was only half a mile from the main road that ran through my neighborhood, you’d be forgiven for thinking you were in the center of a national park. Well, until you got through to the other side and heard the traffic once again.

      As I reached it, I took my designated break and leaned against a tree. Pulling my headphones from my ears I took in the surroundings, gulping water fast as I rested. Then something struck me. There was something different, something missing. I couldn’t hear the bird in the trees. The only sound was my throat as it swallowed back big mouthfuls of water. I placed my bottle on the ground and looked around. There was definitely a strange feeling in the air. It was silent, eerily silent with not even the scurry of an animal through the undergrowth or the distant sound of a robin chirping.

      I stood still. It was as though time had stopped still. For a moment I cast my mind back to a story I’d heard in elementary school.

      “It has been said that animals can predict natural disasters and escape cities days before they occur,” my teacher had told us.

      Was that true? Was there about to be an earthquake and all the birds, bees and squirrels had run away? It didn’t feel like that. There was an insidious atmosphere, a feeling of being watched. I was never one for believing in ghosts but this was as good a time as any to start. It felt like there were eyes boring through the back of my head, searing into my soul. I shivered despite feeling hot. It was time to get out of there.

      Taking a few slow steps before reaching my natural jogging pace, I made a quick exit from the glade, eager to get away and back to the hustle and bustle of the city. But the feeling only got stronger as I ran. I couldn’t stop glancing behind me, imagining hot breath on the back of my neck as I escaped an invisible attacker. It was so strong it made my stomach flip. I was looking behind me more than in front of me and tripped a couple times as I failed to see where I was treading.

      Fuck, what’s got into me?

      I gasped as I tried to keep my spirits up and steady my nerves.

      You’re probably just tired, exhausted from working and jogging too much. You need to get home and take care of yourself. Think of a hot bath, think of chocolate and a movie, think of your puppy who loves you more than anything.

      I started to feel better but the moment of mental respite was fleeting. The feeling was back and even stronger. Something rustled in a nearby bush. It sounded huge, bigger than a fox, almost the size of a human.

      Just your mind playing tricks on you. Calm down.

      I kept running, picking up a faster pace.

      Just calm the fuck down, Samantha!

      I was angry at myself. It wasn’t like me to lose my cool, to see or feel things that weren’t there. I was a professional, strong woman, one that wasn’t intimidated by anything but here I was, afraid of a few rustling leaves and a mysterious “feeling.”

      But the end of the forest was in sight. I could see the faint electric glow of the distant street lamps. In under a minute, I would be stepping out onto the pavement. Yet, there it was again, the rustling.

      “Shit!”

      I swerved out the way of a bush and tripped over another branch I hadn’t seen hiding in the darkness. My mom was right. It was insanity to be out here in the dark, jogging like everything in the world was innocent, sweet and lovely. I was being watched and nothing could make me think otherwise.

      Just think of the street ahead.

      I tried to focus my thoughts on the street ahead. The lamps were getting brighter with orange beams drifting through the trees like warm beacons of safety.

      “Just a few more feet,” I said under my breath as I pumped my legs.

      I could hear my heartbeat in my ears as the blood and adrenaline rushed through my body. I was manic, my body going into overdrive.

      Just a couple more steps. Come on….

      The bushes rustled again. I jumped, screamed, felt the back of my head hit the ground.

      “What the fuck!” I yelled.

      My legs were restrained. There were people on me. I was being mugged, attacked or something worse. I kicked with all my strength, the sweat making me slippery against my assailants. It felt like there were so many of them as our limbs flayed in a tangled mess but I could only see two heads. They were struggling to keep hold of me as I struggled. Through the darkness and panic, I couldn’t make out their faces. They loomed down on me as I saw the stars behind them, the crescent moon high above their heads.

      I screamed again, bit down on one of their arms. They yelled and recoiled in agony, a strange strangled voice uttering a dialect I’d never heard before. They argued with one another as they held me down, obviously annoyed that I was putting up more of a fight than they anticipated. Their accents were weird, distorted almost with voices that were low and grumbled. One of them held their hand over my mouth and I bit down again, the acidic taste of his blood running between my teeth. It was then, as his arm was close to my face and caught a sliver of the moonlight that I noticed his color. His skin was blue.

      Wide-eyed in horror I struggled to free myself again, but this time, they were angrier and held me down to tie my arms and legs. As they stood up, pulling me up along with them I could see them clearly for the first time. It felt as though there were more of them because they had four arms. Dumbstruck into silence and frozen out of fear, I could do nothing but let them drag me deep into the forest.

      My heart was hammering hard in my chest, so fast I was certain I would pass out or have a heart attack. In the moment I prayed that I would die before my captors could do anything to me. As my feet brushed through the long grass and they pulled me through the foliage with their hands clutching at my elbows, I listened to them. I’d seen enough crime shows to know what evidence they needed. It was the little things that mattered like what they smelled like and what their accents were. It was the unassuming physical traits that often got criminals caught like whether they had a limp or talked with a lisp. As I listened to their voices and felt the weight of their four arms, I came to the conclusion that no policeman would believe a word I said. Their voices came from no human voice box and their limbs were... Blue and multiple. I was shocked and in fear of my life, paralyzed as I helplessly became the victim of a kidnapping, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized what was happening. I’d been pushing the thought out of my head since the moment I saw the blue skin but the four arms confirmed it. They were alien.

      As I looked up I could see something through the trees. It was large and black, almost invisible in the dark. As we approached, the side of it opened and revealed a sparkling spectacle of modern technology. It was the innards of their ship. Dragged inside, I was immediately hit by the smell of an unknown species. There was peculiar beeping all around and the deafening sounds of machinery. However, I was soon dragged far from the buzzing lights and taken deep within the bowels of the ship.

      There was darkness all around and cold metal pressing up against my back. I wasn’t sure if there were other prisoners hiding within the shadows. I certainly couldn’t see them but I could sense their breath, feel their fear as though it were my own.

      My captors closed the door behind them. I could hear them chuckling as they walked down the long corridor. Then silence. It seemed to last forever and permeate everything around me.

      “Hello?”

      I spoke to no one in particular in my desperate longing for human contact.

      “Is anyone here?”

      There was no response. Then suddenly, when I thought the silence couldn’t last any longer, the rumbling started. I felt it in my gut first, then beneath my bottom as the floor began to shake. The engine was roaring into life, growing louder, then louder again until the walls trembled. Then we were off the ground, weightless and free as we shot up through the sky. My ears popped as we ascended and a deep nausea weighed heavy in my stomach. I leaned my head against the wall and closed my eyes, praying that when I opened them I would wake up and discover it was all a dream.
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      Benzen: A Sci-Fi Alien Romance

      Chapter 1-Benzen

      I think it’s all working out with our escape plan, everything going as it should. I think so right up until the very last minute, when the engine fails. It comes as a violent shudder, the sound of metal crunching and stuttering, coughing like a dying old man before giving out completely. The next thing I feel is the terror inside my gut as we hit a speed I scarcely thought possible.

      We’re tumbling, flying, falling fast down to the nearest planet. I see it come closer, a glowing blue orb the color of lightning bolts and vegetation. For a moment, as we plummet down at breakneck speed, I wonder what the puffy, white substance is that caresses the atmosphere of the world we’re about to land on. I ponder it until we’re right in the middle of its softness and realize they’re clouds. They moisten the sides of the ship as we stab through them, a ball of mechanical fire falling to disintegration.

      The ground comes up fast, then faster, then faster still until I hold my breath, certain that we will crumble upon impact. Glancing around at my crew, I see them more terrified than I am. Victorinth, her eyes are ablaze in fear, her gaze following mine out the window as the ship falls sideways. She’s holding onto her seat, gripping it as though it’s the last connection she has to her life before it became a disaster, before we felt the fear of falling.

      Our eyes meet over the chaos, panic surging between us like a tangible energy. Horror is etched into Victorinth’s face, and I see her lips twitch as she tries to tell me something, but I don’t hear a word. All that enters my ears are the rapid sounds of the craft cracking up around me and the rush of air as it escapes through the gaps in the falling wreckage. It hits my face, cold and caustic, the force almost burning my skin.

      The last thing I see before we crash is a large building on the edge of a city. If I knew of its importance to the crew, I would have feared nothing, but in that moment, I’m stricken with an intense fear, one that grows the closer we get.

      It’s right before my eyes, the ground black with symmetrical white stripes, and it’s coming up fast. I resign myself to fate, it will swallow me up and I will live no more. There’s a crunch, Victorinth screams, and the crew falls into a mass of tangled-up terror as the ship splinters at the edges.

      Before the blackness arrives, I look up and see the large building beside us. There’s a sign on the wall in an alphabet I’m not familiar with.

      RICHMOND CITY MALL

      I squint in an attempt to decipher the symbols, but as I strain my eyes, shock takes over my body. Then, nothing but darkness.

      [image: ]
* * *

      My eyes are stinging, blistering with the pain of unseen molecules. It would seem where we’ve landed has something in the air we’re not used to. It takes a few breaths to adjust to the light. It’s like nothing I’ve seen before. The sky is dark like the blackest onyx, but every now and again, items are illuminated, like buildings or vehicles of sorts. As I glance out the window, I can see there are various other crafts. Some are larger than others and in different colors, but they are mostly of similar length, or at least much smaller than our craft.

      “What are you looking for?” One of my team shouts from behind me.

      “I don’t know yet,” I answer. “I’m still figuring things out.”

      I see something move, another being. They’re tall, slender, ethereal, and calm as they walk across the space in front of me. I see them enter one of the vehicles, then watch as it disappears around a bend.

      “What was that? I hear something.”

      I can hear the team behind me spruce themselves up and get back on their feet.

      “Is anyone hurt?” I turn around to check everyone.

      They all look themselves over before shaking their heads.

      “I’m scared,” says the youngest, Victorinth.

      “Me too,” I admit. “But we’ll be fine if we stick together.”

      We all nod at one another to show we’re in agreement.

      “But what was that?” asked Victorinth again. “What was that noise?”

      She rushes to the window and looks out. Seeing nothing, she turns back around.

      “It was a craft,” I explain.

      “Like this one?” She runs to her brother, Jarick, and clings onto him.

      “No. It looks nothing like this one. It was smaller, much smaller, and did not leave the ground,” I explain.

      “It didn’t leave the ground?” Jarick asks, bewildered. “How strange.”

      I can see him churn the idea around in his mind, the cogs of his brain whirring as he tries to figure it out.

      “Then how did it move?” he finally asks.

      “With wheels on the ground.”

      “Like… What the primitives used back in the olden years?” He’s aghast.

      “Yes, something like that.” I look solemnly to the ground. “But never mind that. We have to formulate a plan for ourselves.”

      “Yes, you’re right,” Ethazol says, stepping forward.  “We can’t stay here forever, we’re a sitting target.”

      “Always the sensible one,” I smile at him.

      Walking back over to the window, I look out once more for signs of danger. Every now and again, the beings pass by, but they don’t so much as look over at us. It confuses me.

      “I don’t think anyone can see us. Not the craft, anyway. It appears the body work done before takeoff works here too.”

      “You mean the diversion worked?” Jarick asks.

      “Yeah,” I keep my sight outside the craft. “We’re safe for now, I hope.”

      I’m so busy being lost in my thoughts that I don’t notice the human getting closer and closer until it’s too late. It’s striding purposely right to us, as though it doesn’t know we’re here. He’s walking briskly, so briskly in fact that it's only a few breaths until he’s right at the window.

      “Look!” I shout at the crew.

      They all huddle around the window and gasp as they see him approach, closer and closer until…

      “Argh!”

      We hear him yell. He’s walked right into our craft, his face crumpling against the metal fragments of our broken ship. He pulls away hurt. There’s a red substance coming out the center of his face. It trickles down into his mouth and covers his teeth.

      We all remain silent as we try to figure out what has happened. The human looks to be in a state of shock. He tries to walk again but once again he hits the window.

      “What the hell?” We hear him say.

      He takes a couple steps to the side and tries to walk again. Yet, just like before, he walks into the craft. He takes another couple steps to the side and repeats and still, he can’t get anywhere. I watch as a look comes over his face. It’s a look of terror, one that shows his ideas of reality tearing at the seams.

      “I almost feel as though I want to go out there and help him,” I say as I see him fail over and over again to get to where he’s going.

      “You’ll do no such thing.” Ethazol claps a hand to my shoulder. “We are in enough trouble,” he explains. “No use in complicating things.”

      Yet we watch enraptured for a long while as the man attempts to get around the ship. At one point, we watch him stop for a little while. He looks exhausted and just stands still, looking down at his body. It’s then that he places a hand on his gut and then examines his fingers.

      “Oh my god…” We can hear him muttering through the walls. “What is this?”

      As we look at his hands, we see there is a peculiar green substance attached to his fingers. It seems as though his body has come into contact with our jet fuel, and we can only hope that he remains safe with the chemical on his body.

      “Don’t go out there, Benzen.” Jarick turns to me. “I know what you’re like. You want to help everyone, but right now you have to focus on just helping us get out of this ship and somewhere safe.”

      I nod.

      “Very well. It appears you know me too well.”

      We’re all silent for a moment as we contemplate what we have to do.

      “What were those things on his body?” Victorinth blurts out eventually.

      “I’m not sure,” I answer.

      “It looked like some sort of body armor, but not for combat,” she says as she bites on her lower lip in deep thought.

      “Yeah you’re right,” I agree. “That is what it looked like. I saw the others out there wearing them too.”

      “Well then, we’ll have to get them,” Ethazol commands. “Or we’ll be noticed.”

      We Orbas wore very light attire, usually a large piece of cloth across our bodies. Unless, of course, we are in battle.

      We all stand around looking at one another, trying to figure out how to get these items onto our bodies.

      “I have an idea,” I say, glancing out the window and seeing the man still out there, examining the jet fuel on his body. “I need to concentrate, but I think there’s a chance I can do it.”

      “What are you talking about, Benzen?” Jarick laughs. “You and your ridiculous ideas,” he shakes his head.

      “Me and my ridiculous ideas might help us stay alive,” I explain to him without anger in my voice. “So just bear with me.”

      As young Orbans, many of us are trained from an early age to partake in activities that suit our minds and bodies the best. Ethazol’s particular talent, for instance, was being authoritative and intellectual. That is why he was taught from a young age to have engaging leadership skills and a clear thinking mind that could deal with problems in front of him. However, his talent does not extend to thinking outside of usual situations, and so he is only performing at his best in already learned scenarios.

      I, on the other hand, inherited my talent. It came from my mother, a being so vastly special that she could create any talent she pleased. Yet she only chose ones that could be good for the planet, ones that would benefit others before herself.

      When I came into being, she chose a talent for me that she said suited my personality. She waited until I was old enough to form opinions and congruent thoughts before she sat me down and asked:

      “Benzen… What do you want to do when you are older?”

      I thought for a second, looking into her opal eyes before I answered:

      “I want to be able to move anything anywhere, but with my mind.”

      I remember watching her sit back in thought for a moment before she raised her hands and declared:

      “Very well,” she held me. “I will give you the ability to have a mind that transcends the body.”

      “All of us Orbans are also warriors by nature. We only use our training when our race is threatened by another group of lifeforms.”

      Now, inside the ship, I wish that she were here to guide me through the ability she had gifted me. It has been so long since I used it, but I'm sure that deep down, I have not forgotten its inner workings.

      “Crew, you must support me for a moment. Stay calm and remain quiet.”

      They all look at me as though I am not behaving in the most appropriate way. Yet they're quite used to this, as I'm always the one that strays behind the rest. I’m smaller than they all are, but not by much. I am six feet tall, but they are only a few inches taller. I act in different ways at times, but they now see that I can do something most extraordinary, and that there is a great happiness that comes from being peculiar.

      I have been alive for 24 years thus far. Victorinth was born after me, but by only one year. The rest are a few years older than me. I will eventually be as tall as them, but it just takes some more time to grow to their height.

      I crouch at the window and look to the man outside. The look of terror has not left his eyes, and I knew that at any moment, it could only get worse.

      “Stay calm, Benzen,” I whisper to myself. “You can do it.”

      Focusing my mind, I put all my strength into remembering my mother as I look at the man and… transfer his clothes from his body, through the ship and onto me.

      “Well done, Benzen!” Victorinth cheers.

      “Quite the talent!” Jarick slaps me on the back. “Now all you gotta do is find five more of these creatures so you can camouflage the rest of us.”

      Chapter 2-Benzen

      It takes a while, waiting for five more people to walk past the ship, but once they do, obtaining their cloaking is easy. However, seeing their unarmored bodies is most peculiar. Once their outerwear is taken away, they shriek and panic, running around in circles in the most confused manner. Of course, we mean them no harm, but… we are pleased we can look like them now.

      I glance at my crew and see that we are all covered and more or less look like the same creatures that are outside, save for the dark blue color of our bodies. Yet the people here vary in so many ways. Some are tall, some are short, some are thin like us, and others are wide. They have varying shades of skin color, and no two have the same coverings. This is good for us, as it means our differences will not look so out of place. We can only hope…

      “I think I can lead us from here,” Draygus steps forward.

      He is a wise member of the crew and has been studying the humans for quite some time. Without question, we follow him out the craft and into the open air.

      “It smells so….different,” Victorinth remarks, wrinkling up her nose.

      “And it’s cold, too,” I say.

      With my feet pressing into the new ground, I feel its texture and the way it feels solid against my toes. Our world back home has a spongier disposition and more give when you walk on it. The ground back home is softer, but this is…harsh.

      The most confident member of our group, Voland, is ahead of us all. He’s staring up at the bright lights of the building, his eyes glazed over with wonder.

      “I always dreamed of seeing new lands,” he says. “Yet I can scarcely believe we are here.”

      “We have made it safely,” I lay a hand on his shoulder. “Let us go inside.”

      As we walk in through the door, we see the space is vast and expansive inside and well lit. It reminds me very much of a spacecraft, yet one that is bigger than any others I’ve seen. We all look to Draygus for guidance as we cross the threshold of the building.

      “What now?” I whisper, scared that we will be noticed. “What do we do in here?”

      “I think I know what is going on,” Draygus says in a deep tone as he walks by my side. “I have read about places like this in books. They are safe places.”

      “Safe?” Victorinth huddles by his side. “How do you know this?”

      “Because,” he points up towards to sky. “Because there is so much light.”

      We gaze up to the brightness raining down on us.

      “Why are you so sure it’s safe?” I ask.

      “Humans always feel safe in well-lit spaces. It is the darkness they fear. Places with great amounts of blackness are dangerous to humans and are avoided at all costs,” he explains to me in a voice he puts on when trying to make us feel like children.

      We nod at his words and look all around us at the many sources of light, trying to cultivate the feeling that they are keeping us safe.

      “Very well,” Draygus nods. “We’ll keep moving.”

      I have to admit that as we make our way through the building with our new footwear squeaking against the floor, I have a strange and nervous feeling inside me. Everything is so new and bizarre. There are countless things I don’t understand, devices I see people holding, and I don’t know why. There is a great cacophony of smells permeating my nostrils all at once. We pass by one place in particular that seems the worst to me, despite the person outside being friendly.

      It is like a building within a building, a place which Draygus explains to me is called a ‘shop.’

      “Shop,” I chew the word around my mouth. “It is a word of such peculiarity and explains nothing of what I’m looking at.”

      “A shop,” he looks down at me, “is a place in which things can be traded.”

      I look inside the window of this shop and see glass bottles. They are everywhere, and it’s as though their smells are trying to entice me through the gap in the door. They are all so strong, almost putrid.

      “Why would anyone want these?” I wave my hand at the place.

      “From what I can gather,” Draygus scratches his chin, “people buy these tiny bottles and spray the contents on themselves as part of a mating ritual.”

      “Oooohhhh,” I mouth as if I understand, although I certainly do not.

      There’s a person with long hair and a glowing mouth at the front door. Her lips are red and vivid, her teeth perfectly straight and gleaming white. She has huge and spindly tentacles coming from her upper eyelids.

      “Draygus!” I clutch at his arm. “Is that dangerous? That person there?”

      “No… I think that is a human woman.”

      “Hmmmm…”

      She sees me paying her attention and comes forth with a little piece of card in her hand.

      “Are you looking to buy some perfume today?” she asks, her mouth twisted up into an unwavering smile.

      I’m terrified of her and the way she is so close to me, so eager to engage with me. I shrink away from her and shake my head.

      “Well, you can take a sample and come back another time. Have a nice day,” she steps back to her original spot and proceeds to ask the exact same question to another person that walks by.

      I look down at the card.

      “Is this toxic?” I ask Draygus. “It smells toxic.”

      Pushing my nose up to the outer corner of the card, I take a short, sharp whiff of the mysterious substance that coats it. It makes my eyes water, and I recoil away from it.

      “Urgh! It’s terrible,” I sneeze. “Humans like this?”

      Victorinth, seeing my distress, comes and urges me to carry on walking with the rest of the group.

      “It can’t be that bad,” she laughs. “Let me smell,” she takes the card from me and breathes in. “Hmm. I actually quite like it. I think I’ll keep this.”

      “Please do,” I breathe a sigh of relief as she takes it from me.

      Meanwhile, the rest of the group is in just as much awe as I am, with their eyes wide and staring at all the different colors and textures that are before us. In the center of the building, at various intervals, are metal tracks that glide down to the floor below. I see a sign to the left of each one:

      ESCALATOR

      “Hey Draygus,” I run to catch up with him. “Have you seen those?”

      “Escalators,” he says. “I have.”

      “Are they like primitive versions of the ascenders we have back home?”

      “They very much are,” he nods. “Except they don’t seem to be powered by the air like ours are. They seem to run on a less efficient fuel.”

      “Hmm,” I look at each one as we pass by. “I think they are very interesting.”

      While the others are more interested in looking in each shop window, I am more focused on the mechanics of the building. The escalators, as well as the boxes I see travel up to the roof with cables on each end, and the way one human is dealt the task of owning a miniature craft that cleans the floor. He must be a very important human, because everyone else has to walk.

      As we reach the end of the building, we find ourselves faced with a shop that is about fifty times bigger than the others. This one is the busiest of all and has a large stock of goods.

      “Where are we now?” Voland and Ethazol ask in unison.

      “This shop is one for food,” Draygus says, pointing inside.

      “Food!” Jarick is so excited at the thought he almost shouts. “I thought we’d never eat again.”

      We try to enter the shop via one of the doors, but it does nothing, and I watch as Jarick walks face-first into the glass.

      “I don’t understand,” he rubs his head. “Those ones over there open,” he points to the ones further down the shop front.

      We all line up in front of the other sliding doors, and to our delight, they glide open.

      “It must have been an amalgamation of all our minds,” Jarick says. “There’s no way the humans have good enough technology to have motion sensors.”

      “I agree,” his little sister Victorinth nods. “The humans seem ever so primitive.”

      As we walk into the shop, we discover it is far brighter than all the others and to me—at least, it smells a lot more pleasant. In fact, it smells so good that I begin to salivate at the prospect of eating all the things I see in front of me.

      I reach out my hand and pick up something that is round and red. It feels slightly hard to the touch, but once I grip it, the skin breaks and the fleshy inside is revealed. I take a bite, the juice inside reviving me.

      “Don’t do that,” Draygus knocks it from my hand. “You have to trade for the food here. You can’t just take it.”

      “Trade?”

      “Yes. With money.”

      “Money? Is that like the currency of the Rigel Credits back home?”

      “It is, Benzen.”

      “But we don’t have any human money!”

      I’m desperate now. After being tempted by the food I feel I need it more than ever, even if I don’t know what any of it is.

      “Hey guys,” Voland steps in. “Let’s not get irate. We're all in shock, tired, and hungry but there must be a way we can bargain with the humans.”

      “I agree,” Draygus looks to us all. “I assume, if they weren’t reasonable, they would have attacked us by now, but it seems as though we are blending in, and they don’t see us as a threat. Maybe they'll just accept our money. Let’s put together what we all have.”

      “I have nothing,” I shrug.

      “Me neither.”

      “I also have nothing,” Jarick shakes his head. “We have, after all, just survived a crash.”

      “Hmmm….” Draygus pinches the bridge of his nose in thought. “I don’t have anything either.”

      “I do,” a little voice at the back comes forward.

      Victorinth is clinging onto her brother’s arm with one hand and showing us some Rigel Credits with the other.

      “How did you manage that?” I look down at her.

      “A girl has her secrets,” she smiles. “I only have seven credits, though,” she frowns. “Will that be enough?”

      “I suppose we'll find out.” Voland takes them from her hand. “Let us see what we can do.”

      It’s very strange and terrifying as we walk around the shop, picking things up and feeling at them with our fingers. Some things look more like weapons than food, while others look rather appetizing. There is one type of food that I enjoy the smell of more than the others. It comes in a bunch of fingers and is yellow. Looking somewhat like an oversized hand, I wonder for a while if it has been taken from a large, yellow animal that resides on this planet. Yet as I inspect it closely, I find it has no circulatory system or nerve endings.

      “Do you suppose these hands can hold things?” I show a couple bunches to Draygus.

      “I am just as unsure as you are,” he frowns. “Perhaps they are not even hands.”

      “Hmmm…”

      Regardless of whether they are real fingers or not, I do greatly enjoy the smell. It is naturally fragrant, with undertones of health, vitality, and strength. I have the feeling that if I eat enough of these, I will be very strong.

      In the distance, I see the others picking out foods they think they’ll like. Victorinth seems to have picked up vast amounts of small things in colorful boxes, while Voland, being as sensible as ever, has looked at what the humans have been wandering around with and is copying them.

      “This,” he shows me a giant object under his arm. “I think this will sustain us somewhat. Many of the humans are buying these, and look,” he points to the layer of fat around it. “It’s a form of animal, and therefore, will give us protein.”

      I nod, fascinated by everyone’s different choices.

      “I think it’s time we try to buy these,” Draygus ushers us to a long line of humans who are putting all their items onto a rubber conveyor belt.

      “This seems very inefficient, standing around all day waiting to buy things. There are so many people in front of us, we’ll be here for some time,” I complain.

      “I hear ya, kid,” a voice comes from behind me.

      I spin around and see a rotund female. At least, I think she is a female, because she has sculpted those strange spindles from the top of her upper lid, and also has bright red lips that shimmer and catch the light. She gives me a slight smile.

      “I hate shopping,” she agrees, rolling her eyes.

      I’m dumbfounded, and so is the crew. It would seem we have blended in so well, the humans have begun to communicate with us.

      “Well done,” Victorinth mouths silently to me.

      Despite the amount of people ahead of us, their items are scanned through a laser device with tremendous speed, then placed into bags. The human then carries them away to consume them with vigor, I can only assume.

      It isn’t long until our items have reached the human who is doing the scanning. I can’t help but worry that she will interrogate us as we approach, but to my surprise, she does no such thing.

      “Good evening,” she says as she slides our items over the laser.

      It isn’t long until she is finished and she stares at all six of us in turn.

      “And how will you be paying today? Cash or card?” she focuses her eyes on Draygus, as he is obviously the oldest.

      “Er… Rigel Credits,” he says.

      “Uh?” the woman screws up her face. “What did you say?”

      “We’ll be paying today with Rigel Credits.”

      I can tell Draygus is nervous, but he’s trying his best. I can’t imagine how scared he is. Looking at him, I try to give him a look of encouragement, and he stares back at me with a worried expression on his face.

      “It’ll be fine,” Victorinth whispers.

      Meanwhile, the female, the gatekeeper of the food, is still looking at us strangely. She glances at the Credits in Draygus’ hand and then looks up at him.

      “Sir… can you wait a moment please?” she stands up from her seat. “I need to speak to my manager.” And with that, she disappears behind a door at the end of the shop.

      “Are we in trouble?” I ask.

      “I think so,” Draygus sighs.
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