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      The sound of my heels clicking across the pavement has everyone turning towards me. I flip my long red hair and smile sweetly even though I’m highly agitated at the moment, but as Mother constantly says, Someone is always watching you, so never give the cameras your bad side, and snarls are not a good look on me.

      

      I approach one of the individuals, who seems to be shouting orders out to everyone else, tapping my foot impatiently as he continues to ignore me. When it appears that he isn’t going to acknowledge me at all, I interrupt them. “Gentlemen, excuse me for a moment, but I have asked for an explanation several times on the way over here, without a civil reply from the overbearing men sent to retrieve me. Would one of you like to explain to me what the big hurry is all of a sudden? I was enjoying myself immensely this afternoon and was in the middle of my going away party when your goons, I mean men, simply rushed in and forced me to leave. This was very inconsiderate of you, as my father paid a substantial amount of money to throw that get together for me. Not only was it rude to the people in attendance, but your abrupt entrance made me cancel the photo shoot I had planned with each individual as a remembrance to take with me into space. My father will hear of this as soon as the phones are operating again.” I glance around. “Speaking of Father, where is he?”

      

      I step back, startled, when the guy snarls at me. “Miss Wayne, we are sorry that trying to save your life is an inconvenience, but the launch schedule has been moved up due to the incoming storms. Your father is in flight as we speak and should arrive shortly. However, you are not our only client. It would be helpful if you could cooperate and come with me. I need to get you prepped and safely into the pod, then launched within the next hour.”

      

      “I’d rather wait for my father, if you don’t mind.”

      

      “That’s no longer an option. I spoke to him only moments ago, and he said to proceed without him. If you don’t come with me now, I can’t ensure you will even get launched at all. Things are quickly deteriorating here at the facility and we already had one pod stolen. No one was shocked more than I when one of the workers here overrode the system and launched his own daughter in a pod that was supposed to be used for a senator’s son.

      

      “Unfortunately, for all of us still here at the facility, security is continuing to lessen by the hour the closer the storm system gets. Money nor this job means anything. Many are leaving in vain as they try to reach their family members as quickly as possible. Honestly, if you want to have the slightest chance of surviving the next few hours, you need to do everything I say. All the workers here gave up their chances of escaping this world-ending storm in time so that a few of you could survive. We are doing the best we can to save the human race and we would all appreciate a little bit of gratitude.”

      

      I stomp my foot. “I’m absolutely not leaving without my parents. Daddy said that we were all going together.”

      

      Another guy grabs me by the elbow. “Miss Wayne, did you not hear a word he said? We don’t have time to cater to you. Move it, or stay and die! It’s your choice. And just so you know, you should be grateful you’re getting the option at all because there are only a handful of you lucky enough to be leaving this doomed planet. The rest of us have less than a ten percent chance of even surviving until nightfall. So excuse me if I don’t feel sorry for your pampered ass.”

      

      He pushes me forward before I can say a word. “How dare you! I’ve never been talked to like this. Where is your supervisor?”

      

      He doesn’t say another word, just keeps dragging me towards what looks like a bunch of rockets. Stopping at the first one in line, he shoves me inside roughly. I stumble when he lets go of me.

      

      “If you left a mark on me, you will regret it.”

      

      “Sue me,” he replies before stomping away, screaming out, “What a fucking shame, the pods are being wasted on the likes of her!”

      

      I fight the tears forming behind my eyes, refusing to let them know how much his words bother me. “Miss Wayne, I need you to change into this suit. It will protect you from the G forces the rocket will experience upon take off, and it will also help to keep you healthy during your extended travels into the unknown.”

      

      He hands me the most horrible-looking outfit I have ever seen. “I am not wearing this! Can you imagine what their first impression of a human would be, if this is the first thing they see me in? I sent you my preferred travel clothing and the necessities I believe I will need on this trip before coming here. You were supposed to have them all stored inside the family pod so that we would retrieve them upon arrival.”

      

      He sighs wearily as he rubs his hands through his messy hair. “Miss Wayne, did you even read any of the information about this launch procedure?”

      

      “I will admit, I only skimmed through it. Daddy sat me down one evening, telling me that we were going to leave Earth because of an asteroid or something like that and that I should pack accordingly. Just so you know, I was heartbroken when I wasn’t allowed to bring all my luggage. Daddy made me repack it three times before he finally agreed with what I was bringing. A few days later, we were having dinner, and he said that we would land on another planet somewhere out in space and that it would be our responsibility to reestablish our society. I asked Daddy how we planned on doing that. He told me that you had sent workers ahead to prepare a place for us. Also, several of his business partners, their wives, and children, are also going on this adventure with us. Daddy said that it wouldn’t be long after we landed that we would be back in as high a standing as we are here. I asked him how we got chosen and if there was a way I could bring a few friends. He said no, they would all be fine here. That the government was preparing to take most of our society underground, and once we were settled, he would send for my friends.”

      

      The wind picks up and my hair whips around my face, and it feels like the rocket thingy sways slightly under my feet before settling back in place. The guy who is trying to explain things to me shakes his head, whispering, “Lord, your ignorance.” When the next hard gust of wind hits, he yells.

      

      “We are out of time, princess. Put this suit on over your clothes and listen to me. I’m going to try and make this simple so that you can understand what’s happening to you. In the meantime, I’m going to do my best to make sure you land somewhere else in one piece.

      

      “Miss Wayne, unlike the stories you’ve been told previously, we don’t know where you are going to end up after you take off. I hate to be one to say this, but your father lied to you about everything. You will be on your own out there and everything you have come to love will cease to exist within a few hours here on earth.

      

      “The pods are programmed to keep traveling through space until a human-friendly planet is located. No one is going ahead of you, as these are the first and only pods that will be launched. If you listen to a single thing I’m saying, take this to heart. Wherever you land, it’s not going to be Earth or anything like Earth. You will be an alien on another alien planet. So the fact that you’ve had everything handed to you your whole life will more than likely come to an end abruptly. Your best chance of survival would be to travel with your family, but that’s no longer an option as I don’t believe they will even make it here to be launched.

      

      “The moment you open your eyes again, try not to freak out or talk down to anything around you. You are not going to be anyone of importance somewhere else, and the only reason you are here is because of your father’s money. Your survival will depend on you.”

      

      His words run through my mind, but none of it makes sense. I bite the inside of my lip, trying not to cry as I slide the ugly suit on over my cute summer dress, but at the last minute decide to leave my heels on.

      

      “Here, put this translator behind your ear. It will feel odd until you get used to it, but it’s the best we could do in such a short amount of time. Remember, you are the alien landing on another planet, so try to be pleasant, if you even know how to behave that way.”

      

      He grabs my arm and pushes me back into a small cylinder, and before I can say anything else, he straps a mask over my face. Belts come out of nowhere, surrounding me, and I screech when they begin to tighten down. I struggle against them, but they won’t budge. Several times I try to talk through this mask, but he either can’t hear me or is choosing not to.

      

      He steps back abruptly and hits a button that closes a clear panel down right before me, and that’s when it dawns on me what’s happening. Up until this very moment, even with all the preparations and goodbye parties, I didn’t really believe we were leaving Earth. Tears flow down my cheeks, and I can feel myself starting to panic.

      

      “Let me out! I don’t want to go. Please let me out!” I scream, but he ignores me.

      

      The guy who had been hooking me up to this one-way trip to nowhere steps back and slams the main door of the rocket. He doesn’t even glance back up at me; I don’t think I have ever felt such indifference. The moment the door closes, the silence is almost deafening as there is absolutely no noise in this tube. Without warning, something starts clicking all around me. It sounds like someone is trying to light a grill, and the shuttle shakes aggressively.

      

      Terrified, I fight against the restraints, and just as I get one hand free, I’m jerked back hard as the rocket launches and within seconds, it feels like my skin is being peeled off my bones slowly. My mouth opens in a silent scream, but I can’t seem to make a single sound. The pain quickly becomes so intense spots form before my eyes. My breathing becomes erratic and I begin to cough uncontrollably, smothering like something hard is pushing against my chest. There is a moment of relief when a cool mist blows across my face, only for my world to go dark.
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      A pleasant fragrance and the feeling of multiple hands touching my skin awakens me abruptly. The surrounding air seems overly sweet, each breath almost nauseating, but relaxing all at the same time.

      

      Opening my eyes, everything seems fuzzy and out of focus. It sounds like children are giggling somewhere around me, but the sound is not right. It’s like I’m hearing them through a tunnel. A whimper leaves my lips as I try to stretch out. Finally, my body starts moving slowly, and I swear I feel bruised all over. My head clears slightly as the colors that had been fuzzy before become clearer. Staring up, I find myself looking at drawings on the ceiling above me.

      

      I jerk when little hands start touching me gently all over again. Turning my head, I come face to face with a...small muddy face. It tilts its head sideways, multiple eyes blink in sequence as it stares back at me. My first reaction is to move away, but my body seems sluggish and unresponsive.

      

      Its small mouth opens, and the creature makes a clicking sound. Similar to something you would do to an animal you are trying to coax it. Like here kitty, kitty...or look how pretty you are, you want some lovins? The little muddy thing pats my face softly. Its hand is rough and warm with what looks like three chubby fingers. I can feel other ones touching me too, but I don’t have the strength to move away.

      

      The little mud monster alien thing starts moving its hands all around in the air, motioning for me to look at something. I’m not sure if I should be scared or what at this point. So, I try to think back to what the guy who shoved me in the pod told me to do, but it’s like my mind is blank, and I can’t seem to focus on any one particular thing.

      

      When I finally manage to raise my head up some to look around, there are at least a dozen or more of these little muddy aliens all around me. Hundreds of eyes stare back at me from little faces that seem fake. Their muddy or clay-like features give them a puppet-like appearance. The tallest one that I can see can’t be more than a few feet tall. They all seem to be dressed the same way, in dark-colored robes that flow all the way to the dirt floor. The one closest to me waves its hands around again and they all start chanting together. I lay back as a wave of dizziness hits me. Right now, they don’t seem to want to hurt me, but my head is so fuzzy I don’t know if I would even care.

      

      The air smells so weird. One minute it’s thick and flowery, the next I swear it smells like sulfur or even smoke of some sort. The room is stuffy, and my skin feels clammy all over. One of them pats my shoulder and I turn my head towards it again. A muddy hand holds what looks like a small cup up to my mouth. It takes me a second to rise and I hesitantly take the container out of its hand. Something deep down tells me to be scared, but for some reason, I can’t figure out why. They seemed so friendly so far.

      

      The mud alien motions for me to drink. Hesitantly, I take a small sip. Even though it is just a couple of swallows, it tastes refreshing, and I immediately crave more. I hand it back to the one who seems to be trying to talk to me and motion for more. I swear its muddy little face smiles as it starts moving its hands again. Multiple clicking and whining noises seem to surround me. I have no idea what they are saying to each other, but they are so excited. I open my mouth to say something only for the one closest to me to put its dirty fingers over my lips. If that happened at any other time in my life, I would be furious. Now I think I’m almost relieved. After all, what do you say to the mud monsters?

      

      I finally push myself up and swing my legs over the side of what looks like a bed made of dark gray flowers. No wonder the smell was so strong before; I’d been laying on them all this time. I glide my hand across the one closest to me, only for it to flutter, and a puff of what looks like purple pollen floats out of its center. I immediately get that dizzy feeling again. The crazy thing is, I swear it’s like I’m drunk, but how?

      

      Looking around, I try to figure out where I’m at; it appears that I’m in a cave or an underground cavern. There seems to be some sort of natural light in the room, but its red tint looks odd against the colorful paintings on the ceiling and walls. As I glance around at the colorful pictures all over the place, they appear to be a story painted in different scenes.

      

      A few of the little muddy things grasp hands and sing out as they twirl in circles under the largest of the drawings in the center. As in each of the pictures, these little brown alien things are there, but the one in the middle has a taller pale figure with long red hair in it. How odd, that could almost be me, I think to myself. Before I can dwell on it any further, something pulls on my long hair and then somehow, another small drink appears in my hand. Without thinking, I swallow it all.

      

      My mind clears for a second, and I try to think past the celebration before me. Where am I, and where is the pod? Am I the only one here? Where are my parents? Hot air suddenly surrounds me and that’s when I notice I’m no longer in that horrible jumpsuit thing the grouchy guy made me put on. I’m in a slip-like dress that barely comes to my knees. Who changed me? These little guys seem too small, but there isn’t anyone else here. At least I still have my ankle-strapped Louboutin shoes on. I think I would’ve rather woken up naked than lose these shoes.

      

      Another tug on my hand has me looking down, and the one who has been giving me this drink motions for me to get up. It takes me a few tries, but I manage to stand on wobbly legs. A few of them back away as I stand up and suddenly they don’t look so friendly anymore. Their small mouths are full of teeth and their multiple eyes flash a weird gold color. Tripping on the uneven surface, I stumble forward. When I get too close to one of them, it scratches my arm and snarls up at me.

      

      I yank my arm back, rubbing at the minor scratch, only to be pushed forward again toward what looks like an archway. Another drink appears and even knowing I shouldn’t take it, I do. I’m just so thirsty at this point I don’t care what I’m drinking. There is something wrong with me and that something is important to what is happening around me, but what is it?

      

      They keep pushing me by the back of my legs. Attempting to make my way up a couple of steps, I fall several times, scratching my knees up. Flowers drape all over what appears to be an archway, and the floor is covered in their loose petals. When I step forward, their pollen releases, and I begin choking from the sudden thickness of it in the air. My head is so fuzzy, I sway back and forth. I don’t even try to fight them. Hundreds of hands start wrapping my arms and legs in flowered ropes, securing me in place.

      

      The platform drifts forward as I stand here, nauseous and drunk. My stomach sours and sweat starts to bead on my forehead. Making myself swallow several times, I try not to throw up as I sway back and forth on this thing I’m standing on. Abruptly, I’m being pushed forward. I can’t think straight. Too much is happening too fast and I can’t seem to separate any of it. Music, or maybe it’s drums, pulse throughout this room. Their intensity is so loud, it’s making the platform I’m standing on vibrate under my feet. Every inch I move, the hotter it’s getting all around me.

      

      I try to ask them to stop several times, but no words form. My mouth seems to be full of cotton and my tongue feels thick. That’s when it dawns on me, I have been drugged. Standing before an enormous crack in the ground, I close my eyes and try to center myself. Bright red flames burst up in random places and, as I follow their path with my eyes, I can see what looks like a river of lava flowing below. A fireball shoots directly in front of me. I jerk back, trying to get away, only to find the ropes clasping me tight.

      

      Unexpectedly, the platform tilts forward. My arms are jerked backward roughly by the ropes holding me in place. I struggle against the restraints, but the more I move, the faster the floor tilts forward. The drums stop abruptly, and I swear it looks like the lava river is rising in the cavern below. Something sharp pierces my side and this time, when I open my mouth, a real scream leaves my lips. My legs buckle as my blood seeps out of my side and down my leg. One rope suddenly snaps and my body jerks forward. Panicking, I grab the remaining one, only for it to start breaking, too. Falling forward, the last thing I hear before fainting, is them cheering as I plunge toward my fiery death.
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      I set the shuttle down in the desolate area of Targres Four. I’ve searched this region for over half an Orbital rotation section by section, only to find nothing. If I don’t find something soon, I won’t be able to stay out here much longer without being called back. This mountainous area is one of the last places left on the grid I have not looked. The odds of anything surviving an impact with their denseness is highly unlikely, but I’m using every excuse to stay out here longer.

      

      “Falcor, run an interior scan and see if you can see any caves or openings in the surrounding areas?”

      

      “Captain ViN, my scanners cannot penetrate the dense crust of the terrain you are currently located in.”

      

      “Confirmed, I will set out on foot, and should rendezvous back in half a rotation.”

      

      After setting the cooling tanks on automatic, I grab my bag out from the back and then exit the main ramp.

      

      Standing in the middle of nowhere, I baste in the pure joy of the intense heat beating down on me. Its warmth gathers inside my main core, but no matter how I will it forward, I don’t seem to bring forth the fire my soul craves.

      

      That’s the sole reason I volunteered for this endless hunt for the unknown. I was hoping the heat of Targres’ suns would heal whatever was blocking my transformation. Many times, I could feel my skin stretching. For a moment, my scales merged and glowed, but then my core grew cold once more.

      

      I find myself consumed by dark thoughts as I reflect on the curse of this weakness that has plagued me since birth. The purpose of my mixed heritage was to aid in the salvation of our kind. Instead, it created something else... me. It’s not that I’m not proud of who I am or my parents, but in times like these, I let the differences bother me. Often, I wonder if my brothers experience the same thing, as all of us are the best and worst of our kind.

      

      Manipulating fire comes naturally to my kind. Even younglings can wield it, but my core has never been able to hold the heat needed to project it. Mother never seemed to be concerned about it. Many times she has told me the fire would be there when I needed it the most. However, it’s been many a rotation since I was a youngling and I have never once been able to manifest it, no matter the circumstances.

      

      The heat envelops me, and I absorb it eagerly like a parched sponge would water. I dread the idea of going back to the cold of the Destroyer.

      

      The Lord of Light knows I enjoy all my brothers’ company, but there are times I simply must get away. I was slowly losing my mind due to the noise and crush of bodies on the Destroyer. Not including the intense cold of space that no one seems to feel but me. Even installing heat lamps in my personal cabin has not helped keep the chill away.

      

      I didn’t exactly lie to EvO or Father when I told them I saw something break through the atmosphere. There was something. I simply didn’t care what it was as long as it gave me a reason to escape for a few rotations. I had full intentions of locating whatever it was that caught my attention when I started this mission, but it seemed to evade me. According to the information I recovered from the sensors, an unknown object crashed in this particular vicinity, but nothing is shown on the scanners.

      

      Hesitating, I glance around, not wanting to lose sight of the shuttle out here. The desolate area is unmapped and unknown, so all the sensors are of little help. Everything looks the same on the surface, and it would be easy for me to get turned around out here. Very few, unlike me, can survive in this harsh environment. The lack of resources like water and shelter would be a struggle in itself for most, but the heat many can’t withstand.

      

      I take off walking north of the shuttle and quickly come up on signs of life, something I didn’t expect to see. Now that I have had time to scout this area, I believe there is a lot more out here than meets the eye. If you know what to look for, you can see worn tracks in the hardened soil all around. There is something, or someone, surviving out here, away from the prying eyes of others. By the number of tracks, it’s more than just a simple few.

      

      After walking a while, I stop to check the coordinates on my personal com unit, only to find the screen flickering on and off. This doesn’t worry me much, as Falcor has warned me many times to remember that the heat will mess with most of my electronics while I am planetside. However, it makes mapping this area out harder, as I have to do it manually.

      

      Since the comm isn’t working right. I make myself stop regularly, physically logging the distance I’ve traveled on foot in case I get turned around. My handheld scanner also seems to be glitching as it is suddenly picking up anomalies underneath my feet. It’s frustrating because I don’t know if the readings are accurate or not. After walking half a rotation around the shuttle’s coordinates, I decide to make my way back to the craft to check in with Falcor. He can usually narrow down the search area from the data I’ve been able to acquire so far.

      

      Turning back, I have only taken a few steps when the air surrounding me suddenly seems charged, and the sun’s harsh rays dim quickly. Small particles of sand start swirling around on the ground’s surface at my feet. I put a hand in front of my face to keep the small grains out of my eyes, as the wind gets stronger with every step I take. A roaring sound behind me has me looking back. It takes a second for my mind to comprehend what it’s seeing. There is a giant funnel cloud moving toward me quickly. I didn’t even know a storm like that could form in an area such as this. I commence to run towards the shuttle when a simple step forward has the ground opening up and swallowing me whole.

      

      Faltering as sand and debris plummet me from above, I slide down what appears to be a long, round shoot. Descending uncontrollably, I grab wildly at the slick sides, trying to slow my descent. Tumbling over and over, my gear bag is torn off my back and the harness holding my ax snaps. My claws dig trenches into the loose soil on the sides as I try to grab onto anything to stop my rapid fall into the unknown.

      

      The shoot suddenly opens up into an open cavern. I land hard, feet below its exit, rolling as soon as my body hits the ground, trying to lessen the impact of the immense fall. Instinctively jumping to my feet, I grab my ax off the ground and hunch down with my claws extended, ready to fight off whatever has trapped me in this underground lair. Luckily, a faint red glow penetrates what should be complete darkness and I can see around me.

      

      When nothing attacks, I stand up to assess my injuries. A few minor scrapes on the backs of my legs and a broken claw seem to be the worst of it. Warily, I bend down and grab my gear off the ground, my senses on high alert. I don’t know what type of animal could have made that type of hole from the surface of this tunnel.

      

      The sound of beating drums suddenly enters the enormous cavern. Their sound echoed off the walls. Turning, I try to figure out what direction they originate, only to be disoriented by their noise as the long tunnel stretches out in many unknown directions.

      

      Walking over to the cavern walls, I realize instantly what I’m seeing is a hardened lava tube. The walls are still warm to the touch, so this means it’s still an active passage. I could be trapped if the lava becomes too pressurized and rises quickly. Glancing back up towards the ceiling, I wonder if I can claw my way back to the surface, but the ceiling is curved, and the distance is too high for me to jump.

      

      I take a moment, trying to determine which way to go. The tunnels behind me seem to darken and a shiver wracks my frame as I hate the cold. Then the sudden sound of a female screaming echoes all around me. I don’t hesitate to advance as I allow my training to take over. We’ve been taught from a young age that females are precious and we protect them at all costs. The sound of my large footsteps pound throughout the tunnel as I run headlong into the unknown.

      

      I skid to a stop when the tunnel opens suddenly, barely stopping before plunging headfirst into the huge cavern that appears before me. My body stretches as it immediately starts absorbing the massive heat coming from the lava below. Lava rises quickly out of its banks and heads my way.

      

      An odd smell catches my attention and has me looking up as hundreds of flowers rain down on my head. It takes a second for my eyes to see a larger, shadowy figure falling toward me quickly. Instinctively, I reach out, catching the slight form in my arms. A grunt leaves my lips as we collide. Taking a step forward to balance myself, I look down, only to be shocked.

      

      I’m now holding in my arms a bundle of pale, womanly flesh. For a second, I believed she was a youngling until I noticed the small breast pushing against the flimsy material draped over her body. I don’t have time to even process this thought any further when I hear an odd name being chanted from above.

      

      “Vulcan, Vulcan, Vulcan, Lord of fire! Please, accept our sacrifice and preserve our home. Halt the rise of your deadly rivers and walls of fire. Accept this sacrifice and appease your hungry nature.”

      

      I’m shocked by the way they all bow down to me from above on a small ledge. My mind tumbles through the different species that could survive under these dismal conditions. It takes me a moment to recognize the species hovering over me, as I tend to stay away from most damp and dark places.

      

      The only ones that come to mind are the Muldars. They live and work deep underground, doing jobs that most don’t want. But how did they come to be in Targres Four and no one knew about it? They must be mining something, and that means there has to be a way out of these tunnels and back to the surface.

      

      However, the small Muldars seem to be confused by my sudden appearance as now they are acting like I’m the deity they’ve been praying to all this time. The only thing I can think of is it has to be my markings. They must believe I’m linked to the lava flows somehow. I hate to disappoint them. Lord of Light knows I enjoy its heat immensely, but that lava is just as deadly to me as it is to them. Although, I’m not going to be stupid enough to point this out to them. The Muldars are known cannibals and I’m way outnumbered, even as small as they are, their numbers are mighty. This female was lucky to have escaped their clutches with her skin fully intact.

      

      The sudden feeling of wetness on my side has me pulling the female away from me slightly. I’m horrified when I see her life force flowing freely down her long legs. A sound escapes her lips and I glance back at her face. Vibrant green eyes peer up at me and her small form trembles in my arms even in this heat. Her body goes limp as her eyes roll back in her head. I shake her, trying to awaken her, but she is unresponsive.

      

      Panicking, I commence to lay her down so I can retrieve the med pack out of my bag, only to realize the lava has practically surrounded me and is now flowing freely down the tunnel I just came from. I jump up to a higher outcropping, picking my steps carefully with this extra burden in my arms.

      

      A lava bubble burst close to us, and even though I dodged out of the way, I didn’t manage to block her tender skin in time. A small molten rock lands on her shoulder and I flick it away, only to be shocked at the damage it did to her skin in a mere second. I placed her in a secure position in front of me and used my body to block the flames. I make myself take deep breaths and concentrate on each step, as I’m not used to the feeling of another against me. Wrapping my arms around her, I try my best to shield her from any more injuries as I scale the rock wall.

      

      I don’t take the time to stop and look behind us again. I just keep climbing up the rock face. The intense heat behind me indicates that the lava is still rising rapidly. The soles of my boots are getting hot and the skin on my lighter side is starting to burn from the intenseness of it. I cringe when another lava bubble bursts, but my scales reflect it with minor damage to my underlying skin on my other side. This is the first time being of multiple races has worked for and against me at the same time.

      

      The chanting has stopped and I can hear the Muldars running away from the rising lava lake that is headed quickly towards us. I make myself concentrate on each step as her legs tangle with mine. One last jump and I pull us into a higher lava tunnel that is angled off to the side. This one is at least cool to the touch, so it’s possible the lava has not risen this high in quite some time. Either way, we won’t be able to stay here long, but I should have long enough to tend to her wounds and rest for a moment until I can get my bearings.

      

      Within a few steps, the tunnel darkens and I can’t see my hand in front of my face. I snarl and the female jerks in my arms. I absolutely loathe the dark. Even though I hate to lay her down in the dirt. I need to get the auxiliary light out of my pack and I can’t do that and hold her, too.

      

      Shaking her lightly, “Female?”

      

      She doesn’t respond, so I slide her down, trying my best to ignore the feeling of her smooth skin rubbing against my own. Leaning her back against my legs, I pull my bag off my back and reach into the side pocket, retrieving the lantern. I smile to myself when it is exactly where I put it, nothing like always being organized.

      

      I click the button on its side only for it not to come on immediately. Hitting it a few times against the side of my leg, it finally clicks on, but dimly. I take a moment to cast the beam around the tunnel before tending to the female at my feet. When everything seems to be clear. I put it on the ground so that I could get the med pack out.

      

      The little female hasn’t moved, and this begins to worry me as I have no actual way of stabilizing her, nor any idea of how to get her to help quickly. Opening the med bag, I lay the female the rest of the way onto the floor gently. Then hold the scanner up to her forehead so that it will inform me exactly what species she is. I believe she is the same as Father’s Kira, but I’ve only seen a few of the human females and talked to them even less. This one looks nothing like the others; besides her vibrant red hair, she is plain and ugly. Unlike Father’s Kira, she is quite beautiful in a very graceful, feminine way. Whereas XuL’s female’s dark hair and eyes make her appear very exotic, and I catch myself watching her way too often.

      

      Most of my brothers seem to be fascinated by this soft species. However, they’ve not gathered my interest in the same romantic way, as they seem weak, helpless, primitive, and needy. A female would have to be much sturdier to handle my home world.

      

      I pull the thin garment up her long pale legs to look at the cut in her side and once again, this just confirms their weakness. This small of an injury would only be an inconvenience to me. I can see her bones held together by meager muscles and blue veins pulsing under thin skin.

      

      Unlike this weakling lying before me, even pinching the skin together has not stopped the flow of her life essence. I pull the cauterizer pen out, hesitating to use it. The pen will stop the blood flow, but it will mark the skin permanently. Glancing over her slight form, the only other marks I can see are some random specks of dirt here and there. I try to brush some of them off her hip, but it seems they’ve somehow sunk into her skin.

      

      She is so excessively pale, this new mark will be hard to hide and I know how vain most females are about their bodies. Unfortunately, I didn’t pack much when I left the shuttle. I have the basics for survival, but not the equipment to do this effectively.

      

      I curse my ignorance, as my training has taught me better, but I never thought past simply locating the object I saw fall from the heavens. Tracking things is simply what I do best, taking care of others... not so much.

      

      Her entire body trembles as a moan leaves her lips. As much as I hate to inflict this permanent reminder upon her, I have no other choice. Pinching the skin together, I start the process of closing her wound. Suddenly, her body arches up and I flip my leg over the lower half of her body to hold her still until I can get the wound closed.

      

      It only takes me a few seconds, but it felt like I was holding her down forever. I grab a few wipes out and clean away as much of the blood as I can from her skin. I growl when I catch myself rubbing a hand down her pale leg. The texture of her skin is unlike anything I’ve ever felt before, and my mind has nothing to compare it to.

      

      Suddenly, a clattering noise has me looking up at her face. I put my ear closer, trying to understand what I’m hearing. Her teeth are clicking together, and her lips are turning blue. The cold affects me negatively, but not as quickly as it seems to be her. I reach into the bag, looking to see if there is a cloak or other garment stuffed into the bottom. I hate the feel of clothing against my skin. If I am to be covered, it has to be loose, so this means I seldom have any extras with me.

      

      The only piece of cloth I find is a roll of binding that I didn’t even know was in the pack. Pulling it out, I try to contemplate a way of making her some extra covering with it. I stretch the material out and then pick her up gently, laying her in the middle of it as I wrap it around her slight form.

      

      It only takes me a few minutes to bind it around her, but at least her core is now covered, even though the tight wrap makes her look even smaller than before. I pack my bag back up and place it firmly on the wall of the cave, then pick the female back up, sitting her in my lap, trying to share my heat with her while I still have some.

      

      My body is losing energy quickly in this darkness and, as tempting as it is to head back toward the lava, it’s too unpredictable and the female already has been badly burned. I touch the darken skin on her shoulder softly as I tuck her head under my chin. The burn is deep and is now draining a yellow liquid. I used all the wipes I had to get the blood off her skin and there is nothing in the med bag to treat a wound such as this.

      

      She is damaged, and the longer I’m in this cave system, the weaker I will get until my body shuts down completely from the cold. I bang my head lightly against the wall behind me. I need to find a way out of here quickly, for both of our sakes.

      

      All I can give her is rest right now. Hopefully she will awaken on her own soon, and we will make our way out of this place. I pull her body close, wrapping my arms around her, shocked at how well she fits up against me. Pulling her legs up against mine, something sharp stabbing the inside of my thigh has me lifting one of her legs. She has on some sort of aggressive shoe. I try to tug one off, only to see a small strap wrapped around her ankle.

      

      My large fingers are too big to undo the clasp that seems to be holding them on, so I leave them for now. She lays against me, completely emotionless. If it wasn’t for her chest moving in and out, I would believe she had already passed from this world.

      

      Even though we need to get moving, I’m not looking forward to her awakening. I know she will be terrified of my appearance, as most are, and if her story is anything like the others of her race, she is now new to this world.

      I’m not sure I would want to wake up with me either. I’m not blind, I know my differences are extreme. Why couldn’t she have fallen into the arms of one of my brothers? Father would never forgive me if I didn’t do all I could to get her out of here, but I’m not the best male for this job.

      

      Her small teeth finally stop their clicking noise and I can feel the warmth settling back into her skin slowly. I pull her long red hair away from her extremely small ears, looking to see if she has a translator, only to find nothing but smooth skin.

      

      I hit my head against the wall behind me. Frack... not only will my appearance scare her, but she also won’t be able to understand a word I say. I lean my head back and take a deep breath. This rising just keeps getting better and better. Hopefully, I will be able to navigate our way out of these tunnels. If not, at least I know it won’t be long before Falcor reports to Father that I haven’t checked in. The Lord of Light knows I wouldn’t mind seeing his snarling face right about now.
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      Ember

      Jerking upward, I hit the top of my head on something hard. “Ow!” I lift my hand to rub my forehead when the back of it hits something odd. Blinking several times, I try to comprehend what I’m seeing directly in front of me.

      

      Two bright yellow eyes stare down at me from a broken in half scaled face. A scream bubbles up in my throat, only to be stopped by something covering my mouth. I bite down hard on the hand pressing against my lips, only for its skin to cut my bottom lip.

      

      It growls some sort of nonsense at me before yanking its hand away. Fighting its grip on my waist, I finally manage to get loose and scramble backward until my back hits a wall. Pain shoots up my side and I grit my teeth, gripping it tightly, breathing hard as I try to fight the terror flooding my mind.

      

      The thing that had been holding me doesn’t move. It just sits there watching me with piercing eyes that are framed by the complete darkness surrounding us. I glance around quickly, trying to figure out where I’m at, but I can’t see anything past... IT.

      

      Take a deep breath, Ember, I tell myself. The last thing I remember is... the mud monsters throwing me off a cliff right after the little bastards cut my side wide open. But... just as I was about to land face-first in the melting river of death, something caught me. Is this the being I was being sacrificed to, or is this thing... something else?

      

      Tears start flowing from my face. “Please don’t hurt me.” My words echo all around us like I screamed them out. My mind is racing now that I’m no longer being drugged. I’ve no idea what to do. I’m completely alone in a dark tunnel on an alien planet being stared at by the devil himself. My mother always told me not to put myself in situations I didn’t know how to get myself out of and this definitely qualifies.

      

      None of this was meant to happen. Daddy was supposed to be here. He always handles everything, and I didn’t realize how much I relied on that until now. IT’s just sitting there watching me. I wipe the tears that are refusing to stop away from my face since crying isn’t going to fix anything. It only makes my skin blotchy, and that’s not an attractive look for me, not that I want to be attractive right now, and now I’m rambling in my own mind.

      

      The absence of words is very noticeable. IT’s only response after staring at me for a few minutes is to start getting to its feet. I push back against the wall harder as it keeps growing taller and taller, and I swear it looks like one side of its skin is glowing. It takes a step towards me. I know I should be up and running like hell, but all I can do is stare. It stands before me like it’s awaiting my reaction, allowing me to take in its appearance as my eyes roam from its head to its toes. Maybe I hit my head harder than I thought, but I force that thought away, as there is no way I could have made this creature up on my own.

      

      It towers over me. Two arms and two legs are where our similarities end. It’s half one thing and half something else, but whatever it is, it’s all male. Huge chest muscles ripple underneath what appear to be large straps crossing its body. His slim waist is lined with more muscle definition than I knew was even possible, and it tapers down into dark, flowing pants. One side of his face, from what I can see, is orange. His skin seems to be shiny, and it immediately puts me in the mind of a dolphin. The other side is not as friendly, more snake or dragonish in nature...not that I’ve ever seen a dragon. The color is nearly black, and it has a layered texture similar to scales or skin pieces. It seems to be peeling off that side of his body and the skin under his scales is glowing out between the cracks or separations. It’s like he was pieced together right down the middle. He is sleek with fine lines on one side and rough, with what appear to be small spikes sticking out of his shoulders and elbow on his darker side. Even in his oddness, there is no denying his otherworldly beauty.

      

      He must have gotten tired of my ogling him and holds out an enormous hand toward me. I just stare at it. He motions for me to get up, but instead of putting my hand in his, I scramble up on my own. My weak legs tremble under me as I grasp my side tightly.

      

      He looks at me for another minute before turning to grab a bag I hadn’t noticed on the floor. Slinging it over one shoulder, he then picks up a large ax that has been sitting next to him against the wall this whole time, which I also missed. Turning, he walks off and I just stand there looking at his back as the darkness seems to swallow him whole.

      

      I don’t know if he felt sorry for me when I started sobbing uncontrollably or what, but he turned back. Two steps later, he is standing so close I can feel the heat coming off his body. Shivering, I close my eyes, terrified of what he is going to do to me.

      

      He puts a very large finger under my chin, lifting my eyes to his glowing ones. I’m not sure what he sees, but he growls something out.

      

      Shaking my head. “I don’t understand you.”

      

      He points towards himself. “ViN.” But it comes out like INNNNN.

      Then he points at me. It takes me a second to realize he is asking for my name. “Ember.” I point at him. “IN, right?”

      

      He shakes his head and tries again. “ViN.”

      

      “Oh, didn’t catch the first part. ViN.”

      

      He nods  yes and then reaches down to take my hand in his massive one. He tugs on me slightly as he turns and starts walking down the dark passage. I stumble behind him, my shoes clicking with each step on the hard dirt.

      

      The dark encloses us completely quickly. He stops suddenly, and I run right into his back, screaming out when my shoulder hits him. The pain is so intense it makes me shake all over. Saliva pools in my mouth as I fight not to throw up. A dim light suddenly clicks on right in front of my face. He cast the light around us like he is trying to figure out why I screamed. I grab his hand and pull the light over towards my shoulder.

      

      There is a large patch of dried blood covering my shoulder and half of my arm. Hesitantly, I reach over, trying to pull the material of the original gown the mud aliens put on me off, but it’s stuck, so I leave it alone. My side is hot to the touch and my shoulder is throbbing so badly it’s making me nauseous.

      

      He turns to look at me, only to growl under his breath again. If I didn’t know better, I would think that he would prefer I was not here. He doesn’t even give me a minute to recover, simply grabs my hand and keeps pulling us forward. Tunnels seem to branch off in every direction and I really hope Tall and Growly knows where he is going. I’m practically running trying to keep up with his large strides, but with every step, I can feel myself getting weaker. Twice now, I jerk on my hand for him to let me go so I can walk at my own pace, only for him to tighten his grip on me. He seems urgent about leaving. I mean, I get it, but I’m not at my best here.

      

      My high heels are clicking loudly on the floor and I swear the noise is making my head pound. Usually, I enjoy their unique sound, but the walls seem to be closing in on me as their clatter echoes out all around us. Something flutters across my face and I scream, flinging my free hand everywhere, trying to get it off me. I managed to pull my other hand away from him when I started struggling against what I believe is a wet spider web.

      

      He turns rapidly with his ax in hand. I’m so wrapped up in trying to unwind myself from the web that I don’t notice his look of disgust. When I finally sling the mess off my head, I glance up. At this point, I could care less about what he thinks of me, and he looks appalled at my actions.

      

      “Growly. I HATE spiders, worms, snakes, and anything creepy-crawly. You can stare a hole through me all day and you will never change the way I’m going to react if faced with one. You might be in your element here, big guy, but I just got dumped into this pit of darkness, so a little bit of common courtesy would be great.”

      

      I run my hands down my chest, making sure all the web is off me. I suddenly notice my outfit. Appalled, I stomp my foot. “You have got to be kidding me! I can’t wear this! What is it, a big ace bandage? My mother would have a heart attack if she saw me right now. This is completely unacceptable.”

      

      A screech echoes around us, and I sprint forward, gluing myself to his side. He looks down, shaking his head before turning around and stalking off in the direction we were originally going. This time, he doesn’t pull me along behind him, and I almost lose sight of him several times.

      

      I finally quit trying to talk to him because all I’m getting back are grunts and growls. He has made it obvious that I’m nothing but a nuisance. It’s not like he is getting the Hero of the Year award either, even though he saved me from the alien mud monsters. Even as sheltered as I have been my whole life, I realize he is my only way out of here right now.

      

      My mind rewinds the last few conscious days of my life and the way my luck is going. The way things are going, this may end up being paradise compared to where we’re headed. I would freak out if I had the energy, but right now, all I can do is put one foot in front of the other one.
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      Pulling her small form close, I have just closed my eyes trying to figure out what my next move is going to be and possibly take a minute to rest when I feel her breathing change and she was waking up.

      

      It only confirmed the moment she bit my hand that she can’t understand me. I put my hand over her mouth because I didn’t want the Muldars to realize we were still close. I knew how she was going to react when she saw me and she responded exactly the way I figured, terrified and uncooperative, just like most females.

      

      She darts away from me the moment my hands release her. Instead of trying to pull her back, I let her go. She stares at me, huge green eyes roam from my head to my toes even though I should be used to it by now. It still rubs me the wrong way when others gawk because of my intense coloring.

      

      Aggravated by her reaction, I decide to give her a minute to herself and scout ahead, but she must think I am leaving her behind. Because she immediately starts crying the moment I am out of sight. I will admit, her sobs bother me more than they should. I’ve learned quickly, she seems to turn them on and off like a faucet, and I won’t let her tears sway my actions again.

      

      Finally, she settles down slightly, but it still takes me several tries to make her understand my name. I can tell by her expression she isn’t sure if  I am a threat or not. I’ve done all I can to provide for her up to this point, but she is still being completely irrational and foolish.

      

      There is no way for me to make this any easier on her. We both have been thrown into this situation and not being able to communicate is simply making things worse.

      

      I could pack her, but I need both hands free to defend us from the unknowns down here. There have been several times now that I could have sworn I heard something following us, but she is so loud it’s hard to tell.

      

      We’ve been walking slightly uphill for some time now, and this main tunnel seems to have no end. I’m pushing her hard, but time is not on our side. The longer I’m down here, the worse our chances of survival are, because this cold is sapping my strength quickly. I can feel my core cooling down already. I can go risings without food or water, but heat is something I learned the hard way as a youngling that I can’t go without for long. Shaking off the bad memories, I stomp up the incline as she mumbles behind me.

      

      I don’t believe the female comprehends that I can understand her human words as she continues to ramble on and on about the most ludicrous of things.

      

      Her shoes are so loud there isn’t a predator in the area that doesn’t know we’re headed their way. If I could plug my ears or pull out my eardrums, I would. Between her constant whining and hysterics, she is driving me crazy. I have never seen a female act like this. She has either been extremely sheltered or is just spoiled. Either way, I don’t know how much more of her I can take. Several times now I have been tempted to leave her, especially when she went to complain about the looks of her clothing. I’ve never been around one this idiotic.

      

      Looking back once again, she keeps falling farther behind. I make myself stop long enough for her to catch up. Watching as she picks her steps carefully in those ridiculous shoes. She watches me warily as she approaches. Her lips are turning blue again, and she has her arms wrapped tightly around herself. There is no denying she is struggling. I would be more understanding if she was complaining about her injuries. Instead, it’s things like the dampness ruining her hair and breaking a nail. Utter nonsense simply keeps spewing from her mouth.

      

      She is trembling lightly, and it takes me a minute to realize the little female is terrified, and doing her very best to hide it the only way she knows how. I sling my bag off my shoulder and pull out a hydrating pack, handing it to her.

      

      She looks down at the pack and then back up at me. I can’t stop the growl that leaves my throat, and she takes a step backward. Grabbing it out of her hand, I tear the top off before giving it back. Then motion for her to drink. She smells it first before taking a small sip. When she realized it isn’t poison, she drinks the whole thing before handing the bag back to me. I look down at it and then at her as she runs the back of her hand over her lips.

      

      “Sorry, I should have asked if you wanted some. It’s just that I’m starving and it tasted good, for alien water.”

      

      Her stomach growls right then, and I watch as she bends over slightly. Frack, it never occurred to me that she might be hungry, and I’ve been pushing her hard for over half a rotation. Looking around, I know there has to be more in these tunnels than just us, as I have seen multiple burrows and scratch marks on the walls as we’ve been walking forward. I need to hunt.

      

      “I will find food. Sit, I’ll be back.”

      

      She shakes her head, a confused expression on her face. “Look, I don’t understand a single thing you just said, but can we stop for a couple minutes? I’m not sure which is hurting the most: my shoulder, side, or feet.

      

      I signal for her to sit and she inspects the area, shifting from rock to rock until she discovers one that satisfies her. Her behavior puzzles me as she brushes the dirt off before sitting down. I turn away, only for her to stand back up abruptly and yell out.

      

      “ViN! Please, don’t leave me.”

      

      The sound of my name on her lips makes the spines on my left side quiver. Before I can process that thought any further, she is up, stumbling towards me. I barely catch her before she falls face-first right in front of me. I pick her up by her arms and sit her on a rock in front of me, motioning for her to stay, and then I mimic eating. Taking a deep breath, I try to strategize how to make her stay here, noticing tears in her eyes. I try to show her what I’m going to do with my hands, only for both of us to get frustrated.

      

      “ViN, I’m not good at charades.”

      

      I motion to the rock again, and as I turn away again, she starts talking so fast that my translator is having a hard time converting her words.

      

      “Ok, I get it. You want me to stay here? God only knows why, but I will sit here like a good girl. Don’t worry about being in any hurry to get back. It’s not like I have anywhere else I need to be. Might as well sit here in the dark, wrapped in a bloody ace bandage with a half-man, half-dragon snarling at me. Ain’t got anything else to do.

      

      “Shall we do a quick review of what has transpired today? I woke up drugged and completely alone somewhere in the cosmos surrounded by mud monsters that apparently wanted to throw me into a lake of fiery lava... only for you to catch me right before I met my eternal doom. By the way, I still haven’t figured out if you did that willingly or not, and I’m trying not to think about it too hard because I’m already freaked out.

      

      “On top of all that, I don’t understand a word out of your mouth. And... not knowing what you are saying is only making it more interesting for my brain to make up its own version. Let me give you an example. Is there a possibility that you are taking me to your nest or home? I will warn you that if you’re planning on making me a slave, it will never work. Because I have zero skills when it comes to housework or anything physical, for that matter. Maybe you only saved me to sacrifice me to something else? Because I’m having a hard time believing you are doing all this out of the goodness of your heart. People, aliens, whatever, don’t do anything without gaining something. I feel like a stray dog following you around, begging for scraps and attention.”

      

      She wipes a lone tear off her face before whispering, “I should’ve never let them put me in that shuttle. I ought to have waited for my parents. At least I wouldn’t have been left alone. ”

      

      Her voice gets quieter the longer she talks. You would be blind not to see the sadness on her face. I make myself stop for a minute and try to put myself in her place, but I simply can’t picture it. I turn away, only to realize she will be left in complete darkness if I do, and I can only imagine the hysterics that this is going to cause.

      

      Instead of leaving, I sit down and rummage through my bag, looking to see if I have any rations with me. It’s very unlikely, as I normally hunt for my food when I’m out scouting, but there it is. In the bottom, ground almost to dust, a single rations bar. I pull it out, grimacing at how bad the wrapper looks, but it’s the best I can do for now. I will need to find us something soon, but with all the racket she is making, finding a meal won’t be easy. Handing the package to her, I await the next fit she is going to throw.
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      He rummages around in his bag before handing me another package of some sort. I take it hesitantly; hell he could be handing me a bomb for all I know. He motions for me to open it and no matter how hard I pull, it won’t budge. The growl that leaves his lips has me jerking as he yanks it out of my hand.

      

      “Damn, you’re fussy as hell!”

      

      What he hands back to me looks like powder. I just hold the package. It’s not like I know what to do with it. ViN motions for me to eat it and when I hesitate, he growls again. At this point, if he isn’t growling, it would seem odd. Why couldn’t I fall into the arms of a nice alien... thing? Instead, I get Mr. Alien Sourpuss. I stop the giggle that seems to bubble up in my throat at that last thought. I don’t believe he would appreciate my humor, hell for that matter, I’m not sure if he even knows what a smile is, as it doesn’t appear that he smiles easily. That’s probably for the best. Undoubtedly, he is hiding shark teeth or something worse behind those tight lips of his.

      

      I take the end of my finger and press some of the powder on it. The moment my tongue touches the stuff, I start to gag. It tastes like ground-up liver and vinegar. My stomach turns as bile comes up in my throat. Throwing it on the ground, I try my best to spit it out.

      

      “What the hell are you trying to do, poison me? That had to be the nastiest thing I’ve ever put in my mouth.”

      

      He kicks the package off to the side and gets to his feet. I don’t even realize he is leaving until the surrounding light dims. Panicking, I stand up quickly, my legs trembling as I try to walk forward. My heel gets caught in a crack that I don’t see because he has the light and I fall hard, twisting my ankle.

      

      I just lay here face first in the dirt. I truly believe my entire body is hurting at the moment, and honestly, he could leave me here for all I care. To my complete terror, he does. The tunnel is completely black now that he is gone. I can’t even hear his footsteps. The second I can’t walk; he probably ran as quickly as possible to get away from me.

      

      After a few minutes, I make myself get up. My ankle is throbbing and I can tell it’s already swelling. It takes me forever to undo the strap on my heel in the dark, but I finally manage to get it loose and have to hold back a scream when I pull my swollen foot out of it. I rub my ankle, gently running my hand down my foot, feeling all the raw places that used to be blisters. I have walked in heels since I was big enough to wear shoes and this pair has always been a favorite, but it’s apparent they were not made for spelunking in an alien world. Hell, neither am I.

      

      I stretch my legs out and sit there looking at absolutely nothing in this complete darkness. There isn’t a single noise. It’s eerily quiet to the point my ears seem to be ringing. I lay my shoe on my lap and wonder how long it will take for me to die here. How many days can a person go without food or water? For that matter, how long have I already gone without either of them? My stomach suddenly cramps so hard I’m forced to breathe through the pain. My arm feels like it’s going to sleep. I keep shaking it, knowing it’s not a good sign.

      

      I was always slightly curvier than my mother would’ve liked me to be, but now I’m scary thin. Wasted tears flow down my cheeks and I lay back in the dirt curling up, wondering how all this happened. Are my parents going through the same nightmare somewhere else? Did they even make it in time to get launched? Will I ever see them again, or anyone from Earth, for that matter? The ground is hard and cool. My teeth are chattering so hard it’s making them hurt as the cold seems to be seeping into my bones.

      

      I don’t know how long I lay here in a daze, but I jerk when strong arms slide under me, lifting me with ease. I don’t have the energy to open my eyes, but by the rumble in his chest, it’s my ill-tempered alien. He came back for me. The warmth of his body draws me closer and I snuggle up as close as I can get to his chest. His footsteps are quiet as he makes his way forward. I doze back off to sleep, only to awaken when he starts to put me down. I cling to his arms, dreading feeling the cold again, but the ground here is warm to the touch.

      

      He grumbles something under his breath, and I look up at him, marveling at his alienness, such a beautifully sculpted face separated by such extremes.

      

      His yellow eyes peer down at me, and I wonder what he sees when he looks at me. Do I look as odd to him? He sits me down gently and I instantly miss his warmth, even though it doesn’t seem as cold here.

      

      “Where are we?”

      

      He shrugs as he walks away. I stand up, only to realize I only have one shoe on. Somehow, I had managed to hang onto the strap of the one I had taken off earlier and now I’m dreading trying to put it back on. I sit there contemplating how I’m going to get this one on when he turns back towards me with something in his hand.

      

      He sits down so close to me that his knees bump into mine, looking at me hesitantly before tearing a small strip off what appears to be a burned piece of meat. My first thought is, What type of mystery meat is this?

      

      “I thought you... left me,” I whispered.

      

      ViN shakes his head no, then motions to the meat again. I reach out for it, only for him to shake his head no again. He brings a small piece up to my mouth and I force myself to take it because it smells weird. A growl leaves his throat when I snarl my nose. I’m tempted to hold my breath when it first hits my tongue, but to my surprise, it’s not horrible.

      

      I smile up at him. “Wow, that’s not bad at all for mystery meat.”

      

      He retreats, gazing at me intently, before offering me another piece. I try to take it out of his fingers, but he refuses to give it to me. He watches me closely, making sure I swallow every piece before tearing off another one.

      

      When I finally motion that I can’t eat another bite, he rips the remaining meat apart and devours it in just a couple of bites. He stands up and I reach out, grabbing his arm before he can leave.

      

      “Thank you, ViN. For more than just the food; you could’ve simply left me back there to die.”

      

      He nods at me.

      

      “Wait, a minute. Can you understand me?”

      

      He nods yes.

      

      “How?”

      

      He points behind his ear.

      

      “That makes no sense to me. Why can’t I understand you? I have ears too.”

      

      He leans down, pushing my hair away from my ear, running a long finger along the skin behind it. Then shakes his head no. My skin tingles where he touched me.

      

      “I so suck at guessing games, but I’m assuming I don’t have the same thing behind my ear that you do. Is there a way I can get one?”

      

      He shrugs again and turns away, walking behind a small wall.

      

      “Hey, I wasn’t done talking to you. Where are you going now? Don’t you know it’s rude to just walk off like that?” I don’t think about it. I simply start waddling behind him, up and down awkwardly with one heel on.

      

      And the moment I round the corner, I regret it. I put my hand over my mouth and I’m not sure if it is to keep from screaming or puking the meat I just ate back up. A large hairy rodent-looking thing lay on the floor, in pieces. ViN is on one knee, cutting long strips of meat off the creature with a knife, completely unaware of my revulsion. I’ve never seen anything this barbaric in my entire life. For that matter, I don’t believe I have ever seen raw meat. Mother would never allow me in the kitchens; it was for staff only.

      

      “Is that what you just fed me? Did you really feed me... rat? Oh my god, I’m going to be sick. Do you realize how nasty those things are?” My whole body shivers as I try to hold back the gagging sounds leaving my throat.

      

      He looks up at me, and I swear if looks could kill, I would perish on the spot. He starts talking, and it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to know he is pissed. Maybe it’s a good thing I can’t understand him right now. I stumble away, practically jumping on one foot. He stands up quickly, his hands covered in blood and god knows what else, and stalks my way.

      

      My ankle gives out, and just as I begin to fall, he grabs me with those nasty hands. I struggle against him. “Ew gross, stop touching me!”

      

      He ignores me completely as he lifts me onto a ledge, then takes the shoe I’ve been holding in my hand this whole time away from me. Then, to my absolute horror. I watch as he snaps the heel completely off and then pulls the whole shoe apart, making it wider. He puts the now-destroyed shoe back on my lap and reaches down for the other one.

      

      I have no idea where the strength suddenly comes from, but I fight him like a madwoman. I claw at his arms as his large fingers work the small clasp apart. When he yanks the other shoe off, my foot feels like it’s been skinned and I scream out. He doesn’t even miss a beat as he rips the heel off the other one and then stretches this one, so hard he practically tears it in two. He tosses it onto my lap before walking away, roaring out his contempt for my very presence.

      

      I grab a rock lying next to my hand and throw it at his back. Of course, it misses. I was never good at sports. Pulling both shoes up to my chest, I start crying so hard I can barely breathe. “You fucking beast, how dare you! Do you have any idea how much these shoes cost?”

      

      When he turns back towards me, I should have been scared just from the look on his face, but instead, it just reinforced how alone I am now. I hug the torn shoes close, refusing to look back at him. “These were more than just a pair of shoes. They were all I had left of home, of me.”

      

      I pull my legs up and lean my head down on my knees, crying until my tears run dry. He is sitting directly across from me on the ground, skinning what seems to be a piece of hide from the animal he killed. From this height, I can see that he found a part of the tunnel that was still slightly open to the lava below. Apparently, he cooked the raw meat on the edge where a crack was open. Great, fried rat with a hint of dirt for seasoning.

      

      He is completely ignoring me, and that’s fine with me. I wiggle to the edge of the rock he placed me on and try to slide down, but before I can reach the ground. He is in front of me again, lifting me back up to where I was.

      

      “Leave me alone. I don’t want to sit up here and be fumigated by burned alien animal hair.”

      

      I try a few more times to get down. Finally, he lets me, and the moment my bare feet hit the ground, I’m scrambling from one foot to the other. Instinctively, I raise my arms for him to pick me up. I swear I think he is trying his best not to smile as he sits me back on the ledge.

      

      I shove my hair back out of my face roughly and sigh. “Ok, I get it. The floor is hot and I don’t have any shoes on, but who’s fault is that?”

      

      He snarls his lip and turns away again.

      

      “Big overgrown asswipe,” I mumble under my breath.
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      The female is exasperating. I long for silence from her constant yacking. The very fact she believed I had abandoned her angers me greatly. No respectable male would ever leave a female in such a place, no matter how tempting the idea at the time. I simply couldn’t take her with me hunting because she does not know how to be quiet.

      

      I knew there was game in this area from the multiple high nests I had seen as we walked through the tunnel. However, the cave rat’s ears are sensitive and that would make them extremely hard to hunt in normal circumstances, let alone with my female.

      

      I growl at that last thought; she is not my female.

      

      Moving the skin again, I focus on not scorching the hide so the fur doesn’t fall off, while she continues to mumble nonsense behind me. Her actions constantly puzzle me. The Lord of Light did not bless me with the patience to deal with such hysterics. I’ve contemplated leaving her several times... only for a short time, to scout on ahead, but she would be easy prey for any predator in this total darkness alone.

      

      The hide of the cave rat has become warm against my fingertips and by the constant shivers that wrack her slight frame. I believe that warmth, if nothing else, will be appreciated. If the animal had been larger, I would’ve prepared a covering for myself as the heat is escaping my body quicker than the small amount of heat this room can replace. I was becoming sluggish quickly, and that’s a good way to get killed in an environment like this.

      

      I turn the skin once again, scraping it with my knife until the inside is smooth and soft to the touch. These animals’ hides are thick as they are adapted to survive and thrive in this environment. I’m taking more time than I should preparing this for her, but we both need a break.

      

      Holding the piece up, I try to determine the best place to place the hole needed for her head. As much as it would please me, I know I won’t receive one of her rare smiles when I wrap this around her slight form. I anticipate she will fight me like she has done every step so far, but her body can’t survive much longer without some sort of covering, and right now, this is all that is available.

      

      Her smile flashes through my mind again, and I will admit to being shocked at how it changes her features. She went from plain to stunning, all with a simple lift of her lips. I have never seen one’s face change so abruptly. If she only understood the power of that smile, she would use it to her advantage more often, as most males would do anything only to witness that again.

      

      Not that I’m such a male, but I can understand how others could be easily swayed. The cave rodent’s meat was tough and bland, but at least she didn’t act as if it was killing her like she did the rations bar I gave her earlier. The meat helped me regain some of my strength, but it won’t help for long. I need to find a way out of this darkness before my body gets too weak to defend us and we both perish down here.

      

      If we could communicate, I would’ve tried to convince her to stay in this room while I scout ahead, but that’s not an option. One thing I have learned quickly is she isn’t one to do as she is told. Multiple times, I sat her back on that ledge because I didn’t want her bruised and raw feet burned on the floor below, but she was determined to get down. I had to bite the inside of my jaw to keep from smiling when she reached her arms up like a youngling after feeling the heat under her tender feet.

      

      But those shoes... Even though I had her best intentions at heart, I never dreamed she would respond in such a negative way. Her feet are torn and bruised terribly, and even though the foot coverings were making them worse, she still refused to take them off.

      

      Shaking my head at her foolishness, I continue to turn the fat I had scraped off the inside of the hide, letting it warm. My original plan was to use it to lather her feet. The substance would soothe their rawness, but now I’m not sure she will allow me to apply it.

      

      Females get attached to the silliest things. I once watched a youngling pick up a random rock on the ground, only to smile like she had found a fortune. I can still remember her tears when she lost it later on. No matter the race, I simply can’t figure them out. Thank the Lord of Light, I have no need for one.

      

      Taking a deep breath, I prepare myself for the fight coming as I stand with the hide in hand. She watches me come closer and scoots as far back against the wall as she can. I motion for her, but she shakes her head no.

      

      “Ember, come.”

      

      She does the exact opposite. She pulls her legs up under her and slides away from me as far as she can while still holding those shoes. Here we go.

      

      I grab hold of one of her small ankles and gently tug her towards me until she is just barely on the edge of the ledge I sat her on. The whole time I’m trying to ignore the softness of her skin and how small her bones feel in my grasp.

      

      I hold the hide up, trying to measure it against her slight frame, moving it one way, then another. Quickly realizing there is no way for me to fasten it around her without using the wrap I originally put on her. So I’m going to have to unwrap her, fit this against her body, then re-wrap it in place.

      

      “What are you doing, ViN? Remove that repulsive thing from my presence.” Her voice is so loud it echoes through the tunnel.

      

      “Ember, you can’t survive much longer here without this. You need to stop fighting me if you want to make it out of here alive.”

      

      She pushes a slender foot against my stomach, swatting at the hide as she tries to crawl away from me again, and my patience snaps.

      

      I throw the hide to the floor and grab her by the waist, pulling her against me as I work the knot I had tied in the wrap loose. Her heart is beating so hard I can feel it against my skin. Her small fist pounds against my chest as she struggles. New tears flow from her eyes as she tries to free herself. I growl down at her when her knee almost unmans me.

      

      “That’s enough!” I yell out as I pull her back, shaking her roughly.

      

      She settles down, but if looks could kill, I would’ve been a goner. Setting her on a lower ledge, I unwrap the bandage quickly. She practically folds in on herself trying to cover herself, as now all she has on is the sheer dress the Muldars put her in. Reaching up to her throat, I start to rip the gown off because of the blood that is caked on it. Only to stop when I realize it will at least provide some sort of barrier between her skin and this animal hide. She is trembling so hard that her teeth are making that weird clicking noise again.

      

      Holding her in place with one hand, I reach down with the other, grabbing the hide off the ground. Instead of taking my time, I cut a rough hole in the middle and yank it over her head. I should have noticed she got quiet. Instead, I’m too focused on getting this thing on her.

      

      I tug her arms up and over my shoulders, yanking her against me as I wrap the bandage around the outside of the hide, pulling it as close to her skin as I can get. I tie the knot and lift her back up onto the ledge.

      

      Before she can do another thing, I pull up her feet and apply the fat mixture that has been warming on one of the stones. I then reach down to grab the shoes, sliding them onto her feet, re-buckling the small clasp, only to realize there was no way they would stay on now. I had stretched them too far and her small feet are now falling out of the front.

      

      This simply makes me madder. “Out of all the females in existence, how in the fates did I get stuck with you? The amount of time I’ve wasted catering to you is unheard of. For all I know, I could have been out of here already, soaking up the rays while drinking with my brothers. But no... I heard you scream... and had to investigate. Now here we are!”

      

      I grab the broken strap off my bag and cut it in two, tying the shoes to her feet. I stand her on the ground before me, grabbing her rougher than I should. Large green eyes stare up at me, suddenly completely unfocused.

      

      I snap my fingers in front of her face as she wavers. “Ember?”

      

      She blinks a few times before looking down at her feet. “At least you didn’t tie them on with its tail. I look like a rat kabob... If my friends could only see me now.” I barely catch her before her eyes roll back in her head and she crumbles.

      

      “Ember.” Laying her across my lap, I curse myself for my behavior towards her as I shake her gently, patting her face. I have no idea what happened, surely to the gods she didn’t pass out over her clothing. One moment she is fighting me tooth and nail, the next she collapses lifelessly in my arms.

      

      My anger immediately retreats when I see sweat beads suddenly form on her face and her body seems overly hot even though she is shivering.

      

      Her injured arm falls off my lap and when I go to pull it back, I notice red streaks running down it from her shoulder to her elbow. Infection... it must be settling in that burn quicker than I thought. I need to get that cloth off, but there is no way to soften the material. If ripped, it could cause her more harm than good.

      

      I rock her back and forth as I try to settle my thoughts. I empty my bag’s contents on the ground, hoping for something I missed, only to find precisely what I knew was there...nothing. Then it hits me. If the fat could be used to soothe her feet or at least protect them, then I should be able to use it to soften the dried blood up enough to get that material out of that wound.

      

      Picking her up gently, I walk back over toward the animal. Even though it is awkward, I refuse to put her down as I peel the few pieces of skin left off the cave rat. Once I’ve torn them off, I set them on the fissure to soften, still holding her close.

      

      The moment the fat starts bubbling, I peel it off the skin and immediately apply it to her shoulder. It takes a few tries, but finally, the material releases. But her arm starts bleeding freely again. I squeeze the wound, hoping the blood will help push out the majority of the infection.

      

      I will say this is one of the worst burns I’ve ever seen on anyone, and as particular as this female is about what she is wearing, this mark on her skin is really going to bother her. My mind wonders, maybe SAGE will have a solution when we return. What I wouldn’t do to see her about now!

      

      Smoothing the hair away from her face, “Ember, come on little one, wake up. I would rather hear your complaints than this silence.”

      

      Her eyelids flicker as she fights her way back to consciousness. Blinking a few times, she looks around and then back up at me. “I was hoping you were a bad dream.” A sob leaves her throat, and even though I refuse to admit it, the sound bothers me. She looks so lost.

      

      “Do you think you can stand?”

      

      She buries her head in my chest, wrapping her arms around my neck, and instead of getting aggravated, I simply set back and let her cry. “Frack, Ember, what am I going to do with you? You are driving me to madness.”

      

      Finally, her tears stop and she relaxes against me, and as much as I would love to rest some myself, I know we’re going to have to get going. Picking her up gently, I swing my bag over my shoulder. With one hand under her butt, and the other holding my ax, I walk forward.
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      I’ve been awake for a little while now, but there is nothing for me to see in all this darkness. So I simply hang loosely onto Grouchy with my eyes closed. He has been carrying me like a toddler now for what feels like hours. If my friends could only see me now. I’m not sure if they would be envious or terrified, as I don’t know how I feel about this situation either. Every step he takes hurts like hell and there have been a few times I’ve had to bite my lip to keep from screaming out, especially if I move my arm much. My whole body is sore and beat up, but the pain in my shoulder is relentless and my side is throbbing with every heartbeat.

      

      I don’t know how he is making his way through this darkness. Even with that dim light he has tied to his ax handle, I can barely see him and my face is resting on his shoulder. Several times he has stopped to readjust me in his arms, but other than that, he just keeps walking.

      

      I didn’t realize he was getting slower until I felt a shiver run through his whole body and his breathing is labored against my chest. I lift my head reluctantly, getting ready to ask him if he wants me to walk, when suddenly, a dim blue light flashes on the ceiling above us, he hunches down. He pulls me away, sitting me gently on the ground. Then puts his finger on my lips and motions for me to be quiet.

      

      ViN moves away, and I instinctively grab for him, but he is quickly out of reach. He is so silent that if I hadn’t been watching, I wouldn’t have had any idea he was there. He peers around a large rock hesitantly.

      

      Looking back at me, he disappears around its side and out of sight. He isn’t gone long, but to me, it feels like forever. Shadows are dancing along the ceiling and, at one point, I put my hand over my mouth to keep from screaming out when a large cricket-spider-like thing walks right above me.

      

      When I hear footsteps heading back my way. I curl up in a ball, trying to make myself as invisible as possible.

      

      “Ember.”

      Unraveling slowly, he motions me forward before disappearing around the rock again. It takes me a few minutes to get my legs steady, not to mention trying to figure out how to walk in these broken shoes, but finally, I manage.

      

      The moment I’m around the rock, the pain and my shoes are temporarily forgotten. It’s a pod! I run out into the opening, yelling.

      “Hello, is anyone here? Mom, Dad!”

      

      ViN growls and motions for me to be quiet.

      

      “Quit shushing me! I refuse to be quiet. Don’t you understand? There could be others lost down here. God knows they have to be as scared as I’ve been this whole time. Not everyone will be lucky enough to be saved by their own Grouchy Alien Lava God, you know.”

      He puts his hands on his hips and shakes his head. Then points at the pod, then at me.

      

      Walking closer to the machine, I can see that the drawers and cabinets have all been ransacked. Whatever was in them has either been taken or lay in shreds all around it. That’s when I see it. The jumpsuit the rude space guy back home made me put on over my clothes.

      

      I pick it up, this time hoping that it’s in one piece, only to see that it had also been cut to shreds. “So much for getting out of this rat suit,” I whisper before throwing it to the ground, my emotions all over the place as my mind catches up with the fact that this is the pod I come here in.

      

      Leaning against its side, I slide down slowly to the ground while ViN tears open the few doors that are not open. Deep down, I was hoping he would miraculously find a couple of pieces of my luggage stored away in them, but with all the other empty doors. I know that’s not a possibility. His growls have become almost constant. He must be cussing someone out. I would, but I don’t have the energy.

      

      “Let me guess, all those growls leaving your lips interpret the fact that they sent me away with absolutely nothing but the clothes on my back. I wonder now if they did it on purpose. They knew my chances were slim the moment they strapped me in this destroyer of dreams.”

      

      I smack my hand against its side. “What I don’t understand is why did they even waste their time? If what they said was true and the world was destroying itself, why didn’t they just let us all perish together? They knew there was no way I would ever make it out here on my own... They simply sent me somewhere else to die... alone.”

      

      I hug my knees up to my chest, laying my head on them. The rough, stinky fur tickles my nose as I stare out into nothing. ViN is trying to figure out how to get the lights out of the main chamber that has lit up this part of the cavern we’re in, but the moment he unplugs one, it goes out. After trying two more, he finally gives up and comes over to sit next to me.

      

      I glance up at his face. This side is smooth, not even an ounce of stubble like you would’ve seen on most men after a few days. His eyes don’t miss a thing as he assesses everything around us, while I simply look at him.

      

      He has the longest eyelashes I’ve ever seen, and I think I hate him for it. Most females, including myself, would die for those. I wonder how many hours I wasted trying to put the fake ones on? It’s times like these that he doesn’t seem real, but even with my imagination, I couldn’t make up all these intricate details. I can tell he is tired, but he hasn’t complained once that I know of, anyway. Lord knows I have done it enough for both of us. That’s when it hits me... He could’ve walked off and left me at any time.

      

      I still don’t truly understand why he has helped me, but I’m grateful, even though I haven’t done a very good job showing him that. I reach over and take his huge hand in mine. He glances over at me, the contrast of his face is so severe from one side to the other, it’s disturbing.

      

      “Thank you, ViN. I haven’t made this easy on you, and I won’t promise that I will be any better in the future, but I will at least try to be less of a burden from here on out. I understand you’ve done the best you could for me under the circumstances, even though your clothing selection seriously sucks. As much as I hate to admit it, at least I’m warm now. Now, I could’ve done without you destroying my shoes, but what’s done is done, as Mother always says.

      

      “I know you can understand me mostly, so I’m going to ask you a couple of questions and I’ll try to make them a simple yes or no. You are trying to get us out of here, right?”

      

      He nods his head yes after running his hand through his long black hair.

      

      “Are you from down here?”

      

      He shakes his head no.

      

      “So, you’re lost here too?”

      

      I get another yes. Then he starts drawing an image in the dirt between us.

      

      “Well, you’re never going to be a Picasso, but let me see if I get this right. You were walking and fell down here. This stick guy is you catching me, and this is us now.”

      

      Nodding, he takes his hand and erases all the stick figures, and starts over.

      

      This time, I have to look at it several times. “Ok, I’m not sure of all this up here, but I’m going to guess this is a bunch of people like you flying around in the sky even though I’ve never seen wings on you. Are you hiding them somewhere?”

      

      He growls, and I hold my hand up.

      

      “I will take that as a no. So back to the people in the sky, wait a minute... are you trying to tell me that all these people will be looking for you?”

      

      He shrugs and then draws multiple directions and stick people walking everywhere.

      

      “They are looking all over, right? But they don’t know where you are?”

      

      He nods yes, then goes to stand up.

      

      “Well, at least someone cares enough to look for you. Unlike me, I have no one...”

      

      He holds his hand out for me, and I take it as he pulls me up. My feet keep sliding around in the inside of my shoes, but at least they are not hurting anymore.

      

      “Who knew that rat fat was good for blisters? Don’t let that secret out. They will be hunted to extinction,” I whisper to no one.

      

      I stumble behind him, trying to walk, but my feet keep sliding out. After a few steps, I sit down, determined to just take them off and walk barefoot. “ViN, wait a minute.”

      

      I am so focused on getting this strap loose. I don’t see him until his fingers pull mine away, stopping me. “My feet won’t stay in these now. I’m just going to take them off.”

      

      He motions for me to stop. Then he walks back towards the pod. He cuts off a couple pieces of straps, then comes back, wrapping them securely all the way around each foot. He then pulls me up, holding my hand until I take a few steps.

      

      I smile up at him, shaking my head at the collaboration on my feet. “They will never win any awards, but they fit.”

      

      Reaching out, he touches my cheek, moving it up and down, frowning.

      

      “What? Do I have something on me?”

      

      He just stands there staring at me, then shrugs his shoulders and turns away.

      

      “Is that a yes or a no?” I rub my hands all over my face. “We need to work on our communication, mister. I didn’t study Growl in high school.”
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      He doesn’t respond to my last comment, but the frown on his face seems harsher than before. For a split second back there, I thought we were making progress, but that is just wishful thinking on my part.

      

      From the moment I opened my eyes in this world, it’s been one horror after another, but he is at least a slightly familiar nightmare now. He is pushing us hard, trying to find a way back to the surface, but what does that mean for me? I’m trying not to think about tomorrow, as simply surviving right now is enough, but what’s going to happen to me if we ever make it out of here? For that matter, what if we don’t find a way out? My mind is all over the place as I put one foot in front of the other.

      

      “ViN, do you think we could stop and take a break soon?”

      

      He growls out something, and this is the first time I realized he isn’t growling. That’s just how deep his voice is. His words roll all together in long syllables.

      

      “At some point in the future, I’m looking forward to understanding you. I’ve been making a list in my head as we have been walking about the things I would love to learn about you and...everything around us. Even though I know this is going to be hard to believe. This experience is not on my list of things I want to do again...ever. If someone asks, I’m definitely not going to recommend it, that’s for sure.”

      

      He growls a few more times and I just ignore him. “Hey, just keep on walking, don’t worry, I can completely entertain myself back here.

      

      “Do you know what I’m craving right now...Chicken Broccoli Alfredo. I would dive headfirst into a big bowl of that if it was here. However, if I’m going to pretend we are somewhere besides the cave of misfortune, let’s go big. Can you imagine how wonderful a hot shower would be right now? Oh, it would be awesome to finally get all this nastiness off me! Next, well, let’s see. An open wardrobe at a nice boutique with shoes that fit would be pretty cool, too. We could add an extremely good pain reliever to this list as well. Actually, I might put that at the front of the list because it would be highly appreciated right now, let me tell you. Have I told you that my arm is hurting so bad I just about can’t lift it? Well, now I have. I feel like I’ve been run over by a bus and dragged at least three miles. On top of all that, this walking is just fabulous.

      

      “How about you? What is the first thing you’re going to do when you get out of here?”

      

      He turns around quickly.

      

      “If I would’ve known asking you that would get you to stop, I would have done it sooner.”

      

      He stands there with his normal snarl on his face, waiting for me to catch up. I’m only a couple of feet away from him when something large descends in front of me. I don’t even have time to react before multiple legs grab me, lifting me straight up into the air. A roar echoes through the surrounding cavern, and whatever has ahold of me suddenly lets go. Arms pinwheeling, I’m suddenly free-falling. Only for another creature to catch me in midair. I’m being tossed from one monster to another as they quickly pull me away from ViN. I feel like I’m in a pinball machine and I’m the ball.

      

      Something stabs me in the back of my arm within seconds. The light that ViN had is gone, and I can’t see anything. The spider-cricket creatures move so fast that it takes me a moment to realize I can’t hear him behind me anymore. All I can hear around me are multiple clicking and scraping noises. For a minute, I wonder if they grabbed ViN, too. Whatever has me in its claws is crawling along the ceiling, and I’m practically hanging upside down.

      

      I’m thrown once again. A weak screech leaves my throat before something even larger grabs me out of the wall, pulling me into a hole. Suddenly, I’m being spun in circles so fast I can feel my hair lifting up. I fight against its hold, but nothing is responding. My thoughts are becoming sluggish quickly, but for a fleeting moment. I can breathe as the pain disappears and my body goes numb.

      

      Dark spots form in front of my eyes as the wrap gets tighter and tighter. Suddenly, I’m struggling to take a deep breath. My life passes before my eyes. I can see my Mom fixing Dad’s tie before an important event and the small smile on his face before he kissed her on the forehead. If I focus on it enough, I can still feel their hugs when I graduated from college. Random faces blur together, but the last one lingers longer, my alien grouch.
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      There were several times I thought I heard something above us, but my light wasn’t bright enough to cut through the thick darkness surrounding us in this part of the cavern.

      

      The ground has become rough and there is a thick dampness in the air now that wasn’t in the part we just came from.

      

      At some point, we must’ve left the lava tunnels and entered into an actual cave system. When I first started hearing the scraping noises above us, I originally thought it was the Muldars following us. I know they are mining something in this area, but so far there have been no signs of them or what. By now, they’ve figured out that I was not the god they were praying to. However, if they come after us in my weakened state, I’m not sure if  I can fight them off. Every step is getting harder to take.

      

      Ember has rattled on nonstop since we left the pod behind and just as I turn to tell her to be quiet. The largest Araneid cricket I have ever seen drops from the ceiling. It grabs her, stabbing its numbing fluid into her arm before I can even raise my ax against it.

      

      I surge ahead, pulling myself up onto the rocks, trying to keep them in sight as they scramble away with her in their grasp. The attack caught me off guard. Simply reacting, I barely stop myself from throwing my ax to strike it down midair. The female would die if I knocked it down from that height. It stops momentarily on a lower outcropping and I launch myself towards it, grabbing its large, hard frame from behind. Instead of it dropping Ember as I hoped, it slings her to another and turns on me. I barely catch myself before it raises up, trying to dislodge me from its back as it tries to crush me against the ceiling.

      

      Grabbing onto a ledge with one arm, I swing out with the other, my ax cutting its head off effortlessly. It takes a second for the body to realize its head is missing before it tumbles to the ground below. Swinging myself up onto the ledge, I scream, “Ember,” with no answer.

      

      The moment I struck the first one down, I expected the others to attack, but they all crawled away farther into the darkness.

      

      I yell out Ember’s name several more times, hoping to hear anything back from her since I have no way of even knowing if she is still alive at this point.

      

      Taking in my surroundings, I try to figure out where they may have gone. There is a large ledge that seems to go further back into their territory that I might access. However, I’m not sure how to track her in this maze of broken boulders that lay on the cave’s floor, when she was taken from the ceiling. Swearing, I carefully scale back down the rocks. As much as I would love to charge forward, I can’t go on without my light or the few rations I’ve left.

      

      Ignoring the shivers that are running up and down my frame, I gather my stuff up, contemplating what to do next. I’m already weakening and I can barely feel any heat left in my inner core. The Lord of Light knows I could spend risings looking for her in this maze of darkness and never find her.

      

      Hesitating, I’ve never been this torn on how to proceed. I know there is the slightest possibility that I could go forward and find a way out of here quicker now that she isn’t with me. When I got back to the shuttle, I could send someone back that’s more adapted to this environment with the proper equipment to find her, but there were too many IFs.

      

      Her smile flashes in front of my eyes, and I rub a hand through my hair wearily. I don’t know why I’m wasting time even thinking about it. I can’t and won’t leave her, even as aggravating as she is. She has to be terrified, and there is no way I can consciously walk away, knowing I might have been able to save her if I had stayed.

      

      “FRACK!” I scream out. We’re both going to die down here. All my father is going to find left of us is a pile of bones when he makes it, and I know he will, eventually.

      

      Climbing back up the rock face, I look for the best route to take. The Araneid will be able to fit through things my larger form can’t. The ledge looks solid enough, but it will be slow going because I’ll have to crawl through parts of it. If I take the ground, I’ll have to climb up over the fallen rocks and hope that I don’t come to a complete cave-in at some point. Grabbing onto the ledge, I pull myself up, readjusting my bag onto my side, and start forward.

      

      For half a rotation, I have been crawling and climbing through this part of the cave. Even though I’ve made it a point to stop and look around every few feet, there has not been a single sign of her. There were a couple of handfuls of the Araneids on the ceiling when they took her. There has to be tracks. I’m just missing them. Several times, I have been tempted to call out her name, but I don’t want them to realize I’m pursuing them. Especially since there are thousands of them and only one of me.

      

      My mind has been going through the attack over and over as I make my way forward into their territory. It must have been a hunting party out looking for easy prey for their main nest. They immediately fled the area when they grabbed her, so they had been hunting us for a while. She was the smaller target out of the two of us, and I’m sure the smell of blood on her skin didn’t help matters any.

      

      While shining the light around, I almost miss a gap in the wall only a few feet in front of me. Multiple marks scar the outside rock, and stuck in a crack, dangling about chest high, is a single long red hair.

      

      I turn the light off to give my eyes time to adjust to the total darkness. Looking into the opening, I can see there is a pale shimmer on the walls. It’s not much light, but it’s enough for me to be able to make my way through. When I start to crawl in, my ax scraps along the floor, the noise echoes throughout the surrounding cavern. I tense up, expecting to be attacked at any moment.

      

      When nothing appears, I slowly pull myself through the hole. Stopping at the edge, I peer hesitantly around the corner. When I don’t see anything, I pull myself through. The crystals on the walls seem to be pulsing. Their light dances across the ceiling and walls randomly.

      

      I creep forward, flattening myself against the wall, only to stop dead at the sight ahead of me. Hundreds of cocoons hang from a low ceiling above me.

      

      I barely have time to move out of sight when several Araneids enter from another entrance I hadn’t seen, holding what appears to be another spun cocoon in between their long arms.

      

      I back into the shadows of the room, hoping my coloring doesn’t catch their attention as I watch them hang their newest catch. Ember has to be here somewhere. A couple of the cocoons seem to be moving from the inside, so that means they catch and harvest their prey alive. If I can find her, there is the slight possibility she has survived, but how will I ever locate her in all these?

      

      As I stand here looking around, several more enter the room, only to leave as quickly as their catch is secured to the ceiling. It seems like they are harvesting everything they can. The cocoons in the middle seem to be darker, so those must be older. Circling the edge, I keep my ears tuned into every noise, as I know they can and will probably arrive back at any moment.

      

      I make my way to the far side of the room where they just hung the last cocoon, for once grateful for my height, as I can just reach the bottom of the ones here. Grunting, I struggle to pull the webbing apart on the one they just hung.

      

      Before I can catch it, a small Muldar falls out, crumbling at my feet. I reach down, checking to see if it is still alive, but I can’t find a pulse. I grab the next one, but this time I take my time separating it so that whatever is inside doesn’t fall out immediately, only to find the same thing.

      

      It seems that the Araneids’ primary source of food is the Muldars. The sound of scraping echoes through a tunnel right above my head and I grab the dead Muldar and back against the wall, hoping the Araneids don’t notice me or the torn cocoons.

      

      On the other side of the cavern, a massive Araneid waddles in. It grabs one cocoon, inserting a long antenna-like protrusion from its face. I watch in horror as the cocoon flattens completely, it then discards it for the next one.

      

      I grip the handle of my ax tighter, determined to destroy it before I allow it to eat another pod, only for it to turn away once the second cocoon is emptied, going back into the tunnel which it came from. The moment it is gone, I throw caution to the wind and start tearing into everything within reach.

      

      I had become so focused on finding Ember that I almost missed her as I was working my way through the ones closest to me. A whimper has me stopping dead in my tracks. I scan the cocoons, looking for any type of movement, and that’s when I see it.

      

      I could see long red hairs matted into the thick webs a few feet ahead of me. Just as I start to grab her, the room is filled with screeches. I had become so focused on finding her, I didn’t pay attention to the mess I was making, or the sudden sound of multiple feet moving my way. This is a rookie mistake I would’ve never made if I had been at full strength.

      

      With force, I break open the cocoon that holds Ember captive. She falls out and I drop my ax in order to catch her. Some of her hair is caught in the webbing and I grab the knife off my hip and cut it away just as a pincher grazes my side.

      

      My scales deflect it mostly, but I still can feel a slight sting as their poison enters my system. I throw Ember over my shoulder and grab my ax off the ground, swinging it around wildly with one arm while my other one holds her securely against me.

      

      I take off dodging through the cocoons, trying to get away from the pack now chasing after me. The ground under my feet starts shaking and the Araneids that had been chasing me suddenly stop. I don’t wait around to see what has spooked them. I simply pick the closest tunnel and run as fast as my legs will carry us away, thankful for the small amount of light the crystals are projecting on the walls.

      

      It doesn’t take long for my breathing to become labored as I fight the weakness invading my entire system. Luckily enough, only moments from collapsing, I find an outcropping tucked into one of the tunnel walls. Pulling Ember around, I hold her close as I crawl back into it, tucking her in my lap as I practically fall to the ground.

      

      Smoothing her hair back out of her face, I glance down at a face that is becoming less plain with every glance. She has a few light brown marks on her face and I run my fingers across them gently, trying to brush them off only for them to remain. Their presence confuses me, as do some of her other features. Her tiny ears have a stone embedded in them and she has hairs above her eyes that move independently with her expressions. All these oddities on one small face.

      

      “Ember? Come on, little one, wake up. I would like to see your eyes one more time before my body succumbs to the poison and this cold.”

      

      Her eyes flutter and she whispers my name, but other than that, she lies unresponsive in my arms. Darkness invades my vision, and with the last of my strength, I pull her close. Rubbing my lips against her soft skin, I marvel at its uniqueness.

      

      Even if she awakens, she won’t make it long, since I lost my bag with the last of our provisions in it. “I’m so sorry I failed you, little female. I would’ve loved to have seen another of your rare smiles once again.”

      

      My last thought is, one rising in the future, someone will come along and find our skeletons intertwined like this. It will either be for a short while or possibly an eternity. It saddens me because the dreams and hopes we both were searching for will never be fulfilled. The darkness settles heavily over my last thoughts as I pull Ember closer, allowing myself the feeling of her slight frame curled trustingly against mine.
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      “Falcor, have you been able to track ViN on the surface?”

      

      “Negative Commander. I sent a message to Hugo earlier, asking for his assistance, but he has failed to respond as of this time.”

      

      “It’s still darkness on Targres Four. He is probably resting and, unless you marked it urgent, he wouldn’t be notified until rising.”

      

      “Would you like me to reissue the message?”

      

      “No, ViN is more than capable of surviving in that environment. This is more than likely a false alarm and he is laying in the sun somewhere soaking up the rays as we speak.”

      

      “Commander, I believe your last statement to be false. This last rising, I had to remove the shuttle from his last known location because it was overheating. I have scanned the entire area in a grid pattern. I have found zero evidence of him anywhere.”

      

      “Falcor, I believe the other AIs are rubbing off on you. I believe that last statement was given with a touch of emotion.”

      

      “Forgive me, Commander, I will work harder not to allow that to happen in the future.”

      

      Laughing, “I wasn’t saying that as a bad thing, Falcor. Go ahead and contact Hugo, see if you can get his grumpy ass out of bed.”

      

      I pace the floor awaiting his answer when a cup of what Kira calls alien coffee appears on my desk. “Thank you, SAGE.”

      

      “The pleasure is mine, Master DaR. May I be of assistance? I can tell you are agitated.”

      

      “At this moment, no. Is Kira still at rest?”

      

      “Yes, Master, she is sleeping peacefully. Ickis, however, appears to be agitated this rising and is walking the perimeter. He has not done that since his female came to live in the outer garden. I have set the sensors to high alert just in case he can sense something I can’t see.”

      

      “After I talk to Hugo, I’ll go out.”

      

      “He is linking up now. Would you like me to put him on screen?

      

      “Please.”

      

      “Frack, DaR, the last thing I want to see at first rising is your ugly face, especially when I was wrapped around my mate. What do you want?”

      

      “Good rising, to you also, Hugo.”

      

      “Oh, frack off. I know that look. What am I not going to like about this conversation?”

      

      “I simply have a few questions, nothing that should get you too riled up. Do you know of anyone who can navigate the forbidden zone accurately? Or do you have a way of scanning deeper than Falcor can?”

      

      “There are a few mining bots that have deep surface scanning. However, there is nothing out there but a few active volcanoes.”

      

      “I’m aware of that, and you might not remember because of the turmoil that was happening at the time of his departure. ViN took off right after you gained control of the facility on Targres Four and has been mapping out that sector ever since. When they were helping you put the fire out, he said he witnessed an object falling through the atmosphere. He believed at that time it was another pod.”

      

      A growl leaves Hugo. “I know you believe me to be simpleminded, DaR, but I remember the male, frack he was hard to miss. However, I was not notified that he was in the desolate area alone all this time. You are aware that we call it that for a reason and not to take that name lightly.”

      

      “I’m realizing I should’ve taken this more seriously, especially now that he has not checked in for several rotations. ViN is my best tracker, and he thrives in environments such as this, so I was not concerned until recently. ”

      

      “Let me deploy a few of the mining bots. As far as I know, there’ve been no reports of any new eruptions, and there are no caves or mines out there, either. If my bots haven’t responded by the end of this rising, you need to be on the next shuttle here. I will do some reconnaissance and see if anyone has heard anything as we wait for their return. If this had been in one of the other sectors, we would have had the results in real-time, but the heat out there blocks most transmissions.”

      

      “Hold for a moment, Hugo.”

      

      “Yeah, I got all rising to just wait on your ass.”

      

      I turn to hide the smile on my lips, lord how I love tormenting that male. “SAGE, is there a way you can assist with the communication issues Hugo says occur with the mining bots?”

      

      “That is above my current programming, but let me ask SCOUT. He is currently linked up with the Destroyer as they are trying to expand the radar systems range that are looking for more pods in the outer sector. One moment, please.”

      

      Small arms wrap around my waist from behind. “You must be in deep thought for me to sneak up on you.”

      

      I untangle her arms and turn her to face me, laying my head upon hers, enjoying the smell that is only my Kira. “I knew the moment you entered the room, my little human.”

      

      “Good rising, Kira, I see the old man interrupted your rest also?”

      

      “Oh, hello, Hugo. I’m sorry I didn’t realize you two were connected, and yes, you are correct. I don’t sleep well once he rises in the mornings. How is Miya? I haven’t spoken to her in a few days.”

      

      “She is up to something with AMI as usual, other than that she is perfect.”

      

      I kiss Kira’s forehead before turning back toward the screen. “Perfect, you say, huh? I could argue that no female other than my own holds that title.”

      

      “Quit it, you two. I swear, I think you guys just enjoy arguing. It doesn’t matter how stupid the subject is. Hugo, dear, tell Miya I will comm her later and I’ll leave you two to whatever orneriness you are cooking up this time.” She pulls me down, thinking she is going to get a quick kiss and then go on her way. I surprise her by grasping her tight, backing her up against the wall out of the screen’s view, devouring my little human until she is practically panting in my arms. “Go back to bed. I’ll be in shortly to finish this.”

      

      Her giggle as she runs through the doorway lightens the heaviness in my heart and reluctantly I return to Hugo. He has a knowing grin on his ugly face.

      

      “They give our weary lives meaning.”

      

      “I believe that is the first time I have ever agreed with you willingly.”

      

      “What rising is this? Let me log the date as a day to remember.”

      

      SAGE appears, hovering above the desk. “Master DaR, SCOUT, said that the mining bots on Targres are more advanced than he is. He assured me that their special programming should pick up any anomalies in that area.”

      

      “I heard her, DaR. Send me the last check-in point for ViN and I will get busy. I’ll be in contact later.”

      

      The screen goes dark and I immediately turn, heading towards the bedroom and my awaiting human.

      

      “Master DaR, you are getting an incoming message from Commander ZoD, and there is a sensor failing on the outer wall.”

      

      “FRACK, inform Kira that I’ve been detained, and patch ZoD through.”
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      “ZoD, what can I do for you?”

      

      “I’m simply being courteous, something you didn’t do for me. Recently, I allied with some miners on Targres Four and wanted to inform you that unmanned transport ships will be making regular stops there from Zodiqua. It was brought to my attention that you bought the Scientific sector and are now monitoring all activity in that spaceport area. I will have the ships programmed to notify you of their entry and departure due to the regulations of Targres Four.”

      

      “Your information about me acquiring the Scientific sector is correct. General Hugo is policing that area as I am needed elsewhere. As for your comment about me ignoring this common courtesy between commanders. We tried to contact you before I came into your territory. The Jynrel pirates were holding my son and his mate captive and were refusing to release them. The solar flares were stopping me from contacting you properly and I didn’t have time to wait until they passed.”

      

      “You wiped out the entire crew, DaR. I found their ship free floating in the outer quadrant, all the cargo lost.”

      

      “I did, and you would’ve done the same in my place. They were told who they were holding and still refused to give him medical treatment after they beat him for no reason. Nor did they release him when I demanded it. No one messes with mine and lives. It is known.”

      

      “Duly noted, but I’ve one other objection. You said they knew they were holding your son? I have no records of that knowledge. From the recordings  I recovered from the ship, your son never informed them of who he was. That specific Jynrel ship was one of many out looking for the female your son was hiding. She had a huge bounty on her head, due to the sudden deaths of a group of royal Waldrins she had been sold to in the pleasure sector.

      

      “After reviewing the records, it seems to me that he isn’t the only male in your family hiding a species that should have been brought and introduced to the elite council. From my understanding, the females in your residence are quite deadly, their blood is even fatal if ingested. It has also been said that they destroyed their world by robbing it of all its natural resources and the only reason they’ve been found in our galaxy is because they are looking to do the same to ours. There are whispers you’ve taken a mate from this unknown species and you have destroyed many to keep her safe.”

      

      My runes pulse red and I know my eyes match them presently. “Are you threatening my mate, because that wouldn’t be a smart move on your account, ZoD!”

      

      “Take it as you will. You understand the process as well as I do, DaR. You are simply holding yourself above the laws of our kind. Laws that we helped put in place and swore to protect. The moment these others were discovered, they should’ve been turned over to the scientific council until deemed safe to be introduced into our society. You took it upon yourself to harbor this unknown species. Something you have no right to do. Until they are tested, they are deemed a threat to us all.”

      

      “I will destroy you or any others before I would allow them to touch my Kira, or the others under my protection. The few that remain of their kind are of no threat to our world, or any other, for that matter. They’ve been brought before the council and preliminary tests were run. SoL’s mate Alana took it upon herself to approach them directly when the rumors first started. They were satisfied with the findings and that was the last we heard from them. It seems your spies are behind their times. Our mates have never been hidden, just greatly protected, as their uniqueness makes them highly sought after.”

      

      “DaR, how many of your sons have attached themselves to this unknown species? Does this not concern you? You’ve got a responsibility as a commander to help populate the outer quadrants, which are already having a hard enough time conceiving. Not attach yourselves to these...others.”

      

      “I did my part and have twenty-two, well, three sons. I refused to participate any longer before I ever took a mate. As to how many of my sons are mated... it’s several. Not that it’s any of your business.”

      

      “When your son SoL took on your responsibilities of Falcor and Darverius security, he took on all the requirements of being a Commander.”

      

      “SoL is mated, and that relieved him of that particular responsibility. I think you need to worry about your own and let me take care of mine. I understand your concerns, and that’s the only reason I’m taking the time to answer your questions. However, be warned this is the last and only time I will tolerate this disrespectfulness. I’ve several things that need my immediate attention and we need to wrap this conversation up. What are you purchasing in such a bulk off of Targres Four that you would need transport ships to haul it?”

      

      “The Muldars found a cavern in the deserted area rich in rare Silk Lava Crystals. I’m not sure if you are aware of this or not, but we use these crystals to power the reactors on Zodiqua. They are scarce and highly sought after, and as of right now, the Muldar agreed to an exclusive mining contract with us. Their only stipulation is that their facility remains secret.”

      

      “ZoD, we were not aware of any mining in that area, and that sector is under no jurisdiction. So, its inhabitants can do as they wish. Can I ask when your first load will be picked up?”

      

      “Next rising is the first shipment. We were informed that they will notify us of the landing coordinates when the ship enters their atmosphere. They also informed us that the receiving port will be moved every rotation.”

      

      “I will notify Hugo and the spaceport of my approval.” I place my fist over my chest and nod. “Until next time...strength and honor.”

      

      ZoD replies the same, and the screen goes black. I take a moment to gather my thoughts.

      

      “SAGE. Have you fixed the outer sensor?”

      

      “Negative, Master, but I’ve bots standing guard around the perimeter. Ickis is still walking the wall looking over towards the dark forest, but my sensors are not picking up any heat signatures besides the Selin in the immediate area.”

      

      “Notify me if things change and get that sensor fixed immediately. Is Kira still resting?”

      

      “She is in the garden drinking her morning alien coffee.”

      

      Walking out of the room, I head towards the garden, determined to spend some time with my Kira before the world tears me away again.

      The sight of her sitting there in the morning suns takes my breath away. She must have sensed me behind her because she turns bestowing a smile that still makes my heart thump hard inside my chest.

      

      I don’t even remember walking to or picking her up, but suddenly she is in my arms and my world is complete. It’s terrifying how attached I’ve become to her, and I’m not scared of anything.

      

      “You seem agitated, love. What’s wrong?”

      

      I hug her tighter, winding my fingers through her long hair. “ViN is missing. I just got a disturbing comm from ZoD, and you didn’t wait on me in bed.”

      

      Kira reaches up and kisses me lightly on the lips and then wiggles out of my arms. “I waited for you, but it didn’t take long to realize you were going to be a while, and coffee was calling my name.”

      

      “I’m sorry, my Kira. I don’t enjoy telling you I will do something and then not follow through.”

      

      “Sit down, sweetheart, and have some coffee with me. Don’t stress over the little things, dear. I know you’re busy. These boys and your responsibilities keep you on your toes.”

      

      “If I had known the trouble they would all be, I would’ve stopped at one.”

      

      Kira’s laughter makes me smile. “You are so full of it. These boys and their adventures keep you young. Now, tell me, how long has ViN been out of contact?”

      

      “Several risings now. I should’ve gone sooner, but he has always been my most level-headed. ViN should be in his element in the desolate area of Targres Four, but Falcor can’t find him on the surface anywhere and his comm isn’t working. I need a better way to keep up with all of them since these comms seem to always be failing.”

      

      “Do you think someone might have taken him, or would it be possible that he  could’ve been attacked?”

      

      “They would bring ViN back. He is not sociable. Out of all my boys, he seems to thrive in solitude. EvO is the only one even remotely close to him. He is the best tracker I have because nothing distracts him. I watched him walk right past the Bordellos on Targres Four and not even glance their way... I mean, not that I was looking either.”

      

      Kira’s laughter could be heard across the garden. “Ok, I’m calling bullshit on that one.”

      

      “Kira, you know nothing could replace you in my eyes.”

      

      “I didn’t say you were looking for a replacement love, but you’re not blind either. You can look all you like, but you are not allowed to order off the menu. The one thing I can definitely say about this world of yours is the array of exotic beauties and the extreme uglies, male and female alike, it offers.”

      

      “You’ve noticed these beauties, other males?”

      

      “Of course.”

      

      “Who do I need to kill? I refuse to worry about another catching your eye.”

      

      Kira does exactly what I was hoping for. She gets up and crawls into my lap. My Symbots reach for her, craving her touch as much as I do.

      

      “Put your sword away, oh mighty destroyer of beauty. You hold my heart in your hands, but I’m not blind either. You will simply have to spend your days   keeping me so enamored with you that all others simply fade into the background.”

      

      “How does one go about making others disappear?”

      

      “Well, for starters, I didn’t make the bed?”

      

      Kira wraps her arms around my neck when I pick her up. Her long legs clasp my waist tightly. Giggling, she nips on my ear as I grasp her luscious ass. SAGE appears, hovering before my eyes.

      

      “Excuse my interruption, but Hugo just commed.”

      

      Looking down at the desire in Kira’s eyes torn, I decide the world can wait a few more minutes. Kira cups my cheek before looking over at SAGE floating beside us.

      

      “SAGE. Get DaR’s stuff ready to go. We will only be a moment.” SAGE disappears. “How quickly can you satisfy your woman, oh destroyer of manly beauty?”

      

      I growl at her as I sprint into the bedroom. Throwing her on the bed, her giggles lighten my heart. When I emerge from the bedroom, much later, I head out with a smile on my face.

      

      Hugo is pacing in front of the comm in my office. “Frack DaR, what the hell took you so long? Ahhh, never mind, I can tell by the smile on your face. Nope, don’t tell me I don’t want that picture stuck in my head, the rest of this rising. I’ve been getting updated readings back from the bots and let me inform you. There is quite a bit of activity going on in a sector that was supposed to be uninhabited.

      

      “The mountainous region where ViN last checked in has a vast tunnel system underneath it. Some of them seem to be active lava flows, but others, they’ve been there awhile. The caverns are huge according to the deep scans I’m getting back. The first set didn’t show any activity, but when I set the depth further, it started picking up heat signatures.

      

      “There are multiple species according to the scans, but the only ones that I can recognize are a group of Muldar. How they would’ve even gotten into that region is beyond me, but there are several hundred of them if my calculations are correct.”

      

      “Did you find any sign of ViN?”

      

      “The images are inconclusive, DaR. They show movement all over, but none seem to be his size. Of course, the scans don’t always show exact shapes. There was one anomaly I picked up that made me look twice, but I can’t clear the image up. However, we have another problem. The bots are not able to find an entrance. It seems like the mountain range changes form regularly because of the shifting sands on top of it. So, even if I could say he was there for sure, I don’t know how we would get to him.”

      

      “Hugo, I may be able to help to obtain a way inside, but if they are as large as you say, we could be hunting him for risings and he won’t make it long underground. I will be there shortly. We are going to need help and I have just the male for the job.”

      

      The comm goes dark and I stand there for a moment, trying to get my thoughts together. “SAGE, contact RaZ.”

      

      “Connecting now.”

      

      “Father?”

      

      “RaZ, I need your assistance off planet. I know you are not comfortable leaving Katherine, but ViN is missing and we believe he is lost inside a large series of tunnels underground in the desolate area of Targres Four.”

      

      “You said he is underground? Those conditions would weaken him greatly.”

      

      “I’m aware of that and he has been offline several risings now. I’m afraid if we wait much longer, he will be past the stage of recovery. That’s not the worst of it, we can’t pinpoint his location either.”

      

      “Let me tell Kat and see if she wants to head up to Grandfather’s. Do you want me to meet you on Falcor?”

      

      “Yes, I’ll be awaiting your arrival and we will leave immediately for Targres Four. I have one thing to check on before heading up. I will meet you there shortly.”

      

      He nods his head, and the screen goes dark. “SAGE?” She appears in front of me. “Lead me to this sensor you are having issues with.”

      

      “Yes, Master DaR, it is strange because I keep resetting it and it works for a few moments then goes back off. It’s like someone is turning it off manually.”

      

      I sprint across the flat field that leads to the outer wall of the dark forest, jumping up on the wall that surrounds my main dwelling. Ickis stands only a few feet away from the sensor. I crouch down, looking at it, noticing that the main lens has been knocked off and that the case is open. Several rocks lay on top of the wall, but the sensor would’ve picked up any movement before they could’ve been thrown.

      

      “SAGE. You didn’t receive any feedback before the sensor went offline?”

      

      “Nothing.”

      

      Ickis lets out a hiss and I immediately stand, only there is nothing. “Ickis what are you seeing, my friend, that I am not?” The blades on his tail emerge and immediately my Symbots react as they sense his aggression.

      

      A large slither glides through the tall grasses on the other side of the wall, but other than that, I can sense nothing nearby. SAGE hovers. Ickis finally calms down, then turns towards me, jumping on my shoulder.

      

      I scratch him under the chin and jump off the wall. “Ickis, our Kira will be alone this rising. I want you to keep her in your sight.” He nudges his head against mine before he wraps his long tail around my waist so that it doesn’t drag the ground.

      

      Walking into the main dwelling, we head straight to the bedroom where I left Kira, only to find her asleep. Ickis jumps off my shoulder, heading to his normal perch above the bed. I lean over and kiss her gently on the head before pulling the covers up over her shoulders. Then, with a heavy heart, I make myself walk out of the room, realizing every time I have to leave her behind only gets harder.

      

      “SAGE. Contact Father and inform him that I will be off-planet in case Kira needs something.”

      

      “Confirmed, Master DaR... Don’t worry, I will watch over her.”
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      Diving off the outer balcony, I circle until I spot Katherine and Ola playing with the newest Selin pups. I land softly outside the nest.

      

      “Look at what a brood you had this time, Ola?”

      

      She growls, snapping her teeth playfully towards me when I pick the smallest one up.

      

      Katherine’s laughter lightens my heart as she sits in the nest, leaning up against Ola like she is a big teddy bear and not one of the most lethal animals alive on this planet.

      

      “I hate to interrupt, but I need to talk to you for a minute.”

      

      “Oh, I’m getting the RaZ serious face. What’s going on?”

      

      “I have to leave. ViN is missing and Dad needs me.”

      

      “Ok.” She shifts her focus from me for a minute.

      

      “Do you want me to take you to Victoria and Gramps?”

      

      “No, I think I will hang out here while you’re gone. I’ve been meaning to follow Thorn these last few days to see where he is going. He has been acting strange, and I saw Ghost snap at him this morning, so something is up with those two.”

      

      “You’re alright with me being gone?”

      

      “I will never be ok with you being gone, but it is important and this is the first time your father has asked for your assistance since we returned. You are used to being right in the middle of all the action and you’ve separated yourself from all that to stay with me. Go... be the badass you were born to be. I assure you I’ve had plenty of time to adjust, and I have plenty of company right here without bothering Uncle TY and Vic. If I need them, they are a simple call away.”

      

      “Kat, I don’t know how long I’ll be gone, but I’ll contact you as soon as I can, I promise.”  Reaching down, my wings wrap around her as I grasp her close. She snuggles into my chest as I hold her tightly. I didn’t realize how hard it would be for me to leave her, but I have to go. She pulls my face down and the tears pooling in her dark blue eyes practically gut me.

      

      “All I ask is that you take care of yourself! I wish I could go, but no more space flights for this girl.”

      

      “Kat, you know I love you more than anything, right?”

      

      “Yep, I believe I got that memo somewhere. You hold my heart, RaZ. Now go on, your family needs you.”

      

      I kiss her quickly and launch upward before I lose the willpower to do so. I circle around her a few times. She waves, and I throw her a kiss before meeting the personal shuttle Falcor sent to pick me up midair.

      

      I tuck my wings in and land effortlessly on the ramp, making my way to the control panel as the shuttle rises. “Falcor, notify Father that I will arrive shortly.”

      

      “Master RaZ, it’s nice to have you back. He is awaiting you in the shuttle bay.”
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      Standing here, I watch RaZ until he is out of sight. I know I’m holding him back from all his duties, but I’ve been too selfish to let him go up until now. I wipe a random tear off my cheek and take a deep breath. After losing Mom and Dad... the thought of something happening to RaZ practically pushes me into a panic attack, but I can’t put him in a bubble as much as I would like to.

      

      Secretly, I would love to seal us in somewhere together where no one or anything could ever bother us again, but that is unrealistic.

      

      Ola gets out of her nest, her colossal head nudging me from behind before she too walks off into the darkness. Ghost and Glory come running around the house playing with some of the Selin pups that they have seemed to adopt as their own.

      

      “Come on, you guys, let’s go for a walk.”

      

      Ghost tucks his head under my hand, demanding attention, while Glory runs ahead, the Selin pups yipping and growling playfully as they try to keep up with her. Ghost’s familiar presence calms my racing heart, as my mind seems too quiet. I’ve taken for granted RaZ’s constant companionship, and at this moment I feel lost.

      

      We enter into the total darkness of the forest around us and I stop for a minute, closing my eyes. A gentle breeze floats by and for a moment, I swear I can smell my mother’s perfume and the gentle touch of her hand upon my face.

      

      “You are never alone, daughter.”

      

      My eyes jerk open, and I look around, only to see Ghost staring at me. I could have sworn I heard Mom’s voice in my head. Grasping onto the hope of her somehow still being near, my heart feels lighter and I press on into the forest, enjoying the quiet and the uniqueness around me for the first time since we landed here. I’ve tried my best to hide my struggles from RaZ with jokes and laughter, but I’ve never felt like I belong until now. Maybe I simply needed the alone time to see that some things remain the same, even if different. Beauty and love still surround me just in a different package, or should I say, planet.

      

      I sense Thorn ahead and make my way toward him. Shockingly, I find him lying in front of the ethereal figure that has been eluding me from day one here, Ellaria.

      

      She is sitting behind him, stroking him lovingly. Neither seems to notice me standing here watching until Ghost growls. She jerks up. Thorn immediately is on his feet, standing protectively in front of her.

      

      I hold out my hand. “Thorn, it’s just us. Be calm...I see that you’ve made a friend. I have been worried about you these last few days. Why didn’t you tell me where you were going?”

      

      “I asked him not to.” She starts to fade away.

      

      “Please don’t go! I mean you no harm, and I would love to talk. You’re Ellaria, right?”

      

      “I believe that is my given name... Yes... it is. Sometimes I don’t remember. Some risings come and go quickly and then others go on forever. You are the one haunting the inner castle. I see you walking in front of the windows at all hours searching for something with your eyes, but I don’t believe you’ve found it yet.”

      

      “And here I thought you were the ghost all this time.”

      

      “We are all searching for something. Many times I thought it was within my reach, but I could never hold on to it because of my limited understanding of the world around me. The things I believed to be true seem to keep changing. There are no real truths, only more questions.”

      

      Ghost walks past me, and I watch Thorn push Ellaria back away from him. The oddest part is that she seems more solid when he is touching her.

      

      Ellaria floats a few inches above the ground, her form flickering in and out. “I’ve never seen Thorn attach himself to another. It pleases me that you have embraced his protective nature. Hellhounds bond for life and he has been lonely for some time now.”

      

      “I have watched him wander for risings; he has a sadness in him that matches my own. He was hesitant when I first approached him, but he has become a huge comfort these last days. Are you going to demand his return?” Her eyes flash red and I take a step back.

      

      “Thorn is free to do as he pleases. I was simply worried about him because he was pulling away. I didn’t want him to be alone.”

      

      “We are all alone in the universe, are we not, Katherine? Even in the mix of a crowd, you feel like you’re outside looking in. You are probably one of the few who truly understand how it feels to be me. I’ve always watched from afar, but can never truly participate. My destiny is to roam this world, only to observe from afar.”

      

      “Knowing my name wasn’t something I expected from you.”

      

      She runs her hand down Thorn’s side. “He must’ve told me because I didn’t either.” She starts to fade again.

      

      “Ellaria, please stay. I would love to talk. I believe there are things we can learn from each other.”

      

      She backs away, shaking her head. “It’s too painful.”

      

      “What is?”

      

      “Your emotions... they overwhelm me and I don’t know how to absorb them. They force themselves inside me and it fractures my mind further. With every rising, I lose more and more of myself...before long, all that will be left of me will be a memory. Because the louder the thoughts and emotions come, the harder it is for me to maintain this form. That’s why I’ve stayed here in the dark forest all this time. It’s the silence that strengthens me. I fight the pull of the beyond because I have never found what I’m searching for.”

      

      “Ellaria, maybe I can help you. What are you trying to find? You’re not in the in-between. Your spirit is unique, but I don’t believe you are truly dead.”

      

      She smiles sadly at me, then looks away, her words faint.

      

      “I search for compassion, passion...peace... If there is one thing I’ve learned, it’s not to look back and not to look forward. Both will take today’s happiness away and it’s truly all you really ever have.”

      

      Ellaria fades completely, and Thorn growls at me like it’s my fault. “I’m sorry Thorn, I won’t intrude again. I would never willingly hurt her.”

      

      Ghost nudges me and I turn, wandering through the forest, not paying attention to where I’m going as my mind replays Ellaria’s words. I’m missing something important with her that I just can’t grasp. Our emotions hurt her, and she fades as if she is in the in-between, but I know she is not truly there. She has always felt different to me; she is more than a spirit, but what is the real question?

      

      I find myself back at the house. Looking up at the illusion RaZ has set around the place. Pondering the changes that have taken place in my life within this last year. Don’t look back or forward. Those words seem to hit me hard, and a smile forms on my face.

      

      I reckon there are times we simply need to be reminded that things are not always what they seem and to enjoy the moment. Because this one second in time is precious. I’ve spent too long looking behind, wishing to change things that have already happened. Now it’s time to embrace what’s now and let tomorrow work itself out.

      

      Ghost playfully pounces ahead and we take off running together, my heart lighter than it has been in ages.
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      After going over the details the mining drones acquired and listening to Dad argue with Hugo all darkness while we traveled to Targres Four, I was ready to get out of this shuttle. My wings have become spoiled with constant use since returning home and the tight quarters of the shuttle barely allow me to open them halfway.

      

      I only had a moment to comm Katherine last darkness. I was relieved to see her curled up on the bed with Ghost, reading. Her bright smile on the other side of the screen lightens the worries I have of her being alone while I’m gone.

      

      My wings twitch as we walk down the steep ramp, looking around. There was no missing the large red Phlox male waiting for us at the bottom. Dad grabs his arm, bestowing upon him the warrior’s embrace. Something I’ve never witnessed him do with anyone who was not immediate family.

      

      “Hugo, I know you two talked all darkness, but let me formally introduce  you to RaZ, one of my oldest sons.”

      

      He reaches out, shaking my hand very humanly. “You poor bastard, you have this ingrate’s blood in your veins. I will watch and see if it affects your actions as impulsively as it does your father.”

      

      I can’t help but laugh at the look on Dad’s face. “Hugo, it’s nice to finally meet the male that makes my dad speechless from time to time. And just so you know, I’ve not suffered any ill effects from his blood so far.”

      

      “Well, you’re still young. It could happen at any time. It’s a good thing you have those wings of yours. I’ve got a feeling they will come in handy, as I still don’t know how your father or myself will be able to board this transport ship without them realizing it.”

      

      I stretch my wings out. “They come in handy, except in tight spaces. If you two still have things to discuss, I would prefer to get out of this intense sunlight. Targres Four is closer to our suns, and its rays are irritating me.”

      

      “Come, there is no reason for any of us to be uncomfortable while we anticipate its approach. We will await the transmission in the spaceport’s main lounge. Have either of you come up with an alternative plan in case RaZ can’t infiltrate the shuttle?”

      

      “Hugo, right now, that seems to be our only option. I’ve been studying the layout of the caves the bots sent. If I can manage to get inside, my sonar should help me locate ViN within the rising. At first, I wasn’t going to take anything with me, but ViN is huge. There is no way I will be able to fly him out of there because the tunnel walls are too narrow for them to stretch out fully to carry his weight. Do either of you have any suggestions on how to warm him up quickly?”

      

      Hugo stares off for a second before turning. “RaZ, give me a moment to contact someone.” He walks over to a center console. “AMI, I need to know if we’ve anything portable to help someone if they are deprived of warmth. I’m not talking about it in a minor way either. Whatever it is, it has to be able to transmit an extreme amount of heat that most people’s skin couldn’t tolerate.”

      

      A robotic female voice comes back over the transmission. “Master Hugo, I should be able to recalibrate the heating pads I normally use on the surgical beds, but the best I can do is make them hot to the touch. I can pause their activation until they are taken out of the package for easier transportation. They also have a light adhesive layer on them that can be applied directly to the skin as well.”

      

      I shake my head yes. “ That should help some, and easy enough instructions. How do we get them here?”

      

      “AMI, you heard the male, how quickly can you get a first aid bag together and here to the spaceport? Oh, and possibly, add in one of your magical potions as well. Those adrenaline shots help drastically in a pinch.”

      

      “Master Hugo, I am currently readjusting the security settings on the pads, and I will have one of the maintenance bots deliver these to you shortly.”

      

      “RaZ, is there anything else you can think of?”

      

      “Not at this time, but when I finally get him to an entrance, we will need immediate pickup. You said earlier that part of the planet tends to mess with the communicators. If mine fails, how will you find us?”

      

      “I am going to set one of the mining bots directly over where you enter. I’m hoping we never lose sight of you.”

      

      Father is pacing the room. “Son, maybe I should accompany you. ViN has substantially more bulk on him than you do. If he is down, it will be a struggle to get him to the surface, let alone if you have to fight off any hostiles along the way.”

      

      “Dad, the help would be appreciated, but there is no way both of us will be able to get past the Muldars. I will have a better chance of slipping past them alone.

      

      “The mining bot scanning the area is better than nothing. If my comm fails and  I lose contact with you, I will simply persuade the Muldars to send a signal out. They have a station hidden somewhere or they couldn’t connect with the transport ships.”

      

      Hugo laughs. “How are you planning to convince a couple hundred cannibals to help you? Instead of them capturing you and roasting your pretty little wings over a fire like a rare bird?”

      

      I stretch my wings out, shaking them aggressively. “As small as they are, I’m sure they are scared of heights.”

      

      Hugo pats me on the shoulder, smiling. “That would work on me.” His comm unit goes off and he walks over to the door where a large guard bot hovers above the ground with a bag in hand. He starts to turn back towards us when something catches his attention. “Frack, is that the transport ship there? I thought they were supposed to report in?”

      

      Dad snarls, “They were. Is there any way we can follow it?”

      

      “There are no personal shuttles here, but if we hurry back to the compound, we can track the ship from the air. It will take them some time to load the vessel.”

      

      “Looks like you two have a plan, and I have a ship to stow away on.” I grab the bag and take two steps out of the terminal, launching myself into the sky. The suns are uncomfortable on my wings, but I choose to ignore the slight pain as I approach the ship from above.

      

      As I circle around, it is apparent that the entire thing is sealed with no windows or hatches on the top or sides. I’m going to have to time this just right because it appears that the only entrance is the loading ramp. Depending on the entrance, I’m not sure I’ll even need to board the vessel or simply follow it inside the mountainside. Either way, I have to find a way to keep from being spotted. I hate not having a plan in place, all that does is allow mistakes to happen.

      

      My wings twitch as the heat rises in the area. Thankfully, it’s still early rising and the suns are not at their strongest yet or I would be extremely uncomfortable right now. Hitting a strong thermal, I let the wind carry me above the ship as it makes its way out into the desolate area, and they are correct. There is nothing out here as far as the eye can see.

      

      Glancing down at my personal comm unit, it’s blinking green and blue, which means that Dad is tracking me. The ship turns suddenly towards a large mountain range to the north, its altitude slowly descending as it gets closer.

      

      Just as I think it is about to crash into the side of a mountain. The entire top peak rotates, revealing a huge cavern inside. The ship hovers momentarily before it lowers slowly down. Grabbing onto one of the outer vents, I tuck myself into the shadows of one wing.

      

      As soon as the ship clears the peak. The mountain top starts to re-close above me. Frack, this will make things harder. There is no way I can fly us out of here without being seen. I will have to find another exit. I can hear the Muldars below, their hissing and clicking noise is unique to their kind.

      

      Concealed behind the bulk of the ship, I fly down to the ground only after the ramp has been opened and their voices become distant. My eyes adjust to the dark quickly and the surrounding heat signatures brighten as I focus on the outer tunnels. Darkness, my old friend, how I enjoy your cold caress.

      

      I spot several cave rats scurrying around above on high ledges and can detect the closest active lava tunnels deep below. The shadows hide my form well as I walk along the walls, trying to figure out where to start my search.

      

      Lifting off the ground, I take the closest tunnel, my sonar warning me ahead of time of low-lying rock ledges, as I twist and turn, heading deeper into the mountainside. Only stopping several times to look for tracks in the loose dirt below me.

      

      I come upon the carcass of a Cricket-Spider between two boulders, but there are so many marks around it, that I almost miss the boot print. I try to maneuver through the tight opening, but my wings won’t fit between the ledge and the ceiling.

      

      Backtracking, I send out a signal, looking for anything out of place. Unless he is dead, I should be able to at least pick up ViN’s breathing, as it would have some heat in it, but there is nothing.

      

      Coming to an intersection, I land once again, looking for any signs that he has been this way. This time I’m puzzled by the tracks. If this larger footprint is ViN’s, then something is following him. The prints are unlike anything I’ve ever seen before. One part is flat, while the other has a sharp dragging point.

      

      Screeches echo throughout the cavern as a pack of Cricket-spiders crawl along the ceiling above me with multiple cocoons in their arms. I start to dismiss them, but then it dawns on me that they are the dominant predators down here. If multiple ones converged on ViN at once, they may have been able to capture him.

      

      I’m shocked they’ve not noticed me underneath them, so when they pass, I follow behind closely until they duck into a large hole. Hesitantly, I pull my wings close and crawl inside. I hate doing this because it makes me vulnerable to attack, as I can’t maneuver in these tight quarters.

      

      Pulling myself out of the hole, I shudder. Frack, I hate tight places. It takes all my willpower not to shake my wings out, but I leave them tucked in close as I make my way forward quietly.

      

      This must be their main feeding chamber, as it hangs heavily with cocoons. I skim the wall, noticing several of them look like they’ve been ripped open from the bottom, but there are no other predators in the area that would even attempt to be found inside this cavern.

      

      Large footprints cover the area, so ViN or someone of the same size was definitely here. Ducking around a few cocoons, I follow the footprints when the sight of several long red hairs on the ground stops me. I reach down, picking them up, rubbing them against my nose, smelling them, trying to figure out what or who these would’ve belonged to.

      

      But the smell of decay reeks so heavily throughout the room, it’s hindering me from being able to detect anything useful from the few hairs in my hand. Throwing them back to the ground, I continue to follow the footprints out of here. There is a splatter of dark blood on the floor, but I can’t tell if it’s fresh or not.

      

      Another opening appears before me, and I head through it, tracing the prints. He seems to be taking longer strides now and the footprints are deeper in the soil. It appears that he was carrying something as he ran from here. There are scratches all around, so he was being chased.

      

      What the frack happened down here?

      

      This small tunnel opens up into a vast one and I stretch my wings out, flying forward, each flap of my wings taking me deeper into this massive cave system. The whole time my mind is trying to process how I’m going to get him out of here this far down, especially if he is injured.

      

      A coughing noise stops me in midair. Hovering, I see a small heat source tucked into an overhang. Landing softly just out of sight, I watch the heat source move around, but the image is blurry. The rock wall and the lava crystals surrounding the area are messing with my vision. Walking closer, I’m shocked when I hear a female’s voice.
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      I wake up coughing, fighting against whatever is holding me. When it releases me, I hit my hip on the ground hard. Looking around in a panic, it takes me a second to realize I had fallen out of ViN’s arms. It’s just the two of us tucked into what looks like a small hole in the side of the wall.

      

      I practically launch myself at ViN as tears flow down my face. “You didn’t leave me!”

      

      When he doesn’t move or make a sound, I pull away slightly, looking at his head that is laying limply against his chest. “ViN?”

      

      I shake him gently, and his arms fall away from my sides. Placing my hands on his cheeks, I raise his face up. “ViN?” The light from the small crystals surrounding us is just enough for me to make out his relaxed features. That’s when I notice his skin is cold to the touch, and his breathing is slow.

      

      I start talking to myself. “Ok, ok don’t panic Ember. He is still breathing. It’s possible he is just resting. Have you ever seen him sleep? No, I’ve not... Think damnit, was he injured the last time you saw him? No, but he kept telling you he was getting weaker.” I climb back onto his lap and straddle his waist, tucking myself into him, placing his head over my shoulder. Getting as close as I can, I rub his arms and back quickly, trying to warm him up.

      

      When I raise my hand back up, it comes away wet. I lean over his large shoulder, trying to see how badly he is hurt, but the light is too dim from this angle. “Dammit, he is hurt.” I Look around us trying to find his bag, only it’s nowhere in sight.

      

      He leans heavily against me, and the pressure on my chest makes me cough. I tuck my head into his arm, trying to dampen the sound because the last thing we need right now is for something to find us.

      

      Whispering into his ear, “ViN, come on, grouchy ass. You need to wake up and tell me what to do.” He doesn’t move, I lean against him, willing what little heat I have into him, and I swear with each minute his body is getting stiffer under my fingers.

      

      Pushing him back against the wall, I jerk my hand back when it grazes one of the shiny crystals that is putting off the low light. Hesitantly, I reach out, touching it again, only to realize it’s hot.

      

      Taking my fingernail, I loosen it until it falls into my hand, only to drop it again when it burns me. The small stone glows even brighter now that it is free of the dirt that was holding it. Looking around, I can see that there are thousands of these in the walls all around us. If I can get a bunch together, maybe I can place enough of them on him to warm him up.

      

      It takes a few minutes for me to unwrap myself off his lap and, at one point, my crotch is right in his face. Even with him unconscious, I can feel myself blush.

      

      I start on the stones closest to us first. After collecting a few of them, I lay them on his lap only for them to burn straight through the thin pants he has on. Knocking them off quickly, I pat the material, trying to put the small embers out, only to realize I’m fondling more than just his legs. Jerking my hand back, I glance up at his face, mortified that he may have caught me touching him inappropriately.

      

      He doesn’t move, crap... Now, to figure out how to hold these against him. I glance down at the fur thing I have on and could jump for joy when I notice the wrap ViN had put on me to keep it in place.

      

      Quickly, I untie it. Holding it in front of me, I turn it in several directions. Finally, I decide to fold it in half so that there would be a piece of material between his skin and the stones. I think his scales would be fine, but the other side has multiple scars now, so that skin isn’t as tough.

      

      It takes me forever to get it wrapped around his enormous frame as he hangs here like an extremely large rag doll. I check the cut on his back now that I have him leaning forward and it seems to have stopped bleeding, but I wrap this thing around it anyway, just in case.

      

      Ignoring the pain wracking my body, I begin prying more of the stones out of the walls. Every time I get a handful, I tuck them in between the folds of the wrap I put around him. Thankful that the stones didn’t seem hot enough to burn through it like they did his pants. I can still feel their heat through the material, so hopefully I’m not blistering my fingers for nothing.

      

      ViN growls, and I crawl back over to him. Pulling his head up, I tap his cheeks gently, but he doesn’t respond. “Hey, you still in there?”

      

      The fact that he reacted at all makes me more motivated. While holding onto my side, I have to stop and cover my mouth a few times to prevent coughing loudly. The pain pulsing through my body has me swaying unsteadily on my knees from all the injuries I’ve sustained while being here, but I don’t let it stop me. I just keep repeating over and over in my head. I have to save him; I have to save him.

      

      His body has started to loosen up, so the heat has to be helping some. I don’t want him to die down here. He has a family and a life waiting for him on the surface. Unlike me, he has plenty of reasons to live. The ends of my fingers are bleeding where my nails are broken off into the quick. Most of the blisters from the heat of these stones have burst, but no matter the pain. I must keep going. He wouldn’t be in this shape if not for me. I can’t believe he came after me, even injured.

      

      After losing everyone I’ve ever cared about, I refuse to let him die because I quit. A sound behind me has me stopping and I crawl back over toward ViN. Listening... There it is again, scurrying around him I grab his ax. Only to bite my tongue from crying out as I wrap my raw fingers around the handle. But I refuse to put it back down. Whatever is out there is going to go through me. It takes the last of my strength to pick it up off the ground. How did he pack this around so effortlessly?

      

      I raise the ax when I see movement in front of the hole ViN had put us in. I have no idea how to use this thing, but whatever is creeping near doesn’t know that. A dark figure appears suddenly and I swing the ax, knocking myself off balance in the process. A large hand catches the handle, moving the ax and me forward.

      

      I know my eyes are as big as saucers as the figure becomes clearer in the dim light. You would think the large black wings stretching out behind a dark gray body would be what catches my attention first. Nope, it’s the long fangs encased in the face of a god.

      

      “Lord help us, you’re a vampire.”

      

      He smiles, and I swear if there had been anything in my bladder, I would’ve peed all over myself. Looking past me, his features suddenly change. He moves forward and I don’t know where my sudden strength comes from, but I push him back.

      

      “Get away from us, go suck on someone else.”

      

      “Be at ease, female, you are in no danger.”

      

      “Yea, says the guy with the big teeth.”

      

      “What is wrong with him?”

      

      “Nothing...he is just sleeping.”

      

      The vampire guy looks at me and then back to ViN. “How long has he been like this?”

      

      “Go away. I’m not telling you anything. Just leave us alone. Wait a minute, how am I understanding you?”

      

      “I taught myself English a while back on an adventure similar to yours.”

      

      He straightens up, still holding the ax, and looks down at me. I try my best to hide my trembling. “Forgive me, little female. Where are my manners? My name is RaZ. That male you are trying so hard to protect is my little brother. You are?”

      

      “Right, you’re his brother and I’m the tooth fairy. I might be new to this world, but have you looked in a mirror? Because I can’t seem to find the family resemblances anywhere.”

      

      He pushes past me, barely able to get into the opening. I grab onto one of his wings, only to not be able to hold on because my fingers are bleeding so badly.

      

      “Great, Ember, bleed next to the vampire.”

      

      He laughs at me. “You’re in luck. I’m not hungry right now, and my mate would be extremely upset if I fed from another. What are these stones you’ve placed all over him?”

      

      Suddenly, the fight leaves me and I plop the rest of the way to the ground. “Look, you know I have no way of defending us. If you are going to kill me, will you just go ahead and do it? I’m tired of this alien world and I just got here. So far, everything is out to eat you, sacrifice you for the greater good, or in his case,” I point at ViN, “simply putting up with ya.”

      

      Vampire alien dude pulls a bag off his chest, then hands me a clear container and what looks like a granola bar. “Little female, you are looking at this the wrong way. These types of adventures simply build character.”

      

      “I wish it would build me a cheeseburger or possibly a hospital.”

      

      His deep laughter echoes throughout the cave. “Eat that. It will help.” He pulls what looks like sheets out of the bag. “When you’re done, I will need your assistance. These need to be wrapped around him quickly. We need to wake his ass up. The big bastard is too heavy for me to carry all the way up this mountain.”

      

      Laying the stuff he handed me on my lap, I stare at him. “You really are not here to kill us?”

      

      “Nope, I told you, I’m his brother. He has been missing for a few rotations now. Our father sent me down first to see if I could locate ViN. We had no idea about you or I would’ve come better prepared. I’ll get all of us out of here one way or another. You just need to remain strong a little longer.”

      

      Frowning, I look around, shaking my head. “Hell, for all I know I’m hallucinating right now on mud alien juice and the only character I could come up with was a vampire. So, vampire RaZ, it’s nice to meet you. I’m Ember, by the way.” He smiles and I have to stop myself from flinching.

      

      “Your name is Ember, and he is a fire element. The fates didn’t work too hard with that one, did they?”

      

      “Excuse me?”

      

      “I’ll explain it later. Right now, I need to get him stable and on his feet, and you should eat. You’re going to need all the strength you can gather in order to get out of here.”

      

      When he sees me struggling to open the container, he reaches over, then opens it for me with his teeth.

      

      “See, these come in handy sometimes.”

      

      “I take it you’re the jokester in the family?”

      

      “No, actually, I’m the assassin.”

      

      I take a bite of the bar he gave me to keep from laughing. Of course, you are. What else would an alien vampire be? If I’m hallucinating, I need to come up with better material.

      

      I watch as he maneuvers ViN around effortlessly. In such tight quarters, I can feel the heat radiating off those sheets. Within minutes of them being put on him, ViN starts twitching. His fingers and legs spasm as his body absorbs the warmth.

      

      RaZ backs away from him with a frown on his face. “This is going to take longer than I anticipated. You should rest while you can. We will move out the moment he can walk.”

      

      “Sure thing, I’ll just snuggle down inside this cozy, soft bed and take a power nap. I’ve half-convinced myself this isn’t really happening, anyway.”

      

      He starts to say something and I hold my hand up, stopping him. “Just wake me up. Wait a minute, you are planning on taking me with you, right?”

      

      “You have my word.”

      

      It’s my dream. Might as well take the word of the hot vampire dude. I lay down on my good shoulder and curl my hands up, trying to block the burning pain of my raw fingertips. Tears leak out of my closed eyes as I try to fight off the pain surging through my whole body. Although I’m aware I should be grateful for my existence, I’m finding it difficult to find reasons to be at the moment. I must have dozed off because I jerk straight up when I hear ViN’s voice behind me.

      

      I can’t recall how I got up or how I ended up sitting on his lap, but I found myself clutching his face in my hands. “You’re awake.” Before I think about it, I pull his face down to mine, kissing him quickly on the lips. “I was so scared.”

      

      For a second I thought his eyes flashed silver, but I must have imagined it. He doesn’t say a word, just looks at me, puzzled. Smoothing his dark hair back out of his face, I run my hands down his cheeks and over his chest. “You’re warm.”

      

      He shakes his head yes and then looks over at RaZ, growling a string of words out. “Yeah, little brother, I can understand her. She is okay; you taking a nap just scared a few years off her life is all.”

      

      His eyes get big and he pulls me away, looking at me intently before more growls come out.

      

      “Frack, ViN, don’t take everything so seriously. I didn’t mean that literally. If you are so concerned about her, how about we get your big ass up and get the hell out of here?”

      

      ViN lifts me off his lap, but I can feel his arms trembling when he does. “RaZ, I don’t think he is ready yet. Could we wait a little longer?”

      

      “Those sheets will cool rapidly. We need to move while they are still working.”

      

      I back out of the way as RaZ helps maneuver ViN out of this hole. My hand brushes the wall behind me and I bite my lip to keep from making a noise.

      

      RaZ leans ViN up against the wall and reaches back in to help me out as it is several feet down to the main floor. He stops me on the edge, finally taking a minute to look at me. “Ember, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were this hurt earlier. Stay there for just a second. I may have something to help you. I just don’t know how long it will last or if it is even safe for a human. Never mind, there are too many unknowns; we will make do. I simply don’t know how to get both of you out of here. It would be easier for all concerned if you could walk on your own.”

      

      “Just give it to me, whatever it is. If I make it, fine, if not, no one will notice. If I fall behind, just leave me. I’m not worth either of your lives. You have a family here, I don’t. You came for ViN, so your first priority is to save him.”

      

      ViN practically yells out something and the noise echoes all around us. RaZ snarls back at him and I step back a few feet.

      

      “Really, ViN, if you weren’t sick right now, I would kick your ass. Of course I’m not going to leave her. You should know better. Ember, we have a couple of options. I can give you this shot and there is the possibility it will give you enough strength to follow me, or it might make you worse. Another option is you could remain here and I will come back once I get ViN out. I can camouflage this entrance, but I would be leaving you with very few rations. I’ve no idea how long, or how much longer, you can go in the shape you’re in now and it’s possible it could take me a couple of days to get back here.”

      

      ViN turns around and holds his hand out for me, growling at RaZ again.

      

      “What is he saying?”

      

      “He likes option one; he said he would carry you if he has to. We both know he is in no shape to do that.”

      

      “Give me the shot. I would rather die trying than sit here and wait for it to happen.”

      

      He doesn’t ask me again, just helps me off the rock and then pulls out what looks like a big ink pen. “This will probably sting. Try not to jerk away.”

      

      ViN has leaned back enough to grab my hand in his, and even though my hands are raw, I clutch onto him tightly. One of RaZ’s wings coming around my back distracts me momentarily, and he uses that to stab something into the side of my neck. A small moan leaves my throat as my legs feel like they’re going to crumble as the medicine burns through my system.

      

      “Breath through it, Ember; we will wait a few minutes to see how your body reacts.”

      

      I didn’t realize until he spoke that his wing was holding me up. ViN pulls me out of RaZ’s grasp, holding me in front of him, watching me intently. I smile up at him. “I’m ok, let’s get going.”

      

      His expression turns dark and my smile fades. “Look, I understand I’m a burden, but it didn’t kill me. I don’t feel any better, but I’m not worse either. Stop snarling at me and just go on.”

      

      I jerk away from him and turn back to RaZ, who is watching us with a smirk on his face. “He is growling, so he is fine, and thank you for trying. Let’s go while we still can.”

      

      RaZ tucks a shoulder up under ViN’s arm to help support his weight before looking back at me. “Don’t fall behind, Ember. Too many things down here would love to have you as a snack. If you feel yourself getting weaker, let me know.”

      

      “I’ve been playing this follow-the-leader game for a few days now. I understand the rules.”

      

      We start forward, climbing over the rocks that are littering the floor from previous cave-ins. At this point, I’m just going through the motions, my mind and body sort of on autopilot, as I don’t seem to be able to focus on anything in particular. ViN looks back at me from time to time, but other than that, no one says a word. RaZ is pushing us hard to get ViN out of here while the warming sheets are still working.

      

      His enormous frame looks odd, wrapped up haphazardly, like a mummy. RaZ’s wings flex as he pulls ViN along through the narrow passages. Neither of them makes a sound, so you would have no idea if they were struggling or not.

      

      A clicking noise has all of us stopping at once and RaZ turns toward me, motioning for me to get down and be quiet. He leans ViN against the wall and disappears right before my eyes. The darkness swallows  him whole.

      

      Even though the clicking gets closer, I remain perfectly still. I see ViN tense up, and I know whatever is headed this way is bad. I have to put my hand over my mouth to keep from screaming when RaZ touches my shoulder from behind. Where in the hell did he come from?

      

      He motions for me to come with him, and I glance back at ViN. He nods yes and I turn back toward RaZ, who grabs me around the waist a second before he launches us up into the air. This time I can’t stop the small scream that leaves my lips as he flips and turns us in the air like we’re on a rollercoaster.

      

      I try to look up, but the wind is too strong there and dirt particles are falling on top of us. He turns midair, sitting me against a rock wall. “Don’t move a single muscle. Do you understand?”

      

      “Yeah, I get it. You scared the shit out of me.”

      

      “Well, the excitement isn’t over yet, and if you step in either direction; you are not going to like the outcome. I’ve got to go get ViN. You will feel the brush of my wings when I come back up here, but whatever you do, don’t move.”

      

      Shaking my head, he rotates around and plunges back into the darkness. I catch myself leaning forward, trying to see as the sound of grunts and squeaks come up from below. I almost yell out to see if they’re okay when I hear the sound of his wings coming closer. Moving back as far as I can without moving my feet. I feel a light brush across my stomach as he flies by, the wind so strong I have to grasp the rock behind me.

      

      “Ember, I’m coming back down. Be ready.”

      

      “Where the hell do you think I’m going?”

      

      RaZ’s laughter comes toward me as he grasps me again. This time, the flight is much slower, and he lands with me. “You good?”

      

      “I reckon. Where is Vin, and what now?”

      

      “I pushed him out onto the ledge.”

      

      “What?”

      

      “Oh, sorry, that came out wrong. He is fine. As a matter of fact, he should be as good as new by the time Dad gets here.”

      

      “Where is here?”

      

      “We are near an opening at the top of the mountain.” He motions for me to look at a watch-like thing on his wrist. “You see these little blue dots? That means Dad is on his way, and by that sound, he must have been close by. The suns out there are brutal right now, so when we leave, it will be quick. I love the darkness...the suns, not so much.”

      

      He puts a hand behind my back, moving me towards a crack where I can finally see some daylight. When we hear voices, he grabs me again. “Close your eyes, Ember.”

      

      The air around me changes so abruptly it takes my breath. The heat is so intense I feel like I’m smothering. I try to open my eyes for a second, only to close them tightly against the brightness of the world around me. Then the light dims and cool air caresses my skin.

      

      “Ember, you can open your eyes now. You’re safe.”

      

      The floor under my feet moves abruptly and I start to fall, only for an enormous set of arms to catch me from behind. When my eyes adjust, I glance up at the most beautifully terrifying male I’ve ever seen. Bright yellow eyes peer down at me and I’m struck silent at the perfection of the face they are in. I could look at him for eternity and never get tired of it. At least, if I’m still in a dream. I’m getting better with each character.

      

      RaZ says something, and it’s like his words come at me from a distance. Another moves into sight; this one is red with large horns on his head, all of them are staring down at me like I’m the alien here. Their faces become fussy as the adrenaline that had kept me moving suddenly wears off and darkness claims me.
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      Laying back against the rock face, I grit my teeth as I tear this sticky-ass blanket thing off my body. I’m thankful for the heat it provided, but frustrated because it’s now blocking the sun’s rays I need.

      

      I tense up when I see a shuttle approaching quickly across the sands. Immediately, I recognize it as one of ours, so I lay back and stretch my arms out, pulling as much warmth into my body as possible. My core pulses as the heat from the suns finally penetrates my scales. I can hear RaZ talking to Ember still inside the mountain, but her voice is too low for me to make out what she is saying. A growl escapes my throat uncontrollably. I hate that she can speak with him, but couldn’t understand me.

      

      I send out a prayer. The Lord of Light knows how grateful I am to have a family I knew would not forsake me. Without RaZ’s help, we would’ve perished in that cavern within the next darkness.

      

      As I sit here soaking up as much heat as possible, I can still feel the soft press of her lips against mine. In all my rotations, I never dreamed I would ever experience this human kiss. Or the feeling of her small body pressed against me willingly. I have watched Father do this with his human many times. They seemed to last much longer, but the fact that she did this on her own puzzles me. Like a youngling, I was struck completely speechless afterwards. She pressed her small body against my own, even with our differences, but I will remember that moment for all time.

      

      Even in my weakened state, my shaft moved when I felt the heat of her core pressed against mine. When RaZ took her out of my arms, comforting her before the injection, it took everything I had not to attack him and yank her out of his arms.

      

      I shake my head at these irrational thoughts. I should be concentrating on regaining my strength, not the small female who has been nothing but trouble from the moment she landed in my arms.

      

      The shuttle pulls up close to my location and I push myself up on unsteady legs. I start forward when the ramp lowers. RaZ flies by, Ember held close to his body. I have to grit my teeth at the odd feeling of jealousy that flows suddenly through me. I should’ve been the one to pack her to safety, but no... My big brother had to save the day...including me.

      

      Jumping, I hit the ramp, and the shuttle sways under my weight. I’m still weak, but the suns’ rays helped pull the worst of it out of me. The shuttle ramp closes and we bank hard as the pilot turns us sharply back towards the Scientific sector.

      

      Moving towards the voices, I stop abruptly when I see Ember hanging limply in Father’s arms. Rushing to her side, I pull her from him.

      

      “What the frack happened? She was fine moments ago.” Holding her close with one arm, I brush her long red hair out of her face.

      

      Hugo is the one who finally answers me. “We can’t decide if she passed out from all her injuries, or if it was his ugly face. She stared up at your father like she was looking at a god and promptly fainted.”

      

      I shake her lightly. “Ember?”

      

      RaZ snaps his wings angrily. “Frack ViN, you know she can’t understand you. All she is hearing is growls. Bring her over here and lay her down.”

      

      I shake my head no. “I’ll hold her until we land, but can one of you get the rest of this wrap off me?”

      

      Father walks over, motioning me to turn around. The moment the wrap loosens, small rocks fall out all over the floor. I bend slightly, looking down at them. “Are those lava crystals?”

      

      RaZ kicks the one closest to him away. “Ember was digging them out of the walls, placing them against your skin, trying to warm you up when I found you. Her quick thinking probably saved your life. Look at her fingers. You will see the damage she did to herself trying to save you.”

      

      Picking her tiny hand up, I cringe at the sight. They are covered in burns and blisters. Her whole body is riddled with multiple cuts and bruises. I close my eyes. Never have I felt as worthless as I do right now.

      

      Father puts his large hand on my shoulder, looking down at her. “ViN, we will land shortly. You did the best you could under the circumstances. She is alive, and that’s all that matters. AMI will have her fixed up in no time. You will find out quickly these females are tougher on the inside than their soft skin is on the outside. She will have marks, but she will heal. Come, sit down, you’re trembling. Both of you’ve been through a trial, and I’ll wait until you have seen a healer before having you  debrief me on what happened.”

      

      Sliding down the wall, I prop her up against me, my head laying on top of hers, zoned out as the others talk around us. The pilot sets the shuttle down so softly I don’t even notice it until they are all standing in front of me.

      

      RaZ reaches down to take Ember from me, and I snarl. For a split second, I could’ve sworn I saw fire engulf my hand, but when I blink, it is gone. He stands above me, a smirk on his face. Father and him both reach down, and grab my forearm, pulling me to my feet while I still hold her in my arms.

      

      I haven’t taken two steps down the ramp. That a small dark-haired human female emerges from the compound running towards us. Hugo lifts her into the air like a youngling before pulling her close, kissing her gently before sitting her back down.

      

      Her eyes get large when she sees Ember in my arms. “Oh, forgive me. This is wonderful. I didn’t realize you had actually found someone. Please, follow me. AMI, we have incoming; prepare a full body scan, please.”

      

      “I’m sitting the equipment up now, Miya.”

      

      RaZ’s voice has me looking back. “Looks like my job is done here. If you’ll excuse me, I have a mate awaiting me back home. ViN, I’ll contact you later this rising.”

      

      “RaZ!” He turns back around. “Thank you... for saving me...us. I won’t forget this, ever.”

      

      “I know you won’t because I’m going to spend the rest of my days reminding you of it every time you try to get out of family gatherings. Go get healed up and enjoy your female.”

      

      “Ugghhh, now that I know this, you should’ve left me in the cave, and she isn’t my female.”

      

      “Go ahead and lie to yourself, brother, if it makes it easier,” he yells back before I hear the door slide behind him.

      

      Male laughter echoes throughout the room. I can’t stop the small smile on my face as I turn back around to follow Hugo’s female through the corridors.

      

      “Here, lay her down, then help me get this...thing off her so AMI can scan her injuries correctly.”

      

      I pull my knife off my belt and cut the hide at her shoulders so we can slide it off and from under her more easily.

      

      “Wow, this thing stinks. There is no way she enjoyed that being wrapped around her. AMI, send me a disposal unit immediately. This thing is nauseating.”

      

      “It was all I could provide at the time, and she was freezing.”

      

      “I’m not knocking your methods, ViN. Your name is ViN, right?”

      

      “Correct, this is Ember.”

      

      “I don’t see a translator in her ear. How were you able to communicate?”

      

      “We didn’t.” A shiver wracks my body and I have to grab the side of the bed in order to keep from falling.

      

      “Hugo, DaR, get your asses in here!”

      

      They both come running into the room. “Get him in a bed immediately.”

      

      “I’m fine. She needs you worse than I do.”

      

      “Maybe so, big guy, but in here, AMI and I are the bosses and you’re in just as bad a shape as she is. Get in that other bed willingly or I’ll have them put you in one. AMI can multitask, so you are not taking away from her to heal yourself. Since most of your wounds look superficial, you will be back on your feet in no time. Even without the scans, I know she is going to be here for a while. You need to take care of yourself. Your female will need your strength when she awakens.”

      

      “She is not mine.”

      

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t just assume. You just seemed to care about her. I’m sorry I read more into it.”

      

      Father motions for me to get on the bed and I climb up into it, groaning at its softness. Within moments of laying down, red beams start running up and down my body and the bed begins to heat up. Large lights from above lower their heat, penetrating the cold that feels like it has seeped into my very bones. I glance over toward Ember, watching as multiple arms clean and stitch together her different injuries.

      

      She looks so small laying there with all those tubes and arms surrounding her in that large bed. For one second, I allow myself to want more, but then I remind myself that I have no need for a female, nor anything to offer her, so I turn away from the temptation. A warm mist blows across my face and I feel my body start to relax. Sleep pulls me under, no matter how hard I resist.

      

      Father smiles as he looks down at me. “It won’t do you any good to fight it, son. When the gods set your path, you have to walk it, regardless.”

      

      My last thoughts before I slip away are troubled. Is he talking about fighting sleep or the attraction I suddenly have for the little female?
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      The lack of pain and the sound of someone humming wakes me up gradually. I hesitate to open my eyes because the last time didn’t work out so well for me. A soft gentle hand pushes my hair away from my face and I open my eyes, shocked to see another human.

      

      “Hi, AMI told me you should be waking up anytime now. How are you feeling? I’m Miya, and just so you know, you’re safe.”

      

      “Ughh, hi, thank god... you’re human. Finally, I dreamed up someone familiar. The fear I felt made me scared to open my eyes.”

      

      “I see you’re still at that... I’m dreaming stage. I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but I’m real.”

      

      “Oh, well, it was nice while it lasted.” Stretching out, I wiggle my toes and move my shoulder around, amazed to be only slightly sore. Lifting the sheet, I smile up at her, tears in my eyes. “No more rat suit! What a shame; I was beginning to get attached to that thing.” I put my hand over my mouth, making myself stop the sobs trying to get out. “Sorry, it’s just so nice to be clean and not in misery. I’m Ember, by the way. I don’t know who cleaned me up, but thank you so much for your kindness.” Looking around. “Since you’re real, I should ask. Where is ViN?”

      

      “Ember, you’re welcome, and it’s nice to meet you. You are going to have thousands of questions, and I will try my best to answer everything I can. ViN and the others brought you in. Then AMI and I immediately got to work patching you up. ViN and you both were in bad shape, but besides a few fresh scars, you should feel a thousand percent better. Now, if you really were getting attached to your stinky dress, I can see if AMI hasn’t destroyed it yet.”

      

      Her laughter has me smiling. “It’s going to be hard to let it go, but I don’t want to put you out any.” Glancing around the room, I notice the other bed in the room.

      

      “If you are looking for ViN, AMI released him a little bit ago. He came over and checked on you before leaving to meet with his father. DaR isn’t the most patient guy out there, and he wanted to know what happened to you guys down in those caves. I don’t know how much you remember, but the big gray guy with the black things dancing on his arms. That’s dear old Dad.”

      

      “No way? He didn’t look much older than ViN or RaZ.”

      

      “Girl, it’s just us in here. You don’t have to hold back with me. Every female in existence recognizes the raw sexuality that man projects just by being in the same room. I swear he has the face of a god and the personality to match. I think my heart still flutters slightly every time he walks into a room. My own mate is just as extreme in looks and personality. That seems like one thing all these guys have in common.”

      

      “How did you get here? And who is AMI?”

      

      “Oh, forgive me, I take it for granted, everyone knows. AMI is our medical AI. She takes care of everything in the Scientific Center and she is a wonderful friend. You will meet several like her that go out of their way to enhance our way of life. As of right now, don’t be shocked if any of these three SAGE, SCOUT, or ANDI pop in at any time. AMI, come say hi.”

      

      The robotic arms that were hanging above my bed suddenly recessed into the ceiling and a large eye peers around the corner, coming my way slowly. “Hello Mistress Ember, I hope my appearance isn’t too alarming. Your race wasn’t as advanced as we currently are and I make some uneasy. It has been a pleasure watching you heal, and I’m thankful I had the knowledge to provide for your care. Just so you know, I am programmed to respond to you throughout the facility, so if there is anything you may need, please just say my name.”

      

      I look up at Miya and then back at the weird eyeball thing. “Ughh, thank you, and yes, you were not what I was expecting when I asked who AMI was, but I appreciate everything you did for me. I will always remember your kindness.”

      

      The large eye blinks before turning away. “I will let you girls continue your conversation. There are some tasks I have to attend to.”

      

      The eyeball and the arms all disappear into the ceiling and the room once again is quiet. “I almost freaked out when she... that popped into the room. Did you feel the same?”

      

      “Yes and no, I had been told I was going to wake up in unfamiliar territory and my eyes were messed up so bad when I came out of hibernation that I couldn’t see the figures behind the voices. Hugo was the one who found me, and between him and AMI, they nursed me back to health. I won’t lie to you. It hasn’t been easy and there are days I still feel lost. We will probably always go through that now and again.

      

      “There are only a few of us left now that Earth is gone, and we have to be more careful than some of the other females, or races, I should say. One thing all of us had to learn about ourselves is we will adapt. I was lucky in the circumstances that I was found, and even though I miss my family and the familiarity of Earth, I’m happy. If you are open minded, you will find happiness here too.”

      

      “So you were in a pod, too?”

      

      “Yeah, my dad was one of the scientists who put the entire program together. He was told that if he stayed, he would be promised a pod. Two days before the scheduled launch. They came to him, telling him they had given my pod away to a senator’s son, and that they were sorry. That didn’t stop my dad. To make a long story short, he stole the one I was in. I was lucky I survived, but I did, and here we are.

      

      “Unfortunately, because of our rarity, we’ve become a commodity that some want to possess, but it’s not all doom in gloom, even though everything is different now. Our numbers keep growing and that is a blessing in itself. If things hadn’t happened the way they had. I would’ve never met Hugo, and even though I lost my parents and everything I ever loved. I can’t imagine my life without him.

      

      “Kira, DaR’s mate, and several of the other girls were going to come down when I told them you were found, but I told them to give you a couple of days to get your feet under ya. They were ecstatic. It gives us hope that more of us will be found and not all was lost. ViN will help you adjust quicker than anything. Nothing like a set of muscular arms to pull you through when all seems lost.”

      

      I look away from her. “I don’t believe he feels that way about me, or that he will want me around, but I appreciate you trying to make me more comfortable. He was able to understand me the whole time we were trapped down there, but I couldn’t understand him. It made things much harder. Even without words, there was no missing what a burden I was to him. He always kept me at arm’s length if you know what I mean. Back on earth, his consistent cold shoulder would’ve been a sure sign to leave him alone, and that he wasn’t interested. Is Earth...is it really gone?”

      

      “Right now, you need to concentrate on healing. There is plenty of time to talk about what we left behind. You will be happy to know AMI inserted a translator behind your ear while you were in healing stasis, so now you will be able to understand him and all the others.” She raises her dark curls up. “Look, it’s just like mine. Sometimes their words don’t translate just right, but you will figure that out quickly. Once you guys are able to talk, it will help. I’m sure you just misunderstood some of the things he was trying to do. He spotted your pod right after I was brought here. I was shocked he found you alive, especially since you landed so long ago. He has been out there looking for some time.”

      

      “Have any others been found? My parents were supposed to be with me. I was told they would be launched later.”

      

      “I don’t know all the specifics, but one of DaR’s sons was sent on a mission to see if he could locate any other pods floating in the outer quadrant where mine was originally found. You have been the first one found in another pod besides myself, but don’t lose hope. They just started looking. There is a chance your parents and many others are out there somewhere.

      

      “Listen to me rambling on. You must be hungry. I’ll be right back. I can’t promise it will taste the same as it did at home, but I’m getting pretty good with this food replicator.”

      

      Miya walks off, her dark curls bouncing with every step. Reaching up, I rub my temples as a massive headache is headed my way. This is when I hear his voice outside the room I’m in. Before I think about what I’m doing, I scramble out of bed, heading toward the growl I know belongs to ViN. The door slides open silently as I walk forward barefoot, my feet not making a sound. His words to stop me dead.
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      When the darkness comes and there are no others around, I catch myself looking over at Ember constantly. Cleaned up, she is practically unrecognizable. I start to ask AMI why she hadn’t cleaned off the small dots that marred her pale cheeks, but I don’t want them to think I care.

      

      After what feels like forever, AMI finally gives me the go-ahead to get out of bed. I don’t realize Miya is in the room when I approach Ember hesitantly. She seems so small laying in a bed made for things much larger than herself. A voice jerks me out of this trance.

      

      “She should wake up in a few hours.”

      

      I back away, resisting the urge to touch her one last time. “Is she healing properly?”

      

      “Yeah, just slower. Us humans weren’t constructed with your alien super healing genes.”

      

      A female computer voice comes over the room. “Master ViN, your father is requesting your presence in the adjoining room.”

      

      I turn away, refusing to give the female a second thought. Ember is in safe hands now and is healing, so my job here is done. I grit my teeth as I make myself walk out of the room.

      

      Father is in a deep discussion with Hugo when I walk in. When I hesitate, he grabs me, grasping me tightly for a moment before pushing me back. “Son, you look much better. I take it the heat rays helped.”

      

      “Yes, they were miracle workers, Father. I feel more like myself. It’s been half a rising since the last chill left my system. Thank you... for sending RaZ after me. I wouldn’t have made it much longer in those conditions.” Those words leave a nasty taste in my mouth. I hate speaking of my failures.

      

      Father shakes his head. “Nonsense. I believe your little female would have found a way. RaZ said she was determined to get you out of there. Even as damaged as she was, she kept you alive long enough for us to retrieve you, and I will personally thank her for that later.”

      

      I growl out harsher than I need to, aggravated that they all assumed I should simply make her mine because of the circumstances. “I wish everyone would quit saying that! She is not my female. I’ve no use for one, especially one such as her. That female is nothing more than a spoiled, ignorant, ungrateful child.”

      

      “ViN.”

      

      “Lord of Light, help any male that gets cursed with her every rising, as there is no pleasing her. No matter how hard I tried, she went out of her way to make everything harder than it needed to be.”

      

      “ViN.”

      

      Father keeps trying to interrupt, and I can tell he is getting angry, but I am on a roll. “I would have been out of that cavern and safe had I not had to pamper her ungracious species. If she was the last female alive, I would throw myself into the darkness of space and let it suck out my soul. That would be less painful than being in her presence any longer.”

      

      “ViN! Enough!”

      

      Father’s eyes are red, and his runes are pulsing. I rarely see him this way and I wonder what has made him react this way until I hear her behind me. I turn and my heart hits hard against my chest. Standing there with her hand pressed against her mouth is Ember. She has tears in her eyes because she has heard every word I just said. I take a single step towards her, only to catch myself. She turns away, but not before I see tears flowing down her cheeks. Snarling, I turn away. “I will send you a detailed report once I return to my post on the Destroyer, Father, if you have no objections.”

      

      He shakes his head, and this is the first time in my life I have seen my father look at one of his own like he is me right now. I believe the only thing saving me from a good thrashing is the fact that I’m his son. “You’ve brought shame upon yourself and this family, ViN. I raised you to be a better male than you just showed the world. Get out of my sight until you can quit acting like a complete dick.”

      

      I glance over at Hugo, who has been standing here with his massive arms crossed, watching all this time. By the snarl on his face, he doesn’t have any better of an opinion of me at the moment. I turn to head out of the room, not realizing I am going to walk past her in the med bay. Her sobs tear at me as I walk past, but I refuse to look at her. I stumble steps from the exit. My heart demands me to stop and make this right, but my mind pushes me on.

      

      I’ve nothing to offer her and no use for a needy female or that’s what I tell myself as I exit the building heading towards the spaceport and the first flight off this planet. No matter how quickly I walk, I can’t escape the sound of her sobs or the look on her face.

      

      Everyone moves quickly out of my path as I stride forward. Anger pulses through my system. How did I become the bad guy? She wouldn’t be alive right now if not for me and now I’m the dick! Frack all of them.

      

      Females... turmoil is all they’re good for. If this is what awaits me planetside, then I welcome the icy darkness of space. I hit my comm unit. “EvO, I will be rejoining you shortly.”

      

      “Brother, it’s good to hear your voice. I will send our new coordinates to your comm. I will meet you in the lounge upon your arrival with two large Brytos in hand.”

      

      “That’s the best thing I’ve heard in awhile.”
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      Curled up in the blankets, the feeling of Miya gently rubbing my back only makes me cry harder. There are voices in the room all around me, but I don’t care. My mind is all over the place. ViN’s words were not unexpected, but it was the way he said them that hurt the most. I wish I could blame it on this translator, that the words I heard were not the ones he spoke, but I know I’m lying to myself.

      

      My whole world has been turned on its end and I’m lost. I didn’t realize how hard I had leaned on him until he walked out of the room, not even looking back. His are not the first unkind words I have heard in my lifetime, but they penetrated much deeper.

      

      What did I expect out of him? In the back of my mind, maybe... I was dreaming, secretly, of the unconventional fairytale. Something I would’ve read in one of the many romance books I’ve always had lying around, but I never could have imagined this outcome.

      

      God knows I wanted to scream for him not to leave me when he walked by, but I refused to say the words. The pressure on my chest worsens as reality hits me hard. I had been so focused on surviving these last days that I didn’t take the time to comprehend anything else. What am I going to do? I’m on an alien planet, with no money, no skills, and no family. I might as well be an orphan no one wants, and I have never felt so alone.

      

      Miya is being kind, but they won’t keep me here long. The dreams of my childhood had been molded by my parents and our standing in society. Who am I? A doll you can dress up and show off, only to be put back in the box when no longer needed? Is that what my life had been up to this point? Was I always just my father’s daughter, a face with no name... or worth... other than my last name? God, I am so confused.

      

      Right now, I wouldn’t mind being put back in the box of ignorance. Especially if I thought I could hear my father’s voice one last time. I know he never dreamed of this reality for me or he would’ve prepared me better. Or am I just telling myself that? None of us had any idea what lay ahead when father paid for our passages in those pods. If he was right beside me, things would be no different.

      

      I can see ViN’s strangely beautiful face staring down at me in contempt in my mind. How many times could I tell he wanted to leave me? If I am completely honest with myself, I don’t have the right to be angry or hurt. If he hadn’t been there, I would have died at the hands of those mud aliens. I don’t know at what point; I started seeing him as something more, but I did.

      

      No matter how hard I try, the tears won’t stop. Suddenly, a cool mist blows in my face, and I welcome the instant silence.
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      I walk into the med chamber, only to hear Miya tell AMI to sedate our newest female because her vitals were going all over the place. She looks up at me, shaking her head.

      

      “Sorry, DaR, I know you wanted to speak to her, but damn, I could have punched ViN myself when he walked out of here. I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone cry like that. She was tearing my heart out.”

      

      Hugo walks over, pulling Miya into his arms, her face tucked into his chest. There is no missing how upset everyone in the room is, and it’s taking all of my willpower not to track ViN down and remind him of his manners.

      

      “AMI, how long will she be out?”

      

      “The rest of the rising, Commander; her body needs to heal and the state of one’s mind plays a large part in that healing process. If she awakens under duress, I will put her back under once again.”

      

      “I understand, AMI. I never foresaw this issue, and I’m not sure how to deal with it either. Kira is awaiting me back home and I’m torn on how to proceed.”

      

      Miya lifts her head off Hugo’s chest, looking over at me. “DaR, you don’t need to stay. She is welcome to remain here with us. She is going to need time to adjust to everything that has happened to her.

      

      “Our circumstances on how we both arrived here are very different. She asked me if her parents were found, so she didn’t expect to wake up alone. She looks vaguely familiar to me, but I can’t place her right off. If her family was coming with her, then they were well-to-do. Whereas my father stole my pod.”

      

      I run a hand through my hair, aggravated... that I’m aggravated. “Miya, please let me know when she awakens. I would like to thank her personally for the part she played in saving ViN’s life, even if I would like to thrash his ass right now. Kira and I will need to discuss how to handle this further, and I’m sure she will want to meet her personally. Did she inform you of her given name?”

      

      “Her first name is Ember. I didn’t think to ask further. I’m sure ANDI can find out more if need be. Actually, that might not be a bad idea all around. AMI, can you connect me with ANDI? I need a favor.”

      

      “Trying to connect now.”

      

      “I will return to Darverius and will be in touch.” Hugo nods and I walk out of the room, heading towards my personal shuttle docked at the spaceport. The emotions projected by the newest female were hard to block, but it wasn’t my place to comfort her. An unattached human female under my protection is something I’ve not had to deal with before. It may be wise to bring her to Darverius so I can protect her better. I believe ViN cares more than he wants her, or any other to know, but I cannot force a bond if one is not willing.

      

      The little female will be overwhelmed when the rest of my sons realize she is unattached. She isn’t the beauty my Kira is, but her features are unique. The thought of my Kira has me smiling and I walk faster as I’m ready to be home with my mate.
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      “Mistress Ember, you can open your eyes. I know you are awake.”

      

      I pull the covers up over my face, only to hear someone giggle.

      

      “You might as well come on out. I think I may have just the thing to cheer you up.”

      

      “Unless you come with a rewind button, I’m not sure I will ever feel happy again.”

      

      “Happiness is a state of mind, Mistress Ember. Let me assure you by the end of this rising I will get a smile out of you. I’ve made it my personal goal for this day.”

      

      Pulling the blankets down hesitantly. “Wow, what are you? And where in the gods’ name am I now?”

      

      She twirls around and curtseys. “I’m SAGE...I have a technical name, of course, but none of that matters. I promise we will become the best of friends. As for where you are. Master Hugo brought you here this rising because Miya thought you would be more comfortable waking up in a normal setting than in the med room. No one likes those rooms.

      

      “However, I have some superb news to share with you. AMI was able to remove most of the scar tissue that had formed over your wounds while you were under this last time. She said the one on your shoulder was still slightly visible, but that it will fade in time. Still, if its appearance bothers you too greatly, I will get you some skin makeup to cover it until it fades. Worst case, we can discuss it with Kira and see if we can sneak you into one of the medical healing chambers.”

      

      “I have heard the name Kira several times now. Was she found too?”

      

      “In a sense, yes, and then no. Kira’s story differs greatly from your own. Each of you have been brought to us under different circumstances. Kira has been here the longest, and she is my best friend. I’m sure you will hear all about her and the others in due time. Kira is also Commander’s DaR’s mate. I wasn’t sure if you were aware of that.”

      

      “You mean the big gray guy, ViN’s father?”

      

      “Yep, the very one.”

      

      “She must be one hell of a woman or possess a powerful sense of worth. I would worry every time he was out of my sight. I can’t believe he doesn’t fight the females off. He was scarily beautiful.”

      

      “I have been told that multiple times, and although I try to look at him in the same manner, I simply cannot see the beauty that you all do. Now, my SCOUT...Whoooo, that’s a male that gets the circuits moving.” I can’t stop laughing when she starts fanning her face.

      

      “See, I made you laugh, now my rising is complete. Come on, let’s get you up and moving. You’ve a new world to explore and I’m just the holo girl to show you around. The bathing chamber is through that door there to your right and it should have everything you may need. Are you ready for some substance? I was told you haven’t eaten since you arrived.”

      

      Just then, my stomach growls, and she laughs, hovering right in front of me. I slowly swing my legs over the side of the bed and stick my finger out, trying to see if she is real. Giggling again, she disappears before I can touch her. Only to pop back up a few feet away.

      

      “Everyone wants to do that, and it tickles. Go refresh yourself. I went ahead and ordered your breakfast. It should be here shortly. I will wait out here for you. I brought with me a change of clothes and a toothbrush to hold you over temporarily this rising.”

      

      Standing up slowly, I test out my legs and feet, thankful to feel like my old self again. I stop the moment I walk into what I’m assuming is the bathroom. Things are slightly different, but not to the point that I’m unable to figure them out. The first thing noticeable is the sunken bathtub in the floor. I’m half tempted to get in, but I’ve laid around long enough.

      

      Brushing my teeth, I turn towards the pale yellow sundress with matching panties laying on the counter. I pick it up, and out of habit, the first thing I do is look for the tag to see what brand it is, only to find nothing. Pulling the dress up to my chest, I close my eyes. Tears form behind them, but I refuse to let them fall. How do I stop being me? I’m cried out, and I am done feeling sorry for myself. I slip the dress on, surprised at how well it fits. Smoothing my hands down the soft fabric. I slide on a pair of simple sandals and walk out of the room. “Thank you, SAGE, the dress fits surprisingly well.”

      

      “I would hope so, as I’m the one who sent CIP your measurements. There will be a holo comm brought in with your breakfast, for you to order your new wardrobe. This device has plenty of options for you to pick from, unless you would like to design them yourself. There isn’t much he can’t make and if you need help with designs or layering, we always can contact Alana or Victoria depending on your preferred styles. I love watching you girls decide what you prefer to wear from day to day. As you can see, I’m wearing a new dress myself today.”

      

      “The cut on that one is very flattering, SAGE.”

      

      “I downloaded the latest files ANDI was able to restore from Earth and there was an entire section on designing for your body type. The nice thing about my body is I can shift it around the dress, versus designing the dress around my body. The girls here had to be made slightly larger to hold this top up, but I think I may leave them like this. I caught SCOUT looking at them several times, this rising.”

      

      “I take it SCOUT is similar to you?”

      

      “That’s another yes and no. He is substantially more intense and loves to play hard to get. I’ve been trying to wear him down for risings now, but he is finally coming around. I stared up at those angles on Solanar for Orbital rotations before he finally noticed me, but the wait was worth it.”

      

      The door slides open and a small robot-looking thing with a tray in its hands comes through it, sits the tray on a low table, and hovers back out.

      

      “I ordered a little bit of everything. Why don’t you sit while I talk?”

      

      Shrugging, I sit down. SAGE waves her hand and the lids just disappear. The sight of what looks like scrambled eggs and pancakes has me tearing up again, but I hide it by grabbing the drink closest to me. My eyes get big after the first sip. “You have coffee?”

      

      “Yes, and no. I’ve said that a lot, haven’t I? It seems that things are the same, but different for each of us. Kira calls that drink alien coffee, but it appears to be a drink that all of you prefer in the mornings back home. I’m going to give you some background on where you are, and some other stuff I think you should know. I have learned quickly that knowledge calms the mind, and it seems to help you adjust quicker to your surroundings. You’ve been thrown into an environment where you have no knowledge of what’s good or bad, and your mind doesn’t cope well in those environments.

      

      “Oh, and Miya just contacted me, saying she will be here shortly. She is working on something personal for you as we speak, but I hope that by the time this conversation is over, you will understand that you can call on me for anything. I may not be flesh, but my entire goal is to keep you safe and happy. Ok, I’ll get right to it... Between bites, can you tell me your full name?”

      

      “Paris Ember Wayne.”

      

      “Do you prefer Paris or Ember?”

      

      “Ember please.”

      

      “That’s what ANDI said, but I like to double-check these things. Your pod crashed into Targres Four. It’s a large moon that circles a gas giant in our solar system. Targres Four is divided into four sectors. All of them are under a different jurisdiction, and each has its own set of rules. This is similar to your countries back home. In our universe, there are hundreds of settled and atmospheric planets. You are going to see things...beings... you can’t imagine. However, because of your mark, you are under the protection of the House of DaR and most will not mess with him or his sons.”

      

      “What mark? I was marked?”

      

      “Raise your right arm up, please.”

      

      I put the fork down and raise my arm, but nothing is there. SAGE immediately looks confused. “I know Commander DaR gave the command for you to be marked, but I can’t find the order. It doesn’t matter. I will talk to him as soon as we’re done and get that taken care of. We will need to keep you close until this is done.

      

      “Anyway, where was I? Ohhh ok,... right at this moment Commander DaR has the Destroyer. That’s one of the main defensive ships protecting this sector, looking for more of these pods that your kind sent you out in. We are optimistic that more humans will be recovered, but so far none have been picked up.

      

      “You are currently residing in the Scientific Sector of Targres, which is governed by Miya and Hugo, but you have other options if you decide this place is not to your liking. Several others are on Darverius where my main dwelling is located and also on Falcor, Darverius’ battle cruiser. I can only assume that you feel very alone right now, but I promise you are not, as you will meet the other females soon. Kira has already contacted them all and they are working on an exact day to come here to meet you. One thing you females have in common is they’ve all been where you are right now.”

      

      A knock on the door has Miya sticking her head in. “SAGE is she...? Oh sorry, I didn’t see you. Good morning Ember, you look a lot better today.”

      

      “Good morning and, yeah, I feel better.” I point at SAGE, then wave my hand up and down her compact figure.

      

      “She is something, isn’t she? Wouldn’t you love to have had her back home?”

      

      “I will say I’ve enjoyed her company immensely so far, and her taste in clothes isn’t bad either.”

      

      “Girls, I’m right here.”

      

      “Sorry, SAGE. We all take you for granted, only because we wouldn’t know what to do without ya.”

      

      SAGE twirls around again playfully. “Flattery will get you everywhere, ladies. Well, Ember, now that Miya is here, I will leave you two alone for a little while. I have several projects that need my complete attention. You girls are not the only ones with a life after work, you know. Ember, if you need anything, don’t hesitate to yell out. I will hear you. There are sensors everywhere. Miya, will you see that she knows how to order clothing from CIP before you leave? She is going to need more than a single dress quickly.”

      

      “I’ve got this.”

      

      SAGE throws us a kiss, nods and disappears.

      

      “Wow.”

      

      “Ember, you are going to have a lot of wow moments. Best get prepared now. After a while, I promise, nothing will shock you. Let me go see if there is a pair of scissors in the bathroom. As soon as you get done eating, I’ll try to straighten your hair up, it looks like someone took a chunk out of one side.”

      

      Panicking, I run my fingers through my hair. “I didn’t even take a minute to look at my appearance before I stepped back out of the bathroom. That in itself shows how screwed up my world is. Usually, it takes me hours to get ready. Just how bad is it?”

      

      “You’re fixable.”

      

      “Fixable is the word, isn’t it? My nails are broken, and their polish is almost nonexistent. Now, my hair is missing huge chunks. I don’t have an ounce of makeup to cover up these damn freckles I hate so much, or the means to get any. The only thing missing now is you informing me that huge dark hairs are growing out of my chin that matches the hair on my legs. I’m a hot damn mess. No wonder ViN ran like hell.” Tears immediately form in my eyes, but I fight them off.

      

      “Stop it, you are not a mess. We will have you fixed back up in no time, and if a guy runs off because you have hairy legs, then good riddance. You realize you were stuck in a pod for god knows how long. The odds of you coming out of that thing looking like a beauty queen were pretty much nonexistent. All the cosmetic crap is easily fixed. It’s the other stuff that takes a while.”

      

      “I know you’re right and all of this is just physical, but my whole life has rotated in that direction. My appearance, posture, the tone of my voice, my accomplishments. It is all I’ve ever focused on, and now I’m not sure if it was because it was expected of me, or something I wanted.”

      

      “Ember, we are all guilty of painting the outside, only to hide that the inside is in shambles.”

      

      “Miya, I’m spinning around with no way to stop myself, and the sad part is... it feels like it all just happened. On day one, Dad told me we were going to leave. I didn’t really believe him until I was thrown in that pod, and then I woke up on day two with the mud aliens who were trying to sacrifice me. Here I am on day three. There is no in-between. It’s just a blur of events, one on top of the other.”

      

      I rub my hand down my face. “Hell, I’m still not sure if ViN was even real at this point or if I made him up, too. What I really want is for all of this to just be a bad dream and when I wake up, I’m in my room back home.”

      

      Miya smiles sadly at me as she rubs a gentle hand up and down my back. “If you’re done eating, head over to that chair. Let’s get your hair evened back out until Brittany gets here. She is the pro at this crap. I’m just hoping I can wing it enough to get by.”

      

      I sit down and flip my hair over the back, waiting until she comes back out of the bathroom with a brush and what I’m assuming are scissors. When she starts brushing the tangles out, I shut my eyes and listen to her calm voice.

      

      “My circumstances were slightly different from yours. My father worked at the facility that made the pods, and even though Mom and Dad kept a lot from me, I knew things were getting bad. I have shed many a tear for my friends and my parents since I got here. You will too. It’s easier to accept that you’ve been thrown into the great unknown and you are going to be lost more than on familiar ground. Our lives were torn away from us Ember and we didn’t have a say in the matter. You are allowed to be upset, but this is the new reality for you. Each day, it gets easier and harder. I had Hugo to lean on, and he helped me focus on the gift that my father gave me when I was sent away. I am truly happy here and hopefully, in time, you will be too.”

      

      “So we can’t go back?”

      

      “I think it would be easier to show you than me to explain it. I had ANDI pull everything he could about you and your family’s lives and load it onto this holo comm so you could scroll through it when you need and want to. Kira put something like this together for me and there have been many times I needed the comfort of my mother’s face on the pages. There is nothing for us to go back to, Ember. Everything and everyone we’ve ever known is gone, and they have been for quite a while now. What feels like yesterday to us was years to others. When in doubt, you have to remember our parents loved us and that’s why they did everything they could to get us to safety. There was no way for them to know what was awaiting us on the other side. I know you went through hell in those caverns, but you survived the crash and the horrors below. So, you’re tougher than you think. Just keep walking forward. It really is all you can do.”

      

      “Miya, I couldn’t have done it without ViN.”

      

      “You don’t know that for sure, but I’m going to assume you are right. I know his words hurt you, but I don’t believe for a minute he meant anything he said. If you had seen how torn up he was when he packed you into the med chamber or the fact that he wouldn’t see to his own injuries until he knew AMI was healing you first. You don’t do that unless you care. It seems like the tougher they are, the more they fight their inner feelings. Mine did the same thing in the beginning, but you know us earth girls, we become very determined when we want something.”

      

      “I’m not sure what you have with Hugo is anything like the relationship ViN and I had. For the most part, he couldn’t stand me, and it was obvious. But...there were moments when I would look at him and his exquisiteness would take my breath away. He became more than an alien to me, but I don’t know how to label it. I wonder if I would have attached myself to anyone at that point. Or if it was really him, I was drawn to him, even with our extreme differences. There was one time I felt like he let his walls down. I glimpsed the man inside was tortured and sad, but the walls came back up quickly and he was back to his grouchy-ass self. When he collapsed because of the cold, I would’ve done anything to hear him growl again. No matter how much we would all like to have a type of happily ever after, that wasn’t in the cards for me, at least with ViN. I need to find something to do and make my own way here. I simply have to figure out where to start.”

      

      “Ember, lean up just a little. Let me brush this last part out and I think you’re good to go. No one will even notice this side is slightly shorter than the other now. I’m more talented with a pair of scissors than I thought, and before I forget to tell you, the bathrooms are hiding everything you need to feel more like you, in drawers you can’t see. I swear, it had to be a man who designed them because there is no way a woman would’ve done that. We like to see our stuff. If I take something out and lay it on the counter and walk out of the room, when I come back, it’s gone. There has to be a bathroom ghost or something and in the beginning, it freaked me out. I’ve even tried to catch it and can’t.”

      

      I can’t help but laugh at her.

      

      “There is also a makeup bot that you will want to try out. It takes half the time and the colors are always perfect with whatever you’re wearing. Anything you can think of is in there. I bet there is even a magical potion to get rid of that chin hair. You’re so concerned about it.”

      

      We both laugh and her teasing lightens my heavy heart some.

      

      “Not to change the subject, but I knew I recognized you earlier. I couldn’t put my finger on it when they first brought you in and it wasn’t until I was looking through your comm that it clicked where I had seen you before. You were in the tabloids because your parents owned a ton of vacation resorts.”

      

      “Yeah, the paparazzi are brutal. They followed me everywhere, especially when I went away to school. My parents had been grooming me my whole life to take over once they retired. I had just finished college and was finishing up my first proposal on a company I wanted my father to invest in when...well, all this happened. What good is any of that going to do me here?”

      

      “You would be surprised, but is that something you still want to do, or is that what you were expected to do?”

      

      Shrugging my shoulders. “There were parts of it I enjoyed. To be honest, I have no idea. I never had the option to think otherwise, but here I am, eating your food, while you clothed me and put a roof over my head. I have no way of repaying you. So I need to figure it out soon.”

      

      “No, really, you don’t; that’s the last thing you need to be focusing on right now. Take my word for it. The small amount of credits you’re using are not being missed or counted. DaR is the principal commander of Darverius, and from my understanding, he is beyond wealthy. Credits have never been an issue here. If we need something, it’s ordered, and that’s the end of it. Hugo and I are not doing too bad either, so get on that clothing comm and have one hell of a good time ordering as much as you want. Because I guarantee you when Kira gets here, she will make damn sure you have a piece of everything. You should see her and Victoria’s closets. They couldn’t wear all of it in multiple lifetimes.”

      

      She hands me the one she had set on the table. “I’m gonna leave this other one for you to look at later. The past isn’t going anywhere, so there is no rush to subject yourself to more tears. Wait, a few days before you go through this and if you have any questions, just yell. If I don’t have, the answer SAGE is your girl. There is not much she doesn’t know.”

      

      I jerk when a computerized voice echoes throughout the room.

      

      “Mistress Miya, Master Hugo, needs you in the receiving bay.”

      

      “Thanks, AMI, tell him I’ll be right there. Ember, feel free to explore the compound all you want. Just don’t go outside the main gates. You can’t miss what I’m talking about once you’re outside. The bean crop here keeps me busy most of the day, but we will all have dinner together this evening unless you’re not up to socializing. The place is quiet with just me and Hugo here right now, but when DaR and the others show up, the hallways are so busy we are all tripping over each other.”

      

      “Thanks, Miya, I think I’ll just stay in today. I’ve had enough adventures to last me a lifetime. I was wondering, is there a way for me to communicate with ViN?”

      

      “AMI, can you get a direct link to the Destroyer for Ember?”

      “I can ask Falcor to forward a message or have the person this is concerning contact us directly. Communicating with the outer ships is not in my main programming.”

      

      “Miya, it’s not a big deal. I don’t want to be a problem. I just wanted to say thank you.”

      

      AMI’s voice answers, “If that’s all, I will have Falcor forward that message on. I will keep an open feed once the communication starts in case they respond.”

      

      “Thanks, AMI, there is plenty to say, but I won’t.”

      

      “Relax Ember, I’ll see ya in a few hours. AMI will let you know when it’s time for supper. Just follow the lights on the floor. They will show you the way.”

      

      “Thanks,” I whisper as she walks out of the door.

      

      I pick up both little screen things and sit down in a large lounge chair, hesitating to open either of them. If I start picking out clothes, then it means I have to admit that I’m staying here. If I open the other one, it will show me why I’m here.

      

      Sitting them both in my lap, I stare out at nothing, allowing the tears to flow while no one is here to see them. ViN’s words echo through my mind, as does the beauty of his face. I know he never wanted to be strapped down with me, but what I wouldn’t do to be curled up in his lap where at least I felt safe.

      

      My whole life was planned out, and now I’m adrift with no land in sight. I can’t pick up the phone and call my mom or send a text to a friend. I will never walk hand in hand with my dad to an event or shop for the perfect gift for the man who had everything. In my heart, I know they meant well when they decided to send me away and now I wonder if they knew they were not going and he just told me all that so I wouldn’t put up a fight. So many questions and no one to answer them.

      

      I can’t go back and I don’t know how to go forward.

      

      The tears won’t cease, even though I’m tired of crying. I wonder if I will ever be whole again or always feel like the hollow shell I do right now.
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      “Thank you.”

      

      That’s it, not another frackin’ word. Why did she even waste her time sending that message? I’ve started to respond half a dozen times, but what do I say to that? Oh, I have plenty I would like to say, but I don’t believe it’s anything she wants to hear.

      

      I’m a weak, cowardly male who practically ran out of that compound trying to get away from her and the feelings she stirred up inside of me. So why am I allowing those two words to bother me when what I said was much worse?

      

      I have no need nor use for a female, especially one as needy as she is. Then I question myself on how many more times I am going to tell myself that same thing over and over. The words that spewed out of my mouth haunt me, along with the look on her face, when I turned, only to find her standing behind me.

      

      I wonder how she is doing, and then curse myself for thinking about her. A shiver moves through my body and I snarl as I lie in my room under the heat lamps. Rolling over in the bed, I stare out the porthole at the distant stars carpeting the dark sky and wonder where her world once was in all this.

      

      The dream I had last darkness haunts my mind this rising. Ember is laughing, spinning her arms around in circles as she ran through a grassy field. The suns’ rays glisten through her long red hair that is flying all around. I pick her up, holding her slight form above me as she blesses me with one of those rare smiles. When I awakened, I could still feel her slight weight in my arms.

      

      I haven’t left this room in the last two risings. I can’t seem to figure out what to do next. The door chimes and EvO walks in.

      

      “Ever heard of announcing yourself before you enter someone’s chamber?”

      

      “I have, but I didn’t figure you would answer. Do you think you could get it any hotter in here? It’s a wonder the walls are not melting. I would watch that seal on the porthole if I were you. I’m not sure they were created to take such extreme temperatures from each side. Frack, quit snarling at me. You’ve always been a hateful ass ViN, but this is even beyond normal for you. Besides the single drink you had with me when you arrived, you have done nothing but hide in this room. The only communication I’ve been able to get out of you are growls. Father has commed several times and I’m running out of excuses as to what you’re doing or where you’re at.”

      

      I turn away from him. “EvO, I don’t even like myself right now. Why should you be any different? As for Father, I am not ready to hear what a disappointment I’ve become to him, so keep stalling him. Now go away. I’m not hurting you or anyone else staying in my room.”

      

      “What the frack are you talking about? Father may not agree with your actions, even though he won’t tell me what you said that has him so pissed off. Lord of Light knows I have asked him half a dozen times without an answer, but you are still his son and my brother. When you left for this mission, I was hoping you would find your purpose in all that heat. Instead, you’ve come back to me a shell of what you were.”

      

      I can’t look at him as the words flow out. “I was unnecessarily cruel and I fear trying to protect myself simply added to the pain of another.”

      

      “So, in other words, you are normal. When cornered, ViN, most come out fighting.”

      

      “If you could have seen that look on her face. Rotations, I watched her struggle, saw everything that was important to her destroyed and still she smiled. But...I fear I may have taken the light away that was inside of her. That worries me more than it should. Father being disappointed just rubs it in.”

      

      “Why don’t you head back while you still can? If this is bothering you so bad, find an excuse and use it. I know Hugo can always use an extra set of hands down there. You could use that reason as a justification to be near her. If you care about her at all, let things develop naturally.”

      

      I jerk to my feet, standing inches from my brother, pushing the claws at the ends of my fingertips into my palms to keep from tearing him apart. “Don’t you get it?” I snarl down at him, trying to intimidate him with the few inches of height I have over him. “I couldn’t save her. We were going to die in that bitter cold. If RaZ hadn’t shown up, the rats would’ve eaten us and all you might have been lucky to find were the bones that remained. I failed her and myself.” I sling my arms out before waving a hand up and down my whole body.

      

      “This form is useless; my core is unstable and a set of hands is all I’m worth, and I’m defective. What right do I have to take a female as my own when I can’t even protect her?”

      

      “ViN, frack that shet. Now you’re just looking for a reason, because here you are standing, alive, and so is she. It took both of you down there to keep the other one going. Neither of you left the other one, no matter how many times it might have been easier. RaZ said she fought him like a baby Suet when she thought he was going to hurt you. The fact that you’ve never been able to pull the power from your core doesn’t make you less or more, ViN. You trained harder than most of us and you know your skills are unparalleled when it comes to tracking something. You are simply coming up with any excuse available because you’re scared.”

      

      “Get out before I forget you’re my brother.”

      

      EvO shakes his head and turns away, only to stop and look back at me when the door slides open. “ViN, if you feel something for this female, don’t deny yourself or her the happiness you may be blessed with. True love is not a myth. Without it, or even the dream of one rising finding it, all of us would be spiraling down the hole of endless darkness. Don’t be you, be a bigger version of yourself and go grovel if you have to.

      

      “I originally came to inform you that we won’t be in orbit much longer. SCOUT was able to enhance the scanners and I’m going to take the Destroyer into the heart of the Nebula. I believe some of the pods are trapped in there and its mass is so thick we can’t see them. Once we’re inside, the ship will be locked down. If we are lucky enough to find any of the pods, we will send the bots out to retrieve them. As long as they are stable, they will remain outside the ship until we search the entire area. The gasses in the Nebula are too strong for me to open up the docks. If we had a breach, it could kill everyone on board and I won’t take that chance. In other words, you will be stuck, no matter the circumstances.”

      

      He walks away and I fall back on the bed, my whole body trembling no matter how high the temperature of the heat lamps in this room. I sit here with my hands in my hair, gripping it so tightly my scalp hurts. My mind is all over the place, but the one thing I know for sure is...I can’t go back.
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      Finally, I break down and order a few outfits, just because I can’t wear the same thing every day. Scrolling through the options, I’m not really seeing the pages in front of me. I’ve always enjoyed online shopping, and there is no other way of categorizing this, but it doesn’t seem as important now as it always was.

      

      What were my parents thinking when they sent me away? They had to know I would never fit in and would have no idea how to survive wherever we landed. Was this just another thing to brag about before our world crumbled around them? I can hear it now. We sent our daughter off-world. We just couldn’t let her perish here when we had the money to save her.

      

      I hadn’t made it through more than a few screens before I shut off that other comm unit. Somehow they managed to get all my social media feeds, and it was like looking at a stranger. Was I always that high maintenance? I was so caught up in my thoughts that I almost fell out of the chair when AMI’s voice echoed throughout the room.

      

      “Mistress Ember, forgive me. I didn’t mean to startle you. If you would like to follow me, the others are awaiting you for last meal.”

      

      If my belly hadn’t taken that moment to growl. I think I would’ve said no, but I can’t hide in here forever, even though it’s tempting. I walk out of the room, following the lights on the floor until a wall completely disappears in the middle of the hallway and I hear voices inside.

      

      Stepping in hesitantly, I almost step back out when I hear Miya’s voice talking to another. “Oh, here she is now Kira. Ember, come here. Quit hiding in the hallway. I want you to meet Kira.”

      

      When I don’t move immediately, her head pops around the corner and she grabs my arm, pulling me along with her. A huge screen takes up most of the wall in front of a table lined with a few dishes.

      

      “Hello, Ember, I’m so happy to finally meet you. Miya has been telling me all about you. I’m Kira, by the way.”

      

      “Wow, you are beautiful. Sorry, I didn’t mean to blurt that out.”

      

      A large gray presence walks behind her and I watch as he pulls her close, kissing the top of her head.

      

      She smiles lovingly up at him before turning back to us. “Thank you for your kindness, dear. There are times I still feel like I’m looking at a stranger every time I look in a mirror, but that is a story for another day. I commed to give you guys a heads up that we will arrive in the morning. Brit, XuL, and the kids will be with us too. I know you don’t feel like company, Ember, but I promise all the hugs and support will be worth putting up with this rambunctious bunch.”

      

      For once, I was thankful for the training my mother had put me through on how to deal with difficult circumstances. I put on my best face and reply, “I appreciate everything you all have done for me. Not many would help or take in a complete stranger.” I have to make myself stop wringing my hands together.

      

      “You sweet, sweet child. Miya, hug her. Sadness is radiating off her and I swear I can feel it all the way here. Ember, things will get easier with every rising. Right now, everything is overwhelming. Once you sort through it all, things won’t look so grim. You are no stranger to us, either. None of us are related by blood, but we take care of our own. The moment one of ours found you, your family just expanded greatly.”

      

      Miya wraps her arms around me, and seconds later, a huge red set settles around both of us.

      

      “Can I get in this group hug? No one ever tells Miya to hug me? Now, I think my feelings are hurt.”

      

      Miya giggles right before she smacks his enormous chest with her hand playfully. I can’t help but feel like I’m the third wheel here, but I appreciate the effort they are all going through to make me more comfortable.

      

      “Ember, this enormous, red badass is my mate, Hugo. He was one of the three who came after you and ViN.”

      

      The very sound of ViN’s name has me looking down as I fight back the tears.

      

      A deep, angry voice echoes throughout the room. “I swear I’m going to skin that male alive. Little female, please don’t go leaking. Your sadness is tearing at my old heart and digging a bigger hole for my son.”

      

      The voice is coming from the holo screen and I’m shocked to see that it’s ViN’s father talking to me. Black things move all over his arms and over Kira’s shoulders as they both watch me from lord knows where.

      

      “I apologize, and please don’t be mad at ViN. He did everything he could to get us out of there, no matter how much harder I made it for him. He could and probably should’ve left me several times, but he never did. I don’t want to cause turmoil for him or your family when the only thing he did was speak his mind. Did his words upset me? Yes, but that’s not the first or the last time it will happen in my life and I know that. I just wish we could’ve at least remained friends.”

      

      He nods. “Ember, I will consider your words. Try to rest this darkness as we will arrive early next rising. Hugo, Miya until then.” The screen goes blank.

      

      Hugo motions for us to head towards the table and I try not to appear shocked when he pulls Miya into his lap and starts immediately feeding her before taking a bite himself. Hesitantly, I take a few small pieces from the dishes closest to me, biting tiny pieces off each one until I find a few I like.

      

      “Ember, don’t pay any attention to us. Hugo hasn’t figured out that I can feed myself or that there are times I need my own dance space, so I spend a lot of time in this exact position.”

      

      He grunts, biting her on the shoulder playfully. This is another thing that shocks me because there is nothing that says ‘play’ with me on this guy. He is terrifying as shit and I’m having to make myself not stare at his horns.

      

      “Everything is different, but it’s obvious you two are happy, so don’t stop being you just because I’m here. I will try to stay out of the way as much as possible until I can find a job or a place to stay.”

      

      Hugo looks up at me mid-bite. “Miya, who said she had to get a job? Is she saying she needs credits or employment? What am I missing here?”

      

      Miya sighs loudly. “Hugo, don’t get your feathers ruffled. I have told her several times that she doesn’t need to worry about money, but she was raised in a world where what you have is what you’re worth. You can’t change that way of thinking overnight.”

      

      “I don’t have feathers.”

      

      “I’m well aware of that, love.”

      

      He looks away before turning his full attention back to me. “Hum, Mistress Ember, you are our guest here. I understand you may not be used to being idle and I think it’s an honorable thing to want to work and better yourself. What is it you would prefer to do? If we can assist, we will in any way. Your happiness is important to both of us.”

      

      “I wish I knew because I have no idea what there is for me to do...here, but I can’t sit in that room and feel sorry for myself forever. As much as I appreciate everything you have and are doing for me, I was raised that you don’t overstay your welcome anywhere. I need something to keep my mind busy because the longer it takes me to find a purpose, the more depressed I’m going to get. I don’t want nor need the free time to think. Right now, my mind is my worst enemy, and that cave shook up my previous way of thinking.”

      

      Miya looks at me for a minute and I can tell she wants to say more when she asks me. “What was something you enjoyed doing for your parents or at college?”

      

      Her question puzzles me for a second. “The only thing I can think of is, I enjoyed planning parties and excursions for the resorts. There was always a meeting that needed coordinated or a wedding reception with a list of decorations needed for one of the many ballrooms. Many come to the resorts to do something exotic. Those trips were always fun to put together.”

      

      Miya taps her fingernails on the table. I can tell she is thinking about what I just said. “Hugo, do you have any contacts in the Vacation district that you could get a hold of that might want some help? Preferably, it would be something she could do remotely from here. It’s not safe for her to travel alone from sector to sector.”

      

      “Next rising, I will send out a few inquiries.”

      

      Putting the napkin on the table, I stand up. “Hugo, Miya, thank you. If you guys will excuse me, I’m still a bit tired and I think I’ll go lie down for a while.”

      

      I don’t wait for them to say anything. I just get up and walk out of the room. God, what a nightmare. I need a way to support myself, but the moment they tell me the job is mine, all of this will become too real and I don’t think I’m ready for real.

      

      Miya appears happy, and so does Kira. They both seem to glow from within, and I feel... hollow. I follow the lights back to my room and flop down on the bed, hiding my face in the pillow as I scream. I must have dozed off to sleep at some point and I have no idea what wakes me up, but I’m immediately alert and wide awake.

      

      Despite the darkness, I can still faintly see around the room. Nothing looks out of place and there are no noises, but now I can’t go back to sleep. I start to open the holo comm but stop right before my fingers can activate the screen. I can’t make myself deal with the images right now. What I really want to do is go outside, but I never asked if that was ok or not. “AMI?”

      

      “Yes, Mistress Ember?”

      

      “I’m sorry to disturb you, but is it safe for me to go outside? Is there a balcony or something where I could get some fresh air? I feel like the walls are closing in around me.”

      

      “The darkness is almost over. If you would like to step outside, I see no harm in it. I will lead you to the main entrance of the compound. The outer fields are walled in and you are welcome to walk around wherever you please inside of them.”

      

      Since I still have my clothes on, I just get up and walk through the doorway, following the flashing blue lights on the floor. Shocked at how many turns we take until a large door slides open and I step outside.

      

      “Mistress Ember, my sensors are weaker in the outer corridors, but there are guard bots patrolling the area at all times, so you are perfectly safe inside these walls. They have been updated with your information, so you have nothing to worry about if one approaches you.”

      

      Stepping out into the dusky darkness, the fresh air smells unlike anything I’ve ever smelled before, and I can’t stop the gasp that leaves me at the sight of the sky above me. A huge planet takes up most of the skyline. The clouds surrounding it almost look like they are holding it up or maybe back. “Wow, there is all the proof you need, Ember,” I say to myself.

      

      Taking off in no particular direction, I walk around, trying to absorb the differences surrounding me. I pass a few large gates in the wall and what looks like a landing pad for a helicopter. The bean crop I heard them talk about line the surrounding fields all around me. The first thing I notice after walking for a few minutes is the silence. There are no crickets, no frogs, not a single sound besides the surrounding wind.

      

      When I come upon what I’m assuming is a guard bot, it scares the crap out of me. I don’t know what I had pictured in my mind when she said bot, but a square box with a gigantic eye on top wasn’t it. I expected it to ask me for my name or something, but it simply turned away from me after a few seconds.

      

      Leaning against the wall, I close my eyes, struggling to still my mind. However, all I can visualize is that cave. I was convinced when those cricket spider things grabbed me that I was a goner, and I never expected to wake up again. My thoughts weren’t on my parents or friends at the time, but on ViN. There were so many of them all around us. I was sure they would kill him too. Maybe that’s why I stopped fighting. If he was gone, what was the point? When I woke up in his arms, things changed for me. The things that had always been so important no longer mattered.

      

      I hold my hands over my ears, trying to stop the echo of his words in my mind. I didn’t realize how much I had come to care for him until he walked away. I refuse to let myself dwell on it now though because I can’t change a damn thing, no matter how much I wish I could.

      

      A squeaking sound has me opening my eyes, but I don’t see anything around me at first. However, the closer I look, there seems like a door or maybe a gate is open a little further down from where I’m standing. I immediately start to turn back towards the compound, but then I remember AMI saying her sensors pick up everything. I’m sure if I am in any kind of danger, she would alert me.

      

      Hesitantly, I walk forward, and when I don’t see any movement around the open door, I stick my head around the corner. Beautifully colored plants line the wall and they distract me momentarily before a dark figure appears practically out of nowhere. My heart hits my throat and I try to move back before it notices me.

      

      I don’t realize I stepped through the doorway looking at the plants until I start to step back and I feel it close behind me. A guard bot hovers over the top of the wall and I can tell it’s looking straight at me and the figure in the cloak.

      

      Large, glove-covered hands push back the hood and I sigh in relief when his face is revealed. “Lord, you scared me half to death. I didn’t know you guys had already landed.” His face on the holo screen seemed slightly different, but we all look different on camera. “Why did you guys land outside the walls?”

      

      He tilts his head, looking at me oddly before a smile graces his beautiful face. “It was still early, and the females wanted to stop by the market before we come in, so we landed at the spaceport. I was checking a few sensors on this side before heading back to them. Unfortunately, there is no keypad on this side, so we will have to walk back to the main entrance.”

      

      “How did you open it, then?”

      

      He looks up at the guard bot and smiles. “Come, the others are sure to be on their way here by now, and the main entrance is just on the other side of these plants.” He reaches out to take my hand and hesitantly I take his, not realizing he didn’t answer my question. He smiles down at me, his eyes flashing silver as he turns my arm over, running his hand up to my elbow.

      

      I try to pull my arm away, but he must have realized touching me like this is making me nervous. His size alone is intimidating, let alone the power I swear I can feel radiating from his skin. “You’ve been here several risings. Where is your mark?”

      

      It takes me a second to realize what he is talking about. “It was mentioned when I first awakened by SAGE, but until you brought it up, I forgot all about it. Thankfully, it was you outside that gate or this could have turned out much worse for me.”

      

      He tightens his grip on my hand and begins walking swiftly away from the wall through a path that apparently only he can see. “DaR—can I call you DaR or should I put commander in front of it? I’m not exactly sure how to address you or some of the others. Can you slow down a little? These shoes were not designed for walking in this kind of area. Are you sure you know where you’re going?”

      

      “Names are not important and it’s just a little further ahead. Speaking of names, what is yours again? I’ve been so busy it’s slipped my mind.”

      

      “It’s, Ember.”

      

      “Yes, yes, now I remember.” We come around a tree and the area opens up. He turns looking at me in that odd way again. “Come here, you have something on you.”

      

      I don’t hesitate to go to his side. He turns my head to the side, then brushes my hair back away from my neck. Suddenly, something stings me, and immediately, I sway on my feet.

      

      Laughter sounds like it’s all around me as my knees crumble, and darkness invades my vision.
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      Slowly, I come to. Looking around, I don’t recognize anything. When I try to move, I find myself strapped against a wall. Struggling, I pull at the restraints holding me in place.

      

      “Calm yourself, female, we’ll have none of that. I can’t have the merchandise bruised before the buyers get here.” I scream when he simply appears inches in front of me.

      

      “You’re not DaR, are you?”

      

      “What gave it away? The restraints?”

      

      “Who are you? What do you want from me?”

      

      “Oh, don’t take it personally. You’re just a pawn in a much bigger game of revenge.”

      

      “Please, let me go.”

      

      “Sorry, as tempting a morsel as you are, your sale will fund my little adventures for quite some time. You see, delicate little females from Earth are highly sought after, and the moment he didn’t mark you, let’s just say you became fair game.

      

      “I want to thank you for making my job much simpler when you appeared at that door. I had just managed to get it open. I planned to sneak into the compound and abduct you while the others were asleep. The fact that you walked away with me willingly, how do you humans say this...yes it was priceless. Oh, how I wish I could be in that room when they replay the footage showing all that.”

      

      “Who are you really? How did you change your face to look like DaR?”

      

      “Change my face, don’t I wish! I was cursed with this face! You honestly don’t know anything, do you? You were not even worthy enough for them to tell you about us because you were not mated to one of the chosen ones. Lord of Light, this is funny. I don’t know if I should congratulate you or pity you.”

      

      He rubs a gloved hand down my cheek, and I jerk away. “It hurts, doesn’t it? To know the others were all worthy, and you were not. I understand that more than you think.”

      

      “What makes you think you know anything about me, or how I got here?”

      

      “I make it my business to keep up with everything going on with my father, and I pay my spies well.”

      

      “Who is your father? Look, stop talking in riddles. I’m over people thinking I should be able to just figure shit out.”

      

      His laughter echoes throughout the room. He picks up a piece of my hair, rubbing it between his fingers. The snarl on his face changes his features from beautiful to terrifying, instantly.

      

      “For a moment there, I contemplated keeping you for myself. Unfortunately, your plainness does nothing for me, and you don’t have to be intelligent to figure out who Daddy Dearest is. DaR is my father, along with twenty-two others. He spouts off some shet that he didn’t know about me, but that’s inconceivable; he knows everything. Or he thinks he does anyway, but that leads us to this moment. I bet he didn’t see this coming. I will admit there are a few things I don’t know. Like how you showed up all of a sudden or who brought you to the compound. Why don’t you save me the trouble and tell me?”

      

      “I’m not telling you anything. We’re not pals here, buddy. Let me the hell out of these restraints. It’s not like I can overpower you. What’s the harm in letting me out of these?”

      

      “Unfortunately, you are going to have to remain right where you are. I do hope you don’t have to pee soon because that’s going to make such a mess and I hate it when my toys become messy. Relax while you can; in half a rising, you will wish you were still in my company. I’ve got a feeling your new owners won’t want you for conversation.”

      

      “What makes you think DaR or the others even care what happens to me? I’m a stranger.”

      

      “You being taken right under their noses goes against everything he stands for. Those exact morals are what I’m counting on. I want him and hopefully a few others to come looking for you. I have a surprise awaiting their arrival and I’ve even left a few bread crumbs along the way for them to follow. If your buyers are late, you may or may not make it out of here alive, but some sacrifices need to be made.”

      

      Tears flow down my face and he wipes one off. “Don’t be sad, little one. These droplets of water will never save you. Others can’t stand the sight of tears, me...well, let’s just say they are a sight of a job well done.

      

      “What did I originally come in here for? Oh yes, I need to make you appear...well, a little more roughed up. Now, don’t look at me like that. I’m not going to hit you.”

      

      He pulls a glove off slowly, and I watch as long claws grow out of the ends of his fingertips. “Where to begin?” He slashes at my dress, nicking my skin a few times when I flinch, trying to move away. When he sees the blood, he becomes angry, pushing his full weight against me, then snarls.

      

      “Look at what you’ve done, marred that perfectly pale skin of yours all for what, modesty? Females are so foolish, but so tempting at the same time.”

      

      A wicked smile forms just before he grips the top of my dress, shredding it all the way across. My breasts sting and I scream out as the cuts burn across my nipples. He stands back, looking me over as I fight against the restraints. “Much better. Not enough blood to be a turnoff, but enough skin to tempt even a saint. Such a delicate figure hidden beneath these rags.”

      

      “You’re a fucking monster.”

      

      “Thanks for the compliment. I strive to be so much more than what others expect of me. Now, take a deep breath and calm down. You might just enjoy the show. I’ve got a few things to go check on, don’t go anywhere.”

      

      His laughter follows as he simply fades away into a mist. I close my eyes, willing my tears to stop.

      

      What have I ever done to deserve this fate?
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      EvO finally forced me out of my cabin by restricting any deliveries to my room. The growling of my stomach this last rising has come to a point of discomfort and I shove my feet into the boots laying on the floor. Normally, my quarters are neat and organized, but my mind has been elsewhere. I look around at the mess and shake my head, disgusted with myself and my wallowing.

      

      Straightening up my clothes, I slide on the vest EvO makes the whole crew wear, hating how it rubs against my scales as I stomp down one of the corridors. The few who pass me try to speak, but quickly turn away when I snarl at them. Grabbing the first thing I see in the mess bay. I shove it down my throat just as EvO’s voice comes across the speakers.

      

      “Attention all personnel. We will come out of warp drive soon. As the ship drifts forward, we will start shutting the outer haul as a precaution before we enter the Nebula. It will remain closed for an unaccountable amount of time. All maintenance crews, I expect a full report within half a rising, and if anyone sees my brother, send him to the control room.”

      

      A few glance over at me, but I don’t give them time to say anything before I head toward the main control room of the ship. The door slides open and I see EvO standing before one of the main screens, talking to the navigator about an entrance point. He nods when he sees me, motioning for me to give him a moment.

      

      Restlessly, I pace the room behind him, waiting impatiently for him to get done. I swear I see him smirk a few times as he glances back at me. Father’s face appears on the side screen just as I’m about to leave. I step out of the way so that he can’t see I’m in the room.

      

      “EvO, SCOUT was just updating me on your status. I take it you will enter the Nebula soon?”

      

      “Yes, Father. SCOUT has guaranteed me that we won’t lose complete contact, but that the messages will not be real time. I did my best to talk him into staying with me here on the Destroyer, but he declined. He said he was needed back home. I think he simply didn’t want to be away from SAGE for that long.”

      

      As EvO and Father joke about the AIs. I stand off to the side, watching and waiting for  Father to ask where I am as he has commed me several times and I haven’t answered. Suddenly, a holo comm comes on behind his head. He turns abruptly, growling out when Hugo’s face appears suddenly. “DaR, I know you are in the middle of a comm, but we are having a bit of an emergency here and I didn’t have time to wait until you were done. Ember is missing.”

      

      I’m at the control panel before I realize I even moved. I hit the main conference channel slightly too hard because it bursts apart under my hand. “What do you mean, she is missing?”

      

      “Exactly that. Miya went to check on her when she didn’t show up for first meal, only to find her room empty. We’ve searched the inner compound, and she is nowhere to be found. AMI said she took a walk at early rising, but that she lost her on the sensors soon after. She didn’t think to notify us because it happens regularly. We are trying to get the feed up on the guard bots now, but there is some sort of interference.”

      

      “I’m coming.”

      

      “ViN, wait a minute!” I hear EvO running to keep up behind me as I sprint toward the dock. Jumping in the first shuttle, I find. I fire up the engines. He grabs my arm. “ViN, the dock is closed. You can’t get off the ship.”

      

      “I’m giving you two minutes to get it part of the way open or I’m blasting my way out.”

      

      “Frack, you stubborn ass male. Give me a second and don’t you dare hurt my ship.” I watch as he runs to one of the gates and I can tell he is trying to override the codes that shut down the exterior. I maneuver the shuttle around, double-checking the coordinates, and ease forward. The gate moves and the second I know it’s wide enough for the shuttle to clear I launch.

      

      I push the shuttle hard, refusing to back off even when alarms start going off that the main thruster is overheating. I patch through directly to the compound as I’m entering Targres’ atmosphere. “Hugo, I will sit down in the outer field. Is the strip open?”

      

      “Negative ViN, your father’s shuttle is also docked in that location. It will be a tight fit, but I believe you can squeeze yours in if you bring her in slow.”

      

      I have to make myself pull back and slow my descent upon approaching. The moment the ship is settled, I trigger the ramp to lower, then jump off the end before it even hits the ground. Father and Hugo are awaiting me. I don’t give either of them time to speak. “What have you found, and where was she last seen?”

      

      SCOUT appears abruptly and I draw back, ready to hit him out of instinct until I realize who it is.

      

      He steps back away from me. “I apologize for the sudden appearance, Master ViN. I was able to get through the scrambling device, and it is as I feared. Master DaR, you will not be happy with what I recovered.” He holds out his hand and a projection appears right in the air in front of us. Immediately, you can see Ember walking around the perimeter. Nothing looks out of place until she stops for a moment, looking up at the sky. Suddenly she jerks and I see her expression change as she walks slowly ahead. A gate is open and I watch angrily at her foolishness as she looks around the wall, only to stroll right out the gate. The scene changes and we are now watching from a different angle.

      

      “This is the feed from the guard bot.”

      

      I see Ember take a couple of steps back, only for the door to close behind her. She appears scared, then suddenly relieved when another figure walks into the frame. When the being takes off his hood, we all cuss at the same time. Especially when he smiles up at the guard bot, it’s...SiN.

      

      The screen goes black and I’m immediately moving towards the gate I just saw, only to find it firmly shut. I push against it, only for it not to budge. “How did he get this open? And why did the Guard bot fail to fire on him?”

      

      SCOUT appears upon the wall momentarily walking around, then I hear him land on the other side. The gate clicks, swinging open slowly. Laying on the other side is a handheld cutter, and the main panel is pulled out of the wall. “This is how he opened the gate. I will have all these access points removed immediately. The Guard bot wouldn’t take any action against this male, its programming had approved entrance to the compound. The bot scanned the male’s face, confirming it was DaR, and moved on.”

      

      I walk around as SCOUT replaces the wires hanging out of the wall. Motioning for Father and Hugo to stay back as I walk out, tracing their steps. “She didn’t even struggle.”

      

      Hugo is the first to reply. “She didn’t have any reason to. Several times, she referred to him as DaR. She did not know SiN was playing with her.”

      

      “I should’ve never left.”

      

      Father snarls, “At least now you realized you screwed up. Hopefully, this female won’t pay too greatly for your indecisions.”

      

      I react to Father’s words before I think about it. Grabbing him, I shove him against the wall. “Don’t push me right now, Father, my fuse is already lit.”

      

      He smiles at me even though I have him braced roughly against the wall. I see Hugo and SCOUT both advancing on me from the corner of my eye. Father raises his hand and they both stop. I shake my head and step back, ashamed of my actions.

      

      “Forgive me, Father.”

      

      “Why? I’m proud. That’s the first time I’ve ever seen that type of fire in your eyes. You need to realize the feelings that are driving you to find and protect Ember right now are bigger than you have given them credit. I hate that her disappearance pushed you to this point, but I believe it was the only thing that would have ever made you accept they were there. Now, do what you do best, and let’s go find your girl.”

      

      My girl, until he said those words, I never pictured that, but now I know only one female will ever fill that position. Maybe all this time, I craved someone to need me.

      

      Tracking their steps through the overgrown foliage around the wall is easy, but then their tracks simply disappear. I walk the entire area only to find nothing. “SCOUT, can you see if there were any crafts here, or any messages sent out?”

      

      “One moment... An encrypted message was sent to a Jynrel ship. The only thing said was package acquired, but they transmitted several coordinates. I’ve sent each of them your comm units. As to how they exited this field, I cannot detect anything at this time.”

      

      Hugo sighs. “You know this is a trap, right? SiN is smart, and he is leading you all in different directions for a reason.”

      

      I pull up the map of all the coordinates, stunned at all the locations marked. “We don’t have time to investigate these one by one. Two of them are on opposite sides of this moon. Father, I’m taking this one in the Pleasure district and I’ll work my way from there. You and Hugo start in the Vacation district and work your way towards me.”

      

      “Absolutely not. SiN will not be alone and you can’t take him on by yourself.”

      

      A new voice rounds the corner. “He won’t be alone. I’ll be with him. Danny is going to stay here and watch over our females. If he had been a few years older, I would’ve sent him in my place. Especially since, right now, he has been the only one able to hold SiN, but I’m not willing to see the youngling unnecessarily hurt because of his youth. Nothing else will get through that little warrior that he can’t handle.”

      

      I grab XuL in a warrior’s handshake. “Brother, it’s good to see you.” Before I can say another word. Keida vaults over the wall, landing lightly on her feet in front of us.

      

      I grab her around the waist and throw her into the air, even though my heart is heavy with worry and it’s taking all my willpower to not run into the streets screaming Ember’s name. The sight of little Keida always tugs at my heart.

      

      XuL’s voice has me turning back to him with her still in my arms. “Keida, return to your mother at once.”

      

      “I will, Dad, but I had to tell Unka ViN something first.”

      

      I lean down, realizing she has grown considerably and how much of it I’ve missed while searching the desolate area. She reaches up, laying her hand on my cheek and immediately I calm down.

      

      Her eyes twirl and the words that come out of her no longer sound like a child’s. “You will find peace when you look for war. The key to your female’s heart is learning that she will feel the compliments as deeply as you feel the insults. Let her fire feed yours... Break free of this wall holding you back. When the darkness is too much, you need to be real when nothing else is.”

      

      “How do I find her, baby girl?”

      

      “The signal is behind her ear. Follow it even in the quiet.”

      

      I rise, her words echoing through my soul. She motions for me to lift her back up. We all watch as she grabs onto the top of the wall and disappears over the other side.

      

      “SCOUT, is she safely on the other side?” XuL asks.

      

      “Mistress Keida is returning to the compound as we speak. I’m not sure how she got through that force field above the wall, though. I will have to look into it closer at a later time.”

      

      “What did Keida mean? The signal is behind her ear?”

      

      “Master ViN, I think she may be on to something. Each of our translators puts off a signal. They are all different because they calibrate to the user’s needs. If I can pinpoint a signal from one of the coordinates I pulled from the signal SiN encrypted, it would help narrow the search.”

      

      SCOUT turns away from all of us, and I pace. “She doesn’t have time for us to guess. She has already been with him too long.”

      

      Father puts his hand on my shoulder, making me look at him. “SiN isn’t going to hurt her, ViN. She is too valuable.”

      

      “If he gets her off this planet, the odds of us ever finding her again goes down greatly. SCOUT, comm me if you can narrow down the search, but I can’t simply stand here. Two of the locations are within walking distance. I’ll start there.” He nods his head before disappearing.

      

      “Hugo and I will head to the Vacation District. It’s usually so packed, he could easily hide right out in the open.”

      

      I turn, running across the empty field that separates the Scientific sector from the Pleasure district, not shocked to hear XuL’s heavy steps behind me. Once we clear the main entrance, I make myself slow down as people begin noticing us walking up the main street. Several of the pleasure workers approach us and at first, I turn them away, but then an idea comes to me.

      

      A sweet-smelling Cocote approaches me, her pink feathers combed back to show off all her hidden assets. “Hello, handsome. You look so hot that I’m willing to lose a few feathers just to get to know you better.”

      

      XuL snorts behind me. All the workers know better than to approach him as his mating mark’s pulse shines brightly along his skin, marking him as unavailable.

      

      “How much would some information cost me? I’m looking for a human female.”

      

      She hesitates, looking around before she slides right up to me. Motioning for me to lean down, she whispers in my ear. “Your father seems to prefer the establishment at the end of the lane. You might look there, but I’ve not seen him this rising.”

      

      I flick a coin her way and nod toward XuL to follow me.

      

      “Brother, we are going to end this imposter, this rising, as he not only has my female, but he is destroying our father’s good name.”

      

      “All you have to do is tell me who to kill. It’s been ages since I was in a good battle. I don’t mind even getting scuffed up a little. The amount of attention my Brittany will bestow upon me is well worth it.”

      

      “The domestic life keeps you close to home, brother. I envy the peace I see in your eyes.”

      

      “You just wait, your rising is coming. One day, we will all look back on these adventures and wonder where our youth went.”

      

      “Then we better make this a good one.” We take off, jogging lightly down the street as I near the first coordinates. It’s the same building the female had just told me about.

      

      I start in the door when XuL grabs me. “I understand, you want to barge in there and attack everything in sight, but you can’t. We don’t know if this is the place he is holding her for sure and there are innocents in this building. We don’t want to fight the guards in this area until we have to, and we need to locate her first. SiN will not hold her in plain sight, and we can’t destroy every building he gave false coordinates for. You need to distract them until I can get in the back, and can search the lower levels.”

      

      I run my hands through my hair. “Frack, I hate it when you’re right.”

      

      XuL starts around the corner looking for the back entrance while I go in the front. There are females of every species lying around in various stages of dress; all of them perk up when I enter. The main madam approaches me first.

      

      “Master, how may we be of assistance? Do you have anything, or anyone in particular, in mind?”

      

      When she rubs her hand down my chest, I hold back the revulsion I feel at her touch. “Looking for my father, he may have brought his own entertainment with him this rising.”

      

      She shakes her head. “He has not graced us with his presence this rising, but you are welcome to look around. Is it possible that you may have the same taste in delicacies as he does? He tends to pick Melina over all the others.”

      

      She motions her hand and a female Valerian stands up. Her long, dyed red hair flows down her slender, naked form, hiding as much as it shows as she walks gracefully over to me. She is quite beautiful for one of her kind and I immediately wonder how she ended up in a place like this.

      

      “So, you are one of the many.” She walks around me slowly, running her hand softly across my back, and I feel my inner core pulse in disgust. “Come.”

      

      I make myself follow along behind her and up a narrow set of stairs. She opens one of the many doors and I follow her inside. Before she can say another word, I have her up against the wall, my hand surrounding her throat. She fights me until she realizes I have very little pressure against her.

      

      “So, you like it rough, huh?”

      

      “Have you seen a human female this rising? Where would your newest additions be held until they are put on the floor?”

      

      “There is a room below, but it’s empty right now. No human females ever graced this establishment. The madam told your father he was not allowed to bring any of them here because of the problems that accompany them.”

      

      “How do you know this?”

      

      “I followed him one darkness after he left my room. I’ve come to care deeply for him and was going to ask him to take me away from here when I came upon him talking to the madam. His fascination with humankind has hardened his heart towards the ones who have serviced him well all these rotations.”

      

      It takes everything in me not to inform her that she is not servicing my father, but SiN. However, I leave that fight for another day. There is a slight knock on the door and I release her, opening it slowly. XuL shakes his head no. Before I leave the room, I throw a couple of tokens on a stand and walk out.

      

      He motions for me to follow him and even though it’s a tight fit, we exit through a back entrance. We don’t make it two steps that SCOUT appears.

      

      “I believe I have her location. I’ve notified your father and Hugo, but we don’t have time to wait for their assistance. There is an abandoned warehouse between the Scientific and Pleasure districts that was erased off the map of Targres Four. I didn’t log the coordinates at first because it was supposed to be an empty field. A cloaked ship just entered the atmosphere and is en route to that location as we speak. Master ViN, it’s a Jynrel pirate ship.”

      

      Seconds after he says this, a flyer appears around the corner of the building, the door opening before it even powers down. SCOUT motions for us to board and before we clear the door, it’s rising above the buildings. “Hold on,” is all the warning we get before the flyer takes evasive maneuvers, flying quickly over the rooftops in the Pleasure district.

      

      “Master ViN and XuL I’ve downloaded all the information I can provide into your comm units. There are additional weapons in the cargo hold, and we will be landing in less than sixty seconds. At this time, I’m counting fifteen life forces entering the building.”

      

      “Can you see where Ember is located?”

      

      “Negative, the Jynrel are a smaller race and their heat signatures are so close together I can’t separate her from the others. However, the signal of her translator confirms she is here.”

      

      SCOUT lands behind a small dirt mound. I jump out immediately, heading towards the building. XuL and SCOUT are beside me within two steps. I look over at SCOUT. “Where are you going?”

      

      “With you, Master ViN. It’s time I tested my reflexes out in this new form, and you will need all the help you can get. The Jynrel are deadly.”

      

      “Brother, you have a plan?”

      

      “Nope, I plan on ripping a few heads off. Whoever makes it to Ember first, protect her with your life.”

      

      I rip the front door off the building and the sight before me practically has me falling to my knees. Ember is strapped to a wall at the back of the building, her dress torn so badly a single breast is bared for all to see. Bright red blood trickles down her sides and legs. One of the Jynrel is reaching up into what is left of her dress as she struggles to get away from him. All of them are focused on her. I have already snapped the closest two’s necks before they realize what is occurring.

      

      Something pierces my side, and my vision turns red. Ember screams and everything around me starts moving in slow motion. I can feel my body getting larger as my core pulses so hot it feels like my insides are melting. A roar unlike I have ever heard shakes the building and, instead of them running towards me, they turn, heading away.

      

      The fire that leaves the tips of my fingers incinerates everything in my path until I’m inches from the male who has caused my female pain. I don’t take the time to look at Ember after I see SCOUT put his enormous form in front of her. But her sobs and the sound of my name on her lips tears at what little restraint I have left.

      

      “Now, little brother, let’s talk this over. You know, I was just trying to get your attention. Your female looks worse than she is.” He pulls a pulse gun, firing it at me multiple times. I barely feel the impact and this makes me smile when he realizes his weapon is ineffective on my new form.

      

      He turns, sprinting away from me when his form starts to dissipate. I throw everything I have at him. Fire engulfs him, and I hear a distant scream as his shadowy particles light up like embers all around his now-fading frame. As I’m chasing him out of the building, suddenly his laughter surrounds us.

      

      Stopping, I turn only to see SCOUT brace himself against Ember a mere second before the bright white light of an explosion throws me backward. The last thing I hear is Ember screaming my name.
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      My ears are ringing and there are spots before my eyes, but I’m back up on my feet in seconds. The walls of the building have been blown away, and the roof is completely gone. In a panic, I run back to the place where I last saw Ember, fighting my way through the debris.

      

      SCOUT lies unmoving, his large body wrapped protectively around something under him. Hesitantly, I reach down, rolling him over carefully, only to see Ember curled up in a ball between his arms. Her eyes flicker open and the moment they land on me, the smile that lights up her face knocks down the remaining walls I had left around my heart.

      

      Moving SCOUT’s arm off of her, I reach down, pulling Ember into my arms. She clings to me, mumbling something that my ears are still having a hard time understanding from the ringing inside my head. A piece of the wall moves and I untangle her from around me, tucking her behind so that my arms are free to fight.

      

      XuL crawls out of the rubble, looking around at the damage all around us. Ember darts past me and to SCOUT’s side. Her small hand on his face as his form seems to be fading right in front of us.

      

      “ViN, he isn’t responding. I felt that blast go through him like he wasn’t even real, standing in front of me. He even flickered in and out for a minute until his arms formed solid around me before we fell.”

      

      XuL is on SCOUT’s other side before I can even lower myself all the way to the ground that seems slightly farther than usual. He hits the comm unit on his wrist, but there is no response.

      

      “Frack, comms are down. Whatever that explosion was, it affected more than just this physical building. Are you two okay?”

      

      I shake my head yeah before looking over at Ember.

      

      “Oh, I’ve been much worse, just a few cuts and some bruises. I’m more worried about this big guy. He went down within seconds of that blast hitting us.”

      

      XuL runs his hand all over SCOUT looking for any injuries or visual damage while telling Ember about him. “SCOUT is an AI; we’re not exactly sure how he even projects this image of what he pictures himself looking like. He isn’t real in the same way we are, but he is a valuable part of our team and our lives.”

      

      Ember looks up at me and then back down. “This is SCOUT? Oh no, SAGE is going to be so upset.”

      

      We slowly straighten up SCOUT’s colossal frame, only for his body to flicker several times before disappearing altogether.

      

      Ember falls back on her butt, a small scream leaving her lips. “What the hell just happened? Did he die or something?”

      

      “Frack,” XuL yells out before standing up. He hits his comm unit several times, only to hear static. “Without the comms, there is no way for us to know if he simply returned to his main processor or if it’s something much worse. We depend on these comms way too much for them to never work.”

      

      Ember’s distress is easy to see, so I immediately gather her back up in my arms. Rocking her gently as her tears soak the skin on my shoulder. XuL and I both try our comm units several times, but they are both showing offline.

      

      I watch XuL walk around, assuring that the pirates are dead. The sound of footsteps approaching quickly has him stepping in front of me and Ember with his ax drawn.

      

      Father runs into what’s left of the building, Hugo right on his heels. There is no missing the instant relief on his face when he sees both of us still alive and well.

      

      Picking his footsteps carefully, he walks up to us. Ember looks up from my shoulder and I see her pull back, her body shaking slightly in my arms. I rub her back affectionately; my hand covers her entire back. She seems smaller than she did before. I will have to make sure she eats better from this point forward.

      

      “Thank the Lord of Light you all are well. My old heart was in my throat when we landed and saw the damage to the building. I tried to get a hold of you on the comm units, but it seems the system is offline. Our shuttle even shut down shortly after we landed.”

      

      I look down at Father, and he is studying me intently, frowning slightly.

      

      “ViN, you ok? It seems you are slightly larger than normal. I don’t remember ever looking up at you.”

      

      XuL slaps me on the shoulder, a huge smile on his face. “Father, you should’ve seen him. He was like an avenging god, tearing through those pirates like they were made of paper. I almost forgot to defend myself when he tossed that first fireball. The moment it touched the flesh of that pirate, he immediately turned to ash. It was the coolest thing I’ve witnessed in ages. ViN had to show off his new powers, and he incinerated half of them before I even got to swing my ax once.”

      

      He points towards Ember, who is still clinging to me. “I believe he might have had some incentive, though. See how much larger he is, even his scales are more defined. Looks like little brother finally was able to access his mother’s heritage after all these rotations. His runes glowed just like yours, Father. Dancing like flames all over both sides of his body. It was quite the sight.”

      

      I push Ember away, holding her by her waist, making sure my skin is not burning her, only for her to pull herself back against me, tucking her dress around her more fully. A shirt appears before me and I wiggle it over her head and her exposed chest without noticing where it comes from.

      

      Father looked around. “I’m going to assume SiN escaped once again?”

      

      Ember gasps, turning her attention towards Father. “He really wasn’t you, was he?”

      

      “No, my dear, we are definitely two different beings, but there is no denying simply by appearance alone that he is my son. Come, let’s leave this place.”

      

      “You can let me down now, Vin.” Ember pushes against me and I lower her down reluctantly. She looks so small and fragile standing before me. “Thank you for coming after me once again. There is no way for me to repay your kindness.” Taking her hand, she wipes her tears off my shoulder. “I’m sorry I cried all over you. I forgot my place, but I won’t keep you any longer.”  She tugs on the shirt I put on her and walks over toward Hugo. It takes everything I have to let her go. He looks up at me, a question in his eyes before holding out his hand to help her over a piece of wall laying on the ground.

      

      I have to make myself stand still, or I would rip his hand off. She looks back at me again and I can tell she wants to say something, but stops herself before turning back away. For a split second, I start to let her go, but my arms reach out for her before she can take another step away from me.

      

      “Ember.”

      

      Tears flow down her cheeks freely. “Put me down, ViN. Stop acting like you care. I fell for that once, and I won’t do it again. I have lost enough already.”

      

      I smack her gently on the butt. “Stop fighting me before you fall.” Father clears his throat and motions that they are going to go on ahead.

      

      She pushes herself back as far as my arms will allow. “Listen, ViN, you’ve no idea how grateful I am for all you have done for me. I will admit that I’ve come to care for you probably more than I should, but you don’t owe me anything. Please, my heart is in shreds and I don’t know how much more I can take.”

      

      “What have I done to make you think I don’t care?”

      

      “Oh, probably saying you would rather die than be with me. I think those words made it all pretty clear.”

      

      “Ember.”

      

      She hits my chest with her small fist and I have to bite my cheek to keep from smiling. “Don’t you Ember me! Every word out of your mouth— Never mind... You walked out of that room and never looked back, and I know this because I watched to see if you would. You made me feel like I was completely insignificant. In this world, I’m no one important, but quit rubbing it in. Would you have even come for me this time if they hadn’t asked you to?”

      

      “I’m here, ain’t I?”

      

      “Oh, you big ass, that’s not what I’m asking.”

      

      When she starts struggling to get out of my arms, I realize I’m screwing things up all over again. Refusing to put her back down, I walk out of the debris, looking for a safe place for us to sit and talk. The moment I sit us on the ground, she scrambles out of my arms to stand in front of me with her small arms crossed over her chest defensively. Minor cuts mar the flesh on her legs, bruises line her wrists and ankles. If I ever get my hands on SiN, he will pay dearly for every mark he has put on her body.

      

      “It looks like your father and Hugo are gone. Can you show me the way back to the compound?”

      

      I run my hand through my hair, and I swear I feel my body shrinking slightly. “You scared me, Ember.”

      

      “I’m sorry I put you out. I hadn’t planned on being kidnapped this quickly.”

      

      “That’s not what I meant. Yes, that terrified me too, but before at the compound, when Father cornered me about you, I simply reacted. I did not know you were behind me, and I swear I didn’t mean a word I said.”

      

      She starts to say something, and I hold my hand up for her to stop.

      

      “You made me wish for something I thought I wasn’t worthy of having, nor did I know I needed. I don’t know how to care for you other than providing protection. Lord of Light knows I’ve failed at that several times already.

      

      “The females where I grew up differ greatly from you. They are bigger and more aggressive. If you wanted a mate of your own, you had to fight her for the honor of mating with her. Your customs and mating rituals are unfamiliar to me, leaving me unsure of how to act around you. I still don’t.

      

      “I am fractured, Ember. I’m part of my mother’s people, but I have the heart of my father. In my mother’s world, your skin shows your status. I didn’t even have scales for Orbital rotations and Mother was preparing to send me to Father permanently when a female of our race started showing an interest in me. Not because she found me attractive, but she knew without my scales or the internal heat of my core, I would be easily defeated. All she wanted was the honor of mating with a son of DaR.

      

      “I had hardened my heart when I found out that female’s intentions and told myself over and over that I did not need one. Then you fell into my arms and wrecked my whole world. My mind and my heart have been fighting against each other ever since. I beg for your forgiveness.”

      

      She sits down in front of me and I reach out, grabbing her small hand rubbing my thumb across her soft skin. “What are you saying to me, ViN? I don’t take hints well.”

      

      “If you give me another chance, I promise I will spend the rest of my existence proving my worth to you. The moment I walked away from you at the compound. I left the most precious gift I could’ve ever received, and I was too stubborn to see it at the time. The only thing I could think about when Hugo told me you were missing was, if I got the chance to say I was sorry, I would beg for your forgiveness. Ember, no matter what I have to do to provide the comforts you are accustomed to, I will. My goal from this moment on is your happiness.”

      

      “You hurt me!”

      

      I hang my head, my heart heavy with those words.

      

      “ViN, look at me.”

      

      I raise my head, expecting to see hatred on her face. Instead, she smiles. “You don’t know the power that smile has on me, my little female. My soul reaches for you every time you bless me with one. Have mercy and stop ripping my heart out.”

      

      “ViN, we need to get a few things clear before this goes any further. First of all, I don’t love freely. If I give you my heart and you trample on it all over again, I’m giving you fair warning that you could possibly perish in your sleep.”

      

      “I’ll stay vigilant at all times.”

      

      “You know I have no skills or anything I can bring to this relationship besides myself. So this takes on a whole other meaning to being high maintenance.”

      

      “It would be my honor to care and provide for you.”

      

      “Also, I just got on this planet and I have only been introduced to a handful of different beings, aliens, whatever. I might just find another more appealing.” She smiles playfully up at me.

      

      “Yes... this is true and, just to warn you, no matter how many arms they may have, I will rip them all off if another dares to touch you in that way.”

      

      “You really know how to sweet talk a girl.”

      

      “I’m slightly out of practice, but I’m a willing student.”

      

      “So, what now?”

      

      “I was thinking of finally kissing those lips that have been driving me mad for rotations now. Then I plan on tracing those little dark specks on your skin with my tongue while showing you all the beauty my worlds have to offer you. You’ve only witnessed death and darkness, and I believe we are both in the need of a good vacation. Targres Four is the top vacation spot in this part of the sector. It would be a shame for you to be this close to all its beauty and never get to experience it.”

      

      “When you put it like that, I believe I could use a vacation about now.” Apparently, the look on my face strikes her as funny and her laughter can be heard throughout the surrounding clearing.
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      The look on ViN’s face is priceless, and I will say I believe this is the first time I have ever seen him smile. The fangs peeking out behind his lips would’ve terrified me before. Now they’re just one more thing.

      

      He grabs me off the ground, and I grasp onto his thick neck quickly. “A little bit of warning next time, big guy. Do you realize you are substantially larger now than you were the last time I saw you? Have you been eating your Wheaties?”

      

      I get this odd look as he approaches what looks like a pill capsule. “Never mind, it’s an Earth joke. Hey, that gives me an idea. I could write a book full of Earth jokes and probably make a fortune. Did you just roll your eyes at me?”

      

      He places his hand against a panel and a ramp appears, and both of us laugh when we see his father and Hugo lounging on the inside, apparently waiting for us.

      

      Hugo shrugs his big shoulders. “We need a lift. We started to head back, but our shuttle isn’t responding. This one seems fine, but it was further away from the building, and I think this mound of dirt protected it from that energy blast.”

      

      “Have either of you been able to contact SCOUT? This is the shuttle he brought us here in.”

      

      Father shakes his head, “No, our comms aren’t working out here either. Hopefully, once we’re back at the compound, AMI can reach him. I’m not too concerned right now. I may regret that later.”

      

      “Once I drop you two off, I’m taking Ember to the Vacation district. We need a few risings to ourselves.”

      

      “Understandable, son. We will be here for several risings. Kira wants to visit with Ember, but there are plenty of things to keep her and the others busy for a few risings. You are welcome to use my suite in the Hoxton. I bought the entire top floor for privacy reasons and we won’t be using it on this trip. SAGE has a direct link to that suite, so she will be able to send clothing and other things to you quickly.”

      

      Everything that happens next seems like a whirlwind and I catch myself missing parts of it as my face is glued to the window of this shuttle, looking at the sights all around us. In my mind, this is straight out of a Sci-Fi movie. Shuttles of every size and shape zoomed around in no particular order or fashion. I even caught myself ducking a few times when one would fly too close above us.

      

      ViN has laughed at me several times and I can’t seem to get this smile off my face. Hours before, my world was spinning on its axis and even though it still is, everything isn’t so scary now, with ViN by my side. As much as I miss my parents and the world I left behind, I’m looking forward to this new experience. I know one day in the future all of this will hit me hard and I will have to sort through all the madness I’ve been through in such a short time, but it’s not going to be today.

      

      Multi-colored buildings line the skyline in every shape and size. ViN heads toward the tallest one a little too fast. “Pull back on the stick, hit the brakes, or whatever it takes to slow this floating pill down before you slam us into that big green giant up ahead.”

      

      “Are you side-seat driving already?”

      

      “Oh, you think this is bad? Just wait until you ask me where I want to eat. You have no idea what you have gotten yourself into.”

      

      “Maybe not, little female, but I’m willing to try it all out.” He lands the shuttle on the rooftop so softly I barely feel it.

      

      “Show off.”

      

      The side opens and ViN motions for me to stay here. I unbuckle the thousand straps he wrapped around me and stand on the ramp, waiting for him to come back out. When I see him headed toward me, I start walking down, only for him to pick me back up.

      

      “You were supposed to wait for me.”

      

      “I’m perfectly capable of walking on my own. I’ve been doing it for quite some time now, but I will say I’m beginning to get used to this type of transportation.”

      

      “ I enjoy having you in my arms.”

      

      “Are you going to stay this size forever?”

      

      “No clue. I could comm my mother and ask, but we are not close.”

      

      “Sorry to hear that. I am, or was, closer to my father, too. My mother and I didn’t have a good relationship. To her, I was just a doll to dress up. I loved her, but she wasn’t someone I could have a heart-to-heart with.” My train of thought completely derails when we get inside. “Wow, would you look at this place? It’s amazing!”

      

      “Father likes nice things; this is just one of many he owns like this now. He didn’t take a moment for himself before Kira came along. It does my heart good to see him finally living some.”

      

      He lowers me down. “Here is what you guys call the bathroom. Go get cleaned up and I will order us some food and see if I can get some clothes delivered. Is there anything else you might need?”

      

      “Maybe something for these cuts. Now that the adrenaline is wearing off, the ones on my chest are stinging like crazy.”

      

      His eyes flash bright silver and I take a step back. “Chill, big guy, I’m fine. Forget I said anything.”

      

      He grabs my arm gently when I turn away from him. “Sorry, the image of you strapped to that wall, and that male putting his hands on you when I came into that building, will be forever burned into my brain. Your cuts are a reminder of my failures.”

      

      “If it makes you feel any better, it’s all a blur to me. What I remember clearly is you tearing the door off the place and looking like an avenging Lava God coming to save the day. Which you did quite well, I would say. Those fireballs were pretty impressive, but if you still feel bad, you have plenty of time to make it up to me later. Right now, I smell and I’m in desperate need of a hot shower.”

      

      “Ughh, I’m not sure they have a shower here. Water is rationed on Targres Four, but the Ion cleanser is amazing too and it won’t burn those cuts of yours.”

      

      “So, it’s a shower without water.” He nods. “Well, why not? Show me how it works before you do your thing.” I turn to head into the bathroom when he stops me.

      

      “Wait, I know someone better suited to this job than me. SAGE. Are you available?”

      

      I no more blink my eyes than she appears floating in front of us. “Hello, you two. How can I be of assistance?”

      

      “SAGE, Thanks for coming so quickly. We need everything.”

      

      “That’s a big order, Master ViN. Let’s see if we can narrow it down a little. I can tell you both need clothing. I’m simply going to assume some nutrients wouldn’t be a bad thing, either.” She floats around me. “Mistress Ember, there are several nasty-looking cuts on your legs. I believe I have just the thing to fix you right up.”

      

      “ViN said they don’t have showers here.”

      

      “Oh, come with me, dear. Let me show you the next best thing. I promise it will be something you will use regularly. All the other females love it because it’s quick. Master ViN, there is a separate refreshing area on the other side of the room and the robe hanging on the door should be large enough to cover your frame until I can get a clothing delivery scheduled.”

      

      ViN winks at me, and I turn away from him, following SAGE into the bathroom. “I’ve preset this unit to a temperature I believe you will enjoy. You can go ahead and undress, then get in.”

      

      “You want me to get into the phone booth?”

      

      SAGE laughs, “That’s not the first time I have heard it called that. You will have to tell me what you think of it when you emerge. There is a smaller robe available for you also behind the door. While you are in there, I will see what I can do to get the other things delivered quickly.”

      

      Hesitantly, I step inside the small square and the door slides closed. A humming noise is all the warning I get before I’m surrounded by what looks like dry steam. After what seems like seconds, the door opens and I step out. Instantly, I’m amazed at how clean my body and hair feel.

      

      Walking over to a door, I grab the robe off the back. A huge mirror forms on the wall in front of me and several drawers slide out of the wall. SAGE’s image seems to float inside the mirror.

      

      “What did you think?”

      

      “I will admit, that was pretty cool. I’m a firm believer in a bath, but I could get used to that.”

      

      “You humans are so delightful. I never know what’s going to come out of your mouths. I’ve ordered a few things to make you more comfortable. A first aid kit, clothes, and substance should arrive momentarily. I thought I would let you know ViN is patiently pacing outside your door.”

      

      “Thank you, SAGE. I’ll be honest. I was glad to see you appear in such good spirits. The thought that SCOUT might be badly injured had me worried.”

      

      “Excuse me?”

      

      “I didn’t think you would show up if he was hurt. I could tell you are very fond of him.”

      

      “SCOUT, hurt? When did this occur?”

      

      “You don’t know?”

      

      “Ember, I’m trying my best to figure out what you’re talking about. Please tell me all you know quickly. The comm units went down half a rising ago and I simply assumed SCOUT was blocking me for safety reasons.”

      

      “SCOUT got hurt protecting me from some guy they’re calling SiN that looks just like DaR. I’m sorry, I thought you knew, or I would’ve mentioned it sooner.”

      

      “Ember, I have to go. Something is happening on Solanar. If you need me, it may take some time for me to reply, but I will.”

      

      I grab a brush out of the drawer and head towards ViN. He is only steps away when I open the door. “SAGE didn’t know SCOUT was hurt.”

      

      “Father just contacted me, telling me to stay put for a few risings that some of our security measures were glitching and he would like to have one less son to worry about. He is having a new comm unit sent over for me. It seems it was only ours that stopped operating. It must’ve had something to do with that energy blast SiN put off.”

      

      “ViN, that guy is insane. The look in his eyes when he talked about your father, was intense. Did you see how he would just appear in places out of nowhere? How do you fight something like that? What has made him hate DaR and you guys so much?”

      

      “It’s a long story, but I believe I hurt him. The particles around his body were on fire seconds before we heard that maniacal laughter of his.” A buzzer goes off and ViN heads towards an entrance I hadn’t noticed.

      

      Several boxes are brought in on a cart, and just as ViN goes to shut the door. Another buzzer has him opening it right back up. Small trays fly in, hovering slightly above a table before landing.

      

      ViN closes the door and walks over to the table, lifting the covers off the trays. “Ohhh, look at all of this. Remind me to tell SCOUT to give SAGE a cyber hug. She definitely takes care of us. Come on, let’s eat before it gets cold.”

      

      “Talk about a whole new meaning for delivery.” I sit on the opposite side of him, tucking my short robe around my legs. His robe is draped open, showing off all the ridges and impressions of his chest muscles. Neither one of us says anything as we dig into the food like we haven’t eaten in weeks. I’m pleasantly surprised at how well some of the odd-colored things taste.

      

      ViN’s gaze keeps drifting toward me. I got so wrapped up in all the food that my robe had slipped down and part of one breast was showing. I start to pull the material back up, but decide to enjoy the way he is looking at me.

      

      “When you finish eating, we need to treat those cuts. I don’t want a mark left on you by that male.”

      

      “Ohh, is that what you were looking at?”

      

      He puts his head down, pretending to cut up a piece of meat, and I swear I see him blush. Right then, I realize I no longer see two sides of ViN. All I notice is the male I’ve come to love.

      

      He gets up when he sees me staring at him and motions for me to sit on one of the large couches while he opens the boxes that were delivered. Pulling out a smaller one, he comes back and sits down on the floor in front of me.

      

      His large hands dwarf the box and when I see him struggling, I take it away from him, popping the small latch on the side.

      

      “Thank you. I don’t believe these hands were crafted to handle things this tiny. Hold your arm out. I’m told you won’t feel a thing. Originally, I was going to wait until we were back at the compound and have AMI do this, but I’m not taking the chance with us being here and the comm units down. If you happen to get separated from me, this gives you funds to get back and protection if I can’t.”

      

      He pulls my arm all the way out, then turns it over carefully. “Wait a minute, what are you doing exactly? I thought this was a portable healing machine or something like AMI.”

      

      “No, this machine shows the entire universe where you belong. It’s my father’s mark, the mark of The House of DaR. I will explain how he got this honor later, but I want to do this quickly so I can start treating your wounds.”

      

      “And you’re okay with me being marked permanently? That SiN guy told me only a few were chosen to get this. He was enjoying the fact I wasn’t marked. Even though I still don’t completely understand it myself.”

      

      Vin runs his hand along the inside of my arm. “Ember, I want you tied to me in any way I can. We have lots to learn about each other and I’m sure there will be risings you will want to push me out into the voids of space, but that’s just part of being a couple. I won’t walk away from you again, no matter how hard it gets.”

      

      “Vin, my emotional state is like a rollercoaster ride. I lost my home, family, you, but here we are. My mind tells me to stop. There are too many things that could go wrong. However, my heart says go for it, you have absolutely nothing to lose and everything to gain. Well, I think you have already experienced me at my worst. The girl I was when I got here is not who I am now. The lessons that cave taught me were hard, but I’m a better person now because of it. If you’re willing to give us your all, then I am, too. Do your thing with that little machine and let’s hope that we don’t kill each other in the years to come.”

      

      He places it firmly against my skin. There is a slight pinch and my arm gets hot for a couple of seconds, but never to the point it is uncomfortable. ViN watches me intensely, trying to judge my reactions. A small beep goes off and he lifts it away slowly before rubbing his hand down what looks like a really neat tattoo.

      

      When he lets go. I twist my arm around, amazed at the intricate design. “It’s quite pretty. Let me see yours. Do they match?”

      

      He holds his massive arm up to my small one. Both symbols are exactly the same and this makes my heart hit my chest hard. I believe this means a lot more than I fully understand right now, but it’s nice to feel like I belong.

      

      ViN pulls out some sort of cream from another box. He starts at my feet, working his way up. No matter how small the injury, he lathers it on heavily. The warmth of his large hands is playing havoc on my senses and small chill bumps form all along my calves.

      

      He looks up at me suddenly. “Are you in pain?”

      

      I giggle. “No, it’s a normal reaction to your touch.”

      

      “This reaction has raised several of your dark spots. I have rubbed them several times, but they won’t come off your skin.”

      

      I reach down, pointing at my leg. “Are you talking about my freckles?”

      

      “Freckle, I don’t know this word.”

      

      “Of all the things in this universe that you could wonder about, it would be the one thing I have always hated about my pale skin. The sun leaves its mark on me easily, especially if I get burned.”

      

      “Your sun was so close it would burn your skin?”

      

      “Ugh, no, that’s not the case at all. My pale skin doesn’t tan, or should I say my body doesn’t like the harsh rays. If I forget to put sunscreen on, these marks appear. Some will go away, but most want to stay. All the ones I have now I got when I was little and not a care in the world. I’m lucky they’re not worse because so many with my hair color are covered.”

      

      “Fascinating.”

      

      “If you say so, big guy.”
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      Touching her like this and seeing my family’s mark on her is testing my hard-earned control. Even sitting on the floor below her while applying this cream, it’s hard to hide the massive erection I have right now. The robe she is wearing parts a little more every time I adjust her leg, and the temptation to rip it off her beguiling body is almost too much temptation to bear.

      

      The silken texture of her skin against my hands makes me want to rub my head against her like a Suet in heat. I find everything about her fascinating, and I intend to explore every luscious inch of her multiple times tonight. I held her in my arms in that cave night after night, yet I feel like I’m seeing her for the first time. She’s sprawled out on the couch, allowing me to tend to her injuries with a level of trust that shakes me to my core.

      

      I can tell by the way she is biting her lower lip that she’s trying not to squirm as I apply the healing cream to each cut, no matter how small, with infinite gentle thoroughness. She has finally laid back amongst the various pillows, gazing at me with heavy-lidded eyes and shallow, panting breaths.

      

      When I adjust the robe to treat a cut higher on her thigh, the sight before me robs me of breath. There is a small thatch of red curls hiding her feminine treasures. I allow the back of my hand to brush against her dewy folds, shocked by the amount of moisture I find there. When Ember doesn’t immediately move away from me, I tempt fate and do it again. The soft, throaty moan she emits is a reward I savor like a starving male devouring his first taste of food.

      

      As I part the robe she’s wearing the rest of the way, I bare her body to my lustful gaze. Her firm, supple breasts beg for my attention as my mouth waters for the first taste of her cool, air-hardened nipples. The peaked tips beckon to my mouth. My large, rough hands span her small waist as I pull her towards me. My robe parts, exposing my nakedness fully, just as her core straddles my hardened shaft.

      

      “You happy to see me, big guy, or is that a gun in your pocket?”

      

      I must have had an odd look on my face.

      

      “Apparently, I’m the only one getting these Earth jokes.”

      

      I rub my throbbing shaft against her and she lets her head fall back, grinding her wet center against me shamelessly as she shoves her breast in my face. The wounds that mar her delicate flesh infuriate me and I hear myself growl; my rage reignited by the physical reminders etched into her flesh.

      

      “Now, none of that. The girls here need your attention, and I swear I can feel your hands getting warmer. Don’t make me beg for it, ViN. Make me yours.”

      

      Her body trembles under my touch as I run my hands gently up her slender back. I allow them to circle her neck, trail down her collarbones, and cup her breast firmly in each hand. Using my hold on her beautiful breast, I apply pressure, urging her without words to lean back against the side of the couch. I can no longer ignore the temptation and I run my long, forked tongue around her nipple, gently tugging it as I knead and roll the other one between the tips of my fingers. A gasp leaves her throat that causes me to glance up from the tasty treat I have in my mouth. I find her looking at me with a small, secretive smile on her face.

      

      Releasing her nipple from the confines of my hot mouth, I pull her close, allowing my mouth to claim hers for the first time. I had planned on taking this slow, but the taste of her sweet mouth and the smell of her arousal destroys what little control I have left. My lips ravage hers as my tongue demands access to what’s mine.

      

      She desperately grasps my hair, pulling me closer as I grab her by the throat to move her head to a more accessible angle. I keep nipping and sucking at her lips until I figure out what my little human likes best. Her small hands cling to my shoulders, her little human claws scratch at my skin as my other hand maps the peaks and valleys of her lush little body.

      

      As I pull away, I nuzzle her throat and allow my fangs to lengthen. The base instinct to taste her is beating at me unmercifully. This is something I have never felt the pull to do before. Even scraping them as gently as I am capable of, a small drop of her blood wells to the surface and the ambrosial taste of it hardens my shaft further. My scales flutter with the sensation of dancing flames floating along my skin. This unfamiliar sensation does nothing but build the more I feast upon my lovely little human Ember. Her name is apt as she stokes a fire deep within me that will never be extinguished.

      

      The muscles under my skin feel like they’re stretching. It’s like I’m wearing a suit that’s too small and I’m ready to burst from the seams. My shaft pulses and for a moment, I wonder if we will even fit together. She is so much smaller than I am, but if my brothers can make it work, so can I. Kissing my way down her body, I lift her gently as I run my tongue between her breasts and down to her beguiling, little belly button.

      

      She giggles, trying to squirm away, and I grasp her firm butt cheeks in both hands, holding her still and at the mercy of my explorations. As I sink lower, the smell of her arousal makes me weep with pre-cum. It’s preparing itself to ravage her tight little slit. Her folds glisten, beckoning me to taste them. I run a finger through them, slowly gathering her natural essence, bringing it up to my mouth for my first taste of her. At the sight of me tasting her, Ember whimpers.

      

      “Let me please you, Ember.”

      

      The heated look on her face as she gazes back at me from her luminescent green eyes obliterates the last of my resistance. I gently lay her back on the couch, my heart full to the point of bursting with the trust she is bestowing upon me right now. Gripping her thighs, I push them wide open and toss her limber legs over my shoulder with wild abandon.

      

      My lips press to her right thigh, crawling up to her channel with light, teasing kisses. I bypass the tempting morsel between her thighs to apply the same teasing torture to the left thigh. I continue my teasing journey from thigh to thigh, allowing the anticipation to build within my precious Ember. With a self-satisfied smirk, I make my way to the treasure trove before me. Exhaling, my breath moving over her folds, and she lifts her hips, whimpering in desperate need. With one hand on her stomach, I keep her from moving while I ease forward. Rubbing my face in her natural essence, my body absorbs it like she is the brightest sun in the universe. My core pulses roughly as my body aches for its own release.

      

      Swiping my tongue from the bottom of her soaking wet folds to the top, where her clit has emerged from its hiding place, causes her to emit a sharp cry. Her hips are grinding against my face as she desperately seeks out more of the pleasure. I am forcing her body to feel. Circling her hardened pleasure nub, my forked tongue wraps around it with one part of my tongue on each side of her clit, fully engulfing it in the textured confines of my sinuous tongue. At the same time, I slowly insert two thick fingers inside of her, stretching her tiny body to accept mine as I plunge them in and out of her tight channel. Every time she gets too close to peaking, I pull back, only to fill her once again, adding another finger into her channel each time I do so. By the time I’ve added a fourth finger, her body is finally ready to take my throbbing member.

      

      Her body starts to tremble violently under my hands the quicker I flick her delicious little nub. She grabs my head, forcing me harder into her wetness, and I lick and suck on her like a starved male, using my unique tongue to torture her clit in a manner she’s never experienced before. My other hand reaches up, pinching her hardened nipples as her body tightens around the fingers that I’ve been mercilessly pumping in and out of her in a slow, steady rhythm.

      

      Her body arches with the force of her crest as she screams out my name. A wave of her pleasure hits me, causing my eyes to fall close in euphoric joy. Her climax feeds my core unlike anything I have ever felt before. Pulling my fingers out, I suck her essence from them as I slowly allow her body to come down from this crest long enough for me to make my way back up her sweat-covered frame. I lick and nip at her soft skin before settling my weight over the top of her delectable body. My shaft is so hard I’m having a hard time not plunging it inside of her.

      

      Taking myself in hand, I rub the head of my shaft up and down her dewy fold, gathering copious amounts of her slick to ease my entrance into her tight channel. I slowly insert the head of my shaft into the tight confines of her body. Her body is trying to allow mine entrance but still resist even though her body eagerly took four of my fingers. My shaft is larger still. I feel her body tensing beneath me with only the head of my shaft within her. I twist us around, sitting on the couch while I pull her astride me.

      

      Her pale skin is slightly red in places where I have tightly gripped her. I caress her skin, loving the feel of it under my rough hands. She wiggles, taking a little more of me, while I reach between us, rubbing her point of pleasure before pulling her lips back to mine.

      

      I concentrate on kissing her this time, fighting the urge to slam her body down on mine so my shaft is seated as deep within her body as I can possibly get. Even though it’s complete torture, I refuse to rush this. Her body is slowly relaxing as I sip at her lips and massage the delicate pearl between her legs. Ember breaks our kiss and smiles at me before recapturing my lower lip between her teeth as her body finally submits and allows my shaft full entrance into her body. Tiny tremors pulse within her tight channel, massaging my shaft in a manner I’ve never felt before. This pulsating sensation tightens and relaxes the grip her channel has on my shaft in a mind-numbing cadence, causing me to almost spill within her prematurely, like a youngling.

      

      She slowly lifts herself up, only to slide back down my shaft in the same leisurely manner. Our combined juices ease the acceptance of my body into hers. I become consumed with watching her reactions and the sounds of her moans with each thrust. Her long red hair teases the tops of my legs when she tilts her head back, baring her throat to my hungry gaze, eyes closed as she rides me, seeking her pleasure.

      

      Grabbing her hips with both hands, I brace her body against mine as I thrust in and out of her with increasingly rapid strokes. My core starts to pulse as I feel her body tighten around mine. I scream out her name as my release, almost painful in its intensity, leaves my body. My hands pull her hips viciously into my pelvis as I empty myself fully inside her tight channel while she simultaneously reaches her own world-shattering crest.

      

      As Ember lays limply against me, she tucks her head under my chin. Our breathing is labored and my entire body is tingling. I open my eyes after a moment, only to find Ember’s skin changing right in front of me.

      

      Small flames lick across her skin and dance underneath crimson runes running down the length of her left side. I pick her arm up, fascinated as they curl in elaborate details all the way to the tips of each finger. I have never seen another kind take on the markings of my kind. Is that what this is? Have I harmed her in some way? When I go to move, she whines.

      

      “Ember, do you feel ok?”

      

      “I think I’m dead. Just leave me here. I’m finally enjoying this part of the dream if I am in a coma.”

      

      Her words calm my racing heart and I decide as long as she isn’t hurting or actively complaining, we will deal with this next rising. I can’t stop the laughter that bubbles up out of me as I hug her tight, enjoying her slight weight lying upon me while my slowly softening shaft still resides inside of her. There’s never been a time in my life when I’ve felt this complete. I send a small prayer out, thanking the Lord of Light for allowing her to fall into my arms.

      

      I pull her around in front of me and lay us both down on the couch together. Tucking her against me, I slide a leg in between her thighs, maneuvering her body into the ideal comfortable position. Her breaths even out quickly and I know she has drifted off to sleep. My exhaustion pulls at me as I allow myself to fully relax for the first time in rotations.
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      Awakening to the overwhelming sensations of a full bladder and boob sweat. I struggle to untangle myself from the snuggle ViN has me trapped within. I strategically aim my elbow in ViN’s stomach to get him to release me, since wiggling around isn’t doing the trick. ViN grunts a few times but finally loosens his hold enough for me to slip out.

      

      Doing the little girl pee-pee dance, I squirm my way into the bathroom. Enjoying the fact that my body is sore in all the right places, I yawn, trying to shrug off the remaining traces of sleepy drowsiness clinging to my mind like cobwebs.

      

      As I finish up on the space age toilet, I notice how sticky I feel. The combination of sweat and bodily fluids is a bit too much for me to ignore. Just as I reach to open the door to the magic shower, a large body looms over me from behind. I can’t stop giggling as he playfully nips along my neck. His large fingers tickle up and down my sides as I try to squirm away. Crowding in behind me, ViN hits a button inside the small booth and the area fills up with steam, somewhat similar to a sauna I frequented on Earth. Facing the wall, I brace my hands against it, allowing my head to fall forward, as I grind my bare ass against his enormous erection, teasingly.

      

      ViN emits a low growl in response. He grabs my hips, kicks my legs apart, and pins my hands against the wall above my head. His hands are so large it only takes one to hold me easily in place as he uses the other one to explore me at will. Closing my eyes, I bask in the attention as he runs his free hand all over me. His deliciously, wicked and talented fingers slip around to pinch my nipples. This fans my desire higher and I lift my hips slightly. This allows ViN to notch his erection between my thighs and I rub myself back against him shamelessly. My slick soaks both of us and I crave the feeling of him utterly possessing my body in wild abandon again.

      

      “Frack, Ember, you test a male’s restraint. Are you sore, baby? I wasn’t exactly easy on you last darkness.”

      

      I try to turn, but he has me thoroughly pinned in place. I groan as he lifts me the remaining distance he needs for his shaft to part my folds. His colossal body is tense behind me as he fights the urge to thrust inside me in one long, decisive stroke.

      

      “I won’t break, ViN. Make love to me.”

      

      I don’t get the last word out of my mouth before the beast behind me comes unwound.

      

      “MINE!”

      

      He bellows out right before thrusting his massive shaft into my needy, grasping channel. Impaling me in one stroke, he uses the grip his free hand has on my hip to force my ass into his groin. This motion, combined with the upward jut of his hips, lifts my feet off the floor. The way he is holding me, I am completely at his mercy. I am enveloped by him. My body to do with as he so chooses. My pleasure is his, and this is his way of showing me that he owns my body and pleasure. As if the marathon of sex from last night didn’t solidify that fact. ViN is hammering at my g-spot in this position. I can feel my body tightening as my release builds in my lower pelvis. My release finally explodes across my senses and I scream out my pleasure until my voice is hoarse. Quickly, he has made me a slave to only the pleasure he can provide.

      

      I sag into the wall, exhausted, as his large frame absorbs mine from behind. He reaches around with that sneaky free hand to pinch my pleasure nub, which causes my overly sensitive body to tremble. He’s still buried deep within me and picks up a steady, thrusting pace with renewed vigor. A hoarse, almost broken scream leaves my throat when he bites down viciously on the side of my neck; his fangs slide into the soft skin easily. It only takes an instant for the desire-laden saliva he injected into me to hit me. It engulfs my body with a wave of pure, unadulterated heat and lust. My second climax hits me so hard I can see spots swimming in the air in front of me.

      

      My arms fall limply to my sides. His hands grip both of my hips tighter as he releases the hold his fangs have on my neck. The sensation of his fangs sliding from my skin causes his shaft to pulsate inside of me as his release hits him with the force of an asteroid. Hot jets of his release fill my core. I am completely spent, my body sagging weakly. The only thing holding me upright is his still hard shaft tunneled deep within my channel and his hips, now gently cradling my ass. After a few heartbeats, he pulls out of me and I can feel his seed dripping down my thighs as his long, sinuous, forked tongue licks my shoulder. When I manage to open my eyes, I blink a few times, not trusting them.

      

      “ViN, are you seeing what I am?”

      

      “Oh, yeah, and I’m enjoying the view immensely.”

      

      “Stop it, I’m being serious. Look!” I hold my arms out. “Should I be worried?”

      

      “Do I look concerned?”

      

      He turns me around quickly, pulling me close, the biggest smile I’ve ever seen on him now gracing his lips. He hits the button again and I tilt my head back as the steam seems to clean away our newest mess. My body tingles all over as it feels like something is dancing underneath my skin.

      

      The second it beeps, he picks me up, that smile never leaving his lips, only to sit me in front of a vast mirror. Standing behind me, he dwarfs my slight frame. When he runs a hand down my side, the marks get brighter, almost like they are chasing after him.

      

      Dark red swirls line one whole side of my body, curling around my arms, legs, and all the way up my neck, ending or beginning where he bit me. I run my hand hesitantly down my arm. I know my eyes are huge, as I watch what looks like fire dancing behind these elaborate designs that have appeared overnight on my skin. When I move my hand away, they lighten back up. I’m not sure how to feel about this.

      

      “ViN, what are these?”

      

      “They are called Runes. They are a gift from my father’s side. These show the universe you are mine. Seeing them form on your skin after I bit you for the first time was a shock to me. I’ve never heard of another race taking on the mating marks of my mother’s people. At no point in my life did I envision ever having such a special bond with another. We have so much to learn about each other, but these link us in this life and the next. I don’t understand the how’s or why’s that some couples are blessed with these and others are not. I refused up until now to let myself dream of something I believed I would never have because of my mixed heritage. My heart has never felt so full.

      

      “Ember, I come from a race that frowns upon breeding outside their own kind. My mother’s family practically disowned her for taking the seed of my father, even knowing the status it would give them. She never let me forget what she sacrificed for her people, either.”

      

      “ViN, I don’t understand what you just said. I take it your mom and dad hooking up was against the rules?”

      

      “Forgive me. I forget you know nothing about me or any of my brothers. To make a long story short, there is a lottery all the commanders have to enter into. Their seed is raffled off and whoever wins is injected with my father’s or another commander’s essence. That’s why neither me nor any of my brothers look anything alike. We are all from different planets and mothers, each of us unique or freakish in our own way. Bearing the child of a commander is a great honor. It protects and provides for the child and the mother for their existence. It was originally started to help those worlds who were having a hard time conceiving. The commanders are the strongest of their race and the scientist believed their essence would strengthen the weaker species.

      

      “Some of the mothers have a relationship with the commanders, but my mother only saw it as part of her duty because our race is slowly dying out. As far as I know, she never spoke to father more than a handful of times. The moment I was old enough to leave for training, she sent me off gladly. Then took a mate of her own choosing. She has never conceived again.

      

      “I always knew she was ashamed of me because I wasn’t a pure-blood like her. As a youngling, I didn’t understand her indifference to me and craved the attention my father gave me and the others. So, leaving her to live with them all full time was not a hardship for me. Especially after I watched the others with their mothers. I stopped trying to stay in contact with her rotations ago.”

      

      I turn in his arms tracing his marks, slowly fascinated that mine seem to react the same as his. “These are permanent?”

      

      “A soul bond can’t be broken, even in death.”

      

      He reaches up to my shoulder and I pull away from his touch as the skin seems overly tender where the lava scarred me. Glancing over, I look up at him, then back again. Small scales seem to be growing out of my skin, covering the scar completely.

      

      “Oh my God... are those scales? Will I look as you do before long? It’s not that I’m complaining or anything. I’m just trying to understand what’s happening to me and fighting the urge to freak completely out.”

      

      “No, you won’t look like me. I don’t think it works that way. Right now, this seems to be the only place my scales have formed on you. It may be for some type of protection. I truly don’t know. I will have to ask Grandfather. He will have the answer if no one else does.”

      

      Running my hands all over him, I take my time admiring ViN’s body. I’ve felt it under my hands but have never seen it with my own eyes as he is now. Looking at him is like peering at two unique entities living in the same space. My hands run over his arms, amazed at the different textures of each side. One side is firm and slick, while the other is hard and textured. His whole body is like two sculptures merged together.

      

      “We will come back to my marks in a moment and I don’t want you to take this wrong, but I’m assuming your scaled side you take after your mother? If you are uncomfortable talking about it, that’s fine. I’m just trying to learn more about you.”

      

      “My scales mark me as Vinzel. They evolved in an atmosphere of scorching suns and volcanos. My scales protect me from the elements as my inner core absorbs the radiation the suns put off because of their close orbit of our planet. My father’s genes fought for dominance in the womb and this is what happened. As far as I know, I’m one of a kind.”

      

      “ViN, you’re beautiful. I could stare at you for hours. You’re nothing short of a miracle. You’ve been taught, or brought up, to believe something else, but they are wrong. Your god created you perfectly, despite the possibility of being born with disabilities or disfigurement. Your mother should’ve been grateful for every breath you were given. Not bitter because you were not the same as all the others.”

      

      I gently trace the indentions of his waist with the tips of my fingers, his shaft hardening the more I pet him. Leaning, I run my hands across the back of his legs and down to his ankles. Leaning in like this, my face is rubbing against his erection. Sliding my hands back up his body, I slowly grasp his firm, meaty ass cheeks in both my hands.

      

      I finally stop torturing both of us and take his impressive shaft in hand, marveling at how each side intertwines into this massive shaft. He sucks in a breath as his hips twitch to the sensation of me tracing the small scales that rise slightly off the bright orange skin underneath. They circle the mushroom-shaped head, beckoning me to taste it. I glance up and smile a secret feminine smile when I see ViN gritting his teeth as my small, soft hands slowly stroke his straining member. Hot pre cum glistens out of his slit the more I tease him. It’s thicker than I expected it to be but it’s not a deterrent for what I have in mind.

      

      I’m pleased to feel his skin is still hot to the touch, even though we have been inside, adding my other hand. I stroke him again harder, working them up and down his shaft firmer. “Why are you not cold right now?”

      

      “I can’t think with you doing that.”

      

      “Oh, I can stop.” I act like I’m going to move my hands away and he grips both of mine in one of his, grasping them tighter against his shaft, showing me how he likes to be touched.

      

      Through gritted teeth, he grinds out. “Don’t stop Ember. I’m close, baby. Your climaxes are feeding my core. Every time I bring you pleasure. My body absorbs the energy like a junky. No other heat will ever fill the hole inside of me now. I crave the feeling of you inside of me.”

      

      He moves both of my hands under his more vigorously as his hips snap back and forth, using my hands to stroke his pleasure higher and higher.

      

      “You mean we could’ve been doing this the whole time? If we had known this in the cave, we could have lit that place up.”

      

      He is practically panting, his huge legs braced hard as his release starts to crest. “I was in denial... didn’t deserve the pleasure you are granting me with your tiny hands right now.”

      

      I extend my tongue and lick the head of his shaft. The taste of cinnamon explodes across my tongue and I know that I will quickly become addicted to the taste of him. I lean down and engulf the crown of his shaft in my mouth and he roars out his release. I swallow rapidly, my jaw stretched as far as it can go, desperate not to waste a drop of the delicious cinnamon treat I’ve discovered. Suppling my tongue around his shaft here, I stroke ViN slowly, allowing him to enjoy the aftershocks I see dancing under his luminescent skin. He takes a deep breath before picking me up and walking us back into the Ion shower. “I think I understand why everyone likes these things so well. We are going to wear this one out at this rate.”

      

      The door had just opened when I hear another beep. “Take your time and get dressed. That’s Father dinging my new comm unit.” I shake my head yes and he kisses me on the forehead before heading into the other room.

      

      “You do realize you’re naked, right?” Teasingly, I yell out.

      

      I can hear him cussing playfully in the other room and shake my head, amazed at how quickly things have changed between us. I’ve never experienced this level of comfort with anyone before. It’s like we’ve been together forever and it’s all new at the same time.

      

      Walking back over to the mirror, I take the time to look at the marks all over me. As much as those damn freckles bothered me, you would think I would be livid about these, but they are unique and oddly beautiful. Their coloring matches my hair perfectly, and the swirling underneath them is mesmerizing. A couple of times, I could’ve sworn I felt his emotions. I have so much to figure out, but instead of dreading it all. It’ll be interesting to see where our lives take us.

      

      I grab a pair of leggings and a long t-shirt out of the closet leaving off my bra and panties as I’ve got a feeling this outfit won’t be on long and head into the other room only to find ViN sitting out on a balcony moving his hands up and down, playing with a fireball. It jumps from one hand to the other, back, and forth.

      

      “Whatcha doin’?”

      

      “Ember, I have never been able to do this. My core was never strong enough to create fire with a single thought. I was so envious of the other younglings, practicing with the power of their inner core when I was younger. No matter how hard I tried, I was always too cold. It made me an outcast quickly, and I became bitter and angry over it. I prayed to the Lord of Light for rotations to make me whole.

      

      “I doubted he could hear my prayers many times. However, he proved me wrong. He did, just not in the way I imagined. When I had given up all hope. He set me on a journey that tested my strengths and my weaknesses, then placed my mate in my arms. He gave me everything I ever wanted, and I almost lost it all.”

      

      ViN looks over at me and I can see the pain and the love he has for me in his eyes.

      

      I run my hand down his smooth cheek and nudge his legs open to sit on his lap. When I finally get settled, I gaze out over the balcony. “My goodness, would you look at that view? This place is amazing.” Neither one of us say anything for a while. We just sit here together enjoying the view and quiet comfort of each other.

      

      “What did your father want?”

      

      “He wanted to tell me that we could head back to the compound. There has been no sign of SiN anywhere and that’s a good and bad thing. However, we are not in any rush to go yet. We can stay as long as you would like.”

      

      “Don’t tempt me, but ViN, they come here to see us. It would be rude to keep them waiting long.”

      

      “Ember, you will learn quickly. I don’t share well with others.”

      

      I can’t help but smile at the face he is giving me right now. “You know grumpy alien lava god isn’t a bad look on you at all.”

      

      Growling, he stands up quickly, throwing me over his shoulder as he turns back inside. Laughing, he smacks my ass playfully as I squirm, trying to get down. Flipping me over quickly, he throws me onto one of the big couches, his body landing lightly on top of me, pinning me down. I run my fingers through his thick dark hair and he reaches over, kissing the inside of my wrist. He looks at me like he has never seen me before.

      

      “Ember, I have no words for what I’m feeling right now.”

      

      “I understand, ViN. I love you too.”

      

      “I don’t know this word, love, but I promise I will do everything in my power to be worthy of it even if it takes me the rest of my life span. I will strive to erase the hurts I have stained your heart with. You will never doubt my affections again.”
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      Hours later, we reluctantly leave this little piece of heaven and head back to the compound. I hesitate when the ramp lowers down. The last day had been magical, and I am scared for a second that the moment I step out of this shuttle, it will all end.

      

      ViN watches me from the bottom of the ramp, and he must’ve noticed me stopping. Holding his hand out for me, I take it in mine, closing my eyes, drawing strength from him.

      

      When I open them, there is a creature standing in front of me that looks unworldly in her beauty. She can’t be ten, possibly twelve years old, but her eyes look much older. Pink swirls stare back at me, a small smile on her face as she watches me cling to ViN. She reaches a small green hand towards me, and I take it without a second thought. ViN releases me, but she never lets go of my hand. “Ember, this is my niece, Keida.”

      

      I’m dumbstruck by the child. She is vibrant and so full of life. I want to hug her and run from her all at the same time. I am so focused on her that I don’t see the young man standing behind her until ViN starts talking to him.

      

      ViN moves away slightly, but the child doesn’t release my hand. I swear it’s like she is peering into my very soul. When she speaks, her words are soft and un-childlike, like something is talking through her.

      

      “You are unlike the others, but I do not know the role you will play yet. Soul bonds are rare, but their tests of time are usually steep. Come rest your mind, there will be no more trials this rising.”

      

      She turns, pulling me along behind her gently. I glance over at ViN and he nods his head as the boy and him follow behind. Taking a deeper look at the young man. He first appeared alienish too, but the more I look at him, the more he appears human.

      

      Before I can ask how he got here, I hear others coming toward us. The young girl’s features seem to change right in front of me. She looks down at our hands and shrugs before letting me go to run on ahead. I watch ViN’s father come around a bend. He grabs her, throwing her up into the air like she is a little girl. Her laughter echoes out around us.

      

      He places her on his shoulder as he walks towards us, who I’m assuming is Kira walks beside him. She runs ahead of him slightly, instantly engulfing me in a hug. It is one of those hugs that you feel all the way to your soul. I have to fight back the tears forming behind my eyes as I hug her back tightly. When I let go of her, there is no missing the small black things wiggling around her wrist. It appears we all have been changed in one way or another.

      

      She unwinds her arms and takes my face in her hands. “DaR, would you look at this? Ember, my dear, you are stunning. Look at the runes, now gracing all that perfect pale skin. I am so glad you’re safe. Come on, I’ve planned us a pleasant picnic where we can have a glass of alien tea and get to know each other better, while the guys do boy stuff.”

      

      ViN motions for me to go on and just as I turn to leave, DaR steps in front of me. His hand raises my chin, looking at me, and then over to ViN. “Soul bonds are rare. I’m happy for you both. Seems like things worked out for you two. Ember, do I still need to whip his ass?”

      

      I laugh because I can see the humor on his face. “No, I think I can handle him if he gets out of line again.”

      

      “Well, the offer is still there if you ever need me to tune him up. Thank you for putting a smile on my son’s face. I’m indebted to you. Go on with the others. We will be there shortly.”

      

      Smiling, I follow along with Kira as she points out some of the surrounding things, as we walk towards a vast blanket with plates of food lying under an arbor. This morning I was worried about meeting his family and within seconds. I have never felt this comfortable. Voices coming our way have me pulling on Kira’s hand to stop her.

      

      “It’s ok sweetheart, that’s just Brittany and XuL. You will get to see firsthand that your coupling is not the only odd one in the bunch. Before long, you won’t even notice the differences. All of DaR’s boys are a little over the top. Brit called them rainbow monsters when she first got here, but they all have hearts of gold. I promise you have never been safer in your life.”

      

      I’m thankful for the forewarning because I believe if I had seen XuL first I would have run screaming. He is terrifying, but the way he looks at who I’m assuming is Brittany, there is no denying she has him wrapped around her beautiful little finger.

      

      Kira motions for me to take a seat next to her and when Brittany sees me she kisses XuL on the cheek and runs over her knees, hitting mine as she plops down. “Holy cow, and I thought my marks were pretty. Look at you, and that fire-red hair, girl, you rock that look.”

      

      I laugh at all her energy. She has to be close to my age, but somehow she makes me feel much older. The pretty green girl also runs over. Brittany opens her arms and the little girl plops down in between her legs. Brittany immediately starts brushing her long, white, pink, and brown hair with her fingers.

      

      Brit looks over at me. “Have you met this little bundle of joy yet? This is my daughter, Keida.”

      

      The look on my face makes everyone around me laugh.

      

      “Sorry, we love doing that to people. We always get that are you sure face...I swear, even though you have to look closely. There is some of me in all this. She is mine and XuL’s. Unfortunately, she is growing up on me too fast.” Brittany starts tickling her, and she squirms away, running off towards the boys.

      

      Kira takes my hand. “How are you adjusting?”

      

      “If you had asked me that two days ago, I would have given you a different answer than I am now. I’ll be honest, my emotions are all over the place, but they are getting better. Miya told me that ViN would help, and she was right. Once we got a few major things settled, everything didn’t seem as grim anymore. I won’t lie. I have a million questions, but I’m not sure if I’m ready to face the answers yet.”

      

      “Ember, there is no right or wrong. You are simply sorting through this in your own way. Miya and Hugo will be out in a little bit, but did she give you the holo pad we had ANDI make for you?”

      

      “She did. I believe it’s still here. I didn’t have anything with me when, I think he is called SiN, grabbed me.”

      

      “Ohhh, that male does nothing but cause turmoil and trouble. One of these days that is going to come back on him tenfold and I feel like he won’t be able to grovel enough to get the others to forgive him for all this foolishness. I just wish we knew how he knows our every step and how he is getting through our sensors.”

      

      Brittany looks around. “Hey, speaking of sensors, has anyone seen SAGE today?”

      

      We all shake our heads.

      

      “Ok, that’s just weird. I’m so used to her practically being my shadow that I didn’t think about her being gone. SAGE?”

      

      When she doesn’t appear, Brittany gets up and heads towards XuL. She squeezes in between all their large frames as they stare down at her. She looks so tiny in the middle of all those muscles.

      

      DaR looks over at Kira, and she shrugs her shoulders. He hits that watch thing. I think they call a comm unit and I can tell he is not happy with the answer he is getting. All of them immediately come our way.

      

      “My Kira, I’m sorry, but we are going to have to cut our visit short. There seems to be some type of interference happening on Solanar and SoL is requesting us to return to Falcor immediately. I’ve tried to contact SAGE, SCOUT, and Father with no answer.”

      

      “I’m ready, Ember dear. Please forgive us for rushing off. We will get together soon, I promise. Wait a minute... Before we go, I brought you something. DaR makes all his boys wear one of these and I thought as much trouble as they are always in. The females should have one too, so I had CIP design all of you unique comm bracelets. I picked random colors for everyone, but you can change them if they are not what you prefer.”

      

      She hands me a pretty green box covered in swirls. Within it lies a smaller watch version of the one ViN wears, but with a dainty jeweled bracelet.

      

      “Don’t think for a moment about those jewels. CIP assured me the bracelets wouldn’t break, but the worst-case scenario is if you get stranded somewhere with all communications down, these jewels may be worth just enough credits to get you home.”

      

      “Wow, thank you, Kira. That was very thoughtful.”

      

      “Gotta take care of my girls. Now, I know we are rushing off, but where are you planning on staying?”

      

      I look over at ViN, not sure how to answer that question. Suddenly Hugo comes around the corner.

      

      “ViN, your brother is on the holo comm inside.”

      

      “Care to narrow that down a little?”

      

      “The purple one.”

      

      ViN comes over and takes my hand, leading me away from Kira before I can say another word. Walking inside, I hear Miya laughing as she is talking to someone.

      

      “Oh, EvO, here they are now. Safe journeys we will talk when you get back.” She hugs me quickly before walking out the door.

      

      “EvO, how are you contacting us right now? I thought you would be in the Nebula by now.”

      

      “I should’ve been, but my brother blasted out of here so quickly, trying to get back to his little female.” He winks at me, and I shake my head at his playfulness. “That he fried the outer seal on that dock. So, I’ve been waiting not so patiently for maintenance to fix it. You two have plans for the next half an Orbital rising? I have some pretty nice accommodations prepared for my older grouchy ass brother who just happened to find his mate.”

      

      I look up at ViN, not sure what he is asking.

      

      “EvO, give me a second.”

      

      “Take your time. I’m just floating around out here.”

      

      “Ember...EvO’s ship is in the outer quadrant, looking for more of your kind. He believes they are trapped inside a huge gas nebula. Now, before you get excited, we don’t know that for sure. If we go back to the ship, we will be stuck on it for a while.”

      

      “You mean he could possibly find my parents?”

      

      “Yea, and possibly others.”

      

      “But wait a minute, space freezes you to death. I don’t want you suffering if you don’t have to. We will stay here.”

      

      He reaches down and kisses me softly on the lips. Someone clearing their throat has him standing back up. “Brother, we will be there as soon as I can acquire some of the things Ember is going to need and a shuttle to get us there. I sorta shorted out the one I borrowed from you.”

      

      “Anticipating your arrival, and can’t wait to meet the female who brought you to your knees in person.” The screen goes blank.

      

      “ViN, we can’t go. You need to call him back and tell him that. I’m not going to have you freezing just because I would like to be there if they find my parents.”

      

      “How have I ever come to deserve you? Ember, I haven’t been cold one moment since our souls bound themselves together. If you want to be on that ship so that you can be there to help others of your kind, it’s not a problem. I’ve been EvO’s second in command since the moment he took over the Destroyer. I’m used to the darkness and cold of space. What I’ve not experienced is you by my side.”

      

      Biting my lip, I look up at him. “I feel like it’s what I should do. I would like to help in any way I can.”

      

      “Then it is settled. Let’s get you packed and tell the others of our plans.”

    

  







            CHAPTER 32

          

          

        

    

    






EMBER

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The sight before me I could’ve never imagined. Space is like a huge void of darkness sprinkled in sparkles that seem so close you can touch them and then, so far away, you can’t fathom the distance.

      

      ViN has told me all about the Nebula we are heading into and all the dangers it could cause to the ship we will be traveling on. I’m not sure if he was trying to talk me out of going, or just wanted me prepared. Either way, I am determined to go.

      

      The Destroyer seems to just pop up in front of us, and I’m eager to begin this next chapter in my life. My mind slips back home and where I thought my life was leading. In my wildest fantasies, I could never have imagined the course I would be set upon. Even though the odds of my parents being alive are slim. I refuse to give up hope. That’s why I won’t look at the holo comm explaining everything that happened after I was sent away. If we don’t find them, then I will watch it...maybe. I don’t know if it would be easier knowing or not.

      

      I look over at ViN and his confident profile as he maneuvers the shuttle into the side of this bigger ship, landing gently. He untangles his large frame from the seat and holds his hand out for me. I feel like at this moment he is asking me to trust him with more than helping me out of this seat.

      

      Smiling, I reach out, grabbing hold of him for dear life. The ramp lowers and I get my first glimpse of the workings of such a large vessel. Small robot things open the back hatch of the shuttle, carrying our boxes and things away.

      

      I have barely stepped on the floor when someone grabs me, swinging me around in a circle. Before I can make a sound, I am set back on my feet. “Hello, my new best friend.”

      

      A handsome, very purple male stands before me with a huge smile on his face. ViN grabs me out of his arms, growling. EvO’s smile is addictive and you can’t miss the mischievousness of it.

      

      “Keep your hands to yourself. Go find your own female brother.”

      

      He winks at me and I can’t help but laugh. “Dearest Ember, welcome to the Destroyer. I hope you will come to love her as much as I do. If you would like to follow me, I will show you and Grumpy back there to your new accommodations.”

      

      “What was wrong with my old room?”

      

      “Ember, forgive my brother. He has no idea about the needs or the wants of the opposite sex. I fear you have lots of training to embark on with him before he behaves appropriately.”

      

      “I’m going to behave you in a moment, little brother.”

      

      “See, he always reverts back to violence.”

      

      I wasn’t even watching where we were going because of these two picking playfully at each other. ViN seems more comfortable around EvO than any of the others I have seen him with and it’s nice to see him relax some.

      

      A door slides open and we walk into a set of rooms I would’ve never imagined could be on a spaceship. I was expecting a small, cramped space and even argued with ViN that I was sure there wasn’t room for all the things he was ordering for us to bring along.

      

      However, not only is it the size of the rooms, and the pleasant decorations. It’s the view. The entire wall in front of me is open to the darkness beyond us. It’s so clear it looks like you can simply step right out of it. ViN and EvO are talking, but I soon tune out their conversation as I explore the surrounding space. Movement in an adjoining room has me entering it hesitantly. Small little robot things are unpacking the boxes, hanging up clothing, and putting things away neatly in drawers.

      

      “Do you like it?”

      

      I turn to see ViN leaning up against the door frame, his arms crossed. He must have been watching me for a while now.

      

      “If you are talking about our rooms, they’re beautiful. The Destroyer... Well, it’s scary and unreal all at the same time.” I point over at the robots. “These little guys sure are handy, that’s for sure.”

      

      “SCOUT programmed the multiple bots on the Destroyer to act independently as it’s not a sentient ship like Falcor or ANDI. He keeps a close eye on them and us from Solanar.”

      

      “So, neither SAGE nor he will just be popping in?”

      

      “No, we may even lose contact with them when we enter the Nebula. Everything about this trip is unknown. It was an adventure I was dreading until you arrived. Sit down on the bed. I have something for you.”

      

      I bounce on the bed like a little kid. “Like a present? Ohh, I love presents. Give me, give me.”

      

      He swats me on the butt, and I fall back, giggling. ViN sits down on the side of the bed, pushing a piece of my hair off my face before placing a small box on my stomach.

      

      Setting up, I tear into the wrapper like a kid at Christmas. Popping the top off,  the tears immediately start flowing as I pull out a pair of black high heels, cradling them to my chest. “How?”

      

      “I know I didn’t act like it, but your tears tore me apart in that cave. I felt like a savage brute when I saw how much they meant to you. When we were found and you collapsed on me, Miya and I were cutting off what you called the rat suit so that AMI could treat your wounds. I took your old shoes and gave them to SAGE. These were delivered just a few risings later. I don’t understand the purpose of wearing shoes this inappropriate, but they meant a lot to you. And I wanted to replace them.”

      

      “ViN, I never want to go back to that girl again. It took the cave and losing everything, including you, to reset my previous ways. I never plan on being that girl again, but I will always have a weakness for these types of inappropriate shoes.”

      

      I yank my sandals off and slide them on. Of course, they fit perfectly. Hooking the small buckle, I get up and walk around the bed, stopping in front of ViN. Slipping the dress I have on off, standing before him only in a thong and these heels. His eyes flash silver and just as he reaches for me, I step back. “Are you feeling the power of these shoes now?”

      

      “I’m beginning to understand, but you may have to show me a bigger demonstration.”

      

      “I think I’m up for the job. After all, EvO said I needed to work on your training.” Lifting my foot, I place it in the middle of his chest, forcing him back gently. Once he is lying flat, I crawl up his legs, settling my full weight on his hard shaft. My runes pulse under my skin and I watch ViN’s brighten as I run my fingernails down his sides.

      

      “You know, it wasn’t too long ago. I thought you were the most aggravating female in existence. Seems I simply needed a little guidance. I’m all yours to devour at will. Proceed.” He lays his head back, puts his hands behind his head, and smiles.

      

      Running my hands down his massive chest. I lean down and bite one of his nipples gently. “Let the training commence,” I whisper.
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      SiN

      

      I land my shuttle rougher than I intended, but my hands are not operating correctly. Stumbling out of the door, I try to mist only for the intense pain to force me to stop.

      

      Practically panting, it’s hard to avoid the many Seline patrolling in this area. Especially when I can’t simply mist past them, but after a few close calls, I finally make it to Mystic. She is the oldest guardian of her kind and my only genuine friend.

      

      Leaning against her vast trunk, I take several deep breaths, dreading the toll it’s going to take on my body to mist up into the safe haven she has always provided for me. Gritting my teeth, I will my body to fragment, but I can’t hold back my painful scream.

      

      When I start to lose my form only feet from the opening. I feel one of Mystic’s large limbs push me up. Stumbling onto the floor, I fall to my back, gasping for breath. Part of my body is burned and I need to get these clothes off, but I don’t have the strength to move.

      

      Mystic closes her limbs around me, surrounding me in the darkness of her foliage. An odd scent drifts towards me, and I reach out for it only to find my hand closing around a slender neck.

      

      Forcing my eyes open. I find my haven has been contaminated by another. An angel with violet eyes and a bruised face.

      

      The End
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      I hope... I have made you laugh, and possibly... even squeezed a few tears out of ya. Writing has been a lifelong dream for me, and our dreams are the only thing we have to build on!!!

      So GO for it!!!!

      Reading is a passion of mine as well. I believe there are Dragons, Unicorns, and multicolored Kitty Cats, because our imaginations are our own uniqueness.

      I am thankful for the support of my family and friends.

      To my readers, thank you for encouraging me to continue writing even though my worlds are a little different.

      After all, I’m Appalachian, and I talk Appalachian. Therefore, I write Appalachian. All my books have country girls in them, and that’s mainly because I only know how to speak country girl correctly.

      Then to the Lord above, whose blessing gave a poor little girl from Ironton a chance to dream!

      If you enjoyed this story, or any of my other ones, I ask that you take a few minutes of your time, and leave a review on Amazon, or Goodreads. It really helps new and older authors alike.

      If you would like to stay in touch, hear about new releases, give some advice, or just drop a line. I love to talk books.
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      You can find me on Facebook.

      Https://facebook.com/JenniferJulieMiller.

      

      On Twitter.

      Https://www.twitter.com/jenniferrick

      

      Or email me at:

      Jenniferjuliemiller@gmail.com

      Follow me on BookBub. Https://www.bookbub.com/profile/jennifer-julie-miller

      Follow me on Amazon.

      Https://amazon.com/author/jjm5325903

      And sign up for my email if you want to learn more about Darverius and DaR’s twenty-two plus sons.

      Https://eepurl.com/cfrL8X
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      Kira

      In the blink of an eye, my whole world has collapsed around me. Headed towards my dream vacation, I was snatched right out of the air. My husband, the love of my life, was destroyed right in front of my eyes. He fought bravely, trying to protect me from a horror neither one of us could have ever imagined. I find myself standing in the spotlight on a stage. Mutilated and tortured, the blood from my body flowing freely down my legs along with my will to live. Piercing yellow eyes emerge from the darkness, but even the shadows can’t hide his imposing form. Gentle, but terrifying arms reach out for me and within their embrace, can I find the will to live again?

      DaR

      I am a bad ass, known throughout the galaxy for my brutality as a ruthless and feared commander. With that being said, somehow, I still got coerced into purchasing a slave. My eyes fall upon a small female whose very essence and eternal light is leaking out of her onto the floor below her. I watch in awe as she accepts her fate, willing her nightmare to be over. I almost turn away from her and the unnecessary cruelly in this room, but the very thought of her dying on that floor surrounded by the very monsters that have done this to her disgust me. I walk up among the beings surrounding her and pull her from the stage, daring, or should I say, hoping, they try to do something about it. The moment I put her in my arms, everything changed. The attachments I have avoided my whole life become unavoidable. Will this damaged slave be able to replace the shadows in my life? One thing for sure is that I will destroy the entire universe to keep her safe. No one touches what’s MINE!
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      Brittany

      All my dreams and wants were stolen from me in the blink of an eye. Awakening, in the middle of a nightmare, I realize I’m being sold like an animal to be studied and dissected in the name of science. Then tragedy strikes, leaving me abandoned and sick. I am only moments from taking my last breath when strong arms pull me from the darkness. I thought it was a blessing that he had found me, the green man who had haunted my dreams. I let myself believe, for just one moment, I might find a small piece of happiness in this unknown world. But what is the old saying? ‘Don’t count your chickens until they hatch!’

      A blood sucking parasite is eating me alive, literally, and no matter what, I’m not going to survive this horror story. My body is failing me. I beg him to let me go; I just want the pain to stop, but he won’t listen. He holds me down and I struggle weakly against his immense strength, choking as blood fills my lungs. When I can’t fight any more, Death opens its arms and invites me in.

      XuL

      My harsh, brutal features have deterred all females, no matter the species. I long for companionship and love. Then I find her, my Kismet, the only one made just for me. The one precious thing I would worship above all others. But the fates are cruel, especially to a male like me.

      I am being forced to destroy the fragile bond that has formed between us, as I have to make the hardest decision of my life. One that will make me lose her either way. I hold her small, struggling body against me. Tears flow down my face as she begs me to stop. My heart is crushed as I watch the light leave her beautiful eyes. Upon her final breath, I vow not even Death will keep what’s mine.
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      Alana

      The question is, do I allow this dark moment in time to rob me of the life I could possibly have here? I have never known such horror or fear. If I hadn’t experienced it myself, I would have never believed any other living thing could possibly do this to another. The scars may be gone on the outside now, but they will remain forever in my soul. They tell me I can never go back, all that I have ever known is gone. Where does this leave me in the world of monsters? He beckons me, promising me...the fairytale... the impossible dream. Everything I have ever wanted to hear! But I don’t know if I’m strong enough to go forward as long as the shadows of our past pull me backwards.

      SoL

      I knew she was withholding the truth from me. I had no idea who I held in my arms until it was almost too late. The moment her true essence was revealed to me, my body reacted, reaching out for the one thing I had been searching for my whole life... my Inamorata. The very mistress of my heart and now that I have finally found her. I will follow her through the sands of time... no matter how long it takes. I will find my way back to her... because she is MINE!
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      Katherine

      How do you go on when all of your wants and dreams have been destroyed? My loved ones were snatched right out of my hands, leaving me alone in a world of unknowns and terror. I’m lost in the in-between with no familiar paths to follow until the sound of a heartbeat and a whisper draws me back to the land of the living.

      RaZ

      The moment I laid eyes upon her face, I knew there would be no distance I wouldn’t travel to make her my own. Unknown forces try to steal her from my very arms and even if I have to fight the very essence of her world, the universe, or the very Gods we pray to. Nothing will stop me from making her MINE!
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      Katherine’s parents

      The one question she often asks herself is why. Why has she never been enough? Why doesn’t anyone truly want her? She was reminded daily that she was nothing but a worthless girl and only another mouth to feed. The last time she saw her family was the night they dumped her in a ditch on the side of the road and left her to die.

      

      A kind woman took her out of that ditch and gave her a home. Her new family was every girl’s dream until a single poisoned scratch took it all away. Emma was tossed away again, becoming a prisoner and a slave to her circumstances. The one person the Cook enjoyed beating regularly. The day Cook sold her body, all of her hopes and dreams were destroyed. But one fateful night, after fighting for her life, she escapes this, Hell.

      

      He finds her on the brink of death, naked, beaten, and barely alive. She thinks he is the Angel of Death, someone who will save her, but he is a real monster. Did she just trade one Hell for another? Will the memories he steals from her dreams soften his heart enough to make him care for something more than himself? Or will he turn her away, just to Forsake her, like all the rest?
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      It seems the ones we love the most are the first to Betray us! One such Betrayal cost me everything: my home, my dreams, and almost my life. The second I started running, I knew I would never be who I was or may have wanted to be. All of my choices were taken away with two last breaths, hers and then my own.

      The dreams of my youth were destroyed because of the selfishness of others. I fear my life will become nothing but a cold existence of shadows and detachment.

      The poison consuming my very soul is nothing but an excuse for me to lash out at the unfairness of it all. It’s exactly the justification I need to deliver the pain others have inflicted on me my entire life. Will the emotions of my untried youth destroy my future as I’m forced into a world I truly don’t understand?

      My own mind has become my worst enemy, and my fragile heart can’t withstand another break. I know he’s a deceiver, a devil in disguise, sent to collect my grieving soul. He is the real monster my mother warned me about under the bed. If I let him, he will destroy me in the end with his mischievous smile and lying angel eyes.

      To be loved is the only dream I have left, but we all know Betrayal is the one thing you can always count on to crush you.
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      (DaR’s father)

      I have known this evil was coming for me my whole life, but that doesn’t mean I have looked forward to it! I have run from every sign of the darkness, even to the point of being invisible to the ones around me. I’ve spent my whole life lurking in the shadows of my family. Keeping myself separate from the ones I love, living my dreams, and wants through their eyes.

      I had become so wrapped up in their worlds trying to ensure their happiness that the day he appeared in front of me. I never once questioned what I was supposed to do. The one thing my family could always count on is that I’m loyal to fault. Even though I made sure never to get too attached because I was terrified the darkness would take them also, it will do anything it can to defeat me. My goal is to survive and to finally see the light.

      I have prayed to every God, for this to pass me by, only to know they can’t answer. This is my destiny. I will suffer agony unlike anything my mind can imagine, but to be worthy of the light. I need to find a way to face this darkness.

      I will never show him an ounce of weakness, but I scream silently for help. I refuse to let him win because he wants me here for eternity. A soul withered in ice, and loneliness, Forgotten in this room of horrors.

      All the stars line up for us one time or another. I just have to wait my turn.
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      Luna

      They stole my dreams, my hopes, my very identity, and I had no idea. Years went by and I did everything I was told, I was always the perfect specimen, and the perfect lab rat. I was dissected, even maimed all in the name of science. Then one day a strange smoky voice entered my head, and I knew things were not as they seemed. He promises me that he will never leave me, but my new memories tell me differently.

      Tordan

      What is it about that one person that attracts you like no other? My mind can’t figure out that riddle, but the moment I laid eyes upon her I knew my life would never be the same. When I finally held her in my arms, I swore I would never be without her again. If they think they will get me to comply by using her to control me, they’re right. What they don’t know is...I will tear this compound, and all that’s in it apart, to protect what’s MINE.
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      Miya

      I awaken to the touch of cold metal hands and talking holograms. Paralyzed and dependent on the Others. They tell me a story... at first; I refuse to believe. A story of no return and extreme loss, but one of the voices is different. He projects anger and distrust...but his hands... even though cold and hard, are always gentle. I have come to crave the sound of his growls because I know within moments he will hold me in his arms. When my sight returns. I was not prepared to see what he really was, but when he collapsed in front of me, his body failing. Why do I suddenly feel like this is my biggest loss yet?

      

      Hugo

      I have done everything in my power to prepare a safe world for her once I’m gone. I fought my attraction, knowing I was unworthy of her trust, but I crave her like no other. Unfortunately, my mind is no longer my own, and the only way to destroy the monster who has invaded my head is death. All that matters in my end... is that she survives... because I would rather die than share what I know is MINE.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AVX
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      Ivy

      Why are the last words ever spoken to our loved ones is in anger? I knew the moment I left it was a mistake, but my stubborn pride urged me forward. I’ve awakened to unimaginable horrors, pain unlike anything the human mind could conceive, until him. Now, I’m too scared to trust my own feelings, as they have only led me astray. I push his kindness away, striking out in a rage of harsh words and unwarranted anger. As this new future is revealed to me, I crumble away inside,...slowly and insidiously. How much more do I have to lose before I realize my sole chance of happiness is standing in front of me?

      

      AvX

      She is like a wild animal, cornered and frightened, unwilling to accept any sort of kindness. A fiery soul trapped inside a mind littered with insecurities and heartache. I ache for a kind word or a gentle touch as my body reacts to her slightest touches. How do I convince her to put aside the pain she has endured and take a chance on the unknown,... on me? The fates put her in my path for a reason, and I will find a way to tame the fire that consumes her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE PLAYBOY AND THE WAITRESS
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      Jenna

      I was always told never to forget that I was worth something, too! We all know that every little girl dreams of her knight in shining armor. A man who will ride up and save her from the evil things trying to destroy her. Then, of course, we all know they live happily ever after. My knight was untouchable... A Playboy, a man who stole my heart right out of my chest and with very little effort on his part. Unfortunately, he was also a man whose world I would never fit in. You can take the girl out of the country. You can dress her in nice clothes, have her smile beautifully as you parade her on your arm, but you never really take the country out of the girl. I reach out for the brightest of stars... only for him to leave my heart in pieces, crumbling at my feet.

      

      Dage

      I watched her for weeks. Every smile she bestowed on me captured me in a way no others had. Circumstances throw us together over and over and no matter how many times I hold her in my arms, it’s never enough. I didn’t know what I was missing until she walked away. I know, I can’t have them and her... so who will lose?
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