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      Callie crept to the edge of camp and tipped her head to the stars. Her escape from the mess hall had been carefully timed. She doubted anyone saw her sneak out. Even if someone had, the fresh air was worth any punishment she might receive. They had been breathing recycled air for years aboard the Sentinel, and she longed to inhale air untouched by metal ductwork.

      Callie, and all the other intergalactic colonists onboard the Sentinel, were on lockdown since they’d reached their destination a week earlier. From what she could tell, PHP37, the thirty-seventh potentially habitable planet identified by NASA scientists, was a bust. The security team claimed it wasn’t safe outside the spacecraft, but Callie took her chances. Their caution rubbed her the wrong way. They should have been exploring their new home — not hiding from it. After all, they couldn’t pack up and head back if things didn’t work out.

      Lockdown was killing morale, too. The communal mess hall resembled a tomb. No talking. No smiles. No laughter. The optimism they felt at launch all those years ago was long gone. Now, still shaking off the fog of hyper sleep, the realities of their mission weighed heavily. The only rations served up, besides emergency protein loaf, were generous helpings of desperation and regret. Things would be different if one single thing had gone as planned since the ship roused them from their slumber. But they hadn’t been able to catch a break.

      Panic would break out soon. Callie had seen it before, and she knew the keys to survival. Keep your head on straight. Don’t let emotions cloud your judgment. Don’t count on anyone else to save you. Save yourself.

      She shoved her emotions aside, took a long cleansing breath, and focused on the brilliant pinpricks splashed across the night sky. Earth was thousands of light years away, too far to be visible to the naked eye, but that didn’t stop her from pretending one of the tiny specks was her birth planet. Her eyes closed as she remembered the lush green and blue orb. At least this lemon of a planet has a human-compatible atmosphere, she thought. If I had to wear a survival suit outside the ship, I’d go mad.

      Footsteps crunched behind her in the rocky soil. Her shoulders tensed and she held her breath. She prayed the visitor was a friendly one. She knew it wasn’t Captain Hudson, leader of the security unit tasked with keeping the colonists safe, because she didn’t hear yelling. That man never stopped yelling.

      “How did I know you’d be the first one to sneak out?” Juno asked. Callie relaxed her shoulders, exhaled, and turned to face her friend and roommate.

      Callie hadn’t had many friends growing up. Female friends, in particular, were few and far between. That made it all the more delightful when she and Juno clicked on the first day of training at the NASA regional center in Chicago. It was a happy accident when they were both assigned to the same sleeping quad aboard the Sentinel.

      “You know me so well.” Callie smiled. Juno knew everyone well. She was like a mother hen who took everyone under her wing. She cared about people and was a great listener, but there was another side to her, too. She said what she meant and asked for what she wanted. A lot of people found her overbearing and wished she would mind her own business. Callie found her directness refreshing.

      “You miss Earth already?” Juno asked.

      The two women stood side by side with their shoulders almost touching. Callie's eyes filled with tears and she struggled for the right words. Juno noticed. “Don't feel bad. I miss it, too.” She leaned over and bumped her upper arm against Callie’s. They both stared at the flat, stony terrain beyond the security perimeter, illuminated by the ship’s enormous flood lights.

      “It makes me disappointed in myself.” Callie’s voice was barely a whisper. “We’ve only been here a week.”

      “Yeah, but it’s been years since we’ve seen Earth.”

      “It doesn’t feel like it.”

      “Time flies in hyper sleep,” Juno said.

      Callie's brows scrunched together in a worried crease. “It’s so odd. It's like we just left, but everyone we knew back on Earth is years older.” She fully understood the realities of modern space travel when she signed up, but the experience still threw her for a loop.

      "It’s different than I thought it would be." Juno dug the toe of her boot into the loose gravel. She was just as uncomfortable thinking about what they left behind.

      "You know what I miss most?" Callie asked. “I miss how easy everything was.” She looked relieved to have admitted it out loud. “Our perfectly designed home. Rivers with clean, cool, drinkable water. Forests teeming with deer, red raspberries growing in the brush.  Sure, we had thousands of years of human experience and expertise to build on, but even without that, even if someone dropped you off in the wilderness with a few basic supplies, you could eke out a living.”

      “You could survive. The rest of us wouldn’t be so lucky.” Juno was one of the few people who knew about Callie’s messed-up childhood. It had been a perfect preparation for surviving, but that didn’t make it any happier. “You don’t think this lovely hunk of rock is going to be so accommodating?”

      “Nothing is going to be easy here,” Callie said. “There’s a good chance this planet wants to kill us.” She fought the urge to sink onto the ground. She was just so tired. There was so much to do, and it would be a battle every step of the way.

      “Yeah,” Juno admitted, “the scientists back home were a little off on this one.” They claimed PHP37 was an Earth twin. Everyone knew it was just an educated guess on their part, but it ended up being one hell of a swing and a miss. The colonists could breathe the air without specialized equipment, but that’s where the good news ended. They couldn't find water. Or anything to eat.

      “All those shiny mailers and commercials for SpaceColony made it seem like a big adventure.” Callie’s voice trailed off. She knew about the monotony of survival. She had lived it before. She just hadn’t expected to encounter so many problems this time, especially with all the advanced technology they lugged along. But the 3D printers were on the fritz, and the engineers couldn't get the drones to fly.

      “Good thing we aren’t quitters.” Juno snaked her arm around Callie’s and led her back toward the ship. “Now, you know you’re not supposed to be out here, right?” she asked. “If Hudson sees you, it’ll be your ass in a sling.”

      Callie rolled her eyes. “He didn’t notice. Did you see how he was tucking into the protein loaf in there? I’ve never seen anyone so excited for survival rations.”

      “I know,” she said. “Can you imagine eating – “

      SWOOOOSH

      They felt it at the same time. A gust of storm-strength wind that almost flattened them. A presence from the sky. Something big. Bigger than it had any right to be. It swooped over them, avoiding the perimeter lighting. They couldn't see a thing, but they sensed its size and speed.

      They cowered together, temporarily stunned and looking for cover. But how can someone hide from something that size? And what the hell was it?

      “Whoa!” Callie said. “Did you…?”

      “I felt it,” Juno yelled, “but I didn’t see a damn thing!”

      They were crouched together trying to get a better view when a mighty roar thundered down on them. Callie felt the sound in her chest and slapped her hands over her ears. She’d never experienced anything like it before, and she wasn’t eager to meet the beast it came from.

      A corner of the sky erupted in a burst of white and orange flames. They felt the heat on their faces.

      They kept low to the ground and raced for the safety of the Sentinel. They had nearly reached the loading bay ramp when Callie had a distressing thought.

      “It was inside the perimeter, but the security alarm didn't sound." She looked at Juno. They both knew what it meant.

      Their defenses were useless.
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      What had he done?

      Vaka hadn’t intended to blast the drone out of the sky. Or expose himself as he flew above them. He just wanted a better look at the new arrivals. The strange ship landed in his territory a week ago and made his people nervous. He shared their concern. The site the humans chose for camp was not far enough from the forests and mountains the Verakai called home.

      Why were they here? What did they want? Those were the answers he needed. He’d encountered invaders, slavers, and warmongers many times over the years. New arrivals meant danger, as far as he was concerned. If these explorers had arrived two decades ago, the Verakai would have driven them away with ease. Things were so different now, and that admission filled him with shame.

      He had failed them once, but not this time.

      It’s why he undertook the night flights. It gave him back a little of the power his people had lost. He felt invincible, almost godlike, while soaring through the sky, in his dragon form, skirting the perimeter floodlights and keeping just out of view. Like the warrior king he was. Beating his wings against the wind and sailing through the clouds made him feel untouchable.

      Worry had first attracted him to their ship but curiosity soon took over. In the daylight, he watched from the forest in his human-like form, settled among the branches. The arrivals looked surprisingly like his own people, albeit smaller and more fragile. He found that comforting. He wondered if any of them had the shape-shifting abilities so prized among his clan, but he saw no evidence of any special abilities. Perhaps they hid their talents, as his people had learned to do.

      Mostly they stayed inside the giant, silver ship and hid like scared animals.

      He wanted another aerial view of their camp and after dusk was the only option. The darkness hid his shifted form. Giant orbs lit up their entire camp, but they were simple enough to avoid. Their ship glowed like a giant beacon. They didn't try to blend in, and it puzzled him. He supposed his people hadn’t hidden, either, when the Obeday first arrived. They assumed their size, ferocity, and dragons would protect them from any threat.

      Vaka would never make a mistake like that again.

      He hoped this time would be different, but an inner voice cautioned him not to trust the humans. They had landed their ship, planted their flag, installed a fence, and claimed the land as their own, as if they were “discovering” this planet his kind had always called home. Such greed worried him.

      Still, he held out hope. Especially when he saw the one thing his people needed. The one thing that made him dare to hope that their best days weren’t in the past.

      Women.

      Females of breeding age. Dozens of them. Perhaps his people still had a future.

      They didn’t come outside much. They were accompanied by men in tactical gear with large weapons. They seemed docile and scared. He wondered if they would be strong enough to survive the birth of a dragon warrior. Or the mating, for that matter. His warriors were as fierce between a woman’s thighs as they were on the battlefield.

      One caught his eye.

      She snuck outside when everyone else went in for the night. He marveled at her. She must be very clever to evade detection. He wondered what she was up to, but she simply walked to the edge of camp, stood under the stars, and tipped her face up to them.

      It was a face he could look at forever and never grow tired of. He found himself swooping lower and lower over their camp, risking detection to get a better look. She was perfection: plump pink lips, a pert upturned nose, and warm brown eyes. Brown hair spilled over her shoulders. He imagined burying his fingers in the silky lengths as he kissed her.

      It had been years since he had a mate. He swore he never would again. Not after last time. But this one brought back the best of his memories, the ones he kept locked away.

      He would never love again, he'd promised himself that, but he longed for the physical pleasure only a woman could provide. He wouldn’t deny himself that. The chance to continue his line? That was everything. He’d give anything for a son, as would any of the warriors in his tribe.

      He knew the risks. He wouldn’t share any part of himself with her, other than the organ that throbbed between his thighs when he gazed at her. He knew she would never willingly take a creature like him - half man, half beast – to her bed. But there had to be a way. The answer to his prayers had been placed within his grasp, and he would do anything to claim her.

      Vaka didn’t see the drone until it was almost on top of him. Disbelief surged through him. Would the Obeday really break the treaty so casually? Did they think he wouldn’t find out? He shook with rage.

      He thought of the brown-haired beauty gazing up at the stars, and he imagined her subjected to the same torture that had wiped out the Verakai women. Rage coursed through his veins. He felt the heat gather in his chest. He couldn’t stop himself. He had to release it.

      He opened his jaws and launched his terrible fire at the drone.

      The power and intensity of his flaming roar still amazed him after all these years. He felt the hot rattle deep in his chest. The sound was deafening, and the damage was spectacular. The hunk of metal fell from the sky and crashed on the rocky flats inside their camp. He wondered if the drone had time to transmit back to the Obeday base on the other side of the planet. He hoped it hadn’t, but he decided it didn’t really matter.

      He would watch from the sky when he could. From the forest if he had to. He’d keep them safe and bide his time.

      The brown-haired one would be his.
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      Beads of sweat broke out along Callie’s brow as she raced for the ship. Her breath was ragged and her legs burned. Every member of the crew had been in peak condition when they entered hyper sleep, but years in the pods took a toll. They were all a little out of it. Still, she was certain of what she saw, even though her mind was a little hazy from being under so long.

      “That thing was fricking huge,” Juno said as she started to sprint faster. It was like she was powered by terror. Callie was, too. Something still moved above them, cloaked in darkness, and they had a lot of open ground to cover to reach the ship. Plenty of time for it to swing low and snatch them up. To do God knows what with them. Probably tear them limb from limb.

      There was still no sign of the security team, and Callie wondered who the hell was monitoring the surveillance cameras.  There were a few blind spots within the peripheral vision of the cameras, and she had carefully traveled within them when she snuck out. Now she and Juno ran in the open, trying to draw attention, and nobody noticed. It seemed the “enhanced security protocols” Captain Hudson put in place left a lot to be desired.

      They rocketed up the ramp and entered the loading bay. Juno slapped a giant blue panel next to the security door. It took only a second for the system to read her palm print, but it felt like eternity to the two of them. The door whooshed open and they hurried inside, leaning against it for support once safe.

      “Help! Somebody! We need help in here!” Juno shouted so loud her voice cracked. It must have been the adrenaline.

      The thumping of combat boots echoed from the corridor and they realized reinforcements were on the way. Callie’s legs jerked like she had touched an exposed wire. She sunk to the ground and rested her head against the wall.

      

      Callie and Juno were still sitting there, trying to process what just happened, when the team stormed back inside. Callie knew perception of time could shift under stress, but they couldn’t have been out there for more than a half  hour. She was surprised they made such quick work of whatever had been lurking. And relieved when a quick head count revealed they suffered no losses.

      It wasn’t all good news.

      The men dragged something behind them on a large black tarp, and it was smoking. The bitter odor reminded Callie of the fire at a local auto body shop when she was a kid. It had lingered for days.

      She rose to her feet and braced her hands against her trembling thighs. She wanted to get a better look, but Hudson approached the women, blocking their view and encroaching on their personal space. Callie knew he was especially pissed from the way the giant vein on his forehead throbbed and the corners of his mouth turned down in a grimace. She took a breath and waited for the yelling to start.

      “Tell me exactly what you two saw out there.” He stabbed the air with his index finger inches from their faces. They instinctively moved closer together. Everything about the Captain was intimidating. He was in his late forties but exceptionally fit. The time in hyper sleep didn’t seem to bother him one bit. His voice was like thunder and he had no patience for excuses.

      “We didn’t really see anything. More like we felt it,” Callie said. She chose her next words carefully. She didn’t want to be overly alarmist. He didn’t take the women colonists seriously as it was. “It was large and moving fast, but it was nimble. It got pretty damn close. And it was definitely inside the security perimeter.”

      “Bullshit,” he said. He stared at them, trying to decide how crazy they were. “Nothing gets past those sensors without us knowing. You’re confused.” He turned his attention to Juno and waited for her account. She didn’t flinch. Mission control made her the civilian liaison to the security team, and she had learned to hold her own with him. She could hold her own with anyone.

      “Callie’s right,” Juno said. “We couldn’t see anything. It stayed away from the floods. It was smart. Did you get a good look at it?”

      “We couldn’t see a damn thing!” The voice rang out from the rear of the compartment almost a full octave higher than Hudson’s. A newer member of the team who looked like he was barely out of high school.

      “Larson, shut the fuck up!” Hudson had no patience for people speaking out of turn. Less than none when it came to his own men.

      “It was organic,” Callie said. She struggled to keep from shriveling under his disbelieving glare. “It had a certain smell to it. Like an animal. A big one.” Hudson’s attention was starting to wander. She needed him to listen. She raised her voice. “We kept horses and cows on the farm where I grew up. I know what I’m talking about.”

      “Since you’re so sure of everything, maybe you can explain this?” He waved to his men and they dragged the tarp forward. Callie took a step towards it and mentally prepared herself to look at some part of a disemboweled dragon alien. Juno placed a hand on Callie’s arm and tried to hold her back.

      “Maybe we should send for Andromeda,” Juno said. “The doctor has more experience with alien biology.”

      “No, I think Callie the engineer is perfect.” He waved Callie forward and she approached the tarp. Her face twisted into mixture of curiosity and confusion as she sank to her knees.  The steaming lump of twisted metal before her was a machine, not an organic life form. The blasters had done a number on it, but she knew what she was looking at.

      “A drone.” She said it as if it were a question.

      Hudson squatted next to her and poked the debris with his finger. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. You can see the camera housings right there.” She pointed to three melted mountings. “It doesn’t look that different from what we use.”

      “Well this one sure isn’t ours.”

      “No shit.” Callie was one of the many engineers participating in the mission. She knew their drones inside and out. She also knew they couldn’t get them to work on this new planet. “You know this isn’t what was up there.”

      “Oh, I know.” He rose to his feet and extended a hand to help Callie to hers. “Because we aren’t the ones who blasted this thing out of the sky. Whatever was flying around up there torched this hunk of metal. It landed in camp right next to us.”

      “So much for us being the only life on this planet,” Juno said.

      “Yeah, well it wouldn’t be the first time HQ got something wrong,” Hudson said. There was a rumbling of agreement from the other men. “That doesn’t mean I think some dragon alien is flying around up there. We’re probably dealing with other technology.”

      Callie couldn’t hold back a resigned chuckle. Hudson wasn’t amused.

      “You think this is funny, sweetheart?”

      “I think landing on a planet in the middle of an alien battle is just my kind of luck. I should have held out for PHP38.”

      “Hopefully the other crews out there are having better luck,” Juno said.

      “It would be hard for them to do worse.” Hudson ran his fingers through his thinning hair. “Not a word of this to anyone. That’s an order. The civilians in there are on edge as it is.”

      “They heard the alarm,” Juno said. “They’re going to know something happened.”

      He dismissed the concerns with a wave of his large hand. “You ladies made a mistake and got spooked. False alarm. You shouldn’t have even been outside. That’s all they need to know.” He rested his hands on his hips and shot them accusatory looks. “You two, get back to your pod. We’ll keep an eye on things. Just hunker down and wait for morning. Everything always looks better in the morning.”

      Callie wasn’t foolish enough to believe everything would be okay, but she thought Hudson was right about the ship. It was like the Titanic of the skies. Built to withstand anything when they were holed up inside on lockdown. If an attack came, they'd be ready.

      She was so very wrong.
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      Cassie was on her bunk, wide awake and as tense as a coiled spring, when they attacked. The first shot struck some distant part of the ship but their bunks shook with a force that jolted everyone else awake. The aftershocks were so strong she could barely struggle to her feet. The fire alarms emitted an ear-splitting electronic bleat.

      The second alarm - the calm, robotic-voiced one - truly terrified them all: “The hull has been compromised. Quickly move to the nearest exit.”

      The colonists had run enough simulations back in Chicago during training to know what that meant: abandon ship.

      Cassie was already fully clothed. She knew Hudson was underestimating the danger they were in. She didn’t think he did it intentionally, but she preferred to be prepared, a sentiment Juno shared. The two had kept their promise to Hudson but still convinced their other two bunkmates it was a good night to sleep in street clothes, with their boots and emergency bug-out bags nearby.

      Callie swung to the edge of her bunk and jammed her feet into the clunky, insulated hiking boots they were all issued. She tied the laces and reached for the emergency survival pack stowed under the bed. She swung it onto her shoulders and tried to assess who needed her help the most.

      “I need to get to the med pod,” Andromeda said as she moved toward the door. Callie grabbed her by the wrist to slow her down. The lead physician reminded her of a porcelain doll. She was a slip of a woman, barely five feet tall, with petite features and a slender build. Upon first meeting her, people assumed she was delicate. But she had a resolve of titanium. Callie knew she couldn’t stop her, but she still had to try.

      “No, you need to evacuate with everyone else,” Callie said. “Protocol is there for a reason. You’re no use to anyone if you’re dead.”

      “And this mission is over before it started if I don’t get the cryopreservation tubes.” Andromeda pulled her hand free. “I’ll meet you outside. I promise.” She punched the silver panel and disappeared into the hallway as soon as the door slid open.

      Callie turned her attention to the roommate who always struggled the most.

      “Doesn’t it seem safer to stay inside the spacecraft?” Flora’s voice wavered. Callie and Juno were ready to move and she was still struggling to sit upright. She moved like she was underwater.

      “No,” Callie crouched next to her and guided her stockinged feet into the clunky boots. “We need to get moving. The hull’s been compromised. Congregating here just makes it that much easier for them to wipe us all out at once.”

      Juno grabbed Flora’s emergency pack. Callie tied her boot laces. They were almost ready to move. “We need to split up and find cover.” Callie explained. “The tree line is our best bet. I know you’ve been wanting to check those out for a while, so that’s exciting.”

      “That’s the silver lining?” Flora asked, her voice nearly a whisper. She wasn’t made for this place. They all realized it. But being a fearless badass isn’t what got her a place on the mission – she was a legitimate botany superstar back on Earth. When a genius who specializes in high-yield crops grown under harsh conditions volunteers to be a colonist, you don’t say no.

      “We better get going,” Callie said. Flora nodded her understanding and rose to her feet. They all moved toward the door. Juno slapped the door control and they were thrust into the confusion of the corridor. It was packed with other women in various stages of readiness. Some were half dressed. Others were still in their pajamas. And a few thought it was all a drill.

      Juno took control. “Keep moving toward the exit,” she yelled up and down the hallway. “Remember the plan. Remember our drills. You’ve practiced for this. Grab your go bags and head for the tree line.”

      She made eye contact with Callie and motioned for them to keep moving. Flora was still a little out of it. She looked like she was sleepwalking through a nightmare. Callie took her hand and promised she wouldn’t let go.

      “We can do this, Flora,” she said. “One step at a time. We’ll be out of here before you know it.”

      “That’s what I’m worried about.”

      Another explosion thundered through the ship. The floor shifted underneath them. Callie was slammed against the shuddering walls, but Flora held onto her. The ceiling tiles split apart and wiring and duct work spilled out, like electric guts. Sparks and shrapnel tore at their skin. The lights went out. Still, they huddled together and inched toward the exit. The air was thick with noise and debris, but they kept moving.

      Callie breathed a sigh of relief when the backup power kicked in and the emergency lights flickered to life in the corridor. They were dim, but it was something to light their way. She wouldn’t dare complain.

      They breathed a collective sigh of relief as they reached the loading bay door, but things weren’t looking any better outside. The sky was clouded with smoke. It smelled of burned metal. Women were screaming.

      Callie and Flora huddled under the ship near the airlock. The security team fired into the sky, at the unseen attackers, and waved evacuees away from the ship.

      “Head to the forest! Spread out. Don’t make a target of yourself.” Everyone for herself, in other words. The natural order of things whenever shit hits the fan.

      Callie and Flora exchanged a worried look. Juno exited the ship and joined them.

      “You made it just in time,” Callie said. “We were just getting ready to haul ass across this alien hellscape.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t want to miss that.” Juno, cocky as always, winked at them both. They didn’t have a chance to respond. She started jogging through the smoke, and they followed.

      The air cleared as they approached the camp perimeter, and Callie saw the enemy for the first time. They looked like a pack of small droids that hovered over the ground. The visitor from last night was back, and it brought friends.
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      They raced across the rocky flats. Chunks of slate-like substance skittered loose under their feet and clouds of dust rose in their wake. The immediate area around camp looked like every picture Callie had seen of the surface of the moon. Dry and desolate. But as they approached the tree line, tiny plants sprouted through cracks in the ground. At first there were one or two, but they formed a ground cover before long. Callie wished she had the time to stop and look at the planet she had longed to explore, but she noticed something far more pressing.

      The droids were picking women off one by one.

      Callie watched as a colonist she recognized, a fellow engineer named Jenny, tried to flee. She willed her to outrun the machine, and she thought, for a moment, that Jenny might make it to the trees. But a second and third droid joined the chase, and they zapped her with some kind of an alien weapon that made a loud crackling sound like a taser. Callie didn’t even have time to come up with a plan to intervene. Jenny slumped to the ground.

      Callie had never seen a person die before and she paused. But she quickly realized her mistake. Jenny wasn’t dead. Just frozen in place. And then she was encased in a purple beam of light and sucked into the sky. She awakened as she was lifted into the air, and her terrible screams shook Callie to her core.

      She shook her head to clear the sound and ran to catch up with Juno and Flora. It looked like they were going to make it and she planned on being with them when it happened. Besides, she couldn’t do anything to help Jenny now.

      She tried to run faster but her legs felt as heavy as iron. Her lungs ached for more oxygen, but she couldn’t breathe any more quickly. The only sound she heard was each panicked, raspy gulp.

      That and the same electric crackling that had taken Jenny down.

      Now that she heard it, she could almost feel it behind her. She pumped her arms and tried to tap into some reserve of energy deep within. The kind that helps frantic parents lift an automobile off their children. She was afraid to look over her shoulder. Afraid to see how close it was. Afraid to realize she wasn't going to make it.

      She felt the blast in the small of her back. It reminded her of the time she put her hand on a sparkler at a Fourth of July party. The shock of the pain took her breath away. Her legs crumpled beneath her. She tried to yell for Juno and Flora, but she couldn't get the words out. She prayed for them to turn around and see her, but they didn’t.

      Someone was watching her. She saw him step from the trees as she tumbled to the ground.

      He bounded over the terrain with a practiced ease and sprinted toward her. He looked basically human, but his skin was iridescent and he was quite a bit larger than a typical Earth man. His clothing, a loincloth and leather boots, confused her.  He clearly wasn’t a member of the security team. Besides, she would have noticed if someone that tall, broad-shouldered, and handsome was on board.

      His muscles flexed and rippled as he raced to her. His jaw clenched in determination and his greedy blue eyes focused on Callie with laser-like intensity. She had waited her entire life for someone, anyone, to look at her like that. Like he really saw her. Like she was everything.

      She held her breath as he slid to the ground next to her and enveloped her in his arms. In seconds, he jumped back to his feet with Callie cradled in his embrace. Up close, she saw that his skin was covered in tiny scales that were soft to the touch.

      The droid zapped him, but the weapon didn’t affect the stranger at all. Other than making him extremely angry. He tossed Callie over his shoulder, released a strangled howl of rage, and grabbed the cattle-prod type protrusion from the droid. He tore it off and battered the machine until it was just a crumpled shell of alloy.

      Callie didn’t know what to think. She was grateful to the being who had rescued her, and her current predicament was certainly better than being sucked up into the light with the other captives. When he kept her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes and started bounding into the forest, she started to worry. He was hot and he saved her and he looked at her like she was a goddess, but she had no intention of trading one captor for another. She needed things to slow down.

      “Put me down! I need to find my friends and help the others.”

      She tried to push against him, but he was so damn strong. A flash of panic surged through her. She pounded his muscled back with her open hands, but he just held her tighter. Like she was some sort of prize. Is that what he thought she was?

      "Let her go!" Juno approached in a combat crouch with her blaster extended. The weapon was too small to do any good against the droids or spaceships – the security team wasn’t about to issue the colonists serious weapons - but it could kill her rescuer. She didn't plan on being his captive, but she didn't want him hurt, either.

      "She told you to put Callie down!" Flora was there, too. Out of breath and terrified, while clutching her blaster with both hands.

      She opened her mouth to explain, but she was too late. Flora squeezed off a shot and the blast struck his side. Her rescuer fell to his knees and released his grip on her. A soft grunt escaped from his lips as Juno and Flora helped Callie to her feet and pulled her away.

      Everything was moving too fast. This was all wrong.

      “Back off, asshole!” Juno still had her blaster unholstered and aimed at him.

      The barbarian struggled to his feet. A scowl darkened his handsome face and he stared at his wound in disbelief.

      “Leave him alone,” Callie cautioned. “He saved me from the droids.”

      “You fools.” His voice boomed through the trees in perfect English. “If I truly wanted to claim her, nothing would stop me.” His face was twisted in anger as he leapt into the undergrowth and disappeared.
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      Callie's communication device buzzed. The tiny screen strapped to her wrist displayed an update ordering the colonists back to camp. The threat had been neutralized and the security team was back in control. Callie, Flora, and Juno gathered their belongings and marched back.

      "I didn't mean for the blaster to go off," Flora explained for the third time. It had taken a while to calm her after the incident. Her face was still tearstained. "You know I'm not a badass like Juno. I was just trying to keep you safe. My hands were shaking so bad I couldn't help it."

      "I know." Callie placed her hand on Flora's slender shoulder. "It's going to be okay."

      "Not when Hudson finds out," Juno said and Callie shot her a look that screamed why did you have to say that?

      "I just really don't think he needs to know." Flora started to cry again. Callie moved her hand to Flora's back and gave a few comforting pats. She understood the effect Hudson had on people.

      "Everything is going to work out, Flora," Callie said.

      They encountered other colonists as they neared camp. Women straggled in, in groups of two and three, exhausted and bedraggled. Terror shone in their eyes. Their clothing was dirtied and their hair was tousled. It had been a rough morning for everyone.

      Callie wondered if anyone else had encountered a half-naked warrior. She was still dumbfounded by his sudden appearance. If Juno and Flora hadn’t been there, she’d be tempted to think her mind had manufactured the perfect hero she needed in that moment of stress.

      But he was real. She could close her eyes and remember the feeling of being safe in his arms as he raced across the field. She marveled at his strength – he had ripped the droid apart with his bare hands – and his speed. He certainly wasn’t what she had in mind when she imagined encountering alien life. There was so much she wanted to understand.

      How had he happened to be so close? Why was she the one he chose to save? The fields were full of fleeing women, but he came to her aid. What did he see in her?

      She had a million other questions. Where did he come from? Who were his people? Where did they live? Were there more of them? Did he know their attackers? Callie and the other humans were totally in the dark, and he was the only one offering them a ray of light.

      She barely knew anything about him, but she was certain of one thing: he was hurting right now. She could picture the shock on his face as Flora fired. The way he limped off with his hand over the wound, blood dripping down his side in worrisome amounts.

      Her insides flip-flopped as she imagined him returning to his people, severely wounded. Or, he could be on his deathbed, cursing the day he encountered their kind. She couldn’t bear the thought.

      Hudson interrupted her thoughts with an ear-splitting whistle. He stood in the middle of camp and waved everyone over to him.

      "I can't wait to hear his soft touch on this travesty," Juno said. She leaned in and did her best impersonation of the Captain. "Listen up, people! Our ship is destroyed and our mission is fucked. It's been one hell of a week."

      Callie choked back a deranged urge to laugh. Flora looked ready to throw up. They gathered around Hudson and prayed for good news.

      "Ladies, listen up!" He jumped onto a crate of charred supplies so everyone could see him. He was covered in soot, dirt, and sweat, and he looked the part of the battle-tested leader. "I need you all inside the perimeter fence. Locate everyone assigned to your sleeping quad. We need to take a full body count and figure out who we lost." This wasn't the rousing call to victory the colonists were hoping for, and the crowd began to murmur. A more skilled leader would have read the crowd. Hudson just got louder.

      "The Sentinel took a hell of a hit. We need to start cataloging supplies and taking stock of the damage. Again, it's really important to stay inside the fence and-"

      The survivors had questions and they wanted answers. Voices rang out and interrupted the makeshift briefing.

      "What good is staying inside the fence? It didn't stop those damn things!"

      "What were those droids? Who sent them?"

      "They were taking colonists. Where did they take them?"

      "Is the ship destroyed? Does that mean we can't go home?"

      The crowd had whipped itself into a frenzy.

      Hudson clenched his fists as he struggled for control. The tendons in his neck strained against his skin, and his nostrils flared wildly. Callie worried he would blow. Juno clambered onto the platform with him and motioned for everyone to quiet.

      "Those are all fantastic questions, and I'm sure nobody wishes we had the answers more than Captain Hudson." She rested her hands on her hips. "But we don't. That doesn't mean we stop. We need to stay orderly and remain calm."

      “Now, we all know there has been tension between the military and civilian crews on this mission. But we need to remember we're all on the same team. The Captain and his men have been tasked with keeping us safe, and that's what they're going to do. Everything's not going to go according to plan. We expected difficulties and complications. Planned for them. We just need to stay calm and work together, and we'll get this all figured out. Now, let's listen to Hudson." She turned the crowd over to him with a nod of her head.

      He returned her nod and seemed to soften a little. He wasn't used to working with civilians. The fact that all the colonists were women just made it that much more awkward. "First, we need to get an accurate head count and handle any injuries." He paced the top of the crate. "Find everyone in your sleeping quad. I need a list of anyone missing and I want it in half an hour." He pointed to the ship. "The medical bay is functional. If you're injured and need help, my men will escort you inside. Let's start there."

      He hopped from the crate and hurried off to handle other problems.

      "What about the supplies?" Flora asked. "Isn't it important to take stock of what's left?"

      Juno and Callie shared a loaded glance. They both knew it was a lost cause. As an engineer familiar with the schematics of the ship, Callie could tell the heaviest damage was to the loading bay and storage holds. Survival just got a lot more difficult. The habitation quads and med bay were the only places that appeared undamaged. The bridge was gone. Totally obliterated.

      Callie didn't understand the surgical precision of their strikes. How had the attackers known to avoid attacking the humans? Infrared technology? She knew the military on Earth used it. Had she not witnessed the kidnapping of a fellow colonist, the concern for the colonists would have been encouraging. Instead, it made her pulse quicken.

      They weren't spared out of mercy. They were spared because the aliens wanted to take them alive.
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      Callie waited for the colonists to disperse and then hurried after Hudson. She wanted to snag him before he was back with his men. The fewer people who overheard their conversation, the better.

      "Captain, can I have a word?" She caught him just as he reached what was left of the ship.

      "I'm a little busy right now, Callie," he said.

      "It's important. Give me a couple minutes and I'll get out of your hair." He shifted his weight and rested one arm against the hull. She lowered her voice. "They took some of the colonists."

      "I know," he said. "I thought it best to leave that out for the moment."

      "There will be a rescue mission, though?"

      "I have no idea," he said. He seemed annoyed at her for asking. "We don't even know what we're dealing with right now. We're a skeleton security team with a small group of civilian colonists. This planet was supposed to be a walk in the park. We aren't equipped for a rescue mission."

      "What if someone could help us?" She asked. He raised his eyebrows in disbelief, and she hurried on. Best to spit it all and let him decide. "I saw someone in the woods. I think he was with the creatures in the air. I think they were trying to help us."

      "Right." His face softened. "These things can happen under moments of extreme stress. I want you to head to the med bay and talk with Doc."

      She threw up her hands. "I'm not cracking under stress. Ask Juno and Flora. They saw him, too."

      "Regardless, now's not the time to be making friends with the locals."

      "Actually, it's the perfect time to make friends with the locals. Especially when they speak English."

      "Are you shitting me?" The disbelief was plain in his eyes, but Callie saw something else there. Hope, maybe.

      "I heard it clear as day. So did the others." She sucked her cheeks in. His refusal to believe her was annoying as hell.

      "Were you having a little chat with him?" He pushed against the hull and stood upright. He was done with this conversation. She needed him to listen. It might be their last chance at survival.

      "I shot him." The admission stopped him in his tracks. It was her only hope of getting him to agree with what she wanted to do next. Callie knew Flora wouldn't mind her taking "credit" for shooting him. Hell, she'd probably give Callie a portion of her water ration in appreciation.

      He looked at her with an entirely new expression. "I'm impressed."

      "Don’t be," she said. “We have a possible ally and I started everything off on the wrong foot."

      "You don't know they're our allies. It's a big assumption."

      "Sometimes you have to trust your gut," she said. "I'm positive he was trying to help me. He saved me from a droid!" He still wasn't buying it, but he didn't look as unconvinced as he did a few moments earlier, either. Callie decided it was time to change her approach and close the deal. "I don't need to remind you that we're running out of options. And I'm one of twelve engineers. We're overrepresented among the colonists. I'm dispensable."

      He raised his hand to his brow and covered his eyes, massaging his temples. "Why are you telling me this? Cut to the chase."

      "I want to track down the person I shot." It sounded crazy, as she said it out loud, but what other chance did they have? "I'll take him some medicine, make sure he's ok, apologize, and see what I can learn about this planet and the things that attacked us."

      She chose her words carefully and was glad they sounded reasonably coherent as they left her mouth. Part of her was afraid she’d blurt out something about his giant muscles and the lust in his eyes as he looked at her, and then she’d have to leave the colony and die of embarrassment.

      She knew it was horribly inappropriate to be thinking about her hot alien rescuer as more than a source of information, but she was certain that the connection between them was real. And she was willing to take a chance to see him again.

      "An awful lot has to go right for that plan to work."

      "It's our only chance, and you know it. The attack fried all our supplies. We can probably survive a week or two without help, assuming they don't come at us again." She was so close to convincing him. She could tell from way he dropped his hands to his side and stared beyond her. "Think about the mission. Not me. I'm the one who made the mistake. I shot someone trying to help me. I want to be the one to clean it up. To make things right."

      “Think of all we have to gain,” Callie said. “An alliance with them could be the advantage that helps us survive. We know next to nothing about this place. There’s so much they could teach us.”

      “You think one of them helped you. Any maybe he did. But we don’t know how many there are. We don’t know what their intentions are. The only thing we do know? If he helped you that fast, he was close. They've been watching us.”

      "This place is their home and we arrived, unannounced, and set up for the long haul. I can't blame them for being careful." Callie tried to focus on the positive. If he was close, it should be easy to track him.

      "Fine.” He dropped his hands to his sides and waved her off weakly. “I always love a good Hail Mary. See if you can scrounge anything from Doc. Grab someone from the security detail to escort you as far as the woods." Callie had already taken a few steps toward the med bay when Hudson’s parting words rang out. "Callie, just remember, if shit goes sideways, we aren't coming after you. You're on your own."

      

      Andromeda was right where Callie knew she would be - in the middle of the bustling med bay. Callie was surprised by its condition, considering how most of the ship had been reduced to scrap metal. Supplies had fallen out of cabinets and treatment carts had tipped over, but there was no sign of any structural damage. Thank God for small mercies.

      Andromeda appeared unflappable as she calmly stitched up a deep laceration on a colonist's arm. Everyone had a job to do, and Callie hated to interrupt Doc's, but she needed to get moving right away.

      "Doc, could I borrow you for a sec?" she asked.

      Andromeda didn't look up from the suture site. Her patients always came first. "I'm a little busy right now, Callie. We're swamped with injuries."

      "Is it okay if I grab a few supplies?"

      "If you can find what you need, you're welcome to it." she motioned to the mess in the corner where a medical tech was sorting supplies into bins.

      "Thanks." Callie walked across the room and started combing through supplies that were still scattered across the floor. She had a rough idea of what she needed. Trauma dressings, clotting agents, and antibiotics. Luckily, their training back on Earth had included emergency field medicine. She thought it was silly at the time, but now she appreciated the foresight of their instructors.

      She gathered the supplies and stuffed them in her bag. On a whim, she added a few extra items that she hoped she could use to bargain with the native inhabitants. She planned on gaining their favor and their help any way she could.

      "You aren't hurt, are you?" Andromeda had finished with her patient and stood behind Callie. She looked her friend up and down, searching for a sign of any injury. "I can take a look, now, if you need me."

      "I'm not the one who's injured," Callie said.

      "Are Juno and Flora all right?" She crossed her arms over her chest and started to look interested in Callie's project. Andromeda was always good at sniffing out a secret.

      "They're fine," Callie responded. "It's someone else. And I need to get going."

      Andromeda peered into Callie's bag of supplies. "If someone is as seriously wounded as those supplies suggest, they need to come here so my team can treat them on site."

      "That's not going to work," Callie said. "He's...a local. With a blaster wound."

      "Tell me more about that." Doc sank into a chair. Callie had her undivided attention now.

      "Someone came out of the woods during the attack. He helped me, but he freaked Flora out and she shot him," Callie confided. "I'm heading back out there to see if he needs help. And, hopefully, get a better handle on what's going on around here." She slung her bag onto her back. It was time to get moving.

      "Give me a minute to suit up and I'll head out there with you," Andromeda said.

      "You have to stay here, Doc. This place would fall apart without you."

      "So, get Juno to go with you. She's always up for a challenge."

      "Hudson said it's a one-woman mission."

      "And Juno just let him get away with that crap?"

      Callie didn't know what to say. She shifted her weight and fastened the strap from her pack.

      "She doesn't even know you're going, does she?" Andromeda moved closer. Her voice lowered in volume but increased in intensity. "Were you even going to say goodbye? What's going on with you lately, Callie? Everyone else is pulling together to make things work as a team, but you're heading off in your own direction."

      Callie didn't know what to say. She knew where this conversation was heading. They'd had it several times before. "I have to go, and I won't ask anyone else to take the risk."

      "Of course, you won't,” said Andromeda. “If you never ask anything of other people, they can never let you down."

      "I'm not having this conversation right now. I have to get moving." This wasn’t how she wanted to leave things with Andromeda, but Callie had bigger concerns at the moment.  “You can psychoanalyze me later.”

      "Someday, you're going to realize you can't do everything yourself." The doctor’s voice was getting loud. "It's okay to count on other people."

      "Well, today is not going to be that day." Callie's face was a mask of determination. She never understood the contempt for self-sufficiency. Everything was all about working together and the team. But everyone knew the team was only as strong as the weakest link. And Callie had never been the weakest link. She was stronger on her own. Especially when shit needed to get done.

      She marched toward the door and exited the med bay without another word.
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      Vaka hid deep in the brush near where he had been wounded and watched from the shadows. He knew it was foolish to hope the brown-haired beauty would return, but that didn’t stop him from waiting. The wound had stung, but he knew the small woman who injured him did not mean to do so. She had trembled in fear at the sight of him, and her expression had been one of horror and disbelief when the weapon discharged. Besides, the wound had already healed and Vaka was fully recovered.

      He felt no anger. Only compassion and curiosity. His fellow warriors would not approve of him being here, but he told himself there was no harm in it. The opportunity to learn about the others could prove valuable indeed. They would understand when he brought information to the elders. He had so many questions, and he knew they would, too.

      What were they doing here? Why were there so many women? Why hadn't they brought more men with weapons to protect them?

      He heard her voice. She was close. His heart raced. His hunch had been right - she was returning to the site of their earlier encounter. Other voices echoed through the trees, deep ones, and he hoped she had not brought the men with weapons after him. He meant her no harm. Surely, she could see that.

      He exhaled with relief when the men turned back to camp. The brown-haired woman adjusted the pack on her back, looked around to get her bearings, and searched for the patch of ground where he had been shot. His blood stained the soil there, and she squatted down to examine it. Her curves strained against the fabric of her trousers, and her breasts swayed as she shifted her weight and pressed the ground with the palm of her hand. His desire for her stirred in his breeches.

      She rose to her feet and walked in a circle. Her attention was focused on the ground. Looking for more evidence of him. If she had any idea how fast his blood clotted, she would have looked for other signs. She realized it soon enough and changed her tactics.

      She examined moss-covered rocks for any sign of disturbance. She located several track traps of soft, sandy ground and disappointment flashed across her face when they showed no sign of him. Finally, a small smile crossed her face. She had found his trail. A broken twig bordering a natural path in the undergrowth betrayed him.

      A smile grew on his face when he realized her skill. She was a tracker! And a talented one. He knew this part of the planet as well as he knew his own reflection, but it took years of exploring and hunting under his father's guidance to shape his familiarity with the land. She had been here a short time and was managing on her own. The thought delighted him. Perhaps these people were not as fragile and useless as they appeared. And she was looking for him. Warmth spread though his body at the thought.

      He would let her find him but not yet. He wanted more time to observe her. Watching her made him feel things he hadn’t in years.

      She flitted around the landscape like a little bird, searching for signs of him while taking care not to disturb anything.

      His planet pleased her. Her expression transformed into one of delight when she encountered a fern-like plant that filled the air with chimes when the breeze touched its leaves. She gasped in delight and her eyes doubled in size when she stepped on a neon purple ground cover that turned ocean blue at her touch. It was enchanting for Vaka to watch someone else discover the magic of his home.

      What did she want from him? He had a good idea. Information. Assistance. An ally. It's what he would want in the same situation. They were too small to mount an adequate defense against the Obeday, and he knew they realized it after that morning’s attack. He let his imagination run wild as he gazed at her. Perhaps together they could overpower their enemies. Those in his village would be hard to convince, of course, until they realized they could once again feel a woman moving underneath them.

      He knew he should announce his presence, but he was enjoying himself too much. Her every reaction was perfection, and it stirred something deep within him. Her beauty, her strength, her bravery, her brains. Every facet of her combined to create the perfect mother for his child. A child placed in her belly would be fierce. It would carry on the line of his people with distinction.

      Her stern tone shattered the silence of his reverie. "Have you had enough of an eyeful yet?" She was staring right at him. And she didn't look amused.
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      "You shot me," he said it like it was an excuse.

      “It was an accident,” she said. “Besides, that doesn't mean you get to stalk me from the shadows. It’s a little creepy."

      "Certainly, you can understand my instinct to approach you a little more carefully this time." He stepped out of the brush with his hands raised in appeasement.

      "It wasn't me, you know." Callie said as she slid the pack from her back. "My friend shot you. She didn't mean it, and she feels horrible about it. She was scared out of her mind. She doesn't handle stress well. She spends most of her time with plants." She reached into her pack and rummaged for the medical supplies. "How do you do it, by the way?"

      "Do what?" he asks.

      "You speak perfect English." She looked up at him from her crouch. "How do you do that?"

      "My people speak nearly every language in the galaxy." It was a declaration, not an explanation, but she didn't blame him for withholding information. She wasn't planning on disclosing every sensitive detail of her current situation, either. "We are familiar with your people and your customs."

      Still, she had to try to learn more. "There are more of you?" she asked.

      "There are more," he confirmed.

      “How many?”

      “Enough.” His expression gave nothing away. It was like pulling teeth.

      "Our scientists thought this planet was uninhabited. How’s that for a world-class miscalculation?"

      "We have lived here for hundreds of years. Your scientists were incorrect." He remained stony faced.

      "They certainly were. About lots of things. I know that now." She rose to her feet and handed him the medical supplies. "I brought these for you—“

      She looked at his torso and the words caught in her mouth.  There had been a gaping entry wound on his abdomen hours earlier where Flora had shot him. She was certain of it, but there was no sign of injury now. Not even a scar. His skin was perfectly smooth and stretched tightly over his muscles. It was amazing.

      "I don't think I'll be needing them." He looked down at his side and ran his hand over his perfectly sculpted side.

      She was having trouble processing what she was seeing. "How did you—"

      "You have a lot of questions," he interrupted.

      "And you don't have many answers." Drawing information from him was more difficult than she imagined it would be. But she had never quit at anything in her life just because it was hard, and she certainly wasn't about to start now.

      "Look, I’m just going to cut to the chase. We mean you no harm," she said. The day was taking its toll and she was suddenly tired. She lowered herself onto a nearby rock. It felt so damn good to sit down. "I want to make that clear. Besides, you saw how we can barely defend ourselves. We're in no position to be a danger to you."

      "Things are not always as they seem," he said. "If strangers from the stars arrived on your planet, would you welcome them without reservation and share all your knowledge with them?"

      He had a point, Callie realized. She was taking things way too fast. They hadn’t even been property introduced. "I wouldn't," she said with a nod of her head. "Fair enough. Let's start over and take things slowly. I'm Callie." She wasn't sure of the intergalactic greeting protocol, so she offered him a friendly wave from her perch on the rock.

      "I am Vaka." He stared at her with something approaching open lust. But that couldn't be right. She was sweaty, dirty, exhausted, and her hair felt like a bird’s nest. There’s no way he could be horny for her. Still, she was pretty sure she recognized the head-to-toe assessment he was giving her. She'd experienced it from time to time back on Earth.

      "Why are you here, Callie?" he asked. "How long are you here for?"

      The sound of her name on his lips sent a little shiver through her, but the reality of his question snapped her out of it quickly. Now it was Callie's turn to be hesitant to share. “To colonize your planet’’ and “forever’’ seemed like risky responses to his questions. There was little chance of his discovering their precious cargo so she didn't see the harm in fudging the details a little.

      "We're here to explore," she said. "Scientists back on Earth, our home planet, identified other planets that could support life, and then they asked for volunteers willing to travel to them for research. Our ship was one of seven that were launched."

      "Can you call your people on Earth for help?" He seemed genuinely interested in helping her troubleshoot their problem. His kindness triggered her guilt.

      "I wish we could. But they're too far away. We can send messages, but it takes months to reach them. And their response takes just as long." She rubbed the back of her neck. "That, of course, was how things worked before the attack this morning. I have no idea what our comms capabilities are at the present moment."

      "Will they send help for you?" She couldn’t read his expression.

      "No. That’s not an option,” she said. “It took us years to get here, and we knew when we volunteered that we would be on our own."

      "Callie, your people are too fragile for Karilius.” He said it so gently, like the admission pained him. “They will not survive here long."

      No shit, she thought. She had to fight back the irrational urge to laugh. The odds were good she was going to die on this inhospitable rock.

      "Unfortunately, going home isn't much of an option, considering how our ship was toasted this morning," she said.

      "The Obeday are to be feared. You should have taken more care to hide from them."

      "Is that who attacked us?” Now she was getting somewhere. This was the kind of information she needed. The kind that would give them a fighting chance. “What can you tell me about them?"

      "They are the most cunning enemy my people have ever encountered.” He looked away as he spoke and settled himself on a fallen log. His bravado faded before her eyes, and she could tell the admission pained him. It made her more anxious about their situation on this planet.

      “Are they part of the native population?” she asked.

      He shook his head. An emphatic no. “They arrived here decades ago. They landed one day, just as your people did, and claimed they needed our help. We were naive then and welcomed them with open arms."

      She didn’t like where this story was going. No wonder his people had kept their distance since her ship had landed. Then she thought of the true purpose of their mission, and she could no longer meet his eyes. She had to look away.

      Vaka’s voice swelled as he recounted the wrongs done to his people. "They unleashed a sickness that wiped many of our kind. They turned on the rest of us while we were weak. The things they did after, especially to our women, were unspeakable..." His handsome face distorted in anger as he spoke. His blue eyes turned dark and icy. His lips twisted into a grimace. His perfect jawline clenched. He turned to Callie.

      "Go back to your people, little bird. There is nothing for you here." He turned and stormed away.
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      "Wait. Wait!" She sprang from her seated position and ran after him. "You don't even know what we want. Please, just hear me out?" She couldn't let him get away. She wouldn’t go back to the ship empty-handed. She wouldn’t be able to face her crewmates if she let their best chance at survival get away.

      She was exhausted and stressed and she made it about ten strides before her toe caught a tree root and she tumbled to the ground. She landed flat on her stomach and the air was knocked from her lungs. She struggled for breath.

      Vaka heard her fall. She knew he did. He slowed and he looked over his shoulder at her. She thought she saw a tenderness there, but it could have been her imagination. He stopped with his hands on his hips, contemplating his next move. Callie silently prayed he’d turn around and return.

      He did. At her side in an instant, he reached down and grasped her upper arm. Just like it had on the battlefield, the intensity of his touch took her by surprise. Little zings of pleasure ricocheted through her body when his fingers kissed her skin. On Earth, a man’s touch had never triggered such a response in her. Her body sang, but her mind quickly took over. It was crazy to indulge in such trivial attraction with an alien while her crewmates were struggling for survival.

      Her legs were like jelly, but she managed to scramble to her feet with his assistance. She looked around for somewhere to rest and he guided her to a downed tree. She leaned against the giant log and struggled with how to proceed.

      "We need you," Callie said. There was no point in hiding their desperation from him.

      "Why would we help you?" His eyes searched her face.

      "There has to be something we could offer you in return,” she said. “We have technology, weapons, medicine…” Her voice trailed off. He was giving her that look again. The I'm-imagining-doing-sinful-things-to-your-naked-body one. Callie had learned that horny men make crazy decisions, but he couldn’t really be trying to trade protection for Earth-girl pussy. She knew it was crazy, but the thought gave her a little thrill.

      He waved his hand dismissively. "I am not interested in technology, weapons, or medicine.” He stepped closer, into her personal space, and it was impossible to ignore the fact that this huge, nearly-naked creature was the most perfect physical specimen she’d ever seen. He was all sculpted muscle, tan skin, and a superhero jaw line. His startlingly blue eyes raced over her body. He reached out to touch her face but stopped millimeters from her skin. His fingertips hovered there and he slowly traced the curves of her jaw, her neck, and her breast before clenching his fist and drawing it back to his side. His breath was labored. “You would not trade what I long for more than anything."

      “You hold all the cards. Tell me what you want." He'd probably be surprised at what she'd do to survive. She’d had disappointing sex with average men plenty of times back on Earth, and none of them had promised to save her life. Vaka was already ahead of the pack.

      "Honesty would be a good place to start," he said as he took a step back. How very shrewd of him, she thought. He wanted her, but he clearly wasn’t a mindless slave to his desire. Part of her wanted to know him better. To discover all his many complications and contradictions.

      She decided to give him as much honesty as she could. "We're never leaving here," she said. "It was always a one-way mission. The ship was never equipped for a return trip. Getting blasted all to hell this morning just made it official."

      He paced back and forth and stroked his chin as he considered her answer. She hoped her answer satisfied him or things could get complicated quickly.

      He had more questions.

      "Why did your leaders send so many women with so few men with guns to protect them?" he asked.

      The all-women colonist crew hadn’t escaped his notice. She wondered how long he had been watching them. This was trickier to answer. She decided to start with the science.

      "There are a lot of reasons to have an all-female crew for prolonged space travel."

      He tilted his head and narrowed his eyes.

      "For example," Cassie probed the depths of her memory for the research. "Women are smaller than men. Every pound of weight matters on such a long journey. And women need less oxygen and food, and they produce less waste." He didn't look convinced, so she kept going. "Also, for some strange reason, men experience losses in hearing and sight during extended space voyages. Women don't. That's a pretty big deal when you're sending people to explore."

      There were other reasons the colonists were all women. Women tended to have better interpersonal skills, which were essential in a long-term habitation mission like theirs. Also, when planning to colonize another planet, women are a little more essential in the reproductive process. It was easier to haul a frozen sperm bank across the galaxy instead of living, breathing males. But Callie had no plan of disclosing those tidbits until absolutely necessary. He’d be a fool to help people trying to colonize his planet, and she was certain he was no fool.

      "What kind of leaders send defenseless women with so few men with weapons to protect them?" he asked. The very idea seemed to trouble him.

      "Ones who thought your planet was abandoned. And ones who were desperate. Things aren't so great on my home planet right now." The admission stung Callie more than she thought it would. Tears welled in her eyes.

      Vaka turned his head to the side, brushed back the hair above his ear, and exposed a metal fragment embedded in his head.

      "Now I have some honesty for you.” He tapped the small implant. “This is how I speak and understand your language along with many others."

      Callie leaned in for a closer look. The small silver disc was stamped onto his skin like a rivet. She wondered if it interfaced with his ear or his brain. Probably the latter. If that was the case, it meant their technology was more advanced than her own. She reached out and touched the site of the implant. She was curious about his language device, but she also wanted to feel the warm pleasure that coursed through her whenever they touched.

      He felt it too. She could tell by the way his breath grew ragged and his skin grew flushed. She had never aroused a man like this before. She knew she was plain. Average height, average weight. In college, a guy had rated her a solid five. She wasn't even mad when she overheard him. It's what she would have rated herself. But Vaka? He looked at her like she was a ten. It was thrilling to be wanted by someone so objectively handsome himself. But this was neither the time nor place, and she chided herself for indulging in such selfish thoughts while they were in such a dire situation. It was time to get back to business.

      "This is amazing technology. It must have taken a long time to develop it?" She drew her hand from his head and stepped back.

      "It was not developed by my people. It was thrust upon us and we had no choice in its use." His tone had turned cold. Why did she always say the wrong thing?

      "I understand why you're wary of strangers." She’d have to choose her words carefully. "I hope you understand that we are not a threat to you. We are weak, trapped, barely surviving. There has to be some sort of an agreement we could come to."

      A deep sigh escaped his lips. "It is not my decision to make." Disappointment flooded through Callie. She didn't want to negotiate with anyone other than Vaka.

      "Will you take me to your leader? Or whoever makes the final call."

      His silence was deafening. Callie held her breath and prayed as he considered his options. She didn’t know what she would do if he said no.

      "I will take you to my people," he said. He led the way, and she followed.
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      Callie was eager to meet Vaka’s people and hammer out some sort of arrangement, but part of her wished it had taken just a little but longer to find him. She’d been too frantic to look around the first time she’d been in the woods, and she enjoyed getting to explore their new home.

      It resembled Earth more than she expected, but it was as if someone cranked up the intensity by thirty percent. The giant trees in this forest dwarfed the redwoods she read about in California. Here, the trunks were wider and they stood far taller. Their greenery was more vibrant than anything she had encountered in nature before, and their trunks were as smooth as glass.

      There were plants sprouting from the ground that reminded her of the spreading dogbane and northern bedstraw that grew near her childhood home. Two feet away, an out-of-water coral reef glowed in neon hues. Callie turned to follow Vaka and noticed black seed-pods the size of pumpkins hanging from a vine above her head. They were pulsating, and it sent a shiver down her spine. There was so much to learn about this place.

      Keeping up with Vaka was a challenge, as he was much taller and had a longer stride, but Callie did her best. Callie felt like her lungs were going to explode and was about to ask for a break when he stopped. He clicked a hand-held device and some sort of transportation pod materialized from thin air. It looked like a futuristic motorcycle, but instead of wheels it had a flat bottom that just hovered over the ground. Callie didn't want to get her hopes up, but she hoped she would get to ride it.

      He held onto the handlebars as he swung one giant leg over the transporter. He settled into the seat and reached to pat the seat behind him.

      "Hop on," he said. He offered his hand and Callie took it. She balanced on the seat and tried to keep from panicking. She didn't feel terribly secure.

      "Hold on tight. This thing has some speed." Hold on to what? Callie wondered. There was nothing she could reach that would keep her from tumbling off. Except for Vaka. She slid her arms around his torso, anchoring herself to his substantial bulk. She only had a moment to contemplate how good it felt before they sped off.

      Callie held tight as they raced through the forest on his speeder. He piloted it effortlessly, weaving between trees and avoiding rocky outcroppings with a practiced ease. She saw no evidence of his people or civilization and wondered how far away they were.

      Callie always had a good sense of direction, but she lost her bearings within moments of their departure. His route was winding and complicated. After a few minutes, she sensed they were moving uphill. A glance around Vaka's bulk confirmed her suspicion. The trees thinned out as they approached mountainous terrain.

      He steered them toward the edge of a rocky cliff, and she held her breath. They sailed down into a narrow crevasse, so deep daylight barely reached it. They skimmed the bottom, hovering between the narrow walls, and rocketed onward. It was fortunate Callie had a hard time seeing her surroundings, because they were headed for a solid slab of rock.

      Vaka clicked a small device affixed to his loincloth and the rock pixelated and then disappeared.

      Callie gasped in amazement. Her inner engineer was thrilled and she wondered if the rock was a hologram meant to hide the entrance or an actual physical barrier that somehow disappeared on command. There was much to learn from them.

      Their upward trajectory increased as they entered a tunnel. It reminded Callie of old underground mining passages and she had to fight her claustrophobia. Tight spaces were never her thing. The fact that she could feel the air getting warmer didn't help, either. She squeezed her eyes closed and told herself they would be arriving soon.

      She didn’t have to wait long. The narrow tunnel widened into an enormous cavern open to the sky, and she realized the mountain was once a volcano. Vaka’s people had built their village right in the crater below the rim. She had expected it to be dim, based on the cramped, dark tunnels of their approach, but light streamed onto the village. She looked up and saw nothing but blue skies and wispy, white clouds.

      Their camp itself was a perplexing mix of the modern and historic. A bonfire roared at its center, and dozens of circular tents draped with animal hides were arranged around it. They reminded her of the Mongolian yurts she’d seen in the pages of National Geographic. Other dwellings at the edge of camp had been carved into the wall of the mountain itself.

      Callie saw evidence of domestication of animals and farming; herds of black animals the size of deer stood behind wooden fencing. The rocky slope on the far side of camp had been terraced to provide a place for planting of crops. It made her think of Flora, and of how much her friend would love seeing what they had here.

      She was struck by the simplicity of her surroundings, until she started to notice the technology. The stash of transporters and speeders parked near the entrance was the first thing to catch her eye, but she noticed a variety of small metal objects with power lights as she surveyed camp. Some she recognized as weapons. One was projecting a hologram. She wondered where the technology came from, but that was a question for another day.

      

      "This is fantastic," Callie said as she turned in a circle and observed everything. She meant it to be a whisper, but the musical tone of her voice carried across the cavern and quickly silenced all noise within the camp. Even the animals stood at attention.

      She hadn't thought her arrival would be a shock to them. She assumed they knew Vaka had been watching the humans and had been sharing information with them. She started to sweat and her stomach tied itself in knots. She was scared, truly scared, for the second time that day. She stood behind Vaka, hiding in his shadow, as the villagers dropped what they were doing and gathered around her.

      They strained for a look at her. She took stock of them, too. They were all dressed like Vaka, clad only in loincloths with leather boots lashed to their lower legs. They were all large, beefy men, with slabs of sweaty muscle and perfectly chiseled faces. They murmured among themselves as they gazed upon her, and she prayed that Vaka was in good standing and well-respected among his people. They all looked like they wanted to devour her.

      And that's when she realized the most obvious thing they all had in common.

      They were all men.
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      "This is no way to treat a guest." The raspy feminine voice projected easily across the entire camp. An elderly woman emerged from a tent and relief surged through Callie. "Can't you see you're scaring her? She's trembling."

      The old woman had a shock of white hair and a pronounced limp, but there was still something elegant in the way she crossed the space to greet Cassie. She wore a simple dress of deep blue homespun fabric knotted over one shoulder. Her other arm was bare. The men of the village moved aside so she could pass, and Cassie knew she must be respected.

      "I want you all back to work." The men didn’t want to move, but she waved them off like a mother hen. "Give us some space. Let Vaka introduce me to our new arrival."

      The crowd slowly dispersed, but all eyes were still glued to Callie.

      "Perhaps we should move inside," the old woman said as she motioned to her tent. "Get away from prying eyes." Callie followed her lead. Vaka lifted the leather flap away from the doorway and ushered her inside. It was surprisingly cozy, and Callie sank into an offered chair. A fire burned in the middle of the room and the smell reminded her of campfires and barbeques back home. A pot was nestled among the flames and Callie's stomach rumbled in response. There was no stopping it once she smelled meat.

      "I will feed and keep an eye on her," the woman said to Vaka. "Go and talk to your men. She is in good hands."

      He bowed and left. Callie was inherently more comfortable around women than men, and there was certainly nothing threatening about the elderly woman in front of her, but she still had to squash the sense of unease that arose in her when Vaka left her side. She felt comfortable with him already, and she wasn’t sure what to do with that little tidbit of information. She wanted to dissect her feelings and examine them closely, but the woman turned to her.

      "My name is Shiva," She bowed deeply. Callie rose from her chair and returned the gesture.

      "My name is Callie," she said. "You must have a lot of questions about us. I know I have a lot of questions about…this.” She motioned to everything around her and Shiva smiled.

      "First, we eat." She crouched next to the fire with an empty bowl.

      "It smells amazing. We've been eating processed emergency rations all week. I miss real food." Callie usually became very quiet when she was nervous. But something about Shiva made her feel comfortable. Maybe because the woman seemed genuinely happy to see her.

      "Hungry guests are the best guests." She dipped a wooden ladle into the pot. She placed a generous portion into a shallow bowl and handed it to Callie with a smile. Her eyes practically twinkled.

      "Thank you so much." Callie had a million questions, but now didn't seem like the time to ask. She took a bite of the stew and tried to stop her mind from racing. Who was this woman? Where were the other women? Where was Vaka? Who was he talking to? Who would be making the final decision?

      She bit into a chunk of something that tasted like sweet potato and her taste buds exploded with delight. It felt so good to chew real food again. She chased a hunk of meat around the bowl, trying to stab it with the wooden skewer. She popped it into her mouth and savored it. Her dad had always hunted when she was a kid, and this morsel reminded her of a cross between deer and bear meat.

      Callie couldn't hold back her questions any longer. "I don't mean to be rude, but I just have to ask. Are you the only woman? You really live here with all these guys?"

      To her relief, Shiva chuckled. "I really am the only woman here with all these warriors. I'm like the communal grandmother." She sat next to Callie with a bowl of food for herself. "It's why I was so excited to see you. I have prayed for a solution to our problem and then your ship falls from the skies." She looked absolutely thrilled. Callie didn't know what to say. She would do what she had to in order to survive, but she didn't want to give the false impression that they were in the market for alien husbands. That just wasn't in the cards. Her crew had plans of their own and a mission they hoped they could complete.

      "Do you know how long Vaka will be gone?" Callie may have been resting in relative comfort at the moment, but her friends at camp weren't. She was anxious for an answer.

      "I don't think it will take him long to convince his men," Shiva said. "It should not take them long. If there is a trade to be made, there is only one thing they need."

      Callie had a good idea what that “one thing” they needed was and it threw her off balance. "I thought he had to get approval from the tribe's leader."

      "Vaka is the tribe's leader," she said. "But he values the opinions of all his warriors and would never make a decision without discussing it with them first."

      "Oh." Callie had assumed he was some sort of a scout. Knowing he was the leader made her more optimistic that he would help. But everything felt a little more dangerous, too.

      She turned her head to the door. "I believe I hear him coming now."

      He pushed the door aside. "A decision has been made. I must speak with Callie." Shiva rose to her feet and took Callie's bowl. She carried the dirty dishes past the young warrior and left him to his business.

      Callie couldn't read his expression. "Are you going to help us?" Callie rose to her feet in anticipation. "Please don't make me wait, just tell me yes or no."

      "That depends entirely on you," he said as his hungry eyes drank her in.
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      "There is much my men are willing to offer you," he said as he paced across the room. He began ticking items off on his fingers. "Riyad is a historian of our people. He is an expert on our customs and way of life. He has volunteered to move to your camp. He will live among you and show you how to make a life here."

      "Will he show us how to get water?" Cassie asked. They needed water in a bad way. When she thought of the long showers she used to take back on Earth, she could cry.

      "He'll show you how to do everything," Vaka said. “How to find water. How to track our wildlife. How to make traps and where to set them. He'll teach you which native plants are safe for eating. And he'll also help you identify a better place to locate your camp, should you wish to be closer to resources and or find a place with more natural cover."

      Callie couldn't stop a smile from lighting up her face. "That sounds amazing." They could do so much with that kind of help. They'd never go hungry or thirsty again. They could scratch out a life here.

      Vaka continued ticking items off his list. "We will also provide your people with several breeding pairs of okachi and seedlings of the plants we farm here. Riyad will teach you how to raise and care for them. He'll show you how to butcher the animals and harvest the crops."

      Callie was so ecstatic she had to stop herself from tapping her toes. Flora would love the plants. And everyone else would love having meat to eat. "Th—"

      Vaka interrupted. He was all about the hard sell and it amused Callie. He must not realize how dire their situation was, because she was already prepared to give him whatever he wanted. She didn’t need any convincing. "There's more. We will share everything we know about the Obeday with you. If they attack again, we will offer our aid in your protection. If the Obeday attack you, they will be attacking us." He stopped pacing and sat back on his heels. He looked pretty impressed with himself.

      "That's a pretty comprehensive offer," Callie said.

      "Our fates are intertwined, now. Neither of us can succeed without the other."

      "There’s just one thing we haven’t discussed yet."

      His confusion was painted across his face.

      "The dragons?" Callie was surprised he hadn’t mentioned them yet. Why wouldn't he mention them? They seemed like a pretty large factor in their joint defense.

      He startled as if she had slapped him. "What do you know of our Verakai?"

      "I saw one the other night outside our camp. It was amazing, but I didn't get a very good look. It was one of yours, right? Do I get to see one up close?"

      "Our dragons are sacred creatures, Callie." For the first time, his face darkened. The sound of her name on his lips carried a hint of anger. "You don't bring a majestic animal like that out for kicks."

      "I'm sorry," she said. "I didn't mean to be disrespectful. We don't have creatures like that on my planet." She took a deep breath and searched for the words to make things right. "I didn't mean to say the wrong thing. I seem to do that more and more these days. It was just the most amazing thing I've ever seen." She gazed up at him with desperation.

      "I'm not upset with you," he said. "In fact, I desire you very much."

      "Yeah, I noticed." She let her eyes travel over his broad shoulders and thighs the size of tree trunks. "Maybe we should talk about what you want in return for all this amazing help you'll give us. Although, I can hazard a guess after seeing how your men looked at me before. I suppose you want some of the Earth girls to warm your beds?”

      "I would not disrespect your women like that." He avoided her gaze and stared at the stone floor. "Many of the younger men have never known the pleasure of lying with a woman. And the older ones, like Riyad and I, learned to live with its absence."

      "You don't want to have sex with us?" Did Callie really misinterpret his signals so badly?

      "Of course, we do.” A rueful smile crept across his face. “But it’s more than that. I don't want you to think we would withhold help for our own physical pleasure. We would only do so for the future of our people."

      "I'm confused." Where was he going with this? Callie started to feel concerned.

      The smile faded from his face and he charged forward. "We ask that a small portion of your female colonists be assigned to us for breeding. To bring forth the next generation of warriors and save our people from extinction."

      Callie tried to pick her jaw off the floor. That was not at all what she had in mind. It was a hell of a commitment, even for women who were willing to do almost anything. But she had other, more immediate concerns in mind. "Will that even work?"

      "Warriors of our tribe have mated with other species before."

      "And what if it doesn't work? What if a woman is selected and doesn’t become pregnant? What if she can’t carry the child to term?"

      "We will still uphold our end of the bargain. We will perform our part of the bargain as soon as your women agree, not upon arrival of a child."

      In her mind, Callie paged through different scenarios, trying to figure out how to best present the option to her fellow women. And Hudson.

      "It's going to be a challenge to get colonists to agree to that arrangement," she said.

      "Would you agree to it, if it came to that?” Vaka asked.

      “Yes, I would.” She hadn’t had time to fully process all the implications, and parts of the deal made her uneasy, but nothing was as terrifying as dying a million miles from home. She would take the chance.

      “Then I suggest you work quickly. For both our sakes."

      "What sort of numbers and timeline are we looking at?" Callie focused on details to keep calm. It was her way of distancing herself from the situation at hand. She had no idea how she was going to pull this off.

      "We want ten women. My men can be patient, as long as they have something to look forward to. Every time the red moon rises in the sky, a warrior of mine will claim a breeder from your women." Vaka's tone was all business, but Callie could see the lust behind his eyes.

      “I'll have to talk to them about it,” she said.

      “I expected as much.”

      “It might take a while.” Maybe she could buy them some time.

      “Take all the time you need. My people won't be starving and vulnerable in the meantime.”

      Touché. Her shoulders sagged in defeat. She’d have to do her best to convince her crewmates quickly. "When's the next red moon?"

      "Tomorrow night."

      "I see," she said. Of course. Nothing was going their way on this hunk of rock. "And who will be the first warrior to choose."

      "As leader of the Verakai, I will select the first woman." He moved closer to her, raised his hand to her chin, and tipped her face back to meet his gaze. "And I choose you, Callie."

      

      Vaka was preparing his transport to ferry the Earth woman back to her people when Shiva approached him. Her face was creased with worry.

      "Did you tell her your true nature?" she asks. “I don’t believe she was aware.” He won't look at her. He knew she could see right through him. She was thinking of past slights and the tragedies borne from them.

      "Now is not the time for such confessions," he said. “Besides, she’s not telling us everything about her people. I know it.”

      "You would wait until she is carrying your child to tell her?" He heard the edge in her voice and knew this upset her. He clenched his jaw as he refueled the speeder.

      "You think she would carry my child at all if she knew the truth? We’d be in the same mess all over again.”

      She laid her cool, wrinkled hand on his cheek. "I understand why you worry,” she said. “But deceiving her like this is not honest."

      "I have not lied to her. I was very careful in that. I just haven't told her the whole truth." He had never been one for verbal trickery, or deals involving sleight of hand, and his face flushed with shame as he spoke the words out loud.

      "There is still time," she reminded him gently.

      "It is not your concern, Shiva.” He moved away from her and prepared to leave. Callie was approaching from the tent.

      "You can't hide it from her forever. Don't presume to know how she will react. Let her surprise you."

      Her words fell on deaf ears.

      "I must go," he said. He stormed off and left her there. Thinking how much Callie would dislike him one day was not a pleasant thought, so he banished it from his mind.
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      “There’s no way this is happening,” Hudson said.

      “And I don’t think you have a damn say in the matter.” Callie struggled to control her temper. Hudson had demanded a debrief the second Vaka dropped her at the edge of camp. “Hudson, the company put you in charge of protecting our bodily safety, not our virtue. It’s up to us women to decide what to do. At the moment, barring some unforeseen miracle, our survival depends on their assistance. It's up to us to decide what we’re willing to sacrifice.”

      He stared at her, mouth agape. “You're crazy if you think the colonists are going to agree to those terms,” he says. “Did you see how they looked at him when he pulled up with you riding shotgun on his speeder?” He crossed his arms over his chest like a petulant child. He was right. There had been a lot of jaw drops and eyeball pops when she rolled up with her arms wrapped around the half-naked barbarian. She couldn't gauge crew reaction beyond shock. She supposed she'd find out what they really thought soon enough.

      Callie didn’t expect Hudson to love the idea. She was still processing it herself, in all honesty. But she still thought the rational, military man part of him would see the practical benefits. And to put the success of the mission ahead of his personal feelings.

      “I’ll go speak with them now,” Callie said.

      Callie let it be known that she wanted a meeting with all colonists and word spread quickly. They gathered in the middle of camp; the only place large enough to fit them all at once. Callie thought they'd still be shell-shocked after the attack that morning, but Vaka’s sudden appearance had whipped them into a frenzy. Wait until they hear the proposal, Callie thought. That's really going to drive them crazy. She knew it was going to be a tough sell. Might as well get started. She hopped onto the supply crate Hudson had used to address the crowd earlier that morning.

      “Is it true?” Someone from the crowd shouted the question before she even had a chance to speak. “The savages want to take us as their wives? Auction us off?”

      “That’s not exactly right,” Callie said. On the other hand, it wasn’t exactly wrong. But she needed to control the message. Present her case like an attorney arguing before the court. She had to shout to be heard over the commotion of the crowd that was turning unfriendly fast.

      “First of all, I don’t think it’s correct to describe them as savages.” She stood tall, clasped her hands behind her back, and tried to look like she had her shit together. “I think once you spend any time in their company, as I have, you’ll find them pleasant to be around." She chose her next words carefully. "It’s true they don't have the advanced technology we are accustomed to, but it’s also clear to me they have strengths in areas where we are sorely lacking at the moment.” Callie half expected a chorus of boos to rise up, but they began to quiet and listen to her.

      “Yes,” she said, “their leader has made us an offer. And it's one I hope you'll consider carefully."

      “When the red moon rises in the sky, one of their men will select an Earth woman to carry his child.” A few of the women look openly scandalized, but the rest just listened quietly. They knew how dire their situation was. "This process would happen ten times, and then our obligation will be met. In return, they are willing to offer us the following assistance." There were some smiles in the crowd as Callie detailed everything Vaka and his people were prepared to offer.

      They were on the brink of disaster and news of possible salvation was welcomed. Even Flora looked excited at the mention of terraced crops and seedlings. But Callie could tell others were unconvinced. And they all had a lot of questions. She understood. She had questions, too. But she was honest with them and shared everything Vaka had told her.

      "I don't know all the answers to your questions. I'm sure we can work everything out in a manner that is acceptable to all." Callie looked somber as she addressed them. “Please understand that I have volunteered as the first offering. The warrior who returned me to camp has claimed me. If we agree to the terms of the treaty, and we must all agree, then nobody else will be chosen until the next red moon."

      Callie knew this would seal the deal. They’d all play the odds. Sure, some of the women would be inspired by her willingness to further their survival by being the first tribute. Maybe they’d be willing if called upon. She also knew the women, though unusually brave, happened to be tired, hungry, and terrified at the moment.

      Immediate needs trump distant risks.

      Callie wanted this deal, and she guessed that the other women did, too. They didn't want to be selected, but they'd vote for it and hope for the best. There were nearly one hundred women colonists on board and only nine other women would be selected. They'd all take those odds if it meant they survived. She knew some would try to back out at the last minute if selected and, in truth, she couldn't imagine the warriors would want an unwilling partner. It would all work itself out.

      “I think it’s a fair offer. I hope you’ll all consider it. Let's take a vote.” Callie looked around at the crowd before she jumped down. She nodded to Juno, who started handing out ballots. She was anxious to see where they stood, but her resolve was firm. She’d talk with them as long as she had to, address their fears, and take as many votes as she had to until they all agreed. They weren’t leaving here until they all agreed. No matter what she had to tell them.

      What she wouldn’t tell them, and what she had a hard time admitting even to herself, was that she couldn't wait for Vaka to collect her in the morning.
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      "Are you nervous?" Flora asked Callie after they had turned out the light in their tent. Emergency shelters with four bunks were set up for each quad inside the perimeter. They were bare-bones accommodations, but Callie didn’t care about the sparse furnishings. She was just happy to be resting on an actual bed. The makeshift bath she gave herself before turning in was fantastic, and she was beyond ready to sleep. But Flora had different ideas.

      “A little,” Callie admitted as she forced her eyes open. “Mostly, I’m just relieved to know help is on the way.”

      “He’s probably out there, watching our camp right now,” Flora said.

      “Of course, he is,” Juno agreed. “They aren’t going to let anything happen to us if they need us so badly.” She turned on her side and tucked the blanket around her feet. “I’ve never felt so relieved in my life. I’ll sleep like a baby tonight.”

      “You’ll sleep well,” Flora retorted, “because you don’t have to worry about some hulking barbarian dragging you away tomorrow to use you as his own personal plaything. He’ll probably have poor Callie on her back for the next seventy-two hours.”

      Callie didn’t find that thought as upsetting as Flora seemed to. The prospect of sex with the alien didn’t faze her all. That was the easy part. And she looked forward to learning more about his people and their planet. But there was something on her mind.

      “That part doesn’t bother me,” Callie said. “I’ve had enough below-average sex with Earth men to last me a lifetime. I’m pretty sure I can just zone out and skate through it.”

      “What part of it bothers you?” Juno asked.

      “The baby.” Callie was hesitant to say more. Her own thoughts were so disordered. Things could get complicated so quickly. “I…I just never imagined myself as a mother.”

      “You don’t have to worry.” Andromeda’s voice was barely above a whisper. “There’s no way it can work.”

      “I asked him about it,” Callie said. “I don’t know the details of their reproduction, but he told me they had mated with other species before.”

      “That’s all well and good, but it’s still not going to work.” She pushed back her blanket and sat up in bed. “You can’t have kids,” she said gently.

      “What are you talking about?” Callie wasn’t upset with the revelation, she just wanted to know how the doctor knew when she herself didn’t.

      “None of us can,” Andromeda said. Flora looked devastated. She’d told all of them of her plans for a large family.

      “You better start explaining,” Juno demanded.

      “The Company sterilized all of us while we were in hyper sleep.” She couldn’t look at them.

      Callie wanted answers. “Did you have anything—“

      “I didn’t know about it until we woke up,” she said. “They did it to me, too. And all the members of the security team.”

      “Why?” Flora was on the verge of tears. “I thought that’s the whole reason why they brought us here? To reproduce?”

      “It is,” Andromeda said. “But they realized they needed more genetic diversity in order to develop a viable colony.”

      “What’s in the cryotubes?” Callie asked. “I’m guessing it’s more than just semen.”

      The doctor nodded. “Fertilized eggs. They came up with the perfect designer babies and sent them along with us.”

      “So, they sent us here to be incubators?” Flora’s voice trembled.

      “Pretty much.” Andromeda looked just as devastated as the rest of them did, and Callie realized how hard it must have been for her to carry this knowledge without telling them. “We still have to raise the children, of course.”

      “Maybe you’re wrong.” Flora was shaking her head in disbelief. “Maybe they made a mistake.”

      Andromeda stood and moved closer to the other bunks. “I know it sucks, and I should have told you earlier, but you can’t tell anyone else. It needs to stay between us for now.”

      “What am I supposed to do?” Panic stirred within Callie. It was bad enough she hadn’t told him all the details of their mission to colonize the planet. The knowledge that she wasn’t capable of carrying a child sent a surge of guilt tearing through her. “He’s giving us everything and we’re giving him nothing.”

      “Well,” Andromeda said, “from my medical point of view, there’s always a chance. And that’s all he really asked for, right? We don’t know the mechanics of their reproduction. They don’t know the mechanics of ours.”

      “He said inter-species breeding has worked before,” Callie reminded her.

      “I believe him,” Andromeda said. “That still doesn’t guarantee it would work with a human female. He can’t know that.” She shrugged her shoulders. “I mean, did he give you any details on the birth process? For all you know, this kid could claw its way out Alien-style. I thought you’d be relieved or I wouldn’t have told you.”

      “I am relieved.” Andromeda was right. There were so many unknowns and she needed to worry about her safety not his disappointment. All the details she had been worrying about – how do you share custody of an alien child? – faded away. Her worries were replaced by a new lightness. Things were going to be all right.

      Juno sensed the shift in mood. “Don’t worry about him, Cal. I mean, not for nothing, he still gets to spend a few nights with you. He should be plenty happy.”

      Even Flora giggled at that and they all settled back in to sleep. Morning would be there soon, and Vaka would be waiting for her.
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      Callie woke at dawn to the sounds of her friends scurrying around the tent.

      “Guess who’s waiting outside?” Flora asked. “I bet he’s been out there for hours.”

      “And he brought a friend,” Juno added.

      Callie blinked to clear the sleep from her eyes. “Yeah, he mentioned someone volunteered to stay in our camp and teach us the basics of survival.” She sat up and stretched.

      “He’s a little older, but not too hard on the eyes,” Andromeda said.

      “He’s all yours,” Callie said as she threw back the covers and rose from her bunk. She grabbed her bag and looked for clean clothes. “God, I wish we had enough water for a bath.”

      “We pooled our water rations so you can at least sponge off.” Flora presented her with a washcloth and a pan of water.

      “You guys, that’s so sweet,” Callie said.

      “Sorry it’s all we have for you. Everything else was destroyed in the ship.” All their cute clothes, trinkets, makeup, and jewelry were gone. Things a girl would normally want at a time like this. But Callie had never been one for eyeliner or baubles.

      Her friends headed to the mess tent to give her privacy. She washed quickly, threw on her clothes, and pulled her hair back into her usual ponytail. They didn’t have a mirror so she checked her reflection in a piece of metal sheeting. She looked like the same old Callie. She tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear, threw her bag over her shoulder, and walked outside.

      She saw him immediately at the edge of camp. Her heart leapt into her throat and a primal longing stirred within her. She could tell he felt it too from the way his eyes sought her out immediately and remained locked on her while she approached.

      “Callie,” he said, as she reached the edge of camp. “You look beautiful.”

      The compliment threw her off kilter. She had never been good at accepting praise and her eyes searched the ground as she fell into old habits. She wasn’t used to being desired. Or being the center of attention, which she most certainly was at this moment. She felt the curious glances of the other women on her and wondered what they thought. She imagined they’d be curious and appreciative, but who knew?

      “This is Riyad, a close friend.” He nodded to the warrior who stood next to him quietly. He was handsome in his own right and oozed confidence and competence. He was dressed in the same loin-cloth and leather boots as Vaka, and Callie wondered how the women would handle his presence in camp. If they were smart, they’d learn all they could from him. “He will stay and teach your people all they wish to learn.”

      He smiled at her and she returned the gesture. “We appreciate it more than you know,” she said. “Everyone is ready to learn.” She heard footfalls approaching and turned to see Juno.

      “I’m Juno,” she said. “I’ll show you around camp and get you settled in, if that works for you.” Callie was immediately glad someone she trusted would be looking out for Riyad in camp. There were still a million ways for this arrangement to go wrong and she didn’t want the colonists or the security team to take any action to jeopardize it.

      Juno gave Callie a quick hug and then led Riyad to the center of camp. Callie took a deep breath.

      “You look nervous,” Vaka observed.

      “I’ve known you for a day. You haven’t had a woman in years. And we’re going to have sex in the very near future,” she said. “That’s the kind of scenario that makes a girl nervous.”

      He stepped closer. “It will be worth it,” he promised.

      She peeked around the terrain. “Do you have your speeder stashed somewhere around here? I don’t think I can walk that far, if that’s what you had in mind.”

      “I thought you’d appreciate a better ride for such a momentous occasion.” He removed a trinket from his belt and raised it to his lips. It looked like a mishmash of shells and bones. He blew into it, but she didn’t hear a sound. What the hell?

      She heard the beast before she could see it. She recognized the fierce roar from the night in camp. Vaka looked to the horizon and she stared in the same direction. Part of her really thought she had imagined it, and she was desperate to prove to herself that she hadn’t. And she was just really damn excited to see it up close.

      Women came out of their tents and gathered in camp, looking to the sky. She finally saw it flying toward them. It came from the direction of the mountain and she wondered if it lived in the caves beneath the village. There was so much she wanted to know, but she quieted her mind and surrendered herself to the majesty of the moment. The dot on the horizon grew larger and larger, and it was nearing camp in a shockingly short amount of time. Who needs a spaceship when you have one of these? she wondered.

      The ground beneath them shuddered when it landed. Vaka took Callie by the hand and led her closer. “This is what your bargaining has secured.”

      She couldn’t believe the size of it. It stood as tall as an elephant, but stretched the length of twenty tents. It was a terrifying beast up close, with scaled skin, and horns, and giant, sharp teeth. She felt like she was living in the age of the dinosaurs. But Vaka was unafraid and she saw no reason to be either.

      “Can I touch it?” she asked. She couldn’t keep the wonder out of her voice.

      “Of course,” he said.

      She raised her hand to its neck, like one would pet a horse. She expected its skin to feel tough and scaly, but the luminous blue hide was surprisingly soft.

      Vaka climbed onto its giant blue wing and pulled Callie up next to him. One more huge step and he was resting on its back. Callie scrambled into place behind him.

      “Don’t you have a saddle? This doesn’t feel very secure.” She wrapped her arms around him and held on for dear life.

      “I will not let you fall, little bird. Not when everything I’ve wanted is finally within my grasp.” He made a clicking sound with his tongue and they lurched forward. She felt the creature push off against the ground and then they were flying. She laughed with pure pleasure as its wings carried them higher into the sky. She was too scared to look down, so she focused on the feeling of the wind in her hair and the sun on her face. She clung to Vaka as they raced through the sky. The dips and rises reminded her of a rollercoaster ride. It was thrilling. And over just as quickly as it had begun.

      They descended into the mouth of the mountain. She saw the village as they passed it on their way down. They dropped below the terraced planting fields into a secondary cavern. Vaka helped Callie from the back of the dragon and it flew away once they touched the ground.

      “That was amazing,” she said. Her cheeks were flushed and she couldn’t keep a grin off her face.

      “I’m glad you enjoyed it.” He took her hand and led her to an opening in the wall.

      “Where are we?” she asked as she looked around.

      “A special chamber reserved for mating warriors.”

      Callie found the idea intriguing. She wondered what it looked like inside. I suppose I’ll find out soon, she thought. “Does this mean you’re kind of a big deal around here? On Earth, we just share a bed for the night.”

      “Among the Verakai, the mating of a warrior is sacred.” Callie liked the sound of that. She wouldn’t mind being worshipped for a while. She followed him and had to struggle to keep up.

      “Slow down,” she said. “There’s no hurry.”

      He turned to her and the hunger in his eyes was plain. He clearly disagreed. “If I don’t get you beneath me soon, it may drive me mad.” His voice was low and raspy and sent a shiver up her spine. He led her deeper into the mountain and she followed.
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      The mating chamber had been readied in anticipation of their arrival, as Vaka requested. It had been a long time since any of his people had prepared for such a ceremony, but the rites had been passed down through generations. They were sacred and his people did not forget. They had scoured the forest for notet berries and crafted small brushes from the hair of the falas.

      Vaka surveyed the room. Everything looked perfect.

      Giant crystals embedded in the ceiling bathed the room in warm light. The large platform bed in the middle of the room was draped with furs, pillows, and soft linens. The wooden accent table against the far wall held a shallow pan of water, small cups of paint, and a handful of soft brushes. A thrill crept up the base of his spine as he examined them. He was certain Callie would enjoy this, and the thought brought him pleasure. When she was lost to her bliss, he’d fill her with his seed and make her a mother of dragons. In time, she’d understand her importance.

      He watched as Callie wandered around the room and explored. She tested the door that led to the bathroom, warmed herself by the roaring fire, and sampled the fruit that had been set near the bed.

      “Well, it looks like everything we need is right here,” she said as she ran her hand across the robe that had been laid on a chair for her use. Not that she would need it. The coming night would be nothing but a mess of sweaty, tangled limbs. He’d ride her pussy until dawn.

      She stood there, arms tense and lips pressed together. He wondered if she was nervous. Or did the quickening of her breath and the flush across her skin mean she was struggling with the same desire he was? She reached up and removed the tie from her hair. She shook her head and brown silky waves cascaded over her shoulders. He bit back a groan and fought against the lust that threatened to overwhelm him.

      His little minx. He worried about moving too fast, but she was ready for him, and not afraid to let him know. Everything about her fascinated him.

      “So, then…” Her voice trailed off. He sensed she wanted him to take control. She might want this as much as he did, but he still needed to take care. She was small. Delicate. He would not be the barbarian she thought he was. He would not be denied what was his, either.

      He sank into a chair near the fire and waved her closer. “It’s time to see what this bargain has bought me.” She moved into the circle of warm light and stood before him. “Remove your clothes,” he said.

      Her warm, brown eyes met his as she grasped the hem of her shirt and peeled it from her body. Her breasts struggled against her undergarment and his cock sprung to life. She reached behind her back and unhooked her bra. Perfect globes of ivory flesh tumbled free, tipped with puffy, pink nipples that were already engorged.

      He shifted in his chair and fought the urge to stroke his throbbing member. He couldn’t believe this spectacular creature was his for the taking. His breath caught in his throat as she leaned forward to push down her waistband in one swift movement. She was close enough that the ends of her hair brushed against his thighs. He could smell the soap she had used and he had to stop himself from reaching out to lick her skin. He wanted to pull her onto his lap and use her until he was spent.

      She straightened up and kicked her pants free. His cock twitched and his balls tightened. He caught her staring at his sizeable bulge and it only inflamed his lust. The corners of her mouth turned up in a grin, and he knew she didn’t fear him. She wanted this, too.

      “You are bewitching,” he said.

      It had been a long time since he had a woman, but that still didn’t change the fact that she was the most beautiful one he had ever laid eyes on. Every element of her being that drew him to her was evident in her form. Her soft, brown eyes were intelligent. She held her head high and met his gaze, unafraid. Her limbs were well-muscled and displayed her strength. She stood naked before him, not cowering, but proud. Unashamed of what she had to offer him. Of what they would do.

      He’d have to remind himself not to fall in love with this one.

      This mating was happening for one reason only. To put a child in her belly. Focus on that.

      He imagined thrusting deep inside her. The tight warmth of her pussy milking his cock as his heavy balls emptied. His eyes were drawn lower and he examined the puffy lips and triangle of curly hair where her thighs met.

      “Spread your legs.” His voice was thick with lust. She widened her stance and he saw the slick wetness on the lips of her sex. She was as excited as he was. He could smell her arousal, too, and the musky scent threatened to drive him mad. He gave in and rubbed his cock through its leather covering.

      His body begged him to pin her to the bed and pound her sweet pussy until morning. But there were rites that couldn’t be ignored. The sooner he finished with them, the sooner he could bury his throbbing length in her warm, pink slit.

      “Follow me,” he commanded, as he stood and crossed the room.
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      Callie followed Vaka closely. He led her across the room to the table with a dish of water and small ceramic bowls of brightly-colored paint. He lifted a delicate brush and held it out for her to examine. It was intricately carved and reminded her of the small calligraphy brushes she had used in college art class.

      “Are you going to decorate me?” she asked. She loved the attention he was lavishing on her. There was no denying that.

      “In the days before The Great War, the women of the tribe would prepare the maiden for her warrior. You’ll have to make do with me.”

      “I prefer having you touch me,” she said. Something he said had troubled her, though. “You know I’m not a maiden, right? Is that okay?”

      “You’re perfect as you are, little bird.” He stirred the dishes of paint.

      “Make me pretty,” she teased, as he raised a brush with green paint to her skin.

      “Nothing I could do would make you more beautiful.” Her heart fluttered, and she commanded it to stop. Sure, the barbarian had more game than she anticipated, along with a seemingly genuine fondness for her, but she was in a serious situation with serious stakes. She’d promised herself long ago that she’d never fall in love. Now wasn’t the time to go back on the pledge she had made to herself. And certainly not with the alien beside her. Even if he went rock-hard at the sight of her body and trembled with desire when she was near. It wasn’t going to happen.

      He placed the tip of the brush against her collarbone. The paint was cool and felt divine on her fire-warmed skin. She held her breath as he lightly drew the tip down toward her breast. He traced lazy circles and then whisked her erect nipple.

      She adored the way he touched her with such attentiveness and gentleness. He was a giant, muscled alpha, and she had expected him to be all rough kisses, clumsy elbows, and misplaced knees. The tenderness in him was completely unexpected and such a delicious surprise.

      Her skin tingled in a warm and comforting way. Little zaps of pleasure surged up and down her spine. She felt sleepy and relaxed and very, very horny. She leaned back against the table and reveled in the sensation as he continued to paint her.

      He dipped his brush in the blue paint and repeated the process on the other side of her torso. Her eyelids were heavy with lust and she wondered if the rites were having the intended affect.

      “Is it supposed to feel like this?” Her voice was low and husky. It sounded like sex, even to her own ears. “Oh God, what are you doing to me?”

      She heard the smile in his voice. “It’s a recipe from my ancestors. Made from the crushed berries of the notet plant. An aphrodisiac that helps the breeding.”

      “It feels fucking great.” She bit her lip and her breath quickened. He was riding high, too, with a hard-on that could break a concrete block. One look at his straining loincloth told her that.

      “It’ll feel even better with my cock inside you.” He dipped a brush in the red paint and decorated her abdomen with dots and swirls.

      “Then what are we waiting for?” She took the brush from his hand and set it carefully on the table. He watched, lips parted and breath ragged, as she reached down and released the knot on his leather covering. His cock bounced tight against his belly, and for a brief moment she was grateful for the aphrodisiac sex paint. His cock was long, impossibly thick, and ridged. Drops of precum ran down the length of it, and she swore it was so engorged it looked like it was pulsing. She wrapped her fingers around his length and stroked him.

      He groaned and pulled her close.

      He squeezed her breasts and played with her nipples, rubbing and tugging at them until she groaned against his neck. He held her up with one hand and pushed her thighs apart with the other. He rubbed the length of her pussy and she jerked as the pads of his fingers passed over her clit. She raised her leg and hooked it over his hip to give him better access. He slid his thick fingers inside and she humped his hand, eager for the release that was fast approaching.

      “Not yet, little bird,” he said as he pulled away and led her to the bed. “You can come when I’m deep inside your tight little cunt.”

      Callie had never felt pleasure like this before. Her sex life on Earth consisted of quickies in the backseats of cars in her college days and fumbling encounters that left her with the dull ache of disappointment.

      Everything was different when Vaka took her in his arms. Her body was already throbbing with pleasure. Then he put his hands on her and it got even better. She’d had orgasms before, but she’d never felt like she was going to pass out from one. This one was going to be big. Her body was on the verge of losing control.

      He pushed her onto the bed. She flipped onto her back, spread her thighs, and drew her knees towards her chest. Vaka approached the bed with his cock in his fist.

      Callie had never seen a man as comfortable in the bedroom as he was. There was no hint of self-consciousness or discomfort in him. He moved toward her with the same athletic ease on display when he ran through the forest. His broad shoulders heaved with each deep breath, sweat dampened his hair, and his muscles strained against his skin. It wasn’t fair that she had to fly across the galaxy to discover someone this perfect.

      She slid one hand to her pussy and rubbed the swollen, wet flesh there. She was desperate for him. A hunger unlike anything she had ever known. She would have done anything for his touch, for his thick cock. She’d heard friends talk about being dick-drunk before, but she never understood what they meant until now.

      He crawled between her thighs and guided his fat cock to her opening. He ran the underside of his dick along the length of her pussy and she shuddered in delight. She squealed when he spanked her clit with the thick, mushroom head.

      “Take it,” she said as she looked into his eyes. She intended it as a command, but it sounded like a breathy plea when the words passed her lips. “Take it. It’s yours. I’m yours.”

      He thrust deep inside her, burying himself to the hilt in a single stroke. He tried to pause to let her adjust, but Callie frantically thrust against him. His ridged warmth pulsed inside her and drove her mad. She had never felt this out of control before, and she loved every second of it. He followed her lead and didn’t hold back. He grasped her hips as leverage and pounded her mercilessly. Her toes curled and her legs flexed. She couldn’t stop the inhuman sounds from escaping her lips. She was close, but she wanted to wait for him.

      She didn’t have to wait long. His balls slapped her ass as he thrust deeper and deeper. She snaked her legs around his back and pulled him to her. She arched against him, rubbing her clit against his pubic bone. Her pleasure exploded. It radiated out from her pussy, up her spine, and out to her fingertips. Her climax triggered his. His jaw was clenched and his eyes were unfocussed as he ground against her and emptied himself.

      She let herself go limp and collapsed back onto the bed like a rag doll. She knew she wouldn’t walk right for a week, and she didn’t give a single damn.
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      “Are you okay?” he asked once he had recovered enough to speak. He hadn’t meant to be so forceful in his claiming of her, but he couldn’t stop himself. He hated letting his animal urges get the better of him; it made him feel less than a man. He’d show her more tenderness during their next coupling.

      “Am I okay?” She propped herself up next to him on her elbow. “Did you see how hard I came? I thought I was going to pass out.” She looked luminous and exhausted and beautiful. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. He felt the blood surge to his manhood once more.

      “Oh my God, are you getting hard again?” She slid her hand down his abdomen and cupped his balls and rapidly expanding cock. “That’s not much of a refractory period.” She sounded impressed.

      “What’s a refractory period?” he asked.

      “Men on my planet need time before they can get hard again.” She continued to play with his cock, like it was her new favorite toy.

      “That sounds very inconvenient.” He rolled onto his side and pulled her close. She tucked into him like a puzzle piece. A perfect fit. “Especially during a breeding.”

      “Terribly inconvenient,” she whispered as she tipped her face to his and sought out his lips. He realized he hadn’t properly kissed her and the thought was accompanied with a stab of shame. It was fucking not love-making. She’s a vessel for your son, not your life mate. Still, he found his heart battling his cock for control of his soul. Especially now, as he tasted the warmth of her lips and wrapped his arms around her. His tongue sought out hers and she welcomed it.

      There was so much he wanted to tell her. So much he wanted to share. But he couldn’t let down his guard. Too much was at stake. The fate of his people. His pride. His heart. He loved that she had shared a part of herself with him, a piece of her history that caused pain, but he couldn’t reciprocate.

      He realized he’d have to set strict boundaries in their interactions. It pained him, but it was for the best. His men were thrilled at the prospect of bedding a woman and mating, but they were all distrustful of the new arrivals. If they saw his growing affection for her, he could lose their respect.

      His unique ability complicated things, as well. The warriors in his camp had learned their lesson with the Obeday. They would hide their shape-shifting nature until they were certain they could trust the new arrivals. Verakai children did not shift until puberty, so he knew he had time to work with. Even as he told himself this, he knew part of it was a lie. The harsh sting of his last rejection. The woman meant to be his wife, brought here by allies anxious to cement a beneficial relationship.

      Her face had been a mask of disgust the first time she saw him shift. She called him a beast behind his back. And practically held her nose while they mated. She found nothing redeeming in him. No child had come of their union and he assumed it was for the best.

      The only product of their cursed union was a tragedy beyond all imaginings. It had so broken him that he knew he could never love again. His heart strained against the metal cage he built around it, but it was imprisoned just the same.
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      His heart knew the plan, but it took a while for the message to reach his cock. They pleasured each other into oblivion for hours. Hours stretched into days. He started to wonder how he would make it through the day without her musical laugh, her quick wit, or her clever insights, and he knew he had to send her away. He had to do it now or he wouldn’t be able to do it at all. Real life was waiting outside.

      It pained him to leave their cocoon of pleasure, but he told her to prepare to return to the human camp nonetheless. The smile on her face fell and some of the sparkle in her eyes dimmed. That’s what he wanted to see. Could she be acting? Maybe their time together didn’t mean as much to her as it did to him. He had to consider the possibility she was just in this to save her people. Was he just seeing what he wanted to see? Given the nature of his last relationship, it wasn’t unusual that he would question the sincerity of her affection. But he was disappointed in himself for coming up with a way to test her. Perhaps a little feigned indifference on his part would tell him what he wanted to know.

      “I’ve enjoyed our time together, little bird,” he said as she finished getting dressed. He watched her from the bed and couldn’t help but think what a sin it was to cover her perfect body. At least now he knew the magic hiding under all that serviceable khaki.

      “I did, too.” She climbed back onto the bed and crawled to him for a kiss. He had to fight the urge to tear her clothes and claim her again. And again. And again. The lights in the room dimmed, interrupting them.

      “Your ride is here,” he said as he rose from the bed. “Cyril will escort you back to your people.” He washed himself at the basin and watched for her reaction.

      “You’re not taking me back?” Her eyes widened and she went pale. She was not happy with this new development, and his heart swelled. He wondered at the source of her distress. Damaged pride? Or a sincere longing for something real between them? He had to know. He hated being this insecure, but he still had to know.

      “I’m afraid not.” He held out his hand and helped her to her feet. “Your beauty has distracted me long enough. My people have business I need to attend to.” She collected her pack from the floor and grabbed her communicator wristlet from the log that served as a nightstand.

      “When will I see you again?” she asked as he led her to the doorway.

      “In a week. Maybe two. Whenever I have time.” Her disappointment was even more pronounced. She swallowed hard and wouldn’t meet his gaze. Treating her so poorly cut him deeply, but he also felt relief at her obvious affection for him. He raised his hand to her soft cheek and caressed it. He promised himself he’d make it up to her. “I will visit soon,” he said as an apology offering. “I will come to your camp.”

      The smile was back on her face, but it was a more hesitant version. Her eyes widened as an idea popped into her head. Her mouth formed a silent “O” and he smiled at her enthusiasm.

      “Next time you come to camp, I’ll pack a picnic,” she said. He knew about the things called picnics, on account of the metal data chip implanted in his skull, but she mistook his lack of response for confusion. She struggled to explain the concept to him.

      “It’s when you pack up food and eat it in the wilderness,” she said. She rested the palms of her hands against his chest. Excitement was creeping into her voice. “I suppose that’s not hugely exciting for you, and it’s probably even a little silly now that I think about it, but it’s a common activity for people who are dating on my planet, plus, if we’re out in the woods, we’d have some privacy and maybe could sneak in a little…” Her words trailed off, but she pressed herself against him and he got the idea. The pleasant feeling of her breasts against him could not distract from the troubling word she had uttered.

      He put his hands around her upper arms and gently moved her back. “Callie,” he said. “We are not dating.”

      “I know we’re not dating,” she said. Her cheeks flushed red with embarrassment. “I know we just have a business arrangement. I should have chosen my words more carefully. I just got excited.”

      “And I appreciate your enthusiasm,” he said. He didn’t want her to be embarrassed. He just wanted her to understand. Perhaps it was time to tell her. “Callie, I once had what your people call a wife. And I will never take another one.”

      “You were married?” Her mouth opened and closed as she struggled for words.

      “I do not wish to talk about it,” he said, “other than to tell you it ended badly. I will tell you plainly that I’m fond of you. I’ve enjoyed our time together. But I will never fall in love, or take another woman as my wife.”

      She looked crestfallen. He’d made a mess of everything.

      He scratched the back of his neck as Cyril led her down the hallway to the speeder waiting to transport her to her people. This was not how he had wanted them to part. He realized the dangerous line he was asking both of them to walk. He wanted her to care for him, but not too much. He wanted to adore her, but not love her. He wanted her body all the time, but he didn’t want responsibility for her heart. He wanted her to give him a son, but without being his mate. He wanted everything on his terms, but his terms were confusing.

      He fought the urge to rush after her and take it all back. He cursed himself for letting her walk away with so much uncertainty. For putting her through tests to gauge her affection when he was the one guarding his heart. One mention of dating and his mind jumped ahead to marriage. All he should have been worried about was treating her with basic chivalry and kindness.

      He would think of a way to make it up to her. He’d push aside his issues and misgivings and find a way to make her realize what was between them was real. He couldn’t say where it was going, but he wouldn’t stop it from happening, either.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      The young warrior, Cyril, delivered her back to camp on a speeder. No dragon for her this time. She took no pleasure in the ride, either. No thrill as they sped through the forest and the wind caressed her face and brushed back her hair. All she felt was a cold, hard punch of disappointment in her gut. Why was he so cold and distant when he sent her away? And why had she groveled for his attention and made that stupid comment about a picnic? Just the thought of it made her insides shift.

      She tried to distract herself with thoughts of camp. She imagined the women gathered around Riyad as he taught them to survive. But her mind kept doubling back to the emotional turmoil of that morning.

      How could he send her back like this? Was this all women were to him? A vessel to be used for pleasure and discarded once finished? It was humiliating.

      She had to be missing something. After the first time he claimed her, he had become gentle and tender. And even in that initial coupling so filled with passion and a desperate need, he had looked after her needs as well. She was confused, annoyed, and discouraged. But that didn’t change the fact that she desperately wanted to see him again. She longed to lay in his arms and recapture that feeling of utter safety and contentment. It had been a long time since she felt something so exquisite.

      The speeder slowed as they reached the human camp. Callie hadn’t expected a hero’s welcome, by any means, but she was confused when the handful of women talking near the perimeter fence shuffled back to the mess tent without so much as a hello.

      Cyril helped her down from the speeder and she thanked him for the transportation. She moved into camp and looked for a friendly face, but there weren’t a lot of people milling around. She supposed most of them were still at breakfast. She headed for the mess tent to see her friends.

      She was about to step inside when she heard voices. The mocking tone stopped her dead in her tracks.

      “It’s like a prom date who picked you up in a limo but drops you home the next morning in a pinto.” Hearty laughter broke out and Callie’s cheeks flushed in shame.

      “She didn’t look so high and mighty climbing off the back of that junk-heap speeder.” She didn’t recognize the voice, but that didn’t stop each comment from stabbing her like a knife.

      “Was that even the same guy? Do you think they passed her around? Let everyone have a taste?” She hadn’t had a full, proper crying bout since they arrived, but she could feel the tears welling within her, threatening to break loose.

      “Callie, you’re back!” Flora stepped outside their sleeping tent with a giant smile. At least someone was happy to see her. Callie turned to her and was immediately engulfed in a giant hug. “I’m so happy you’re here,” Flora said.

      “How are things here?” Callie was curious about Riyad. Was he living up to their promise? And how had her own people been treating him?

      “It’s only been two days, but you won’t believe how different it is.” Flora looked genuinely excited. She had finally shed the fog of sadness she wore after their arrival.

      “Things are going well with Riyad?”

      “He’s amazing,” she said. “He showed us two sources of water near camp, and we figured out why our imaging wasn’t able to detect it. I can’t give you technical details – you’d have to talk to one of the other engineers – but it was pretty cool.”

      Callie didn’t particularly give a shit about the technical details, at the moment. Now that their immediate survival seemed assured, thanks in no small part to her, she felt entitled to indulge her other emotions. And there were a lot of conflicting ones racing through her mind at the moment. Joy at the memory of the physical pleasure she had shared with Vaka. Hopefulness at the budding emotional attachment between them. Guilt at the thought of her unshared information about infertility and their true mission. Frustration with the way Vaka denied what was between them this morning. Shamed with how she was unceremoniously dumped at the camp and the women whispered about her.

      Callie realized Flora was looking at her with questioning eyes, and her introspection was interrupted as she jolted back to the present.

      “I asked if you’re okay,” Flora said. She wrapped her arm around Callie’s waist and walked in the direction of their tent.

      “I’m okay,” Callie replied. In truth, she really wasn’t sure how to categorize her current condition. It had been a long time since she had been in such a state of agitation. Her jumbled emotions were rioting for control.

      “Juno’s off hunting with Riyad, but Andromeda will be so excited to see you.” Flora prattled on as they crossed the camp and Callie was sincerely thrilled to see the change in her. “I understand why you weren’t scared. The first time I was alone with Riyad I almost shit myself, but he’s not the barbarian meathead I was expecting. He knows everything about the plants here and he brought me seedlings.” Flora paused for a breath and ushered Callie inside their temporary home. Andromeda was on her bunk reviewing test results on a tablet, but she jumped to her feet when she saw Callie.

      “You catch up with Andromeda,” Flora said. “I’m going to run to the greenhouse and get some seedling samples. I want to show you how fast they’re growing. You won’t believe it.”

      Callie stepped further into the room. It was good to be home.

      “You’re back, and you’re in one piece.” Andromeda gave her a quick hug. “I was worried about the compatibility of the mating process.”

      “It was fine,” Callie said. The act of sex itself had been the simplest part of the entire ordeal. “Their reproductive anatomy was familiar. I knew how to handle what he was packing, and he seemed thrilled with what I brought to the table.”

      “I’ll need a full description of his physiology later. Maybe a few sketches,” Andromeda said. Callie had to fight back a giggle. That was not going to happen. “Actually, maybe we should go to med bay so I can give you a quick exam and make sure everything’s fine.”

      “That’s not necessary, Doc.” Callie settled on the edge of her bunk. She was suddenly very tired. “I’m fine.”

      “No funny business?” Andromeda hugged her tablet to her chest. Her concern was touching.

      “No funny business. Just a good, old-fashioned roll in the hay.” Callie swung her legs onto her bunk and laid down.

      “At least you don’t have to worry about a baby,” Andromeda said. “That must be a relief.”

      Callie knew her friend was just trying to help, but mentioning the casual deception they were engaged in just stirred up all the feelings Callie was so desperate to quiet. She covered her face with her forearm and tried to block out the world. “Don’t say that. It makes me feel guilty.”

      “Callie, be reasonable,” Andromeda cautioned.

      “And what about our mission.” Callie gave up on rest. She sat up in her cot and swung her feet back to the floor. “I couldn’t stop thinking about the cryotubes. All those plants and animals we brought from Earth to unleash on the ecosystem here.”

      “Callie, those plans are so far down the road. Now is not the time to worry about it.”

      “But what if they find out? It would be a disaster.” Callie sprung to her feet. “Not to mention the ethics of the situation. Terraforming this planet into another Earth never seemed that wise to me, but, frankly, I was okay with it when we thought the planet was abandoned. The only people hurt would be ourselves if shit went sideways. But we’re planning on fucking up their home, and they don’t even realize it. They’re helping us, for God’s sake.”

      Andromeda let out a deep sigh. She sat on Callie’s bunk and patted the mattress. “Calm down. You’re not thinking clearly. You’ve been under an inordinate amount of stress in the past two weeks and it’s fried your brain. Get some rest. Juno will be back soon, and I’m sure she’ll want to show us whatever hideous beast she gets with her blaster. We have plenty of time to figure out all these details.”

      Callie felt ready to collapse. Andromeda was right about one thing: she needed to rest. She lay on her bunk and let Andromeda cover her with a blanket.

      “We’ll work something out, Callie,” she said. “We won’t screw them over.”

      Callie took comfort in the truth of those words. The humans wouldn’t screw the Verakai over. If she had to, she’d make sure of it herself.
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      Callie busied herself around camp the next couple of days. There was plenty of work for the engineers, now that their equipment was up and running thanks to Riyad. The Verakai hadn’t developed advanced technology on their own, she learned. The few items they had, such as the speeders and holographic technology Callie had seen at the mountain, were scavenged from others, including their enemies the Obeday. Keeping non-native technology operational had made them very good at troubleshooting systems and making repairs on the fly. Riyad was gifted at both, and his knowledge was making him irreplaceable around camp.

      Callie’s emotions were like a feedback loop. The more he helped them, the more guilty she felt, and she became all the more determined to find a solution that would work for all of them.

      She struggled for a way to get back in Vaka’s good graces. She hadn’t meant to give him the idea that she wanted him to be her husband, for crying out loud. The whole discussion seemed silly now that a few days had passed. She had just been chattering on because she was happy. She was relieved after being under extreme stress. She needed to make him realize she felt the same way; being tied to someone else was the last thing she wanted. But they could still be fond of each other. And burn off stress fucking like rabbits.

      She was in her tent, changing out of a T-shirt spattered with hydraulic fluid, when Juno popped her head inside.

      “Callie,” she said, “visitor at the gate.”

      Humans could pass through the perimeter fence anywhere they wanted, thanks to the communication devices strapped to their wrists. The Verakai, on the other hand, needed to check in at the security gate.

      She tried to stop her mind from racing. Juno called for her, but she knew it could be any of the warriors. The security team treated her as the unofficial liaison to the tribe. Maybe Riyad requested help. Maybe it was someone entirely new. Still, she was embarrassed to admit to herself how much she wanted it to be him. And how much she wanted to put things right after their unfortunate parting.

      She pulled on a fresh shirt and walked to the gate. When she could tell it was Vaka, she had to fight the urge to break into a jog. She saw his cargo - a woven basket tucked under his arm – and ran to him with a smile.

      “A picnic,” she said. Her voice rang out with joy, and in that moment, she realized how much her happiness depended on him. The thought terrified her; she embraced him anyway.

      “I don’t know the particulars, so I hope I got it right,” he said as he held out the basket for her inspection. “And I can’t take credit for the food. Shiva packed it for me.”

      “It’s perfect,” Callie said. He carried the basket in one hand and offered her the other. They headed for the tree line together.

      “There’s a place I want to show you,” he said.

      He led her to a secluded grove. She walked through a rock archway and was greeted by an area of soft groundcover bathed in sunlight.

      “That looks like a perfect spot for a picnic,” she said. He placed the basket on the ground and reached inside for a blanket.

      “It’s so nice and secluded out here,” she said as he shook out the blanket and spread it on the ground. “Nobody would find us even if they were looking.” He didn’t seem to be getting her hints. He sat on the ground and started rummaging through his supplies.

      “Vaka, you’ve got me all alone out here.” She crouched next to him and kissed his muscled arm. “I appreciate your determination to provide me with the perfect picnic, but I think lunch will keep for a bit, don’t you?”

      “You liked what we did.” He almost sounded like he couldn’t believe it. Callie didn’t understand his reservations. Didn’t he know he had almost driven her mad with pleasure?

      “Liked is the wrong word,” she said as she leaned in to kiss his lips. “I loved it.” She rested her hand on his giant, muscled thigh. Her breath was starting to quicken and she felt the familiar warmth flood her core. “I can’t stop thinking about it. Your hard cock stretching out my little pussy is the first thing I think of when I wake up in the morning and the last thing I think about before I fall asleep at night. I think about it all day long, and I get so wet I worry someone will notice.” She moved her hand higher and lightly stroked his loincloth. “You’ve turned me into a freak. I have to find places around camp where I can be alone, so I can slip my fingers between my legs and get off.”

      His breath matched hers. Quick and shallow. “Show me how you do it,” he said.

      She liked it when he got bossy. There was something about driving him so crazy that the caveman part of his brain took over and started issuing terse commands. His skin flushed and his eyes darkened.

      She’d never removed her clothes so fast; she was naked in under a minute. His lips parted as he watched her. She leaned against a rocky outcropping and planted her feet apart, completely bared to him.

      “Wider,” he ordered as he touched himself through the leather. Callie bit back a whimper and followed his instructions. He sat a few feet from her, but he wanted a better look. He rose to his feet, casually untied his boots, stripped off his loincloth, and settled on the ground inches in front of her. He wanted a front-row seat and she was determined to give him the show of a lifetime.

      She cupped her breast and tugged her swollen nipple with one hand. The other slid lower. Her pussy glistened in the sun and she ran two fingers up and down the length of her wet slit. Her flesh was already engorged. Ready for him. She’d been like this since she left his arms. Unsatisfied and wanting more.

      He watched her with an intensity that was disarming, and she knew he’d never hand her off to an underling again. His cock jumped and twitched as she spread her lips for him. Her clit, red and distended, peeked out from her folds. She rubbed it with the pads of her fingertips and Vaka inched closer. He stroked his mammoth cock with one hand, and reached for her pussy with the other. He caressed her slick warmth and felt for her opening.

      Her legs trembled when his finger pressed inside her.

      “More,” she moaned. He added a second finger with his next thrust. He pumped his thick fingers and out of her, watching her as she stretched to accommodate him. She groaned and rubbed her pussy harder. She tried to force him to go faster. To impale herself on his fingers, but he wouldn’t be rushed.

      He pulled his fingers free. Her juices ran down his hand and his forearm. She grabbed for his hand, desperate to have him back inside her. She never wanted to feel empty again.

      He brought his hand to his mouth and sucked his fingers clean, hollowing his cheeks as he strained for every last drop of her sweetness.

      “Oh, God,” she said. Part of her thought he might be a god. He knew what her body wanted. Anticipated her every need and fulfilled it. She dropped a hand to the crown of his head and ran her fingers through his tousled hair.

      She shuddered as he pushed his hand between her thighs again, to collect more of her sweetness. This time, he painted the slabs of his chest with her silky wetness. He massaged it into his skin, marking himself with her scent. Declaring himself for her.

      He stared into her eyes as he moved to his knees for better leverage. He was ready to give her what she wanted.

      He slid easily into her slick tunnel. Her knees buckled in delight. She started to collapse, but he leaned forward to steady her. He pushed her thighs over his shoulders and lifted her from the ground. She braced herself against the mossy rock as he buried his face in her pussy.

      He was insatiable. His tongue explored every square centimeter of her womanhood. Every time she gasped or moaned or twitched, he paused, like he was making a mental note of all her favorite spots. He teased her with his lips, the flat of his tongue, and his chin. He licked, sucked, and teased until she was a quivering mess, and then he turned all his attention to her clit.

      The pleasure was so intense it was almost agony. She buried both hands in his hair and tried to squirm away, but his grip was too strong. He pumped his fingers into her faster and harder, and when he added a third finger to his invasion, her body went rigid. She saw stars and spasmed as wave after wave of orgasm rolled through her.

      He lowered her to the ground, and she lay there spent, with her thighs splayed. She looked utterly wanton. Everything was gone from her mind except him. He knelt between her thighs with his cock at the ready. Aftershocks still twitched through her as he guided his thick member to her quivering lips and thrust inside. She cried out with a strangled groan.

      She was spent. She had nothing to give him. She didn’t even have the strength to reach down and touch herself. He grasped her hips and pulled her onto the top of his thighs. He rocked back and forth as he knelt there, rocking their bodies together in pleasure. He ground his hips against hers with every thrust. Her clit felt electric and she could feel her pussy start to contract again.

      Beads of sweat ran down his neck and muscled torso. His abs flexed with every thrust and his pecs rippled as he fucked her. His luminous skin almost glowed in the sunlight. She certainly hadn’t crossed the galaxy expecting to find the perfect mate, and part of her still didn’t believe it. But their eyes locked and she knew it was real. She was the luckiest girl alive. She summoned her last reserves of strength to prop her torso on her elbows. She wanted to watch him as he came inside her.

      He tipped his head to the sky and bellowed as his balls emptied. He held her there, tight against him, while his cock pulsed and spurted. He held her there, pressed against him, until he was completely spent and had started to soften. She thought maybe he needed this encounter as much as she did. She hoped so.

      “Holy shit,” she said. He collapsed onto the ground-cover next to her.

      “Holy shit,” he agreed. He lay there, eyes closed to the bright sun, and ran one hand over her the length of her body. It was like he was trying to reassure himself that she was real. His hand found hers and their fingers intertwined. She let her eyes drift closed as they basked in the sun. She was almost asleep when she heard his voice.

      “This place made me think of you because of these plants,” he reached above his head and touched one of the fern-like plants. Soft chimes filled the air with their music. “The day you searched for me; I saw that they made you smile.”

      “So, you were watching me the entire time,” she said. She rolled onto her stomach and curled into his side.

      “Every warrior knows to observe from the shadows when you encounter a new creature,” he said.

      “And what did you learn about me as you watched from the shadows.” She ran her fingertips through his damp chest hair.

      “You came out here alone, so I knew you were fearless.”

      Her laugh echoed through the cove. “I was scared shitless,” she confessed. She wished she could be fearless. Vaka was fearless, she realized. Maybe that’s part of what attracted her to him.

      “Well, it still makes you brave,” he said, “and that’s even better than being fearless.”

      “What else did you notice?” She kissed his salty skin and inhaled his musky scent. He claimed she had bewitched him the other night, but she was the one under his spell. Everything about him was so strong and effortlessly masculine.

      “You knew how to track someone through the forest. Only the men of our tribe are trained in those arts. Are all girls taught to track and hunt on Earth?” A breeze stirred and goosebumps rose over her skin despite the warm sun. He pulled the picnic blanket closer and covered her with it.

      “Not at all,” she said. “My dad raised me, so he taught me a lot of things girls don’t usually know.” She rarely told people about her childhood. Especially other colonists. She had been an outcast her entire life. She didn’t fly millions of miles away from her troubles just to be labeled an outsider among the crew. But Vaka was different. She knew she could trust him. She wanted to trust him. Wanted this new relationship between them to grow and flourish.

      “What else did he teach you? Perhaps I could make use of you in my village,” he teased.

      “I can set traps and snares, create a bow and arrow from scratch, start a fire with no modern tools, build an emergency snow cave, and handle just about any type of firearm you put in front of me.” She traced an imaginary check mark on his chest as she recited each skill.

      “Your mother allowed this?”

      “My mother was long gone,” she said. “It’s no big deal. I was just a toddler when she left. I don’t even remember her.” She was desperate for him to act like what she just said was totally normal. If he gazed at her with tenderness or spoke with pity in his voice, she would lose it. She never wanted people to feel sorry for her. She hated it when they reacted that way. And it would crush her coming from him.

      He seemed to sense her trepidation. “Do all humans learn such things in school?”

      “No,” she said. “They tend to focus on the basics in school. Reading, writing, arithmetic. My father wasn’t a fan of school, so he kept me home and taught me himself.” She disentangled herself from his arms and rose to her feet. She’d tell him everything he wanted to know, but she had to distract herself while she did. She searched the undergrowth for her clothes.

      “Do you have any siblings?” he asked.

      “Nope.” She found her bra and tugged it on over her head. “I was an only child. What about you?” she asked.

      “I have no siblings.” He dragged himself into a seated position.  “They are uncommon among our kind.”

      “Why’s that?” she asked as she spotted her shirt.

      “The pregnancy and birth process were difficult for our women. Death in childbirth was common. If a woman successfully had one baby, she usually stopped trying for another. It was exceedingly rare for our females to carry more than one child to term during their lifetimes.”

      What the hell? That would have been great information to have before they settled on the terms of their bargain. For the first time, she felt slightly less guilty about her apparent infertility. Then again, it was hard to fault him when she was hiding information of her own. She’d decided to let it slide when the memory of his healed abdomen popped into her mind. It had only taken a few hours for the wound in his side to repair itself.

      “Can’t the women of your tribe just self-heal like you did?” She was genuinely curious.

      “No.” He shook his head and stared at the ground, troubled by this admission. “It’s a trait present only in the males of our species.”

      “I bet our doctor would find that interesting,” she said, as she pulled on her pants.

      “You’ll say nothing about it to your doctor.” He practically spat the words out. He had never so much as raised his voice to her before, but something about her words angered him.

      “I won’t say a word.” She went to him, placed a hand on his chest, and looked him plain in the eye. “I promise. It stays between us.”

      “Thank you.” He shook his head like he was clearing unpleasant thoughts. “I’m sorry I raised my voice. There’s history you don’t understand.”

      “Will you tell me…sometime?” She wanted him to share with her as much as she longed to share her experiences with him.

      “Yes.” He smoothed her hair and kissed her forehead. “You do not need to worry,” he whispered, his lips against her skin. “You will be fine when you birth our son. You’re strong and brave and sturdy. You have doctors and medical technology. There is nothing to worry about.”

      If he only knew she had so damn many things to worry about. He must have felt the tension in her body.

      “Did I say something wrong, Callie?”

      “I’m just worried this isn’t going to work,” she confessed. “I don’t want you to be disappointed. If I can’t have a child.”

      He wrapped his arms around her in one of the most comforting hugs she had ever received. “If you can’t have a child, I’m still better off than I was before you arrived. Still immeasurably happier than I was a month ago.” He tightened his arms around her. “The red moon will rise again in the sky and the next warrior will claim an Earth woman. And we wish them luck.”

      She couldn’t do this anymore. She had to tell him, but at the same time, she knew she couldn’t. She was in an impossible situation. She had to betray her people or the man she was falling for. Maybe there was a way out of things, but she sure couldn’t see it. There was no way to hide the infertility or plan of mass colonization from him. He’d find out eventually, and she didn’t see how he could ever forgive her. But if she told him now, the best-case scenario involved him backing out of their arrangement, recalling Riyad to his village, and leaving them to the mercy of the Obeday. Or maybe even a worst-case scenario that involved fire-breathing dragons and the total annihilation of her people.

      There was one unavoidable truth: the longer she waited to tell him, the worse it would be. He was no stranger to difficult situations. Maybe he would understand.

      “Vaka, I—“

      They were far from camp, but she recognized the perimeter alarm immediately. The mechanical screams bounced between the trees and hurt her ears.

      He left the basket on the ground and took her hand in his. “Let’s move,” he said as they ran for the settlement.
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      Callie struggled to keep up with him, but he didn't dare slow his pace. He was as anxious as she was to reach camp. He had as much riding on their alliance as the humans did, and he would not fail in his mandate to protect them.

      "Do you think it's the Obeday?" she asked. "Would they attack us again?"

      He had considered the idea himself. "Perhaps, but I would be surprised." He scanned the trees around them, looking for signs of danger. "They have eyes everywhere. I'm sure they know our dragons patrol the skies above your camp. They may even know Riyad lives among you now."

      "Why would that matter?" She didn’t understand why his enemies were enemies of her people as well. She knew nothing of his history with the Obeday, and he silently chastised himself for failing to share relevant information with her. The stalemate between his people and the small beings from the dark side of the planet had gone on for years, and he was used to the situation. He'd grown complacent when he should have been vigilant.

      "They know you are under our protection," he explained. "You’re not just some random new arrivals. They understand that an attack on you would be an attack on us."

      "Why are you so sure they won’t attack you?"

      "We have an understanding with them." He understood her need to know, but he hated talking about it just the same. "We fought them for many years. An arrangement was made to stop the carnage. Thousands died and neither side could stomach any more killing.”

      "You have dragons,” she said. “Couldn’t you just roast the fuckers and be done with it?" She made it sound so simple. He wished it were that easy. But he learned long ago that decisions were never easy by the time they reached him.

      "They still hold some of our villagers in their city. They shield themselves with our innocents." It pained him to admit this to her. Leaving some people was the only option at that time, but it still shamed him deeply. Sacrificing the few to save the many was a tactically sound decision, but that didn’t mean he slept any easier.

      She stumbled to a halt at his admission. He appreciated her understanding, but couldn't bear to tell her more. He didn't want her eyes to be filled with pity when she looked at him. Or disappointment.

      "I'll tell you everything," he said as he took her hand and hurried her along. "I promise I will. You need to understand the threat they pose. I didn’t tell you earlier because I didn't want to frighten your people with tales of Obeday depravity, but it was a mistake." He would be the one to tell her, but only when the time was right. And they had more pressing concerns right now. "We need to focus on getting back to camp," he said.

      He dreaded telling her and he knew he'd put off doing so as long as possible. The sordid details filled him with shame. The Obeday had been his worst nightmare, and the tale of their interaction featured his failure on every front. His failure as a leader. His failure as a warrior. His failure as a husband. His failure as a man.

      The Obeday arrived on Karilius several weeks after his father had passed, and Vaka took his place as leader of the Verakai. The mountain village had always been the jewel of their civilization, but they were not forced to retreat to it for safety until much later.

      The Verakai were plentiful in those times, and their small villages dotted the landscape as far as the eye could see. Vaka could fly for hours before reaching the edge of their territory.

      The Verakai had encountered people from the stars before, and often traded with them, but the Obeday were different. They dropped from the heavens and proclaimed Karilius their new home. At first, Vaka did not see the harm. The planet was large, and the Obeday presented no threat.

      They were delicate creatures, smaller than most Verakai children, with icy white skin and giant, misshaped heads. Too frail to handle prolonged exposure to the elements and ill-suited for any physical labor, they relied on technology to survive.

      Most of the time, they hid behind the walls of their compound and interacted via remote-controlled droids and drones. On the rare occasion when the Obeday ventured outside, they were strapped into military-grade exoskeletons and survival suits. Vaka almost pitied them.

      He remembered his initial optimism upon their arrival and cursed his naiveté. The Verakai did not hide their dual nature in those days. They transformed from man to dragon at the drop of a hat and reveled in their unique physiology. They were aware how rare their skill was, but they didn’t realize how valuable it had made them. The intergalactic merchants aware of their existence talked, and the Obeday were listening.

      Vaka never wondered how the new arrivals paid for their technology, or for the vast city they were building on the far side of the planet. He heard whispers of slave labor, but he dismissed it as a rumor. His lack of curiosity cost his people dearly.

      The Obeday were shrewd. They played up their physical frailty and the Verakai saw no threat. Even tried to forge an alliance with them. They cemented their partnership during a three-day feast on the open plains. They drank too much and told tales of their greatest battles. They were so confident in their physical superiority that they were careless and lowered their guard.

      A sleeping powder was placed in their ceremonial brew, and the warriors awoke the next morning with metal collars around their necks. Their frenzied attempts to remove them were fruitless. The first warrior who tried to assume his dragon form vaporized before their eyes.

      The Verakai were rounded up like cattle and hauled to a research facility on the far side of the planet. A windowless warehouse in the dark, snowy hell. His enemy had used the time spent pretending to befriend the Verakai to build a place to torture them.

      The Obeday sorted his people. Not every Verakai male could shift. Only the most elite warriors, those with ancient blood flowing through their veins, had the gift. Those men without the talent were sent to the labor camps. They toiled day and night to build the new city. With minimal rations and no rest, they perished by the thousands.

      The women and the dragon warriors were sent to the research facility. The Obeday were desperate to unlock the secret of dragons. They experimented on his men, in an effort to control their shifting, and he’d never forget the sound of their screams.

      He could forgive what they had done to him and his men, but his fury over what they did to the women would burn brightly forever.

      As the dragon warriors in the lab perished, the Obeday became obsessed with breeding more. They wanted to sell them to the highest bidder and keep some as their personal pets. The twenty warriors who remained were not enough. The Obeday needed more.

      The women of the tribe were tortured next, as their captors attempted to increase their capacity to breed. They wanted more dragon warriors and they wanted them faster. They attempted to induce multiple births and speed up the gestation period. They attempted genetic experiments to guarantee a dragon birth.

      It killed him to watch his people waste away as he searched for a way to defeat them. It had taken months of feigning disinterest and surrender while he observed their every procedure and habit, but he was ready when his chance arose.

      He learned who carried the keys to their collars. The two Obeday trusted with that honor always stayed behind the impenetrable divider when observing the experiments. They never stepped into the treatment room or had any real contact with the warriors.

      Vaka worried they would never escape, but the ones who had what he so needed finally made a mistake. They entered the treatment room to help with malfunctioning equipment and he seized his chance. He crushed the creature’s neck and unlocked his collar before the rest realized what was happening. He freed those he could and they flew to freedom.

      He hated what had been done to them and ached to annihilate the entire city. His appetite for revenge, however, was tempered by thoughts of the Obeday women and children living there. He had no desire to become monsters like they were.

      They denied it, but he knew the Obeday still held some of his people in pockets of the city. A cruel deterrent to any attack. He made a devil's bargain to save those he could and signed a treaty. He dreamed of going back to save the rest of his people, but they lacked the numbers and technology to mount a successful mission. Those who were left retreated to their ancestral home in the mountain with a renewed sense of suspicion and vigilance.

      "It's not them," Callie said as the slowed to a walk. They reached the edge of the forest and had a clear view of the camp. There was no sign of an attack, but they both saw something equally troubling as they approached the perimeter. Several members of the security team surrounded Riyad and were trying to restrain him.
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      "What's the meaning of this?" Vaka called out as they approached. A chill ran up the nape of his neck when he saw they had placed metal restraints around Riyad's wrists. He swore his people would never taste bondage again. His temper flared.

      "Great, now we're all here," Captain Hudson said as he clapped his hands together. He stood casually among four of his men and tried to look relaxed, but Vaka could tell there was anger simmering within him as well. "Now we can get to the bottom of things."

      "Captain, you better explain yourself quickly," Callie said. She crossed her arms over her chest. Vaka could hear the displeasure in her voice and the way she challenged Hudson warmed his heart. She would be a powerful ally for his people. He admired her strength.

      "Actually, you're the ones who need to do some explaining." He pointed to Vaka, Riyad, and Callie as she spoke. "Several of the cryotubes have gone missing. I'm hoping you can shed some light on the situation."

      Vaka had no idea what they were talking about and felt momentarily relieved. He knew Riyad was blameless, too. His friend understood the importance of their alliance with the humans and would not risk such an inflammatory action without Vaka’s approval. It must be a misunderstanding. They would clear things up easily enough.

      "They should be simple enough to find, with the tracking beacon and all." Callie dropped her arms to her side. She didn’t try to hide the annoyance in her voice. "Did you ask Andromeda about it? She checks on them all the time in the med bay."

      "Andromeda's the one who noticed they were gone. She brought it to my attention a few moments ago," Hudson said. He was getting louder as he spoke. His tone made Vaka uneasy. They needed to de-escalate the situation, not rile things further. "The tracking doohickeys aren't going to help because they were removed from the tubes and left right in the med bay."

      Callie shook her head. She wasn't buying it. "They can't all be gone," she said. "They're each the size of a large oxygen tank. How could someone remove them unnoticed?"

      Hudson shrugged his shoulders. "I don't know how it was done. I just know they're gone. We lost our entire inventory of Earth’s plants and animals in the span of a few hours."

      "What did you see on the security cameras?"

      "Not a damn thing,” Hudson replied. “Someone evaded them very skillfully."

      "Or they never left camp." Callie threw up her hands. "This isn't the way to handle things, Captain," she said as she motioned to Riyad’s restraints. "There has to be a reasonable explanation. Why don't you let Riyad go and we can sit down and talk about this like reasonable people?”

      Callie and Hudson continued their verbal sparring, but Vaka didn't hear them. He was lost in thought. Something the Captain had said was lodged in his mind. He turned the words over and examined them carefully and searched for a possible harmless meaning. He couldn't come up with one.

      "Why do you have an inventory of Earth’s plants and animals?" He asked, interrupting them. "I thought this was a research mission."

      Hudson gave his men a sidelong glance. He hadn't meant to disclose that information. Vaka realized Callie had not been honest with him. His stomach sank at a dizzying speed. He turned to her, and the expression on her face told him it was true. Her lips trembled and her eyes watered.

      “You’re colonists,” he said as he backed away from them. He’d heard tales of their kind before. They invaded a planet, terraformed it to their desired specifications, and then populated the world with their own kind.

      She took a step toward him. "Vaka, it's not what you think," she said.

      "You will fill the planet will your people, your plants, and your creatures and wipe mine from the planet." He practically spit the words out. He wondered if it had all been an act on her part. Had their situation even been as dire as she claimed? Was she just trying to buy them time? Riyad reported that they were truly struggling, but was it just an act to put them off their guard?

      "That's not how it was supposed to happen," she said and then corrected herself. "That's not how it's going to happen. There's plenty of room here for all of us. I haven’t technically lied to you about anything. I told you, our scientists thought this planet was uninhabited. We planned for a scenario that became unethical once we arrived here and encountered your people."

      He could see the logic in her words, but his mind wasn’t in control at the moment. His heart led the charge, and he felt betrayed. Personally and on behalf of his people.

      "Does everyone share your view, Callie?" Riyad finally spoke and broke the silence. “I am not so sure.”

      Vaka turned to Callie. "You kept this from me." The malice in his voice was troubling. He tried to calm himself and behave as a rational leader. Tried to keep a level head and turn the situation to his advantage. But he was infatuated with Callie and she had cut him to the quick. He couldn’t keep passion out of it.

      "Vaka, we've known each other a week." She stepped closer. Her voice trembled. She tried to rest her hand on his arm, but he jerked away as if her touch pained him. She was undeterred.

      "We're all trying do the best with the situation we're in,” she said. “I'm sure you haven't told me everything about your people. And it's not because you're a bad person. It's because you're just trying to do right by your people and navigate a trying time."

      He knew she didn't want to have this discussion in front of the others. He didn't want to have it at all. He needed time to process what he had learned. Time to think about everything that had happened between them. It hurt his heart, but he needed to be away from her.

      He nodded to Riyad. The warrior broke free of his restraints like they were made of paper. He joined Vaka's side.

      "I advise you to permit us to leave," Vaka said as they walked away. He turned and tossed his parting words over his shoulder. "You couldn't stop us if you tried."
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      Callie fought the urge to chase after him. She hated that she wanted to. She never imagined uncovering such weakness within herself. It was a horrible feeling, like lifting your bedsheets and discovering a snake. She never imagined she would need someone like she longed for him. It had been a long time since she let herself need anyone. The stabbing pain in her heart reminded her why.

      Could they recover from this? She hoped so. She prayed he just needed a little time to cool down. She knew she could make him understand if she could just talk to him again in person. He was a reasonable man. Every fiber of her being told her to go to him, but she knew waiting was the only answer.

      She threw herself into her work. She volunteered for every crappy task that nobody else wanted to do, and she started to make inroads with the colonists who had shown her the cold shoulder. That wasn't the purpose of her penance, though. She wanted to punish herself for her misdeeds.

      She had misled Vaka when it came to their mission. She saw the hurt in his eyes, and she couldn't stop thinking about the child he was hoping for. How would he look at her when he learned that dirty little secret? Guilt swelled within her. By the time this was all over, he'd wonder if she was capable of telling the truth at all.

      If it was up to her, she would have spilled her guts and come clean with him, but the situation involved more than the two of them. An entire ship of colonists depended on the cooperation of their people. She had to think about the big picture.

      "A messenger brought this to the gate." Flora stood next to her bunk with a scrap of tattered paper in her slight hand. Callie hadn't even heard her come in. All the double shifts were taking a toll. She’d planned to take a quick cat-nap before dinner, but she hadn’t been able to quiet her mind.

      "You're the first person to get alien mail,” Flora said. “How lucky!" Callie reached out and took the offering. She hoped it was a note from Vaka, but a quick peek at the contents revealed handwriting that was decidedly more feminine.

      "What is it?" Flora asked as she hovered over her friend. Callie had always found Flora's innate curiosity rather charming, but she would have rather been left alone at this moment.

      "It's from Shiva," Callie said. She had shared nearly every detail of her initial visit to the alien camp with her roommates and they were as fascinated with the tribe’s only woman as she was. Once she skimmed the content of the brief note, she read it aloud for Flora. "Callie. Our one visit together was brief, but I find myself longing for more of your feminine company. Please join me for a meal. Bring friends if it makes you more comfortable. My nephew will wait at the gate and bring you here."

      “Do you think that’s the best idea right now?” Flora asked. Their camp was tight knit by necessity, and word of the confrontation between the humans and the Verakai tore through camp in record time.

      “Shiva knows everything that goes on in that camp,” Callie said. “She wouldn’t ask if we had anything to worry about.”

      “She said you could bring friends.” The excitement in Flora’s voice was plain.

      “I’ll probably just go alone,” Callie teased as she tossed back her blanket and stood up.

      "Please take me with you," Flora begged. "Riyad has been telling me all about their village and I really, really, really want to see it for myself."

      Callie was disappointed Vaka had not volunteered to collect her himself, but she felt a glimmer of hope nonetheless. Surely Shiva wouldn’t invite Callie to camp without his signoff. Maybe this was his way of trying to reach out after their strained parting. A lightness came over her that she hadn’t felt in days. Once she had a chance to explain things to him, he would understand.

      "Of course, you can come along," Callie said as she rummaged through her footlocker for clean clothing. She was wearing a dingy, shapeless coverall from her latest shift and needed to change into something more proper. Something with less hydraulic fluid on it, at the very least.

      "Come along where?" Andromeda asked as she pushed through the tent flaps.

      "Callie got an invite for dinner in the alien camp and she's letting me go with her." The words tumbled out of Flora's mouth in excitement.

      "You can join us, if you like." Callie hoped she would accept. The two of them needed to have a private conversation. Callie figured Andromeda was the one who tampered with the cryotubes and they needed to get on the same page.

      "I'd actually love to." Andromeda had been a type-A workaholic as long as Callie had known her. She'd been picking up just as many double shifts and Callie was sure she could use the break. "Should we track down Juno? Make it a full family outing?"

      Callie hesitated. "I think maybe it's best that she sits this one out. The situation is a little delicate right now." Juno was like a bull in a china shop when it came to handling emotionally charged situations, and Callie wasn't willing to add fuel to a fire already in danger of burning out of control.

      "We'd have to tear her away from the build site, anyway," Flora explained. "She's determined to get the pipes installed and the water running ASAP. She's been talking nonstop about how good it would feel to take a shower."

      Andromeda agreed and the three of them quickly readied themselves. They strolled to the gate like women heading out for a night on the town and ignored the disapproving stares of the other colonists.

      "Get a load of that tall hunk of hotness," Andromeda whispered as they approached the gate. Callie hadn't come across a Verakai warrior who was less than handsome, and Shiva's nephew was certainly no slouch in the looks department. Callie had never heard Andromeda wax poetic about a man before, and it amused her.

      "I'm Cyril," he said. "Hop on."

      "A man of few words,” Andromeda whispered as she hopped into the seat behind Callie. “I love that."

      The speeder he’d requisitioned was a larger model, and it fit the four of them easily. Cyril was a talented pilot and the ride to the mountain was fast and smooth. Callie had fun watching Andromeda and Flora enjoy themselves, but her nerves started to act up as they drew closer to camp. She desperately wanted everything to work out.

      Their arrival at the village reminded Callie of her first appearance there. The warriors stopped what they were doing and watched as Cyril led the women to Shiva's tent. Everyone seemed curious and friendly and Callie assumed Vaka and Riyad had kept the content of their discovery between themselves.

      Her breath caught in her throat as she entered the dwelling and saw Vaka. He was seated on the floor next to Riyad and Shiva, but he leapt to his feet when he saw her. Callie's heart pounded as she read the anger and surprise in his body. He hadn't known she was coming, and he certainly wasn't happy about it.
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      "How could you think you're welcome here?" Vaka asked as he approached her. Shiva tried to talk, but he silenced her with a wave of his hand. She had done nothing the past few days other than try to change his mind about Callie and the other humans. He should have suspected she'd resort to something like this, but he'd thought her moxie had faded in her old age. He'd express his displeasure with her later.

      "I...I was invited here." Vaka felt torn in two when she stammered. She was still his beautiful Callie, but she looked tired and her eyes were dull. She was hurting as much as he was. He was sure of it. He wanted to yell about her betrayal, take her in his arms and comfort her, and bend her over the nearest chair and fuck her senseless. Did love always make such fools of men?

      "We were all invited," Andromeda said. "We're here as guests. If you're going to be an asshole to her about it, we'll pack up and head back. Just say the word." She wrapped an arm protectively around Callie's shoulder.

      It was Vaka's turn to stammer. Shiva's maneuvering had taken him by surprise. He knew humans were joining them for a meal, but he thought members of the security team were making the trip to discuss the missing cryotubes and try to salvage their agreement. His dander had already been up in anticipation of dealing with Captain Hudson. When Callie walked through the door looking all vulnerable and lovely, it threw his emotions into a tailspin.

      "I apologize for my behavior." He took a deep breath and struggled to calm his heaving body. "Please, join us." He motioned to the seats on the floor.

      He was still determined to punish Callie. He tried to take a seat as far from her as possible, but Riyad, who talked of nothing but returning to the human camp, quickly settled next to Flora. Andromeda showed an immediate interest in Shiva's nephew, and Cyril eagerly cozied up to her. That left the two seats closest to Shiva. He lowered himself to the ground begrudgingly and went to work ignoring her. He wanted to make her hurt like he had when he learned of her lies.

      Shiva entertained them with stories of the Verakai, but Vaka didn't hear a word. He feasted on his favorite foods but didn't taste a single bite. He was close enough to Callie to smell the fragrance that perfumed her hair, and he worried it would drive him mad. All he wanted to do was gaze upon her face and memorize every detail, but he forced himself to keep his eyes off her. The meal was agony for him, and he breathed a sigh of relief when it finally ended. He rose to his feet and headed for the door. Shiva looked appalled at his manners.

      Callie sprung to her feet and chased after him. She caught him just outside the door. "You never have to see me again, if that's what you want,” she said, “but you're going to give me five minutes of alone time to try to explain things to you. You owe me that much." She didn't look sad and retiring anymore. Anger flashed behind her eyes. She hadn't enjoyed the way he'd dismissed her at dinner.

      "Follow me," he said as he led her away. His mind raced for a suitable place where they could talk away from prying ears. He led her away from the center of town and steered her into an abandoned corridor in the rock. He knew things were about to get loud.

      He wanted to yell and curse her. Shame her for her lies. He was planning his assault of words when her open hand cracked across his face. He stared at her, mouth agape, as the skin of his cheek reddened. The sting of it was inconsequential but the shock of it caught him unaware. Her chest heaved with each gulping breath of air and her breasts jiggled from the impact. Her nipples poked against the thin fabric. He felt the blood run to his cock as it sprung to life. He was so damn pissed, but she was the only thing he really wanted in the world.

      She raised her hand to strike him again and he grabbed her arm. She would not unman him again. He forced both arms above her head and pinned her wrists against the wall. He held them with one hand while the other slid past the waistband of her pants in search of her pussy. She pressed her thighs together and struggled against him, but when his fingertips brushed her soft curls she groaned with lust.

      He plunged his fingers between her swollen pussy lips and massaged her silky flesh. Her wetness already coated her inner thighs. He slipped a thick finger toward her opening and her greedy pussy swallowed it up.

      "More," she begged, and he added another finger and pressed deeper inside her. She leaned against his chest. He felt the warmth of her breath on his skin and explored her mouth with his thumb. The skin there was so hot, so wet, and so eager. He released his grip on her and lowered her to her knees.

      "I think that hot little mouth needs something bigger to suck on." He freed his cock and positioned it in front of her mouth. He fisted it as she sucked the head, but she pushed his hand away as she struggled to devour more of him. She forced him an inch deeper before she paused for a breath and turned her attention to his swollen balls. She buried her face in them as her tongue bathed his skin.

      He couldn't wait any longer. He pushed her onto all fours in front of him and yanked her pants down. The sight of her engorged pussy lips poking out from her pale ass cheeks was more than he could stand. He dropped to his knees and sank into her with one torturously slow thrust. She heaved against him, trying to force him deeper, but he held her hips immobile. Part of him still wanted to punish her, and he planned on making her earn every sweet inch of his throbbing length.

      She swiveled her hips and mewed like a cat in heat. He raised his hand and brought it down on her ivory ass cheek. The slap echoed just as hers had, moments earlier. She gasped as her skin reddened. He moved his hand to the place where her cheeks joined as he sank deep inside her. He rubbed her tight rosette with the pad of his thumb. She pushed against him. She wanted more.

      He gave it to her. There wasn't time for a leisurely coupling. Their absence would be noticed soon. He pounded her tight opening and his balls began to tighten. He felt the now familiar tingle start at the base of his spine and he waited for the impending explosion.

      Electric pleasure pinged through him as he emptied himself. He pushed his seed deeper with each thrust and held her against him.

      He thought claiming her like this would ease his troubled mind, but he was more confused than ever. Years ago, he had sworn he would never allow himself to be weakened by his love for a woman. But Callie had brought him to his knees in a matter of weeks. He was falling for her. He couldn’t stop it. He told himself he was doing it all for the child, for his people to survive, but it had quickly grown into something more complicated.

      He’d trusted her, and she’d been dishonest with him. Part of him wanted to hear her side of things. To start fresh. He was willing to give her the benefit of the doubt as long as his heart was the only casualty at risk. After all, it’s not as if he hadn’t withheld some crucial information from her. He was willing to extend her forgiveness because he hoped that one day she would return the favor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            27

          

        

      

    

    
      A storm was roiling in Callie's soul, and the scorching-hot angry sex she and Vaka had indulged in only complicated matters. She awoke early and had spent the precious hours before dawn staring at the wall of their tent and taking stock of her relationship.

      Being involved with him was exhausting. Exhilarating. Frustrating. Sensational. She appreciated that their situation was unique and that probably added to the stress, but she'd never been in love with a man before, so she had nothing to compare it to. Not that love was the right word for what she was experiencing. It didn't rise to that level yet, and she refused to act like a heart-eyed school girl and pretend that it did.

      It was different than any of her other fledging relationships had been. It was hotter, she was damn sure of that, but, as far as she was concerned, that wasn't the most interesting or important difference.

      She adored Vaka. Admired him, even. Sure, she wished he would open up to her more, but that was a complaint women had been lodging about men since the beginning of time. She hoped he'd share more of himself the more time they spent together. She wanted to tell him more about herself, too.

      "I want you to swing by the med bay first thing this morning for a physical," Andromeda said. Callie rolled over and opened her mouth to argue, but the doctor cut her off. "It's not a suggestion. It's an order."

      Callie complained, but she ultimately complied once she had washed, dressed, and grabbed some breakfast. She entered the clinic and saw her friend waiting.

      "Hop up on the table," Andromeda said. "I promise this won't hurt a bit. Or take much of your time. I just want to run a few tests." She held a whirling device the size of a deck of cards and moved it over Callie's body. She felt a slight tingle as it skimmed her skin.

      "What exactly are you looking for?" Callie asked.

      Andromeda set the device back in its cradle and reached for an instrument that looked like a silver tube of lipstick. "There's an entire host of things that could go wrong when you talk about bodily contact with a new group of people. Remember pilgrims and Native Americans and the blankets loaded with smallpox?"

      "Yeah, it would be a great idea to avoid that type of scenario here," Callie agreed. She hadn't even considered the kind of physical risks the doctor was referring to. She wondered if Vaka was aware of anything. Her mind drifted to his enthusiasm during their lovemaking and she realized there was probably nothing that would have stopped him from claiming her. Physical danger be damned.

      "So far, so good." Andromeda held the instrument an inch above Callie's skin and ran it up and down her extremities. "I'd like to do some blood draws, as well."

      "Go nuts," Callie said as she offered her arm. "Actually, while I'm here, I thought it would be a good time to discuss our conversation about the cryotubes and their subsequent disappearance."

      "I'm just going to pretend we never had that conversation." Her expression hardened and Callie could tell she was uncomfortable discussing it. It made her start to question the conclusions she had drawn from the whole ordeal. "I had to tell Captain Hudson when they went missing," Andromeda said, "but I didn't tell him anything you said."

      "I didn't take them," Callie stressed. How could Andromeda think she'd be stupid enough to actually perform an act of sabotage days after casually mentioning to the doctor?  "I assumed you did. I wanted to thank you."

      "I had nothing to do with it," Andromeda said. "I'd never tamper with company property." She was displeased with the hint of impropriety that accompanied Callie's assumption.

      Callie was displeased, too. "Hey! I—"

      "Holy shit." Andromeda was holding the tablet and reviewing the scan results. Her knuckles turned white as she clenched it.

      "Oh, God," Callie said. "Please tell me it's not anything super gross. Like worms or a parasite."

      "Callie, it's the ultimate parasite." Her face was a mask of disbelief. "You're pregnant."

      “That’s not possible,” Callie said. She suddenly felt light-headed. “You said so yourself.” She looked to her friend for an explanation.

      “Callie, I wish I knew what to tell you, but I’m at a total loss,” she said. Her eyes scanned from side to side as she plumbed the depths of her extensive knowledge for any possible explanation. “I suppose it could be some sort of asexual reproduction. I know of a few instances of that phenomenon in the animal kingdom back on Earth. But I’m no expert in zoology and I can’t give you any definitive answers.”

      “I’m a real trailblazer, huh?” Callie pressed the back of her hand against her forehead. She was suddenly feverish.

      “The key here is not to panic,” Andromeda said.

      “That’s easy for you to say.”

      “I’ll run some tests.” Andromeda jotted notes with her stylus. “Read up on the literature. I’ll do everything I can, but maybe there’s another source we should investigate.”

      A lightbulb went on in Callie’s mind and a smile spread across her face. “Vaka,” she whispered to herself.

      Callie hurried from the med bay after she finalized next steps with the doctor. A brisk walk around camp was the perfect remedy for her troubled mind. Andromeda was a world-class rule follower, but she had begrudgingly agreed to give Callie a few days to come to terms with her new situation before sharing the news with the security and science teams. They'd make a lab rat of her, and she wasn't looking forward to it. From what she had heard, being pregnant was miserable enough. Morning sickness, swollen feet, headaches. The last thing she wanted was to be held hostage in the med bay, being poked and prodded as she grew a baby alien.

      She was eager to share the news with Vaka, but she suddenly wanted to talk to Shiva as well. Callie realized she didn't know if Shiva had children of her own, but she would still be familiar with the gestation and birth of a Verakai baby. She might even have insight into the mechanics of their reproduction on a cellular level.

      Deep down, Callie was terrified, and she wished more than anything she had a way to contact Vaka. His calm confidence and quiet reassurance were exactly what she needed to stop her racing thoughts. She wondered if he was still angry with her. Shiva worked magic during the dinner and seemed to plaster over the cracks in their alliance, but she couldn’t tell if Vaka was in agreement. What if he never sought her out again? What if he—

      "Callie?" She was approaching the security gate when she heard her name. She recognized the deep, husky voice immediately. He stood there awkwardly, and she realized he was as unsure of the status of their fledgling relationship as she was. But showing up here meant he was willing to try. He wasn't ready to give up. Neither was she. Especially now.

      She smiled and ran to him. He welcomed her in his arms. "I'm sorry I was such an ass at dinner," he said.

      "You're forgiven." She stood on her tiptoes and whispered her secret in his ear. “You’re going to be a father.” An enormous smile exploded across his face and he lifted her in a bear hug and swung her around. It warmed her heart to see his joy.

      "I can't wait to tell the others," he said.

      "I appreciate your excitement,” she said, “but could you stay here for a day or two?" She was felt vulnerable and longed for a little extra support.

      "What troubles you?" His eyes were filled with concern.

      "Andromeda means well, but I know I'm about to become the village freak." Once the dam broke, all Callie's fears spilled out in a frantic tumble. "They're going to want to study me, so there will be lots of tests and monitoring and everyone will whisper about the Earth girl carrying the alien baby, and they'll probably start being mean behind my back again."

      "Who was mean to you?" He was deeply troubled by the thought, and she felt a little in love with him at that very moment. He leaned down to kiss her lips. "Pack your bags, little bird," he said. "I will take you to my home, if you will have me."
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      Callie ventured to the edge of the village when she heard the transporter enter the tunnel. When she had moved to their village months age, Vaka presented her friends with a speeder, a map to the village, and a little futuristic garage-door opener they could use to access the mountain village. They were welcome any time, and all visited frequently, but Andromeda made the journey at least twice a week to check on Callie.

      Callie was grateful for the company. She was hesitant to admit it, but things were different than she thought they would be. She didn't regret making the move. Not at all. Vaka, Shiva, and the other warriors tended to her every need. They were so accommodating that she started watching what she said; an off-handed mention of a specific food or drink or item of clothing usually led to a race to provide it for her.

      Shiva shared all her knowledge of Verakai infants and Callie's anxieties were calmed. There was still much she didn't know, mostly involving the scientific logistics of conception, but she learned to let it go. The information she was given was a balm to her worried mind. She learned Verakai mothers only carried a baby for ten to twelve weeks, and she was relieved at the prospect of ejecting this kid sooner rather than later. Her belly was already the size of a beachball and she couldn't imagine it growing much larger.

      Verakai mothers relied on a vaginal delivery, just as human women did, and she found that strangely reassuring, but they had a ceremonial water birth. That terrified her a little. Shiva claimed the pools below the mountain were fed by hot springs and the water contained a natural opioid that would ease her pain. Callie became a lot more enthusiastic about the ritualistic birth plan after hearing that.

      Callie couldn't keep the smile off her face as Juno sped out of the tunnel and approached the village. She waved as her friend parked the speeder and approached on foot.

      "It's only been a few days since I saw you, and I swear you're bigger!" Juno stripped off her driving gloves and hugged her friend.

      "That's fucking hilarious," Callie said as she fought the urge to pinch the back of Juno's arm, right where she knew it would really smart. She'd heard all about those women who glowed when they were pregnant. The ones who loved every part of growing a new life. Callie was not one of them. She still threw up multiple times a day, she had cankles for the first time in her life, and heartburn that made it hard for her to sleep.

      "I'm telling you, that kid is ready to make his debut," she rested her hands on Callie's belly and felt the movement within. "Any day now, I bet."

      "I sure hope so," Callie said as she led Juno to the yurt-like tent she and Vaka shared.

      "Where is the big guy?" Juno asked as she stepped into the tent and noticed his missing belongings. "Still not back?"

      "Nope, and it's getting old really fast." Juno was familiar with his frequent trips away from the village and she knew how they worried Callie.

      "Honestly, I know he has responsibilities here and business to attend to in other places." Callie settled herself into a chair by the fire and prayed she'd be able to get up when the need arose. "Do I wish he would hand some of the work off to the other warriors, so he could spend more time here with me? Of course." She reached for the pitcher of water that rested on a nearby tabletop, but Juno waved her off and served herself. "I wouldn't struggle so much with his ever-more-frequent absences if I knew a little more about what was going on. But he's so hesitant to share anything."

      "Yeah, that's not just an alien trait." Juno helped herself to a few strips of jerky. "Human dudes struggle with it, too. I lived with a guy in college who forgot to tell me he was leaving the state for spring break. He just didn't come home for a week, like it was no big deal. I was all worried and then he sent me a fucking postcard."

      "Exactly." Callie loved talking with someone who understood. Her emotions were all over the place with this pregnancy, and it was reassuring to know she wasn't crazy. "He tells me an hour before he leaves and I never know when he's coming back. I don't have any way to reach him if some big event were to happen." She motioned to her bulging belly and sighed. "He's ninety percent of the man I always dreamed of. But the ten percent he's withholding is the ten percent I really, really need."

      "Have you told him?" Juno asked.

      "I've hinted."

      "Hinting is a questionable gambit." Juno sank into the chair next to Callie. "Men aren't mind-readers. I've always found it's a better plan to just ask for what you want."

      "You make it sound so easy." Callie hated the hint of a whine in her voice, but she couldn't stop it.

      "It is easy," Juno replied. "Things only get hard when you ask and he doesn't deliver. Then you have to make some choices."

      "It's not like I would ever leave him." Callie was shocked at the suggestion. "We're having a child. He's ninety percent of my dream man. I feel guilty even complaining."

      "You have to do what's right for you."

      "He does so much right by me," Callie said as she started counting off qualities on her fingertips. "He's a fantastic listener, he makes me laugh, we have fun in the sack, he treats me with respect..."

      "You don't have to convince me. I adore the guy. If he had a brother, I'd be all over him."

      "He is great." Callie was having a hard time putting her thoughts into words. Sometimes she felt like the baby was eating her brain cells. "He doesn't fully trust me. And I need us to trust each other to take this relationship where I want it to go."

      "Why do you think that? Besides him not opening up to you with all his deepest, darkest secrets, I mean."

      "There are areas around the village where I'm not allowed to go. And when he's gone, he always has people looking after me." It sounded a little crazy out loud, and Callie suddenly wished she could take back the words.

      "That might be the pregnancy hormones talking, because that sounds like totally reasonable behavior to me."

      "Maybe you're right," Callie conceded. Still, she planned on having the chat recommended by Juno as soon as he hauled his warrior ass back home.
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      When Vaka arrived home three days later, Callie was ready. She wouldn't be put off by his bullshit platitudes or his clever diversions. She wanted real answers. She needed him to understand how much his trust meant to her. Needed him to believe in her.

      She waited for the right time to approach him. He spent most of the afternoon with his warriors as Callie watched from a distance. She decided to broach the subject over dinner, but he brought Cyril over as a guest. Both of them went to the baths after dinner and by the time he arrived home, she was readying herself for bed. Her emotions had been stewing all day and she knew she should wait for a better time, but it was like a scab she'd been touching all day and she just couldn't leave it alone.

      "I need you to trust me," she said as she stood before him in her nightgown.

      He looked like someone who'd just been sucker-punched, but he recovered quickly. "I do trust you."

      "Then why are you so distant sometimes?” She heard the whiny edge to her voice again and she cursed the pregnancy hormones surging through her body. "You never tell me anything."

      "What do you want to know?" He had a slightly smug oh, I'll appease my pregnant girlfriend look on his face and she wanted to slap it right off.

      "I want to know about your wife," she said. Whoa, where did that come from? The ex-wife hadn't even been on her radar. Maybe she wondered, from time to time, about the woman who managed to claim him as her own. Wondered what had happened between them and where she was now. Wondered why he never talked about her. Maybe she even wondered, from time to time, what made her good enough to marry when Callie clearly wasn't? Did his heart still belong to her?

      He raised his arms and ran his fingers through his hair. He took a deep breath. "Callie," he said, "I can't deal with this right now."

      "What about what I'm dealing with?" Her voice was thick with emotion and she knew she was about to cry.

      He went to her and took her in his arms. "Tell me what you’re dealing with."

      "I hate it when you leave me. When you go on your trips." She brushed her tears away and tried not to get snot on his chest. "I worry you won't come back."

      "I'll always come back for you," he held her close as she cried "Callie, I go on simple scouting missions. Sometimes, hunting trips. It's all very routine and unexciting."

      "Don't abandon me," she pleaded. Her voice was muffled against his chest. Damn these pregnancy hormones.

      "Never." he promised.

      "It might not be up to you," she said. "You're going to be a father. You have responsibilities to me and to this child."

      "Callie, where is all this coming from?" He led her to the bed and lowered her onto the edge of it. He sat next to her and held her hands.

      "You know my mom left when I was little. It was just me and my dad from that point on. He used to go hunting. Sometimes he'd take me with him, but most times he liked to go alone." Vaka wiped away her tears and tried to be as tender as possible. "When I was thirteen, he left at dawn and never came home."

      Things were coming into focus for Vaka. "Did they find him?"

      She shook her head no. "I waited all night for him to come home. I went out on my own the next day to look for him. I visited all the spots where he set his traps and I checked his deer stand, but I never found anything."

      "I'm so sorry," he said.

      "I was all on my own until some neighbors figured out what was going on and reported me to a social worker." She took a deep breath and tried to stop her tears. "So, when you don't tell me when you're coming home, I sit here by myself among these near-strangers and worry that the only man I ever loved isn't coming back."

      "You love me?" The wonder in his voice touched something deep inside her. Surely, he must know that she nearly worshipped him?

      "Of course I do." She felt sheepish saying so and didn't understand why. She should be screaming it from the literal mountaintops. "Don't you love me?"

      "I've loved you for a long time," he said as he sat next to her on the bed. "I'm so sorry, Callie. I didn't mean to upset you. I wish you'd have told me sooner."

      "Please don't leave again until our baby arrives.” she said.

      "Of course," he said. "And I have an idea for after."

      He reached into a leather pouch attached to his loincloth and extracted a small whistle. It looked like it was made of bone and shells and she remembered seeing him use one like it to call a dragon all those months ago. He threaded it with a strip of leather and tied it around her neck. "You can call me anytime with this," he said. "Only death will keep me from you when I hear its call."

      She caressed the whistle like it was a magical talisman and then she reached for him. Their hunger for each other was different this time. She felt it in his touch. There was desperation in the way he took her in his arms and spread her on the bed. A primal need in the way he spooned beside her and pushed her nightgown up. He slid inside her and their coupling was more intense than it had ever been. He cradled her in his arms and marked her neck with his kisses. She reached behind and tried to pull him deeper. They were physically spent in moments, but the emotional connection cemented their relationship.
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      Callie woke in the night with a scream. If felt like something was tearing her in two. She realized what was happening and anxiety surged through her.

      "I can't have this baby," she said as Vaka stirred beside her. "Andromeda's not arriving until tomorrow."

      "I'll call her now." A communication device that functioned like a long-range walkie-talkie was essential in their situation. "I'm sure she'll be here in no time."

      "So will this baby!"

      There was a knock at the door. Shiva was practically bursting with excitement. She looked like a kid on Christmas morning.

      "We must move her to the ceremonial pools." She approached their bed and helped Callie to her feet. Callie tried to walk, but a labor pain seized her with her next step and her knees buckled. Before she had time to cry out, Vaka had swept her into his arms and carried her like she weighed nothing.

      "Andromeda is on her way," he told her. Vaka looked excited as well, but there was more than a little fear clouding his features. Callie knew the feeling.

      Shiva led the way through the stone corridors. She walked with impressive speed for someone her age. The pathways angled downward and Callie felt a pinch of panic as they moved deeper into the bowels of the mountain. The last time she had visited the lower levels she had been carried to the mating rooms on the back of a dragon. Now, it seemed, they would make the journey on foot.

      "Can we go any faster?" she asked as she felt a gush of fluid release from her body. "I'm pretty sure my water just broke."

      Callie was thrilled with the prospect of a quick labor. Ordeals that lasted four or five days were the stuff her nightmares were made of. At the pace things were moving, she'd have less time for her anxiety to ride the runaway train. She hoped she held on long enough for Andromeda to arrive, but she told herself that women had been having babies since the dawn of time and she trusted that her body would know what to do.

      "We're almost there," Shiva said as she turned the final corner. Vaka shifted her weight in his arms and hurried for the entrance.

      "I'm so ready for this stuff to work its magic," Callie said as Vaka lowered her into the water. It was pleasantly warm, as promised, and she hoped its other benefits weren't overstated. She could stand on the bottom of the pool and the water reached her armpits. She touched the wall and discovered a smooth ledge. She hoisted herself up as another contraction tore through her abdomen.

      Vaka jumped into the water next to her and helped her to settle comfortably. As comfortably as was possible under the circumstances. She took hold of his forearm and squeezed, looking for any outlet for her pain.

      The contraction passed and she looked around the room. It was much less ornate and comfortable than the ceremonial mating chamber had been. It figured. The pool Callie was currently situated in sat in the middle of the floor. The room was so dim she could barely make out the walls. Shiva lit votive-type candles near the pool, but Vaka called her back when she moved to light the large pillar candles near the walls.

      "Is Andromeda here yet?" Callie asked as the next contraction geared up.

      "I'm afraid you'll have to make do with me, my dear." Shiva slid into the pool beside them and felt below the water. "I don't think this child will be waiting on anyone."

      "Take a deep breath," Shiva instructed as she held Callie's hand. "When I tell you it's time, I want you to push."

      Later, she'd think that maybe the water did take the edge off. But it was still the most intense physical pain of her life. She grunted and screamed and cried and pleaded while she pushed with all her might. She thought it would never end, but when Shiva placed the baby on her chest, everything in her life until that moment disappeared. The pain faded and she focused on her miracle.

      "She's a girl." Callie looked at Shiva and Vaka. "I thought for sure it was a boy." She searched their faces for any sign of disappointment. There was none. Their radiant joy matched her own.

      Shiva reached out and stroked the child's luminous skin. Her scales weren't as defined as Vaka's or Shiva's, but she still glowed in the candlelight.

      Shiva stepped from the water and left them to their happiness. Callie turned all her attention to her daughter and surveyed her slight body. Ten little fingers and ten little toes. She had swirl of her mother's brown hair, but her eyes were sky blue, like Vaka's.

      "She's the prettiest thing I've ever seen,' Vaka said as he touched her button nose.

      "Agreed." Callie relaxed against the rock. It was strange to feel exhausted and exhilarated all at once. She felt like she could sleep for a month and then she chuckled at the foolishness of that thought. She was almost delirious with joy. She had everything she had ever wanted. As far as she was concerned, her life was perfect.

      She thought dawn was beginning to break, but then she realized Shiva was lighting more candles around the room. The large ones farther from the pool.

      "Shiva! Stop!" She had never heard such panic in Vaka's voice before. And had never heard him address Shiva in such an angry tone.

      “I have held my tongue long enough,” Shiva said. “She deserves to know. She needs to know. We can trust her.”

      Callie looked to the old woman and her heart nearly gave out. "No," she whispered as she gazed upon the truth Shiva had revealed.
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      It can't be. Callie wasn't sure if she'd said the words aloud or not, but it was the only thought in her mind as her perfect world crumbled before her eyes.

      She studied the newly illuminated cave paintings and prayed there was an innocent explanation. The depictions were terrifying in their simplicity. A warrior in motion, running towards danger. He leapt into the air and his skin shone in the sun. In the burst of light, he grew in size and sprouted wings and transformed into another being entirely. He became a dragon.

      "Is this some kind of a joke?" She looked pleadingly at Vaka as she hugged her innocent babe to her breast. He hung his head in shame and refused to answer.

      Everything clicked into place. She should have seen it earlier. The whistle that summoned both dragon and warrior. The dragons that patrolled camp at night, but hid out of sight during the day. Vaka’s frequent trips for hunting. His refusal to let her explore certain areas of village and his insistence that someone always watch over her. She wondered if they were all in on it. Maybe she would have realized his deception earlier had she not loved him so, but her passion blinded her.

      No wonder the Obeday had been obsessed with the Verakai. She couldn't even begin to imagine what dragons would be worth on the black market. She felt a stab of pity for Vaka in her heart, but it was overshadowed by her rage at having been lied to.

      "Were you ever going to tell me?" She crawled from the pool with her child in her arms. "Or did you plan to let me wander around your village like a clueless fool?" Shiva scrambled to Callie’s side and helped her to her feet.

      Callie stood there, dripping wet and trembling, with her heart breaking.

      "You know what the sad part is, Vaka?" She wrapped a blanket around herself and the child but she couldn't stop trembling. "I don't really even care. It wouldn't have made a difference to me one way or the other if you had been honest from the start."

      He tried to interrupt, but she talked over him. "I don't want to hear it!" she cried. "You gave me so much crap when you found out I was a little less than honest about our true mission. You dressed me down and then gave me the silent treatment, and now I find out that you've been hiding something a million times more important." Her shoulders collapsed as she convulsed with sobs.

      He reached for her. "I'm sorry," he said. "I was weak. I was ashamed. I was afraid."

      "How could you talk me into having your child without telling me what that meant for my child. What it meant for me? What will become of her?"

      “She will be fine,” Vaka said gently. “Only men are able to transform. And even then, the ability does not present itself until adulthood.”

      He was trying to comfort her, but he only enraged her further. She clutched the girl to her chest and raced from the room, willing her legs to hold her as her muscles trembled with exhaustion.

      Callie prayed Andromeda would arrive soon, because she wanted to get the hell out of their wretched village. The tiny bundle in her arms was the only thing stopping her from cursing her arrival in this place. The pleasant memories of her time with the Verakai were erased the moment she learned the truth.

      She leaned against the wall as she fought against grief and exhaustion. She was in the process of slowly lowering herself to the ground for a rest when she heard footfalls echo up ahead.

      “Andromeda?” she called.

      “Callie?” the doctor shouted. “Oh my God, you did it.” Her friend broke into a jog as she caught sight of the infant. The smile on her face crumpled when she processed the strangeness of the situation before her. “Where is everyone? And what are you doing out here? You should be in bed.” She raced to Callie’s side.

      “They lied,” she muttered as her friend helped her up. “They lied about everything. You have to get me out of here.” Her voice cracked. “Take me home.”
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      Callie couldn’t believe the change in the human camp she had left behind months ago. It hummed with activity like an oversized beehive. She marveled at the improvements that had been finished while she was away. Their city of tents had been replaced with permanent habitation units and communal gathering places. The 3-D printers had been working overtime. The colonists had incorporated some native material, as well. The perfect melding of human and Verakai.

      A secondary med bay had been constructed next to the headquarters of the security team. Most of the supplies from the ship had been transferred, and colonists were happy not to have to venture inside the charred hull that transported them to this place for medical treatment.

      Greenhouses dotted the landscape, and she could tell the crops inside had already reached shoulder height. She wondered when they'd be able to harvest them. She'd have to consult with Flora. She was an engineer by trade, but the idea of helping Flora grow their food appealed to her as well. She felt something shift inside her with the arrival of her child. Maybe her instinct to nurture was just going haywire.

      The permanent housing units were intended to accommodate a single colonist, but Juno, Flora, and Andromeda insisted on staying with her as she transitioned back to life among her own people. They gave her the bedroom, of course, and the three of them camped out in her small living area and kitchen. They all marveled at the running water. It seemed like such a luxury after months of doing without. If only their friends on Earth could see them now.

      Callie was determined to give her infant everything she had lacked as a child. She doted on the babe and hovered close, trying to anticipate her every need. She had never been particularly prone to anxiety before, but her capacity to worry had skyrocketed with the new arrival. She tried to do everything herself, but her friends refused to let her play superwoman.

      "You have to think of it as maternity leave," Flora said as she rinsed out a soiled bib in the sink. "Nobody expects you to be out there working on the hyperdrive. Relax and enjoy this time."

      “She's right, you know," Juno admitted. "You're the first colonist to have a baby. That pretty much makes you a celebrity around here. You should soak up the attention while you can. Let people help."

      She was right. Callie was an outsider no more. She marveled at the ability of a baby to bring a group of different women together. It felt like half the colony had stopped by in the first few days after she returned. Everyone was eager to see little Naomi and they fawned over her like she was their own. Women who struggled to acknowledge her existence only weeks earlier now visited bearing gifts. Bibs trimmed with delicate hand embroidery. Onesies sewn from colonist clothing. Soft yarn booties with tiny bows on the front. Callie could have gone without the attention, but she appreciated the help.

      This should have been the happiest time of her life, but she struggled mightily. There were scads of people in her life except for the one she wanted more than anything. Callie didn't understand how their relationship had gone so wrong. She didn't think of herself as blameless in the whole mess, but she couldn't accept the enormity of his lie to her. The personal implications were staggering. The fact that he didn't trust her after everything they had experienced together shook her to her core. They created a child together and he still wasn't willing to take the chance on her.

      She wondered if he had every really loved her. Had it all been a lie? Had she so longed to be treasured by another that she saw things that weren't there? Had she turned a blind eye to his deception? Her mind raced all hours of the day, struggling to untangle the threads in her mind. Her heart ached. As furious as she was with him, if he had followed after her and begged her to explain, she would have listened. She wanted to forgive him. Wanted to be able to provide her little one with the perfect family she never had. But he had let her walk away, more upset with Shiva's determination to share the truth than horrified at his own selfishness.

      You'll be fine, she told herself. This is why we don't count on other people. This is why we don't fall in love. It was a good reinforcement of the lessons of her childhood. Her father had known what he was talking about. She should have trusted his judgment. Instead, she rebelled against it, twenty years after the fact, and paid with a broken heart for her trouble.

      There was a knock at the door. Juno popped her head inside.

      "Why don't you let me give her a bath?" she asked. "You can sneak in a little cat nap. I haven't seen you look this tired since the week after we arrived here. All those months ago."

      "It feels like a lifetime ago," Callie said as she handed the swaddled bundle to her friend. "I think I actually could do with a nap, if you don't mind."

      "I'll have Flora beat any visitors back with a stick. We'll look after this little beauty while you get some shut eye."

      Callie heard the door close as she snuggled into the covers. They all loved the alien baby as much as she did, but they were so careful not to mention Vaka. She wondered if they saw how she was barely holding it together.
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      The hours and days passed in a blur. Callie had all the assistance she could dream of, but her heart and body were still recovering. Her days and nights were a blur of dirty diapers, breast-feeding, and rocking the baby to sleep. She rarely left her dwelling; she spent most of her time shuttered inside her bedroom, recovering from the trauma.

      "It's starting to smell in here," Andromeda said when she cracked open the door.

      "Well, we have four and a half people crammed in a place designed for one. The air exchange can't keep up. Maybe you want to check the filter?" Callie couldn't quiet her inner engineer.

      "I don't think it's the filter."

      "Babies make bad smells," Callie reminded her.

      "You're still so sad." Nobody but Juno would broach the subject with her. Everyone else just pretended her relationship with Vaka had never happened. "I can't imagine how hard it is for you, going through a breakup while you have a new baby. You've been really strong."

      "I feel a 'but' coming on," Callie said.

      "But..." Juno stretched the word out for emphasis. "I think a walk would do you good. Why don't you get outside for a while? Soak up some sunshine."

      "I don't feel like it." She just wanted to stay in her safe little room, curl up in the fetal position, and shut out the rest of the world. "I just want to stay here."

      "You need to take care of yourself." The mattress dipped as Juno settled herself next to Callie. "For the baby."

      "I don't want to." Callie knew she sounded like a spoiled toddler, but didn't she deserve a little time to wallow in self-pity?

      "Remember our time in training?" Juno asked.

      "How could I forget?" Those long days were seared into her memory.

      "Fake it until you make it, right? That's what you always said to me when I didn't think I could do something." Juno reached out and lightly rubbed Callie's shoulder. The tenderness in her touch was exactly what she needed. "Now it's your turn. Start acting normal and you'll start to feel normal."

      "I miss him so much."

      "I know you do."

      "I thought he'd come for me. I guess he doesn't care."

      "He cares. I know he does. It was plain to anyone who saw the two of you together. But are you sure you want to see him after what he did?"

      "I never wanted to see him again when I first found out," Callie said. "But we have a child together. That brought everything into focus pretty clearly. And it's not like I was blameless in this whole deal. He wasn't the only one who lied. I wasn't honest either. I hadn't been from the start."

      "I guess we all do the best we can with what we're given," she said.

      "Has Riyad said anything about him?" Callie was anxious for any news.

      "I haven't talked to him in a few days," Juno said. "But I'll see him in a little bit. We're going hunting again."

      "Maybe you could feel him out a little?" Callie asked. "Tell me if he has any news?"

      "Ask him yourself." Juno rose to her feet. "We're meeting at the edge of camp in a little bit. You can walk with us to the woods. It'll do you good to get some fresh air."

      "I can't leave Naomi." Callie had struggled with the perfect name for her daughter and when another colonist suggested “Naomi” she realized it suited her perfectly.

      "So, bring her along," Juno said. "She's not made of glass. She can handle a walk outside."

      "Since when do you know so much about babies?" She handed her daughter to Juno as she disentangled herself from the nest of blankets on her bed. "Okay," she said. "I'm coming with you. Give me fifteen minutes."

      Juno swaddled Naomi while Callie took a shower. She luxuriated in the steaming hot water and stood beneath it until it ran cool. By the time she changed into fresh clothes and pulled her hair back into a bun, she was starting to feel better. Maybe Juno had the right idea, she thought as she stepped into the sun with her babe. She took a breath of fresh air and prayed that she would recover from the brokenness inside. She couldn't go on this way forever. She looked down at her daughter's sweet face and knew, somehow, that everything would work out.

      "Want me to carry her?" Juno asked as they walked to the fence. Juno had been struck with baby fever. Ever since Callie asked her to be Naomi's godmother, she couldn't get enough of the babe.

      "Nope," Callie said as she bounced the bundle in her arms. "She's all mine today." They saw Riyad waiting for them and waved in unison.

      He met them as they approached and leaned forward for a glimpse of the miracle child. Callie offered to let him hold her, but the idea seemed to terrify him. "She is lovely." His voice was full of wonder as he examined her delicate little face.

      "Have you seen him?" Callie asked as they stood together. Riyad shook his head no.

      "He sees no one," he said. "Talks to no one. Not even Shiva can reach him." Callie's focus on Riyad blocked everything else from her view. She didn't see the dots gathering along the horizon, darkening the sky like a flock of giant birds. She failed to notice Juno's look of confusion, and she missed the concern, and then terror, that was plain on her face.

      "Oh my God." Juno activated an alarm from her wrist-mounted comms device and then pointed to the sky. "They're coming again."
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      Callie instinctively knew what they wanted. Riyad confirmed her suspicions when he gave voice to her deepest fear.

      "They are coming for you," he said to Callie. "And your child and the rest of the women."

      "We have to warn everyone," Juno said as she raced off. "Get to the bunker," she yelled over her shoulder.

      “The bunker” was their affectionate name for their one fortified, defensible stronghold. Constructed from the wreckage of their ship, it was fierce and formidable, but Callie knew it would not withstand the coming attack. They were outnumbered, outgunned, and outmaneuvered. The realization of their impending doom settled over her like a thick fog.

      "I must take you away from here." Riyad wrapped his fingers around her upper arm. His touch was gentle, but she felt the steely strength he disguised.

      "We won't make it," Callie said. The ominous cloud of attackers grew closer with impossible speed.

      "A dragon can outfly anything," he said. "Come with me."

      She resisted his pull. "I can't abandon my people, but I need to make sure Naomi is safe." Callie extended her arms and offered him the swaddled child. "Will you take her to her father?"

      "No harm will come to her while I draw breath." He cradled her in his enormous arms. Panic ran through the camp like wildfire as they said their goodbyes. Women screamed and pointed at the sky. A few raced into the woods, unwilling to entrust their safety to the security team in the face of such odds. It may have been the smarter move, but Callie was too tired to consider it an option. Besides, Captain Hudson had assured them the bunker was better suited to handle an attack than the ship itself had been. She didn't always like him, but she trusted his military expertise when it came to their personal safety.

      Callie watched as Riyad sprinted across the rocky plain, away from the attacking forces. He started to change before her very eyes. His body swelled in size and his flesh-toned scales turned silver and green. He looked like a stone skipping across the water as he leapt across the ground with increasing distance. Then, he was bound to the ground no more. It was magnificent to watch, and several of the colonists froze in place and stared before resuming their frenzied stampede.

      He soared into the sky. Callie felt as if she had witnessed some kind of magic. No tears clouded her eyes as he and her daughter departed. Riyad carried her to safety. She knew her girl would be fine. Her father would watch over Naomi. Callie held that knowledge close and let it comfort her.

      "Callie, we gotta go!" Juno was back. Callie's empty arms didn't faze her, and Callie knew she understood everything.

      Callie tried to move, but her feet felt as heavy as cement blocks. It was like someone glued her in place. Juno grabbed her hand and tugged and she jolted back to reality. It was still a surreal scene, but she was back in control of her senses. Together, they raced for the bunker with a throng of other colonists. They had to get inside before the thick steel doors closed. The Obeday fleet was close enough for Callie to make out individual ships. The majority were small crafts suitable for a single pilot only. Several larger vessels flew among them. They meant to take prisoners, she assumed. Why bring the transportation barges otherwise?

      "Wait!" She planted her feet and she and Juno ground to a halt. She clawed at the leather strap around her neck. She hadn't been able to take it off, even when things between them had gone terribly wrong. She indulged in this one reminder of him.

      "Make it fast, Callie." She'd never seen Juno gripped with true fear before, but her shrill voice and clammy hands betrayed her. Callie raised the whistle to her mouth and blew. She didn't hear a single thing, but she wasn't expecting to. She sounded it two more times and then tucked it back into her shirt and followed behind Juno.

      They raced into the bunker with the last trickle of colonists. A young officer from the security team barked orders as he strained to close the heavy doors.

      "These lock from the inside," he said as he pointed to a metal bar that ran along the floor. "Pop the latch and don't open it for anyone."

      Juno followed his instructions and secured them safely inside. The entire room shuddered when the doors closed and the lock engaged. The dim emergency lights flickered on and a quiet settled over the room. They huddled together and tried to comfort each other as an awareness of their dire situation settled over them.

      All hope isn't lost, Callie tried to tell herself. The security detail, half-convinced the planet was uninhabited, was caught flatfooted during the first attack. They were prepared this time around. They removed the giant mounted guns from the Sentinel and attached them to towers that dotted the perimeter fence. Their array of traditional weapons was impressive, and Callie was sure Captain Hudson had a few tricks up his sleeve.

      She lowered herself to the floor and rested on the cold metal. She was hoping for a rescue of another kind. She thought back to the night, all those months ago, when she'd watched a dragon burn a surveillance drone right out of the sky. She could only imagine what a group of them could do. Probably take down the entire fleet with a band of flying flame throwers. All she had to do was stay alive until help arrived.

      "He'll come for us; I know he will." She whispered the words in the dark but her voice sounded hollow.
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      He was a fool. A god-damned fool and everyone would pay for his sins. He heard the commotion outside his tent and at first paid it no mind. His men were excitable these days with the prospect of mating once again on their minds. They jockeyed for his favor in an attempt to secure the next breeding selection, and scuffles had broken out more than once. God knows he understood their uncertainty and anticipation, but he grew tired of their constant altercations. He should have bargained for more than ten Earth women. The scarcity of the fairer sex in his village would be a thorn in his side for years to come.

      A scream pierced the air and he knew something was wrong. His heart raced as his adrenaline spiked. The commotion he heard took a frenzied turn. He sprinted out of his tent and tried to process the scene unfolding before him.

      It took his mind a few moments to piece together the truth of what was happening. He'd been lost in a haze of anguish and regret since Callie had fled with his daughter. He didn't blame her for leaving. He blamed only himself for her hasty departure. He should have protected her better. Cared for her better. Trusted her better. Instead, he'd lost her forever. He wanted to be there for his people, but he could barely rise from his bed in the morning. His second in command, Arnar, temporarily assumed Vaka's duties while he hid in his tent and licked his wounds. He cursed himself for his inattention as he watched the Obeday swarm his home.

      He'd always expected their next attack to come from the skies. But they overran his village from below, spilling from the depths of their mountain caves like rabid bats. They Obeday had made significant advances in their exoskeleton technology since he last saw them. Years ago, they had lumbered around encased in giant, metal suits. Now, the metal was delicate and thin.  The suits had been scaled down in size dramatically while offering increased speed and agility.

      The Obeday were still just as cunning. They swamped his warriors with a speed that made hand-to-hand combat their only option. Their proximity to the enemy eliminated the dragon advantage. The fire that spewed from his warriors would kill as many of their own people as the enemy.

      They fought with a ferocity he had never seen before, but their numbers were too small. The Obeday clearly meant to take them alive; they used their superior numbers and technology to subdue the Verakai but were careful to leave them unharmed. They had no collars with them this time, but they slapped small red patches on anyone within reach. Once his people were tagged, they were herded, kicking and screaming, into a giant holding cage.

      Vaka was among the last of his people to be conquered, but he was overpowered and tagged nonetheless.

      He strained against the metal bars but there was no give in them. He tried to shift, to assume his dragon form to break free from their cell, but his body wouldn't listen to his commands. The cunning wretches had discovered a better way to control them. At the expense of the warriors still trapped within their city, no doubt. Vaka picked at his skin until it bled, but the device was fused with him and could not be extricated. It was bad enough the Obeday had placed the cursed translator in his head all those years ago. Now their technology would steal his gift as well.

      A sound rose above the din of his people and snaked into his ears. He recognized the source immediately. There was only one person who could call for him in the ancient way. He closed his eyes and pictured the way the small whistle danced at her slender throat, secured by the leather strap. Callie. She needed him. His daughter needed him. Of course, the Obeday wouldn't attack his camp alone. Callie and the child were everything the Obeday had dreamed of.

      An imagined future passed before his eyes as he clung to the bars with clenched fists. Images flashed before him like pictures in a slideshow. Vaka and Callie together with the babe cradled between them. His little girl tottering to him as she took her first steps. Callie thick with their second child. He held her hand as they walked through the forest together and laughed.

      He would not be denied that future.

      He'd never felt fear or panic before in battle but both surged through him now. He harnessed the emotions. Focused on them with laser-like intensity until he had taken a lump of charcoal and compressed it into a diamond. White-hot rage erupted from his soul and it fought back against the restraints on his abilities. The effort of it sent lightning bolts of pain through his limbs. His skin burned with agony, but his heart leapt when the color of his skin took on a reddish hue.

      He bore down and directed all his concentration to his inner dragon. His men backed away as he swelled in size. He screamed in agony but nothing would stop him. The physical pain was meaningless. The misery his heart had recently endured was everything. He wouldn't let Callie, his daughter, or his people down again.

      He was nearly blinded by the pain of the transformation but it passed the moment he embraced his true self. He burst from his cage and his men knew instinctively what to do; they stayed together and moved out of the way. Vaka sprayed the Obeday with his fearsome flames. His fire was liquid and it clung to them like napalm. The air was filled with smoke and screams and the smell of burning metal and flesh. He showed them no mercy. He'd scorch them off the face of the planet it if was within his power.

      He cleared the camp of their foulness and soared above the mountain. He turned to the human camp and what he saw there gripped his heart like an icy hand.
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      He wasn't coming. Callie had to face that fact as she waited with Juno, Andromeda, and Flora. It had been at least a half hour since she sounded the call and the attack still raged outside. She stared into the dark recesses of their fort and tried to mentally prepare herself for what was to come.

      If the security team failed, the colonists didn't have very many options. It would be like shooting fish in a barrel if their attackers wanted to wipe them from the planet. If they wanted to take the colonists alive, there wasn't much Callie and the other women could do to stop them. Callie didn't much care what happened to her. Naomi had made it out and she couldn't ask for more than that.

      She looked around the room. The initial shock was wearing off and the women tried to cope with the situation any way they could. Some chatted quietly, trying to distract themselves from the war going on outside. Others sat near the walls and listened with perked ears and tense bodies, trying to decipher the sounds and movements coming from outside.

      "Riyad will come back," Flora said. Callie usually appreciated her friend's optimism in the face of the unknown, but it just seemed like a delusion under their current circumstances. "Even if Vaka can't, for some reason, I know Riyad will come back."

      "He's not coming back." Callie couldn't keep the harshness out of her tone. "I told you, he took Naomi. He's taking her someplace safe."

      "What about the others?" Andromeda asked. "I mean, now that we have proof that cross-species reproduction is possible between humans and the Verakai, you'd think they'd have a vested interest in making sure we aren't all snuffed out in one afternoon."

      "What makes you think they aren't being attacked, too?" Juno asked. Callie's heart froze mid-beat. "If the creatures out there have been able to surveil us and launch such a coordinated attack, I'm sure it's happening at the mountain as well."

      Callie's eyes filled with tears, but she had to hold onto hope. Vaka had told her once that only death would keep him from her if she called to him, and he was not the type of man to break a vow.

      "You're right, Flora," Callie said. "Vaka and Riyad are probably on their way here right now." She reached out and took Flora's hand in her own.

      A thunderous boom reverberated throughout their hideout. A massive tremor followed closely and shook their very bones. They crowded together and held hands and prepared for the end. Callie heard stifled cries and whispered prayers as she gathered her friends close. She held her breath and waited. And waited. And waited. The entire room was enveloped in an eerie silence.

      The women strained for clues as to what was happening outside. They tilted their ears toward the sky and stared at each other in confusion.

      Metal screamed as someone tried to force the door. The colonists banded together and moved toward the back of the compartment. There was nowhere to hide, and fear threatened to overwhelm them. Callie looked around her and saw bulging eyes and mouths hanging open in horror. She heard the raspy sounds of frenzied breathing. Women struggling to control their animal reactions to the situation.

      There was another thud and the giant door buckled under the strain. Daylight filtered around its edges. The locking mechanism snapped like a twig as the slab of steel was pulled free.

      Callie hid her face as light streamed into their sanctuary. She'd promised herself she would face her fate head-on but the light was blinding. She gave her eyes a moment to adjust and then squinted at the figure in the doorway. His mammoth frame filled the entire space. She immediately recognized the strong jawline, broad shoulders, and thick arms, but she told herself it was just her imagination working overtime. She didn't have this kind of luck.

      She stood and waited for his outline to evaporate. For a hostile alien droid to charge into the room, zap her with a cattle prod, and suck her into the transport ship with a purple beam of light. But she wasn't struck down.

      "Callie," he called as he stepped into the room.

      The sound of her name on his lips erased all doubt from her mind. She felt light as air as she ran to him and leapt into his arms. He wrapped his giant arms around her and held her close.

      "Is Naomi okay?”

      Vaka loosened his grip and set her back on the ground. "Riyad delivered her to Shiva after our village was attacked. She's safe."

      "Your village?" The thought of both of their villages being totally destroyed was almost more than she could bear. After all their hard work. "Was anyone hurt? Is there a lot of damage?" Callie had so many questions.

      "No one perished, but our home was completely destroyed," he said. "Do not worry yourself, Callie. Everything I care for is safe."

      He took her in his arms again as the other colonists ventured from their hideout. They stepped into the light and surveyed the damage. Callie looked, too, over Vaka's shoulder. Debris, ash, and smoke scattered as far as the eye could see. She'd miss the small dwelling she and Naomi had made their own, but as long as she was in his arms, she was home.
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      Both camps were a total loss, but Andromeda was able to salvage supplies from the med bay, which was the strongest element of their former ship. She used them to treat the security team members who survived. Callie was surprised at the relief she felt when she saw Captain Hudson resting on a stretcher. If Vaka had arrived any later, their losses would have been far worse.

      The Verakai and the humans abandoned their respective camps and met together in the forest. There was safety in numbers and the tragedy of the attack had brought them together more than they expected. The Earth women slept soundly with the Verakai warriors walking the forest and patrolling the skies. The Verakai looked upon the women and felt secure in their future. They would survive on this planet together.

      Vaka led Callie and his child to a sheltered area where they could have some privacy. Callie reclined with Naomi in her arms and stared up at the sky. She couldn't believe how lucky she was. Vaka stretched out next to her on the soft ground cover.

      "I like the name Naomi," he said. "It suits her very well."

      "I think it does, too," she said.

      They gazed at each other as the silence stretched between them.

      "There is much I have to account for." He looked like he wasn't sure where to start.

      "We'll have plenty of time for that," she said. "I very much want to hear what you have to say, but it doesn't have to happen now." She wasn't about to push him after the ordeal they just survived.

      He forged ahead anyway. "I didn't trust you to love me for what I was," he said as he stretched out beside her, "and I was already so in love with you, I couldn't risk losing you."

      She sought out his hand and took it in her own. "You wouldn't have lost me," she said. "Give me more credit than that."

      "It's not about you," he said. "When I was young, I was proud of my nature. I felt powerful and I was ready to take on the world." Now it was his turn to stare at the stars as he bared his soul to her.

      "What changed?"

      "I grew older and more travelers arrived on our planet. I started to see myself through the eyes of others, strangers who didn't understand us. They saw us as monsters to be tamed or animals to be sold like livestock."

      In her arms and in the dark, he told her the story of the Obeday and his people. He shared the regret and the shame that marked the early days of his leadership and scarred his psyche to this day. And then he told her more. Things that he had not confessed to another living soul.

      "I never loved my mate," he confessed as they lay together, "and she certainly never loved me."

      "So, I didn't have a reason to be jealous?" she asked. He scoffed in the dark.

      "Our fathers arranged the marriage. Mine was leader of the tribe, and hers was the leader of a coalition of merchants that we did business with. Our fathers wanted to strengthen the alliance between our people."

      Callie rested her hand on top of his. Naomi slept soundly, nestled by her side.

      "She cried all through the ceremony. I was young and foolish and I thought I could win her over. I spent all my waking hours trying to show her how enjoyable life could be here, but she was inconsolable. She called me a beast and said she wouldn't give herself to an animal."

      "I contacted her father and arranged for her to return to her people, but he wouldn't have her. He was insulted by my request. They cut all ties with us and never visited again. Her sadness turned to something darker."

      He shifted his weight and moved away from her.

      "She started coming to my bed, but there was no pleasure in our time together. Everything was mechanical and joyless. She grew large with my child, but it did not survive. I sometimes think she did not want it to, and I wonder if she exploited our clan’s knowledge of poisonous herbs to make it so."

      Callie looked down at the child in her arms and her heart broke a little for Vaka.

      "When the Obeday arrived, she saw a way out. She drugged our ceremonial brew and placed a collar around my neck while I slept. She was the traitor who enslaved us all."

      She suddenly understood why he couldn't tell her what he was. Her father's abandonment had been a defining moment of her life, but it hadn't been intentional. She was certain he had died in the woods. His bones were probably still there. Vaka's wound was an altogether different type, and he had been cut so deeply. She grieved for him.

      "Did they send her home?" she asked.

      "They tortured her along with the others. Used her in their horrible experiments until she died in agony."

      "I'm sorry," she said as she pulled him close. "I was jealous of her. I was worried you loved her more, and now I just feel horrible."

      "You have nothing to be sorry for," he said. "And I've never loved anyone more than I love you." He sounded so vulnerable in the dark. "Except for her, perhaps." He plucked Naomi from her mother's side and held her close.

      "What will we do now?" she asked.

      "I don't know," he said. "Find a way forward, I suppose."

      "For all of us," she said.

      "For all of us," he agreed, and they leaned together until their foreheads touched. They fell asleep that way, in each other's arms with their daughter cradled between them.
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      Rebuilding as one camp made sense to everyone involved, so the humans joined the Verakai inside their mountain village. They sealed the tunnels the Obeday had built to burrow into their stone fortress and Captain Hudson donated some probes from the perimeter fence to be set around the footings. If their enemies tried to attack them from below again, they'd be ready.

      There were a few bumps in the road along the way, but that was to be expected. It was a major adjustment for both sides and, all things considered, it went amazingly well. The Verakai warriors vacated their tents and gave them to the women to use until suitable housing could be constructed. They helped the colonists build new dwellings and the humans brought all the materials they could salvage from their ship and old camp. They pooled all their resources together and shared without reservation. There was a kindness and a goodness in their dealings with each other, and Callie hoped it would remain that way.

      Callie, Juno, and Captain Hudson sat together in a makeshift war room at the edge of the village and waited for the Verakai delegation to arrive. The small cavern was located away from the tents where everyone slept, in order to give the leaders a measure of privacy as they discussed sensitive matters. Vaka strode in with Riyad and Arnar by his side. He was amused when he spotted his wife. Callie had not told him she’d be crashing their discussion.

      They settled on the other side of the makeshift table, across from the humans.

      "I appreciate you joining us today," Captain Hudson said. "I know you have a lot on your plate and we won't keep you long."

      "What can we do for you, Captain?" Vaka asked.

      "It's more a question of what we can do for you and the Verakai," Juno said as she slid a piece of paper across the table to Vaka. "It's long and boring, so I'll summarize. This is our final communication to Earth. Advising them that this planet is unsuitable for colonization."

      "What does that mean for you?" Vaka asked.

      "It means we stay here and live out our lives," she said. "We always knew there was no chance of returning. Now there's no chance that they'll send another ship. They'll cross this planet off their list of possibilities. Our people won't bother you again."

      "What about—"

      "What about these?" Callie knew what Vaka was thinking of. She crossed the room and opened a cabinet to reveal the six cryotubes they had brought along with them.

      "Where did you…?" Vaka's brow furrowed as his voice trailed off.

      "We found them hidden when we disassembled the med bay to move it here," Hudson explained.

      "Now, they're yours." The metal tubes clanged within the cabinet as Callie rolled it across the stone floor toward them. "These two are animal embryos, these two are plant seedlings, and the last two are human embryos." She touched each cylinder as she rattled off the contents. "Do what you want with them," she said. "They're yours now."

      Vaka and his men huddled together and conferred in hushed tones. They came to a quick agreement and moved back to their seats.

      "We will store the samples of plants and animals for you," he said. "If they are to be used, we shall agree to it together." Riyad and Arnar removed four storage containers from the cabinet. They rolled the rest back to Callie. "We will not take your human seedlings. This place is for them as much as anyone else."

      Callie was pleased with the progress they were making and she could tell Vaka was as well. Cementing their relationship as two diverse populations only made them a stronger whole, as far as she was concerned. This was the way to atone for early missteps on their part. But she wondered how Vaka would take the next item on their checklist. It was the one put forth by Captain Hudson.

      He moved his chair closer and rested his hands on the tabletop.

      "There's really no way to ever adequately thank you for coming to our assistance and saving our asses, to be frank. But a few of my guys are itching for a rematch against the bastards who attacked us. I don't really want to live on edge, always looking to the skies for another attack. I think this planet would be a better place if we wiped those motherfuckers clean off of it."

      He tapped his hands against the tabletop and waved one of his men into the room. "Now, I know those bastards are holding some of your people hostage, but Jonesy here has an idea." Hudson grasped the young man's shoulder and pushed him forward. "Tell them about it, son."

      "Well, I need to connect with more of your men to learn everything we possibly can about their city and facility, but based on the stories I've heard so far, I think there's a way we could infiltrate their base, free the hostages, and then blow the whole thing to hell."

      "Or burn it to the ground?" Vaka asked. The look of unbridled joy on the faces of all three warriors tickled Callie beyond belief. She couldn't wait to debrief this meeting later with Vaka, back in their tent.

      "Or burn it to the ground," Hudson said. "We'd be honored to help you, if you'd let us." He rose to his feet and offered his hand to the warriors.

      They hopped to their feet and each shook his hand in turn. Vaka couldn't keep the smile off his face. "I just have one question," he said. "When do we leave?"
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      Want more Vaka and Callie?  Join my mailing list and I’ll set you a steamy scene that didn’t make the final cut. You’ll receive monthly emails with new releases, bonus content, and photos of my dog (his name is Henry and he’s damn cute). Click here to signup.

      Also, if I could ask a favor? If you enjoyed the book, one of the easiest ways to help me (or any writer) is to leave a quick review. I’d appreciate it!

      Keira
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        Riyad is coming mid-April and it’s available for preorder now.
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