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            SERENITY

          

        

      

    

    
      I gazed up at the rust colored sky. Twin suns perched beside each other, glowing down on the Movan planet, casting its rays across my cheeks and shoulders, warming them. As if to offer up a generous welcome. I could only pray that the rest of my visit here would go as seamlessly and smoothly as it had gone so far, but I wasn’t naïve enough to believe that.

      If only I could quell some of the nervous rustling in my brain, taper some of the intensity of the restlessness churning in my stomach.

      It had been a long journey from Earth to Mova. Our unit of two dozen humans traveled through a wormhole to reach this Movan planet centered in a galaxy roughly seventy-seven light years from earth.

      I was exhausted and hungry, but excited for the challenges ahead, ready to leave my mark on a new planet. Honored to be a part of something bigger than myself. I’d been hand selected by the intergalactic space travel organization, snagging a once in a lifetime opportunity to work on Mova and try to help the population there affected by a problematic sickness spreading through its lands.

      The line for the shuttle moved forward and I shuffled along with it, trying to vaporize my doubts and worries for what came next.  I’d come a long way, and not just spanning the light years and the galaxies, either.

      Growing up, I’d had it rough. My father ran a backhoe service for a living. He wasn’t happy, and wanted everybody to know it, and be miserable just like he was.

      When I was little, often times, he wouldn’t come home until well after the street lamps had switched on, painting their oily yellow stain across the sidewalks and the angles of the rooftops of our lower-middle class neighborhood.

      Once night fell, my older sisters and I would come bursting through the front door with scrapped knees, dirt under our fingernails, our mother complaining at our heels to wash up for dinner and to be quick about it.

      My sisters and I had learned from an early age that when my father came home in one of his grumpy moods, it was better if we just stayed out of his way.

      I’d earned a full-ride scholarship to Augusta University and got the hell out of there, leaving everything behind to achieve my medical degree. I’d worked my ass off to get to where I was standing, among the most unique scholars and scientists that the earth had to offer. With rocks and sand and dirt under our boots now, with ocean waves crashing and swelling behind us.

      Memories rushed through my mind like water barreling through a dam. I shook my head to keep those memories from clogging up my brain and glanced down at the assignment notes on my tablet.

      An epidemic was spreading across the Base City region of the continent of Thorzo Rex. This shuttle was going to take our group of physicians, me included, to a country there called Belakrika.

      The Prime Minister of this country, a Movan named Unchu, had handed down a set of specific, detailed instructions to our group on where we’d be living, what we’d be doing upon arrival, and the rules and regulations that the city had in place, and that we were expected to implicitly follow.

      We were there as doctors first, and second, liaisons for the Movan Alien Project, sent on behalf of Earth, to determine if the specific region of Thorzo Rex would be deemed a safe place for humans to colonize after resources and lands on Earth continued to dissipate and die. We’d have to figure out what was causing the epidemic, learn how to stop it from spreading, and take it from there.

      I was so engrossed by the information on my tablet, that I didn’t notice until the side of my face smacked into the hard chest of someone standing in front of me.

      I lifted my eyes, prepared to apologize for bumping into them. I grew up in a home where I had to walk on eggshells and tiptoe around a father with an explosive temper. As an adult, I avoided confrontation at all costs.

      When I lifted my head, the words of apology dissolved and drained down the back of my throat. Standing before me, well, more like looming, was a Movan. He looked like a soldier. Built like a sculpture of pure, solid muscle, he was the most beautiful alien creature I’d ever seen in my life. I’d seen pictures of the males roaming Mova, sure, but standing there—in the flesh—those pictures didn’t do the real thing justice.

      His chest muscles flexed under a tight black uniform shirt. His white hair was pulled back into a warrior knot. A jagged scar on the left side of his face was raised and prominent, as if to proudly declare its owner was a fighter.

      His eyes, as green as a meadow in a spring valley, were darker in contrast to the green of his skin. Those piercing eyes flashed, and a sliver of amusement crinkled in the corners. His bottom lip curled upward as if he was trying to smile but fell short of accomplishing it. Despite my best efforts, my breath hitched, and I stared at the rapturing beauty of him.

      I stumbled backward a step, watching his eyes widen from alarmed to guarded, which set me on edge.

      “Sor—sorry,” I said. “I was just reading through the instructions for the flight, and I wasn’t paying attention to where I was walking.”

      His skittish eyes roamed over me, more out of curiosity than annoyance, tapering some of my own irritation.

      A knot formed in my stomach, but it wasn’t one of angst. It was something of…desire? I slammed that door shut in my mind before it had a chance to spread. I licked my lips and tried to move past him, but he flinched, moving his torso ever so slightly to the right to keep me from squeezing through the line to the deck of the shuttle.

      “What’s your name?” His voice was a low rumble coming from somewhere deep in his throat.

      I tilted my head, giving him a quizzical glance. A muscle in his lip twitched. His white brow quirked. If he was sizing me up, I was going to match it. His stare made my heart pound, but I wasn’t about to let it show.

      “You tell me yours first.”

      Humor lit up in his eyes and some of the tension eased in my shoulders. “Norq Areans of Thorzo.”

      “Wow. That’s quite a mouthful to say.”

      His quirked eyebrow wrinkled; his pasture-colored eyes narrowed.

      “Sorry. I just mean—never mind. I sighed and reached out a hand, the one not holding the tablet, to shake with him. As soon as our hands touched, and his fingers slid around mine, the callouses of his thumb grazed the inside of my palm. My breath froze in my lungs. It took me a moment to find my voice.

      “I’m Serenity Rivera. From Earth.”

      A twitching muscle feathered in his jaw, along with a fleeting glimmer of recognition that confused me.

      “I gathered as much,” he said.

      “Are you on this shuttle to Thorzo Rex?”

      “I am. It’s where I’m from, originally. His eyes flitted to the ground. “Not that I’m excited for the mission.”

      “You’re not?”

      A storm cloud darkened in his eyes, and my spine locked. A moment later, like a flash in the pan, that green pasture returned in those piercing eyes, leaving me confused, and intrigued.

      “Are you excited?” He asked.

      I pretended not to notice how he bounced the attention back to me.

      I took a deep breath and tapped the tablet against my palm. “Well, I’m excited to get started on the aid efforts.”

      “Ah, so you don’t know what you’re getting into.”

      A jolt went through my heart. “Is there something I should be worried about?”

      “Shouldn’t anyone be concerned about heading to a disease ridden country?”

      I studied him for a moment, scanning the grooves of his face, the contours of his cheekbones, the sharp angle of his jawline. He was more than a little handsome.

      However, he was flustering me, and my defenses went to the frontline, ready to make their first strike. “I’m highly qualified and trained for such circumstances, thank you very much. I plan to focus, keep my head down, and stay out of drama. I’m here to do a job, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

      Norq’s shrug was casual and indifferent. His eyes skimmed over me again, and a trace of assertiveness, of smugness, fanned over his face.

      “You sound like you know what you want.”

      I paused, debating whether he was baiting me, trying to get a rise out of me. I watched his eyes simmer. “It’s not about what I want. It’s about doing what needs to be done. It’s about saving lives.”
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      The human was gorgeous. I’d give her that. Tight, dark curls framed her face. Hazel eyes cut through me like a sharp blade through hard steel. Her bronze skin was smooth and unblemished.

      She held her own, but I saw the way she wanted to shrink back as if she were afraid that I might hit her for bumping into me.

      It took all my restraint not to let my eyes wander where they wanted to go, traveling over the two perfect mounds centered on her chest, the curves, and dips of her hips. There was a sparkle in her eyes that made me catch myself.

      She almost made the fact that I had to go on this mission worth the inevitable suffering I was sure to experience.

      A coyness threaded through the caramel of her eyes. “After you.” I gestured for her to enter the cabin of the shuttle.

      I ignored the gnarling grievances plowing through my mind about how I did not want to go to those fields in Base City, where a crippling epidemic of disease and sickness and rot had debilitated thousands of its occupying residents.

      A pulsing migraine had already needled its way inside my head, unrelenting. However, when I looked deep into Serenity’s eyes, those eyes the color of sand at dusk, a tree trunk in the forest, some of the throbbing between my temples faded.

      After helping her register as a team physician member on the flight deck, we got settled in our seats. She slipped into a window seat, gazing out.

      “Epidemic aside, you’ll like Belakrika.”

      “Oh?” Her shoulder swiveled; her head tilting toward me.

      “There are beautiful lands there.”

      “I can’t wait to see it and get started.”

      “What is your job while here?”

      Her lips puckered, her mouth trying to form a smile in spite of her shyness. She gazed at her hands folded primly in her lap. “I’m a doctor.”

      “What a coincidence. Me too.”

      Her head snapped up. “You are?”

      My knee bumped against hers in the small space. “I am.”

      I was also a recovering addict. I swallowed down a knot in my throat. It had been a long and treacherous journey to sobriety. Freeing myself from the shackles of addiction was an everyday struggle, a battle I faced every day when I woke up, and every minute in between.

      “I’m immune to the disease,” I said.

      “I’ve heard it doesn’t affect humans.”

      “That’s what I’ve been told as well, but we will still be taking the proper precautions, and wearing the proper gear just in case.”

      “That’s smart.”

      “Of course. They weren’t going to send us here unprepared.” Half-moon lines pinched around her mouth as she tried to keep a smile from forming.

      “Just wait to say you’re prepared until you see what you’re going to face.”

      Her throat bobbed at the warning. “How long have you been a doctor?”

      I scrubbed a hand over my jaw, aware of her eyes scanning over me as if I was a difficult math problem she was trying to solve.

      I’d just met this woman, not yet ready to give her my life story. I was more comfortable with giving slices of my background instead. However, I found myself easing into the conversation, more comfortable around her than some Movan’s I knew.

      “I think the question is, when was I not a doctor? It feels like forever.”

      Her eyes brightened. “Yeah. I get that.”

      “At least the process of becoming a doctor seemed to last forever.”

      A spark went through the caramel in her eyes. “Well, if it was easy, everyone would do it.”

      “That’s true. I should remind myself of that more often.”

      “I’ve got all kinds of words of wisdom.” She tapped a finger against her temple.

      “Lucky for me, I’ll get to see that wisdom for myself.”

      She cut me a quizzical frown. “Sorry?”

      I turned to face her and savored the words I’d been waiting to say to her ever since those dark eyes landed on me, ever since she’d confirmed her name. “I’ve been assigned to be your guide during your stay here on Mova.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          

      

    

    







            SERENITY

          

        

      

    

    
      My first views of Base City were aerial. Our transport shuttle came in for landing at an airbase where other shuttles were coming and going, and fleets of aircraft soared above. Some were taking off, some, like us, landing. Rovers and other vehicles on land whirling past on huge tires or robotic, electric tracks from the streets below.

      Clusters of tall buildings stretched to the sky. As we exited the shuttle and stepped out onto the tarmac, each Movan guide escorted their specific team members to the proper terminals.

      I absorbed the sounds and the smells of the city. The humidity clung to me like a cloak, weighing my hair down. I pulled it back into a non-nonsense ponytail, aware of Norq’s pasture-green eyes scaling me as my shirt lifted, exposing my midriff.

      Heat traveled across my cheeks, and I looked away before he noticed me blushing. The bustling streets were cluttered with food and trade vendors. The sounds of horns blaring and engines humming, along with diluted traffic noise filled the air.

      Steam billowed from food carts. The scraping sounds of tongs and spatulas grated across griddles. A mixture of savory, sweet, sauces, salts and garbage flooded my nostrils and confused my stomach.

      Norq’s broad hand went to my back, his thick, green fingers dared to splay as he attempted to guide me along through the crowd. There was barely an inch of free space on the sidewalks, trudging through a swarm of Base City residents.

      “There is more to this country than just the epicenter of the sweltering city.” Norq’s breath tickled at the dip in my shoulder as he leaned in to explain to me what the next steps would be.

      From the airport, which was located in the busiest area of Base City, we would travel to their equivalent of the Center for Disease Control on Earth. It was an area on the outskirts of the city, where we would be set up in primitive tents outside of it to conduct our work and efforts to aid in the quashing of the epidemic.

      “You will still have access to the best testing and state of the art technology,” Norq explained once we were in the rover.

      I nodded, staring out the window, watching this new world blur by. Once we were on the wide-open spaces of the more rural roads, the closed-space rover went monumentally faster than any of the luxury cars on Earth could ever hope to perform. There was no competition. Even though it was somewhat exhilarating, I still gripped the side handle of my door for good measure.

      “Don’t worry.” Norq’s green eyes bore into mine. “We’ll be there soon.”

      I took a deep breath and steadied myself. I was born for adventure like this.
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        * * *

      

      I tried not to bristle when I saw Norq approaching my field tent. I was in the process of putting a dose of medication into a syringe and I didn’t want to mess up the quantity. The dosage system was different than it was on Earth, and the math was complicated. I had to concentrate and focus. I couldn’t afford any distractions. The Movan who would be lucky enough to receive this dose depended on it, counted on the measurements being correct.

      “How are things going over here?” He stopped beside me, glancing down at the bottles in front of me.

      “Getting into a rhythm,” I said, not looking up, but Norq seemed agitated. He was shifting his weight from foot to foot, trying to busy his hands, patting them against the white warrior knot of hair atop his head. He paced a bit beside me.

      I finally glanced up, trying not to show my annoyance. “Something wrong?”

      Norq’s eyes were wide, fixed on the back of the tent, watching the access flap moving in the gentle breeze. He slowly shook his head, but his expression was too vacant to read. There was a film of sweat beading on his forehead, glistening under the battery operated lamps inside the tent.

      I set the syringe down and studied him. He stopped pacing and licked his lips.

      “Do you want to tell me what’s going on or do I have to just guess? See, that’s the thing about us humans, you’ll soon realize. We are born with this thing called intuition.”

      His face became conflicted, lines bridging on his forehead. The sarcasm was entirely lost. “I take my position here very seriously, but I have some issues I’m working through.”

      I made my face. “What kind of issues, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      Norq sighed, glancing over his shoulder as if he worried someone might be eavesdropping. “I just recently got out of rehab.” He cut guilt stricken eyes toward me.  “And when I say recently, I mean as in—this month. I’ve only been clean and sober one month.”

      I stepped back on my heels, surprised by his burst of transparency. “Oh. Okay. Wow.”

      His eyes skimmed over me as if he was waiting for acceptance or approval. “I’m only telling you because I need to go to the triage tent to help a family with two small sons. It’s difficult for me to be around all this…” he trailed off, gesturing with his hands, eyes roaming across all the medications. “It’s just very daunting.”

      I pressed my lips together under my medical mask. Norq wore no protective gear. I remembered back on the shuttle he’d told me he was immune to the illness, but I hadn’t had a chance to ask him about the details of that yet.

      A concoction of emotions and thoughts swam through me. I was stuck between being frustrated that at my terrible luck, I’d become stuck with an addict as a guide and partner for these epidemic efforts. More importantly, why would they send him here if he was struggling so soon after an active recovery? But then, he was putting himself in a vulnerable position to tell me such a personal thing after just having met me.

      I knew I had to give him the benefit of the doubt. Perhaps they had limited physicians and had no choice but to make do with the resources they had. Besides, he was here, and he was trying. I had to make the best of what I was given, including the working conditions under the canopy of all these field tents.

      “I’ll go with you,” I blurted. “To the tent. We’ll help the family together.”

      Norq’s eyes flashed with gratitude. “Thank you.”

      I placed the full syringes on a transport cart tray while Norq pushed back the tent flaps to let me slip through first.

      I tried not to be too aware of my heartbeat, or the trudging sound of my boots across the grass and dirt. I kept a steady grip on the cart, heading to the front of one of the field triage tents.

      Inside the tent, a family of four sat clustered close together. The mother blinked at me through somber, yet hopeful dark green eyes. Her hair was snow-white and woven in tight, thick braids that cascaded down her shoulders and across her back.

      She was holding the hand of a Movan male whom I assumed was her husband. Their hands were threaded together. The male had broad shoulders and a muscular back, but the bruised colored patches under his eyes displayed the true gravity of the situation, exposed his exhaustion.

      On the way to the triage tent, Norq had quickly given me a rundown, explaining the family’s current situation and a bit of their background history. The two young sons were both infected with Pestis. It was the name given to the airborne virus spreading through this illness-stricken country.

      “The elderly, the young, anyone with suppressed or compromised immune systems are most at risk,” he’d said. “This illness preys on the weak.”

      I glanced up at him. “What about the mother and the father?”

      He shook his head. “They haven’t been tested yet, but they haven’t shown any signs of symptoms. The children have been sick for several days with high fever, severe cough and difficulty breathing.”

      “Any of them experiencing digestive issues?” I’d read that as one of the symptoms too.

      Norq referred to his tablet. “One of the boys has experienced discomfort in that department, but the other seems to be doing okay as far as that’s concerned.”

      A pang went through my heart. Even as a doctor, even with all I’d seen, it was hard sometimes to keep my emotions in check, to not let it break me when I saw someone gravely ill, or a family member trying to make sense of it, especially when children were involved.

      The two boys were lying on the same cot, their legs touching. Their knees were knobby with youth, and they peered up at me and Norq through wary eyes, narrowed on us above their face masks.

      Norq shook the hands of the parents, displaying a personable, good-natured demeanor as he introduced us both. He smiled at them, spoke to them with gentleness in his voice and kindness in his eyes.

      I set the tray down on a table, quietly observing his interactions with the family. He didn’t seem the slightest bit worried about exposure to the virus and went above and beyond to make the family and the boys comfortable, and not feeling like they were dirty or not worthy of time and efforts to try and save the children just because they were infected.

      He sat down on the edge of the bed with the kids. They were too sick to sit up. Oxygen tubes were in their noses, protruding above their masks. They looked at Norq with hollow eyes but focused on him with curiosity.

      He began showing them a magic trick with his light pen as he looked inside their mouths, examined the inside of their ears. A glimmer of a smile spread on their faces. Their parents exchanged an eased expression and sighed; hands still linked together. I couldn’t understand why Norq had been so worried to approach the triage tent. He had wonderful bedside manner.

      As Norq took their vitals and pretended like he was hearing a funny animal beating around in their chests while he listened through the stethoscope, I took the DNA samples from the family members that I’d been given and walked them back to the field tent that had been set up with laboratory research capabilities.

      I was still curious about what made Norq immune to the virus. He’d explained to me on the shuttle that the virus had several mutations, and hit others differently, some worse than others. Some not at all. Some were asymptomatic. Some were carriers. There was a lot to research.

      I ran the family’s DNA through a sequencing chamber, one at a time, labeling them properly in the process. Organization was key. I expected the results to take a while. Once I’d isolated those tubes, I put them in the freezer for safe keeping until they were ready.

      I walked over the wires and cords providing electricity to the tents and exited the lab, determined to head back to triage to help another in need of care.
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      We’d been on the field for almost a week. I was standing over a microscope, squinting into the dual lens, observing the cells of the virus as it attacked, then infected a healthy cluster of cells.

      I straightened when I heard footsteps behind me. Serenity walked in, dark hair pulled back, protective goggles and shield over her face. She began removing them once she stepped under the lab tent. She peeled off her gloves a moment later and released a fatigued sigh.

      “Having a rough time?”

      Her eyes lifted to me. “No, not really. Just busy.” She nudged her chin at the microscope. “What are you working on?”

      “Just studying the effects of the virus once it finds a healthy cell.”

      She took a few short steps toward me, leaving an arm’s length width between us. “How are you doing with the…you know…recovery process and being around all these medications?”

      “I’m managing.”

      She pulled out a chair and plopped down in it, crossing one ankle over her knee. She rubbed at her lower leg as if it ached from being on her feet all day.

      “Want to talk about it?”

      I shrugged. “There’s not really much to say. I’m doing better than I thought I would be.”

      “Have you struggled with addiction a long time?”

      She looked at me with empathy instead of judgement. She didn’t look at me like she was trying to analyze me or figure me out, but as if she wanted to know more about me so she could help me.

      I turned away from her and started putting slides back in their containers.

      “I’ve had a substance abuse problem for a while, but I’m better off than I was a year ago. It all started when I was in med school. I couldn’t handle it, the long nights trying to study, having to stay awake. I needed something else to help me, something to make me stronger than I could be. Something to help me focus, help me stay awake. So, I turned to street drugs. From there, well, let’s just say it became a huge problem. I went into this downward spiral. It was a dark time in my life. I still have a lot of rebuilding to do.”

      “I’m so sorry.” She sounded like she meant it. “That kind of thing happens on Earth a lot, too. You’re definitely not the only one. Med school, or any school for that matter, can be so hard, and stressful. It’s tough to get through the pressure attached to those enormous responsibilities. I admire you for sticking to your recovery plan. You might think you’re not strong enough to fight it, but you went to rehab. You tried, and that’s half the battle.”

      I turned to face her, planting my hands on the table behind me. “Thanks. That—well—that means a lot.”

      Her smile was warm and kind, vibrant enough to reach her eyes. “I know we don’t know each other that well, but you seem like a wonderful doctor. You are great with kids, too. You make everyone feel comfortable and safe when you’re talking to them. A lot of doctors are stiff and don’t show their emotions.”

      “That’s because they don’t want to get emotionally invested. It’s a smart tactic.”

      Serenity frowned. “Not always. People want to be encouraged. They want to know if there is a chance. It’s natural to cling to hope.”

      I pushed off the table. “I suppose that’s true. What about you?”

      Serenity’s smile vanished. She turned toward the table and picked up a beaker and started wiping it down to clean it. “What about me?”

      “You got through med school alright with no issues?” I chuckled.

      Her mouth twitched and her face went into a subtle grimace. “I wouldn’t say that. Everyone has their struggles and issues.” Her dark eyes cascaded over mine. “No one is immune to the occasional problem. Least of all me.”

      I folded my arms across my chest, my eyebrows bridging. “Oh yeah? What was lifelike for you back on Earth?”

      She blew out a laugh, but it was anything but amused. “That’s a loaded question.”

      “Sorry, I don’t mean to pry.” I took a step away from her. “I was just curious, that’s all.”

      Her flexed jaw relaxed. “No, it’s fine. You’re right. I’m being too rigid. It’s just…” she trailed off, her brows furrowing. Then I saw the pain of memories flashing through her eyes. “I went through a lot growing up. My father. He was—well he was abusive. Let’s just say that I got the hell out of my hometown and left my life there behind the first time I got the chance.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” I restrained myself but I wanted to reach out and stroke her arm, to feel the smoothness of it, feel the heat radiating off her skin. “But if it’s any consolation, it looks to me like you overcame whatever went on back then and have more than made up for it now.”

      A twinkle flared in her eyes and her shoulders straightened with resolve. “Yeah. I guess you could say that.” Her gaze skimmed over me. “Thanks. I needed to hear that.”

      “You’re welcome. Thank you too, for giving me those words of encouragement. They help.”

      She sighed as if an enormous weight had been lifted from her soul and strode to the freezer. Before she had a chance to open it, one of the lab techs plowed through the flaps of the tent, his eyes bright green and wide. He was holding a set of vials labeled DNA samples.

      Serenity’s eyes skated to the vials, and she pointed, her lips parting. “Is that—is that the results I asked for?”

      “Yes,” the lab tech nodded enthusiastically, pushing the vials toward her. “I think you’re going to be pleased with the findings.”

      Serenity took the samples and began opening them, reading through the lab report.

      “Oh my god,” she breathed, her fingers slipping up to her mouth.

      “What is it?” I looked at the tech before gliding to her, pulse quickening in suspense.

      Serenity dropped her hand, white teeth gleaming under her curled gums. She was practically glowing with excitement.

      “There’s a specific gene in these samples taken from the sick, compared to those who aren’t sick.” She lifted her gaze to me. “This is from that family with the two boys who were infected, but the parents weren’t.”

      “Okay, so, what are you saying?”

      Serenity pointed to the lab samples on the page. “I’m saying that the ones who are immune, like you, don’t get symptoms. They can’t get symptoms. They don’t have the gene.”

      “Can you track the origin?” I leaned in closer. This could be groundbreaking.

      “It’s right here.” Serenity’s grin fanned across her face. “The strands track back to a certain ancient family line in which that family developed a weaker immune response to respiratory illnesses like this one. It tracks back all the way to the royal family. They carry the gene.”

      “Wow. Serenity this is just…incredible information.” I stared at her, stunned. I didn’t have time to react when Serenity threw her arms open and pressed her body to mine. I drew in her scent of honey and floral. Her soft brown curls brushed against my cheeks. She folded me into a hug, her arms barely wrapping around my torso, but she squeezed me with the strength of a bulldozer.

      “We did it! We discovered the missing gene mutation!”

      I didn’t dare be the one to break away from her or her feminine warmth. My heart raced. She finally peeled herself away from me, beaming as bright as the twin suns in the sky above us.

      “You did it,” I encouraged her, just as she’d done for me. “You figured it out.”
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      Word traveled fast on Belariko, and it didn’t take long for that word to spread to the royal family about the Pestis virus’s carrier gene tracing back to them.

      “Where is this place again?” I asked Norq, standing at the entrance of his tent, watching him pack a suitcase in preparation for the journey.

      He glanced up at me while shoving a pair of boots into a backpack beside the suitcase. “It’s in the kingdom of Lapidio.”

      “Is that still on Thorzo Rex?” I was still trying to get the regions, countries, and cities clear in my head about where everything was located. Geography wasn’t my strong suit.

      “Yes.”

      “But we’ll have to shuttle there?”

      “It will be quicker, yes.”

      I tapped my fingers together, thinking.

      Norq paused his packing and stood up straight, staring at me. “Are you ready to go?”

      “Not yet.”

      “We’ve been summoned by King Darnox which means we must hurry.”

      “Alright…” I trailed off, a wariness spreading through my veins. “Why is it so important that we go to his kingdom? I thought we were needed here, where the epidemic has hit the residents the hardest? That’s the direct orders I’ve received from my own higher-ups.”

      “Because that’s what the King wants.”

      “Sorry. I guess I’m just not used to the royal protocol and guidelines. I lived in a region on Earth that used democracy to govern its territories.”

      Norq lifted his white eyebrows. He seemed distracted by his own tasks, as if he was only partly listening to me.

      “You should probably pack,” was all he said.

      “I have basically been living out of my suitcase anyway,” I explained. “It won’t take me more than a few minutes to get ready.”

      “Good.”

      I frowned, rubbing my fingers across my lips, contemplating. “What will happen once we get there?”

      “They are demanding to be tested against the gene,” Norq said. “If they have it, they will want to receive treatment before the epidemic spreads to their kingdom. We will have to test King Darnox and his family first, then we’ve been asked to travel to the kingdom of Nlord Reguim to test them as well.”

      An unsettled sensation traveled across my spine. I didn’t like the idea of leaving the area where I was told to work, but then again, if the king wanted it—I supposed we had to do it to keep the peace.

      “I’ll have to tell my unit leaders,” I said. “They’ll be expecting me to remain here.”

      “They’ve already been notified and have given approval for your departure,” Norq confirmed.

      “Oh.” I tried not to let it show on the surface, but it bothered me that these decisions had already been made on my behalf, and behind my back no less. I didn’t appreciate that I hadn’t been included in the decision making process.

      I slowly backed away from his tent, scrubbing my hands over my arms as if it might help bring me some peace of mind.

      “I guess I’ll just go pack up then.”

      Norq nodded. “I’ll come get you soon.”

      Better to avoid conflict and just get it over with. At least I’d learned one thing from my father.
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        * * *

      

      The kingdom of Lapidio was breathtakingly beautiful. I didn’t know what I’d been expecting, but it definitely wasn’t the sprawling hills and the glinting sea centered in the middle of it, pristine and shining, reflecting the glorious beauty around it.

      The houses and buildings were perched on the hills, tiered and twinkling. As soon as we stepped foot on solid ground, we were escorted by King Darnox’s brigade of security to his estate on the outskirts of Lapidio.

      The castle grounds were situated on the edge of the sea, offering gorgeous views of the water and the city on the other side.

      The castle was long and spread out rather than stacked and high. When we entered the massive foyer, we were greeted by servant staff that gave us a brisk welcome and buzzed around like hummingbirds, rushing us to the back courtyard where King Darnox and his family were waiting.

      The lawns were green and lush, the flowers vibrant and exotic. It was like stepping into a painting. Everything was overly vibrant and colorful. The air was a mixture of citrus and sweet. The breeze brought a tickle of the balmy salty air from the sea.

      King Darnox had long white braids and a golden crown adorning his head. The crown was sprinkled with jewels of every color that flashed against the rays of the sun.

      Norq and I were offered beverages and refreshment snacks. I declined the refreshments but accepted a drink that tasted like cucumber water. Norq declined both. He stood next to me, his posture assertive, his stance protective as his left arm brushed against mine.

      During the process, there were little words exchanged, other than the instructions on how the testing would be conducted, a simple DNA swab with a Q-tip on the insides of each family member’s cheeks. Now that we had better information about the virus strands, we were able to conduct a rapid test that would be ready in less than half an hour.

      Everyone stood patiently, watching us like hawks as we completed each test, then put them in the portable centrifuge to obtain the results. I was on edge, but kept my confidence on the frontline, leading myself with my skills and training instead of my emotions.

      We waited until all the results were in before going through the selections with the king and his family. They were immune, each and every one of them. They would not require any treatment against the epidemic. We told them they should not have to worry about the virus affecting them, but since the gene has been found in their bloodline, it was still best if they quarantined at home, kept servants and staff close at hand, and waited until the epidemic started to dissipate.

      Norq sighed and leaned in closer to me as we were packing up, this time to head to the kingdom of Nlord Regium. In a low voice he said, “one down, one to go.”

      “That went smoother than I thought it would,” I admitted, helping him load the equipment into the back of the rover.

      Norq hopped in the front seat and patted the empty passenger one next to him. “Ready for another round of this?”

      I climbed inside, trying not to smile, but my lips twitched upward anyway. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”
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        * * *

      

      Nlord Regium was a separate country, but only three hours’ drive from the Lapidio kingdom. At the border, our supplies were inspected, and we had to be cleared of fever and other Pestis symptoms before we were allowed to cross.

      Once underway, Norq explained that it would be another hour at least until we reached king Tar’Tano’s palace grounds.

      Norq gripped the steering wheel and took his eyes off the rugged terrain for a moment to look at me.

      “I need to give you a warning about King Tar’Tano.”

      My throat bobbed. “That sounds ominous.”

      Norq’s features were stoic. “He runs this country, and his people don’t like him.”

      “Why?”

      “He’s a tyrant. He’s never been married, never mated. He’s bitter and passes strict laws that present hardships to the people living under his reign.”

      “Is it a dictatorship? Can the inhabitants move?”

      “They are trying to flee, especially the ones who aren’t sick. They want to stay on the well-side of the population.”

      My stomach swirled with anxiety. “What should we expect once we meet him?”

      “Keep your guard up, do as he asks of you. He is still under the rule of this country, so in his presence, and on his palace grounds, we mustn’t undermine him. He has a court of several family members. A few cousins are part of his security forces. They do what he tells them to do, probably more out of fear of consequences than loyalty.”

      I swallowed down the dread trying to form a knot in my throat. An instinctive worry solidified in the pit of my stomach. Something told me this trip wouldn’t be as seamless as the one to King Darnox’s palace had been, but I forced myself to remain optimistic.

      I was a human, after all, working for an allegiance of doctors on Earth. Certainly, that should mean I wouldn’t have to be subjected to the authority of a dictator king, other than to test him for the virus gene.
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        * * *

      

      The room was silent. It was dark inside the palace, the drapes shut tight. King Tar’Tano’s staff was quiet and withdrawn, studying us with hollow expressions and darkened eyes. The king stared at me; his eyes so dark green they were almost an inky black. A muscle in his jaw flexed and feathered.

      My pulse pounded between my temples, and I swallowed hard. Norq and I had just explained to him he was in the clear for the virus, but it was best to quarantine at home to protect himself and his staff until the epidemic had either been contained or resolved.

      We’d virtually given him the same instructions as we’d given King Darnox, but instead of accepting it and escorting us out, King Tar’Tano stared at me with cunning eyes and a jaw so sharp it could cut through steel.

      “If that’s all, we will be going now,” Norq provided politely after what seemed like an eternity of silence.

      “I haven’t dismissed you,” King Tar’Tano growled, addressing Norq, but eyes burning into me.

      I noticed Norq shifting in my peripheral. “With all due respect, Your Majesty, we must be heading back to Base City in Belarika. The field triage unit needs us there to help attend to the sick.”

      Tar’Tano cut indifferent eyes to Norq. “You can go. She will stay.” His eyes returned to me.

      An icy chill surged through my veins. I exchanged a worried look with Norq. His mouth opened. He stammered, “with all due respect, she must return to Belarika with me. She is a doctor, and she is needed at the triage tents.”

      Tar’Tano’s grin was snakelike. “She will remain here with me to be hired as my personal physician.”

      Norq shifted his weight again and rubbed his jawline, pausing to choose his words carefully.

      “King Tar—”

      “This isn’t up for debate,” the king roared, making the paintings on the wall ripple in their frames.

      I stopped breathing. I went rigid as if a lightning rod had just shot up my spine.

      The guards at the back of the room formed a barricade across the exit.

      The king’s eyes flicked in their direction. He jutted a chin to Norq. “See him out. Send him back to Belarika if he’s so hellbent on going.”

      Two guards at the end of the line marched forward like soldiers on a war front. They grabbed Norq by his arms and pinned his arms to his sides to keep him from fighting. Norq squirmed but said nothing. He grimaced as the guards gripped him tighter.

      I bristled, turning toward the king. It was a surreal experience, like being trapped in a fever dream. This couldn’t be happening. I wasn’t in this situation. This wasn’t real.

      “Please, let me go with him. I need to return to the patients who are in desperate need of medical care.”

      “Your job is here, with me.” Tar’Tano’s eyes narrowed on me, leaving no room for debate, daring me to defy him.

      I gulped. The abrasive scowl on his face made my argument die in my throat. I managed to utter a watery “I’m a human. I cannot be held against my will. I’ve been sent from Earth to aid the sick and dying and to help find a way to stop the epidemic from spreading. I take my role here very seriously.”

      The king sighed as if he was growing bored with this conversation. “There’s been a change of plans. You will stay here with me. If you don’t,” he paused to cut a vicious glower at Norq, “then he will be the one to suffer the consequences.”

      I looked at Norq. There was a pleading look on his face, as if to silently tell me not to argue, that I wouldn’t be able to talk my way out of this one.

      I shriveled back, watching as the guards marched Norq out of the room. To keep him safe, I would have to stay here with the king. I’d never felt more helpless in my life, but there had to be a way to fix this.
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        * * *

      

      The days and nights bled together. The stagnancy of being trapped inside this dark, cold, unwelcoming castle was starting to take an emotional and physical toll on me. I ached for sunlight. I missed my lab back at the field tents of Belarika. I missed communicating with others, even if it was through the translator earplugs, even if I was around all that sickness and hurt. Anything was better than this, better than being at Tar’Tano’s constant beck and call. He made outlandish demands that I had to follow. Get him this, get him that, like I was a servant or a slave instead of the physician he claimed to need so urgently. I couldn’t stop thinking about all the sick and helpless who needed me much more than Tar’Tano did. My efforts were being wasted here.

      Each day I woke up, depression clawing its way deep into my bones to the point where I didn’t even want to get out of bed, but there was always a guard waiting to escort me to King Tar’Tano’s master quarters. From there, I’d be forced to take his vitals, get him what he needed to start the day, even as far as helping him dress and bathe. It was horrible, and the more my resentment grew, the more I missed Norq. He was so handsome and kind, the exact opposite of this monster holding me captive in his palace. I was locked in a prison of both mind and body.

      However, my spirit refused to be crushed. I would find a way to get out of here, to go back to Belarika with Norq, to complete the job I was sent here to do. I wondered if Norq was trying to secretly advocate on my behalf, whether if he missed my company too. I stood in my room at night, looking out at the moon through barred windows, hoping that Norq was staring at the same moon and masterminding a way to get me out of here.
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      The insects trilled in the trees that surrounded the field. It was quiet in the camps. A bead of sweat trickled down the back of my neck. I stared at the bottle of pain pills in front of me. It taunted me, staring at me, daring me to pick it up, unscrew the lid and guzzle down a few. It would be so easy. They were calling me. How could something so small be so defiant, so destructive?

      I swallowed hard, leaning forward, my elbows resting on my knees. My pulse pounded through my eardrums. I rubbed a finger across the slickness of my forehead.

      The lantern light cast dancing shadows across the walls of my tent. The air was so balmy I felt like I was suffocating, but I didn’t stand up to open a vent flap. I knew that if I did, I’d pick up the pill bottle and I’d swallow them down one by one, until the stress melted away.

      Stress had always been a contributing factor when it came to my addiction. I couldn’t fight substance abuse because it was the easiest way to fight the demons trapped inside my head.

      My thoughts were focused on Serenity and my cowardice for leaving her there. I should have tried harder to advocate on her behalf.

      That was the thing about King Tar’Tano.  If he threatened you, he meant it. He would follow through. I’d been given an impossible choice. I only hoped Serenity would find it in her heart to forgive me. I would fix this. I would get her back.

      For now, my biggest battle of the night was warding off this oppressive heat and keeping my willpower in check against these pills.

      Movement shuffled outside of my tent, then lowered voices, and silhouettes playing across the lantern light. I bolted to my feet.

      The figures stopped in front of my tent. I heard someone clear their throat.

      “Yes, he’s in here,” one of the medical assistants confirmed.

      I unzipped the flap of the tent, pulse whirring.

      Standing on the other side was Prime Minister Unchu, along with one of the field teams medical assistants, the head of the field triage operations, and two guards in uniform flanking the minister.

      I cast him a respectful bow.

      “Norq Areans of Thorzo?” He lifted a bushy, white eyebrow that looked like a caterpillar inching across a leaf. Beside him, his two guards studied me with swamp-green eyes.

      “Yes?” My throat bobbed.

      “We’ve been given word about the human, Serenity Rivera, that she’s been ordered to stay with King Tar’Tano at his palace grounds on Nlord?”

      “It’s true.” I took a step forward. “At the time, his guards cornered me and forced me to leave her there. Tar’Tano wanted her to remain with him as his personal physician. Unfortunately, he was in no mood to be reasoned with. I could not counter him without the threat of consequences.”

      Unchu scaled his tongue across his top teeth and nodded, clamping his hands behind his back. “I see. So, she is there against her will? Or she accepted the offer?”

      “She is there against her will. I hated to leave her, but at the time found I had no choice. She pleaded to be able to return to Belarika with me, however the king would not allow it.”

      “I’ll have my associates arrange a meeting with King Tar’Tano,” Unchu promised.

      “Thank you, Prime Minister,” I said and bowed again. “I fear the Nlord King is keeping her for his own personal reasons, and it doesn’t leave a good impression for Mova’s intergalactic relations with Earth. I’m sure you, as well as many of us, would like to keep that relationship in good standing.”

      Unchu gave me one clipped nod. “Indeed, I would. I’ll see what I can do to return Dr. Rivera back to Balarika safely where she belongs, and where her original contract declares she’s supposed to live and work.”

      I breathed out a thank you.

      “Other than that, how are operations here on the field with the relief and medical assistance efforts?”

      “It’s an uphill battle,” I admitted, “but we are managing. Every day more and more come to seek aid. I fear that the epidemic will get worse before it gets better.”

      Unchu swiped his tongue across his bottom lip, wrinkles imbedding in his forehead as he frowned.

      “I wish there was better news to report.”

      “We’re doing the best we can, but the numbers of the sick are increasing, and we are starting to feel the effects of being overwhelmed and understaffed. Serenity was on my team and her absence is taking a toll, but I’m doing my best. I’ve heard word that many are fleeing to the kingdom of Da’Gon Regno. If this happens, they’ll spread the illness even further across the kingdoms.”

      Unchu exchanged a glance with his guards. “We might have to set up a travel ban across borders to keep the virus retained in Thorzo until we can get a better handle on it.”

      He began to back away, but before he could spin on a heel I stepped out of the tent, stopping him.

      “You’ll send word about Serenity when you’re able?”

      Unchu looked me up and down, his eyes flickering with curiosity through the dark.

      “We’ll do our best to discuss options with the Nlord king. You’ll receive word with the progress. In the meantime,” he paused, pointing a finger across the field tents, keep up the good work here. It’s organized and clean. It’s also quiet. Even if you don’t think you’re putting a dent in the virus, I can tell whatever you’re doing here, it’s working. I’ll be back for another report by the end of the week.”

      “Thank you, Prime Minister.”

      Unchu glanced at his guards and nodded. “Shall we?”

      They shuffled forward, Unchu trailing behind. Before long, the darkness swallowed them.

      I returned to my tent, hoping the darkness stirring inside me wouldn’t devour me, too.
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      The evening gown was too tight. My ribcage was squeezed into the corset, making every breath I took feel too constricted. The bottom hems were too long, the ends of the silk material making hissing noises as it swept across the marbled floors of the reception room. I kept tripping over it, but the handmaid I’d been given, a female named Berra with light green skin and dark green eyes told me I had to wear it because it was what the king wished.

      Berra had a kind demeanor, but I sensed that underneath it all, there was a rebel inside her just waiting for the perfect opportunity to escape from Tar’Tano’s possessive grip and find her own way in the world.

      She’d peered at me over long white bangs, her straight hair short and cut in a pixie style, the strands blunt and hugging the edge of her jawline.

      She’d adjusted the pleats in my dress, helping me maneuver from my room down the stairs, whispering close to my ear that it was best to just go along with what he wanted, and to find a way to fight it later.

      I began to view her as an ally, someone who might help me escape, but I waited, bid my time. I needed to know for sure who I could trust—and who I couldn’t.

      So, night after night, I was forced into these ridiculous, frilly ballgowns. I painted on a neutral expression while I sat through mundane dinner after mundane dinner surrounded by King Tar’Tano’s court, eating expensive, fancy food and drinking from golden goblets.

      We always ate by candlelight. Tar’Tano insisted. He said he ran his palace the old fashioned way, wanted to live a simpler lifestyle. He said that was probably why he’d been so successful, why he was now being spared from the awful virus inhabiting other regions on Mova.

      He was incredibly selfish, self-absorbed, and boisterous. I had to sit there and listen to his stupid jokes, practicing an amused smile in the mirror before I went downstairs, so it would look real once I was in front of him.

      Once after a particularly draining night of banal conversation and ridiculous entertainment, I approached Tar’Tano’s private master quarters. This had become our routine.

      Night after night, I would have to bring him the medications to help boost his immune system and keep sickness around the palace at bay. He would make me sit and wait for him to guzzle down each of them. Then, I was ordered to collect all the dispensers and medication, wash his personal goblet, then put the medications back where they belonged.

      I’d gotten it in my head that I’d had enough, and it was time to make a change. The routine was too stagnant. My skills weren’t being put to good use, wasted on this overbearing tyrant who demanded attention and made everything about him.

      With my heart pounding in my throat, I approached the bed where he was waiting, already laying beneath his expensive linens, wearing his silken sleeping attire.

      He scowled at me when I entered the room, his thin eyebrows quirking upward, the bottom of his jaw jutting out in disapproval.

      “You’re late.”

      My hands were clammy and shaking as I placed his tray of medications on his bedside table. I began counting them out in front of him.

      This was where I’d make my move, plead my case. I tried to maintain a calm disposition, a casual, breezy tone.

      I had many worries about what would happen to me if I remained here with him. My biggest fear was that after the routine had been established, he’d use his sneaky power to flee the country and run away with me, forcing me to sit at his hand, wait on him hand and foot, or worse, all of that and force me to be his mate.

      It was a nightmare that spun around in my head rent free, kept me awake at night. My stomach was in knots. I could barely eat. At night, I laid on top of sweat soaked sheets, curled into a fetal position, doubled over in mental and physical pain. I’d cried so many tears in private, until my eyes were swollen and stinging. I couldn’t live enslaved like this another night.

      “I was reading up on intergalactic rule earlier.” I carefully divided out the medications and placed them in his weathered, wrinkled palm.

      “For what?” He growled.

      I straightened my shoulders. I could get through this. I reminded myself that my life depended on it.

      “The precedence regarding intergalactic relationships between Mova and Earth.”

      “What about it?” He popped two pills in his mouth and snatched the goblet from my hand, tipping his head back to guzzle down the water inside.

      I took a deep breath and licked my lips. The words were like something sticky getting wedged in between my teeth. My voice was not my own, echoing through my eardrums. “I have rights under the pre-existing laws, and the terms of my contract,” I explained. “At the moment, those rights are being violated. If you won’t allow me to return to Belarika to do the work under the terms of my contract, then I ask you to please void it and allow me to return to Earth.”

      I didn’t dare make eye contact. My muscles went rigid like planks of wood under my skin. Tar’Tano began laughing. Unhinged, psychotic laughter that made me queasy. My skin was on fire.

      When he finally composed himself, his eyes flashed to me, storm clouds rolling in them in warning. His voice bellowed like thunder through the room, sending a shudder up my spine.

      “You will stay here with me. I command it.”

      I swallowed hard, gathered up the medications and bid him goodnight, while my gut twisted with each step I took down the hallway.

      I bumped into my handmaid Berra. Her eyes trailed over me, widening. “You look white as a sheet. What happened?”

      “You have to get me out of here,” I blurted. “Please. I’ll do anything.” I clutched her hands. They were cold, but soft. I looked her in the eye, pleading. I had to go with my instinct and lay it all out on the line, put my whole trust in her.

      Berra glanced over her shoulder, her eyes skimming the shadows for anyone lurking behind them.

      “Alright.” She squeezed my hand in commiseration. “I know when the guards switch shifts. It will have to be then. We’ll only have a few minutes to get past their sliver of distraction. Do you think you can do it?”

      “I’m ready,” I said. “I’ll leave with the clothes on my back.”

      Berra nodded. “Meet me downstairs at midnight. We’ll aim for the forest. I won’t be able to escort you any further than the grounds, but I can give you a trail to follow to the main city. From there, you’ll be on your own to find help.”

      It was more than I expected. I reached for her and hugged her. “Thank you, Berra, I owe you so much for this.”

      She hugged me back. “If you get out of here safely and back to Belarika, that is all the reward I need.”
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        * * *

      

      The night was colder than I expected. Goose bumps traveled over my skin. I didn’t have a jacket to cover my exposed arms. I rubbed my hands together as my quick breaths fogged like clouds in front of my face. It was much colder in the Nlord kingdom at night than it was in Belarika.

      I had only the light of the moon to guide me through the wooded path. My cell phone, radio communicator and tablet had all been taken from me from the start.

      I glanced over my shoulder, trying to slip away from the palace grounds, watching its gates look smaller and smaller the further I got, the deeper into the woods I trudged.

      I padded on light footsteps, trying not to rustle the leaves or snap the twigs as I walked. My eyes skimmed in every direction. I jumped and suppressed a shriek when a large figure stepped out from behind a massive tree trunk and blocked my path.

      His green eyes glinted under the moon. His white hair lit up through the darkness. He was dressed in Tar’Tano’s guard’s court uniform.

      “Going somewhere?” He growled.

      I stepped back, bumping into the hard chest of another guard. The one in front of me reached out and clasped his hand over my wrist. I screamed, the sound reverberating off the trees, getting swallowed into the darkness surrounding me.

      I was surrounded.

      “Come on, foolish human,” the one behind me hissed. “Let’s get you back where you belong.”
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        * * *

      

      The guard shoved me onto the floor of the great hall. My knees slammed against the cold marble. I tried to scramble to my feet, but one of the guards who’d captured me pushed his hand into the space between my shoulder blades and grumbled, “stay on your knees. You must bow to the king and beg forgiveness for your crimes. May the gods above have mercy on your soul for what you’ve done.”

      My heart thundered through my chest. I couldn’t suck in enough air. My throat was dry, and the blood drained out of my face as soon as I looked into the scathing swamp-colored eyes of King Tar’Tano.

      His chest rose and fell with anger. The fury alight in his eyes was sharp and pierced through me like dagger blades straight through the heart.

      “You must be punished,” his voice crashed like a hurricane in the sea. “You will be sentenced to a lifetime of servitude for your escape attempt.” He stood from where he’d been sitting on his throne of rock and stone. The light from the candle flames created sinister shadows that clawed at the wall behind him. “Your disobedience will carry severe consequences—”

      His words were cut short when a booming noise echoed behind us. The door burst open. A man wearing warrior attire and combat boots stalked into the room, his footsteps thudding across the marble. His fists were balled at his sides.

      King Tar’Tano’s eyes narrowed on him. “Prime Minister, to what do I owe the pleasure of such a late night, unannounced visit?” His voice was laced with brooding sarcasm. He took a step in front of me, his stance possessive.

      The prime minister held the king’s vicious gaze, matching one with his own. A sneer carved into his mouth.

      “You will stop this sentencing and foolishness at once, Tar’Tano,” he demanded. “The human, Miss Serenity Rivera, will return to Belarika with me and my associates, where she belongs. You have no right to hold her prisoner here.”
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      As dawn broke across the sky, I packed a bag and set off to a shuttle, using the gray light of the morning to guide me. I’d gained permission to use the shuttle from a fellow on-site triage physician whose father had ownership rights to the aircraft.

      We’d gone through medical school together, and even though we weren’t exceptionally close friends, he’d lent a listening ear when I’d told him about the situation with Serenity, and how I was fighting off the mental battles of addiction. He hadn’t hesitated to ask his father for permission to fly to Lepidio, wishing me safe travels and luck in getting her back.

      After landing in Nlord Regium, I received a call from Prime Minister Unchu.

      “I’m at Tar’Tano’s Nlord palace,” he explained. “I didn’t want word getting out that a human physician who’d been contracted to work in the triage fields was being held against her will in a neighboring country by a disgruntled king. I felt it was my responsibility as Prime Minister of Belarika to try and bring her back safely and without violence.”

      “And?” I asked. “I’m outside the palace grounds now. “Are you able to free her?”

      There was a beat of silence on his end before Unchu asked, “you—are here? In the Nlord kingdom?”

      “I got permission to fly a shuttle here,” I declared. “I couldn’t concentrate on my work at the triage field tents until I knew Serenity was safe, and I returned home with her. The guilt has been eating me alive, ever since I left her here trapped with the king.”

      Unchu sighed but didn’t protest. “Alright. I’ll have one of his guards open the gates for you. Just know that Tar’Tano isn’t giving Serenity up without a fight. She’s currently on trial for disobedience and attempting to escape. The king is trying to give her a sentence of lifetime servitude to himself and his court.”

      My heart sank. “He can’t—he can’t do that, not legally.”

      “He’s arguing otherwise. I don’t think he cares about the laws, or the treaty of work programs we have in union with Earth.”

      “What can I do to help with the trial?”

      “You can be a character witness for her. Advocate on her behalf, and how important it is that she returns to the camps to do her job there. Her future on this planet, and her life as a doctor, depends on your testimony.”

      I swallowed down the knot in my throat. My tongue was swollen and dry. I knew what I had to do. I knew what I would have to now admit, what I’d been holding inside. I didn’t know if Serenity would be upset, but the truth had to come to light. I wasn’t ready to tell her yet, especially on a witness stand during a trial testimony, but it was now or never.

      The iron palace gates groaned open, and I slid inside, eyes panning across the lawns, on the hunt for any of Tar’Tano’s guards who might have a happy trigger finger. I strode across to the other side, making it to the palace doors without incident. However, at the stone steps, my heart thrummed anxiously against my ribcage. I was here, but Tar’Tano wasn’t going to just hand her over. The potential complications of an unfair trial created a deep dread that punctured my bones.

      I stalked across the marble floors of his great hall. King Tar’Tano sat on the throne, a gloating smirk on his face as if he’d won before he’d even gotten started.

      I bowed before him, professing my gratitude for allowing me into his palace grounds. I stated my name and my purpose for being there. During the process of bowing before him, my bent spine despising every second of it. I practically had to spit the words out.

      When he allowed me to straighten and approach the witness bench, I declared what I’d known to be true in my heart from the moment I set eyes on Serenity. From the moment fate sealed for me, and from the moment my heart started beating eternally for her, and only her.

      “King Tar’Tano,” I declared, my voice bellowing through the hall, my shoulders straight and proud. “I am here to proclaim that Serenity Rivera of Earth—she is my mate.”

      Gasps rang out through the hall. The king’s green face paled. His lips went so tight they were almost translucent. His eyes narrowed on me.

      “Liar,” he growled.

      “It’s no lies,” I confirmed.

      “How long…have you known this?” The Prime Minister gawked at me with wide eyes.

      “She became marked for me the moment I met her.”

      “Why wouldn’t you have said something earlier?” The Prime Minister balked.

      Before I could answer, King Tar’Tano’s head whipped in Serenity’s direction. “Did you know this too?” The snarl curled at the edges of his lips was accusatory.

      Serenity’s jaw slackened, her eyes flickering between me, Unchu and the King. When her eyes landed on mine, I tried to express to her through the power of eye contact how vital it was that she played along. Even if she was scared, even if she didn’t understand the breadth of what being mated meant yet. I needed, willed her to agree, to say yes. Her chances of getting out of here depended on how she calculated a well-crafted answer.

      I didn’t dare breathe, my eyes pleading with her while Tar’Tano had his focus trained on her, and her alone.

      She slowly began nodding her head, gazing at me at first for confirmation, and when I gave her the subtlest nod of approval, she turned her head toward the king and locked defiant eyes on him.

      “Yes, it’s true. I am his mate.” She understood what was necessary and played her part exquisitely. Her voice didn’t waver. No cracks in her neutral expression. She was believable, and that bland casualness worked, taking a toll on Tar’Tano.

      His shoulders inverted and he gave her a stunned expression.

      “As Norq’s fated mate, she is allowed to leave the country and return to Belarika. There are no laws that can bind her to you. Norq has first rights.”

      As Prime Minister Unchu recites the laws, I keep my gaze on Serenity. A mask of shock went over her face. She was smart. She knew her ticket out of here and held her ground.

      Females were in short supply on Mova. Not even Tar’Tano could argue against me as her mate. He begrudgingly gave her up, telling me that she was now in my custody.

      As I escorted her out of the palace, I noticed her stiffen when my palm slipped down her lower back. I tried not to take offense. I would explain everything on the shuttle back to Base City. For now, I was just relieved to get her out of there.

      “Is it true?” Her hazel eyes tuned on me, her brunette curls framing her face. “What you said in there, I’m your mate?”

      I clamped my hand over hers, relieved when she didn’t bristle this time. “It is true. Everything I said on the witness stand is true. The mated mark came as soon as I saw you for the first time.”

      Serenity frowned, letting the information sink in. “I feel an attraction to you, like a deep tugging in my gut, but why didn’t that intense sensation hook me from the start like it did for you?”

      “It frequently happens first for males,” I explained. “But that tugging you talk about is part of the mating bond.”

      Her eyes creased, her brows bridging into a furrowed line.

      “Don’t worry,” I reassured. “You are still free. You have no obligations to me. I know what Unchu was saying in the palace was probably overwhelming, but you are your own person. You can make your own decisions. I will not stand in your way. As your mate, I am obligated to protect you, but you are free to do and work as you wish.”

      Serenity was quiet for a few minutes, staring at her hands clasped in her lap. After a while, she looked up at me, golden flecks swirling in her hazel eyes.

      “I can’t very well forget about being mated to you, but I appreciate you giving me space to process what that entails.”

      “It doesn’t have to mean anything, not if you don’t want it to.”

      She released a sharp breath through parted lips. “I could tell you wanted me to agree at the trial that I was your mate, but I’m not sure I can commit to anything. I said what I said to get out of there. I hope you understand that.”

      I swallowed down the disappointment stirring inside me. “I do.”

      Her eyes searched mine, worry flaring. “I was controlled by an abusive father. I have issues with males in my life trying to exhibit power over me.”

      “You don’t have to worry about that with me.” I held her gaze, making sure she knew I meant it.

      Her expression softened and her shoulders relaxed. She reached for my hand and squeezed her slender fingers around it.

      “Thank you,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “For…everything. For saving me, for giving me time to think, all of it.”

      “I’m here when you need me,” I promised her, “even when you feel like you don’t.”

      For the first time since being reunited with her, I noticed a sparkle return to her eyes, and a glow whispering across her delicate cheeks.
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      The Belarika triage camps were quiet when we reached them late in the night. Shadows hugged each tent. A few were glowing by lantern light, but most were dark, enveloping the fields in a blanket of darkness.

      Norq walked me to my tent. I was acutely aware of everything in the space between us. The breeze whispering across my skin. The heat of his skin as his arm inadvertently grazed mine. The tingle up my spine as his fingers brushed across my back as he stopped in front of my tent. Keeping his word to give me space, he took a step back as I unzipped the flap and stepped inside my tent.

      His green eyes glinted under the pale moon light. The strands of his hair were like ribbons of white climbing the knot bun at the top of his head.

      “Well,” I whispered, “Thank you for everything.” I looked into his eyes, knowing my words fell short. There was a sea of words I wanted to say to him, not only to express my gratitude for what he’d done for me, but for everything.

      I wanted to be able to explain the wavy sensation I got every time his eyes locked on mine. The way my stomach danced when we made accidental skin contact. The way I noticed his eyes tracing my curves in secret when he thought I wasn’t looking. It was all so…tantalizing.

      “I did what I had to do, what I knew was right.”

      A noble answer.

      The rhythm of my heart changed. The blood in my veins blazed, warming every part of me.

      “I just want you to know that I’m very drawn to you, and I’m not just saying that to make you feel better about what you’ve done for me, how you saved me. I’m saying it because it’s something I feel in my core. It has been there since I landed on this planet, since I met you. I didn’t know what it was, didn’t know how to define it at the time. I still don’t, not really, but I’m trying.”

      My voice wavered at the end as my words absorbed into the space between us. Norq held my gaze, expression mild, eyes sensual.

      “Serenity…” he trailed off, his eyelids fluttering, choosing his words carefully. “I just want you to be happy. I meant what I said back in the Nlord Regium. You don’t owe me anything. Being my mate is not a life sentence for you. I’m not like the king.”

      My breath hitched as he stepped forward, his long legs reaching me in one stride, bridging the space between us. The stars twinkled above us in quiet anticipation.

      Norq sighed against my cheek.  His lips skated across the top of my head. Before he withdrew, he squeezed my arm and whispered a tortured goodnight.

      My muscles weakened; my organs dissolved. I watched him weave through the rows of tents. I waited there, unmoving, for several minutes. Listening to the quiet, the monitors beeping through the triage tents. Then, I unrooted my feet from the sensation of concrete bogging them down and trekked to his tent a few rows away.

      The lantern cast a warm yellow light across his tent. The zipper was open. He sat on his cot, the muscles in his arms coiling. His eyes reached mine.

      I wrung my hands together and said, “I just feel like what I said back there is not enough. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to repay you for what you did for me.”

      “You are enough,” he whispered, and a smile as sweet as honey inched across his mouth.

      I stepped inside his tent, stopped before him. I gazed down at his face, the shape of his jaw, the curve of his lips, the dip in his chin. The architecture of his perfectly sculpted body. The muscles carved in his torso, my fingertips ached to slip across them, to feel the ripples, the excitement building a frenzy inside me.

      Norq peered at me like a sheepish boy, but with lines of anguish cutting through his features.

      My heart was a hummingbird, beating around inside my chest. I reached my hands up, planted them either side of his face. I stepped forward, my mouth colliding with his.

      He drew in a sharp breath of pleasure and surprise. His lips parted, his tongue apprehensive at first, but as I massaged mine against his, he groaned and returned my kiss with a hundred times the power and desire. I grazed my tongue across his teeth as he moaned and nibbled on my bottom lip.

      His hands, unsure of where to go, what boundaries they were afraid to cross, slowly planted on either side of my hips, staying in place, respectfully not wandering. His mouth, however, strayed. His lips scurried across my cheek, across my jaw, down my neck, to the dip in my collarbone.

      His fevered skin pressed against mine; the rush of his breath traced my skin. I realized in that moment that I didn’t have to explain myself to Norq. He was my mate. He already knew the beat of my soul. It was bonded that way from the start.
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      Desire brimmed in Serenity’s eyes, but I could tell by her body language that she wasn’t ready to take it all the way yet. There was still that tug of resistance, that tiny stiffen when I tried to drag my hands across her stomach, over the curves of her hips.

      She kissed me, however, with enough fevered passion to light up the entire city. Her tongue explored my mouth, her whispered sighs becoming the pluck of guitar strings, serenading me.

      I craved her but respected her. I would wait for her. My fingers weaved through her dark curls, chestnut highlights skimming through them under the glow of lantern light. Flecks of gold sparkled in her eyes as they trailed all over me, undressing me with just a look alone. She was going to be my undoing, my beautiful mate. I swore to the gods above I’d protect her for all the days of my life.

      We came up for air, breathing fast, hearts aligned and pounding. Her cheeks were flushed with desire. She traced the edge of my lips with the tip of her finger.

      “Do you mind if I stay here tonight? I don’t want to be alone.”

      I slid over, patting the empty space on my cot. “You can stay with me for as long as you like. The whole night, your whole life, I’m fine with either.”

      I grinned at her, so she’d know I was only joking. She got the message, smirking as she swatted at my bare chest.

      “Don’t push your luck. We’re going to sleep now. Sleep, and nothing more.” She arched an eyebrow as if expecting me to protest but all I did was smile and raise my arms innocently by my sides.

      “The warmth of you is all I need,” I told her.

      Her curls corkscrewed across the pillow as she laid down beside me. It was enough, for now, to hold her, but the yearning deep inside me was a beast I would have to learn to tame.
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      “Long day?” I peeked into Norq’s tent as he was removing his boots.

      He turned one shoulder toward me, a smile that could thaw ice and snow lighting up his face. He leaned over to untie the laces, the muscles cording in his arms.

      “That’s one way to put it.”

      I slid my hands into the pockets of my scrubs and said, “may I come in?”

      A muscle in his jaw feathered. “You don’t have to ask. “Of course.”

      I stepped inside. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like I want to run until I’m exhausted and no longer have the urge to drink myself into oblivion.”

      I sat on the edge of his cot, grimacing. “That bad, huh?”

      “It’s getting better, though. A few weeks ago, I would have given in.”

      “I’m glad you’re being strong about it.”

      “You’re a nice distraction.”

      My heart skipped. “That’s why I wanted to come check on you. I wedged my hands under my thighs.

      His eyes sparked, danced across my face. “What about you? How was your day?”

      I blew out a breath through parted lips. “It could have been better could have been worse. I had a particularly agitated patient who didn’t want me to treat him because I’m human.”

      Norq’s eyes creased at the corners. He sat down next to me, our legs touching. “I’m sorry you had to deal with that.”

      “It was rough. The nurse had to sedate him because he was going ballistic.”

      “You deserve some rest and relaxation.” His voice lowered, as did his hand, onto my back. He rubbed one finger up and down the knobs of my spine.

      I met his gaze, my throat bobbing. “I agree. Maybe we both need some extra relaxation.”

      Norq didn’t look away. He was letting me make the first move, even in his own tent, he kept his hands to himself, a gesture that spoke for itself. He was letting me make the rules, letting me set the boundaries.

      Only, I didn’t want any boundaries. I didn’t want to take things slow right now. My desire agitated me, made me restless. One look into those lush, meadow-green eyes, and all the stresses of my day evaporated.

      I leaned in first. Norq’s eyes shuttered closed as our lips collided. The breath caught in my throat. My hands moved upward toward his hair, brushing over the top of his braids, always pulled back into his traditional warrior knot.

      His tongue grazed my teeth, and he groaned in satisfaction. His hands cupped around the back of my head. My tongue scraped the roof of his mouth and he groaned.

      His teeth sank into my bottom lip. His hands brushed down my arms, sending a waterfall of tingles across my entire body. Norq’s tongue caressed mine as his fingers trailed across the dip in my hips, along the curve of my backside.

      “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, my fated mate.” He paused, looking at me, assessing my reaction. “There is still no pressure from you to accept that. Just know that the bond between us is there. Think of it as an invisible tether.”

      I traced his jawline with the edge of my finger. “It’s not invisible to me. I feel it too.”

      I meant it, too. A subtle tug in the center of my stomach. The trace of a fiber woven through the core of my bones. It was always there, like a string connecting us, or like a tether, a soul bond, just as Norq had described it.

      His fingertips traveled across my thigh, making me throb. The secret place between my legs turned to the consistency of melted butter. My eyelids fluttered and my lips parted, just enough for Norq to slide his tongue in and twine it with mine.

      “You have no idea how badly I want you.” His words were a caress on their own, grazing across my skin like a soft breeze.

      My hands slipped under his shirt. I dragged my nails across his lower back, savoring in the indents of muscle tone carved into his torso.

      His fingertips brushed northward, journeying, massive, callouses gently scraping across my scorched flesh. My breath quickened as I met his hungry gaze and saw the flame of desire burning in them.

      “I want you too,” I whispered, barely breathing as he stroked my inner thigh.

      “Is this okay?” He buried his face in my neck, his lips grazing, mouth showering sensual kisses in the dent between my collarbone and shoulder. “Does this feel good?”

      “Yes,” I murmured.

      “Do you want me to keep going?”

      “Please,” the word was urgent.

      “Can I touch you…here?” His thumb pressed down in that swollen, throbbing place between my legs.

      My face flushed with intense heat, and I moaned in response, arching my back on the cot, instinctively parting my legs slightly to give him more access.

      I didn’t trust myself to speak while his hand was down there, so I simply looked into his eyes and nodded.

      He provided a sly grin, tracing that tender part of me with a slow circle with his thumb. My heart raced and wetness trickled onto my panties, dampening them.

      Norq went for it, claiming rights to the pulsing desire between my legs. He kissed me as he cuffed his fingers underneath the band of my scrubs, underneath my panties.

      My head went sloshy as his fingers explored my sensitive flesh. I went crazy with the skin to skin contact.

      Norq groaned with delight as his finger stroked across my slick flesh, engorged and pulsing with urgent need.

      I gave him a desperate look, eyes pleading for him to keep going. He took the back of my head and laid me down on the cot, pushing my scrubs down all the way to my ankles to see me, all of me.

      His hands stroked my inner thighs, making them quiver with longing. He kissed the top of my pubic bone, then my navel. He lifted my shirt and palmed my breasts above my bra. I arched my back as his mouth found mine again.

      “Please let me kiss you.”

      The way he said it, like begging, made my insides creamy. I pressed my lips to his, putting all the passion I had into that kiss.

      It was encouragement enough for him. He buried his head between my legs, one hand planted on each thigh as he feasted on me, devouring me, not coming up for air until my body began convulsing, hips bucking.

      His tongue slid across my clit. He kissed it, licked it, stroked it using only his mouth and tongue, sparing me no mercy, until I couldn’t breathe or see straight.

      The universe expanded behind my eyes. I reached for a pillow and pressed it against my mouth to stifle the screams of ecstasy exploding from my throat. Tingles flamed inside me as I achieved orgasm. Then I went weak in his arms, a puddle of delicious satisfaction.
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      Serenity was wet and gleaming, legs splayed and inviting, lust-glazed expression on her face. Her lips were parted, her chest rose and fell hard and fast. She gazed at me with a burning desire that ignited a fire inside me. Her nipples were perky brown mounds, erect, begging me to suck them. Her curls fanned across the sheets. She looked at me as if she wanted me to take her right then, right there, and fuck her to death.

      There was an urgency in those eyes that sent a current of electricity shooting up my spine. Tingles obliterated inside me as my mouth clamped around her nipple. Serenity arched her back, her skin slick with sweat, Arousal pulsated between her legs as my fingers found her sensitive flesh and pulled the warm, wet folds apart.

      Serenity moaned, her eyelids fluttering. Her cheeks were flushed pink, her eyes wide one second, and lazy the next. Her skin is scorched under my fingertips, leaving a burning, intoxicating heat to flame through me.

      My mouth met hers again, tongues twining. I pulled down my scrubs and Serenity craned her neck to take me in, her eyes planted on my girth, lips parted with surprise at my size. She reached out to stroke my shaft and I savored the way her fingers slid across my swollen flesh, the way she took me in her palm. The possessiveness of it made me shiver with desire.

      A groan escaped my lips and Serenity’s eyes lit up with approval, with pride for being the one to make me shudder with pleasure.

      “I’m going to fuck you so hard you can’t see straight.” It wasn’t a threat, was a promise. I didn’t ask for permission. Not that I needed it. Serenity was gushing, thighs trembling as she waited for me to take her to the oblivion of the stars.

      I pushed her legs open a little wider, the tip of my shaft grazing her engorged flesh. I pushed myself into her and she gasped with delight, her fingernails snaring my upper arms, squeezing them in a tight grip as I filled her. I moved slowly at first, giving her a moment to get used to the breadth of me.

      “Does this feel good?” I whispered against her neck, making small, teasing thrusts.

      “Incredible,” she breathed, her soaked flesh proof enough that she was enjoying every pleasure-driven moment.

      I palmed her breasts, grinding our hips together, looking deep into her eyes, embracing the intimacy of the moment. I wanted to look her in the eyes as I fucked her. She was exquisite. I could stare at her forever.

      Serenity coiled her legs around my torso. Her heels dug into the backs of my thighs. I buried myself deeper into her, expanding her tightness until there was nothing left for me to claim.

      My fingers tunneled through her hair. When she arched her back and let herself go again, her warmth gushed onto my hard shaft. Fireworks fizzed behind my eyes and ecstasy thundered through me.

      Serenity trembled beneath me as orgasm sent her over the edge. Our souls were already linked through the mating bond, but I was flooded with euphoria when a surge of tingles collided inside me. I gave all of myself to her, submitting wholly to the pleasure.

      I loved her.

      When it was over, I slinked into her arms, panting hard, our arms threaded together, in a tangled mess of sheets.

      Her hair was in my face. Her scent was all over me. Her skin was warm and soft. Being with her mended some of the broken parts inside me. I didn’t want to face the challenges ahead, but in this moment, I found peace.
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      Things were going well. At first. Norq gave me attention. Not that I asked, not that I needed it, but he said I was his mate and he wanted to be there for me. I let him in. I embraced the closeness in our developing bond. We seemed to be running on a parallel track, our interests and desires on a similar path.

      We shared a lot of intimate moments The sex was amazing, powerful. I would be the first to admit that the incredible sex was one of the biggest reasons why our bond grew so fast. I tried not to think too hard about it. He seemed ready to do anything for me. Again, not that I asked, but it was nice to have the support from a male figure, since I’d grown up not knowing what that was like. I was openminded to the changes. I was on a different planet, after all. I had to remind myself sometimes that anything was possible, and to never sell myself short. The potential for happiness was out there.

      I was happy when I was with Norq, but I was even happier when I was working, treating patients. I thrived my whole life on productivity, but here, it was about connecting to the patients, helping them get better.

      Norq hadn’t brought up the chances of procreation, nor had I addressed it. Still, I was careful, hoping conception between our two species wasn’t even possible.

      I was having fun with him, but I didn’t want to think that far into the future yet. My biggest focus was on curbing this awful sickness spreading throughout Belarika, and keeping it as contained a possible.

      Everything seemed to be progressing in a positive way.

      Until…until it wasn’t.

      It was a gradual balance slippage, at first. Little things that I’d notice going wrong. Something not seeming quite right about Norq’s behavior. I tried to give him the benefit of the doubt. No one was perfect one hundred percent of the time. Everyone had their bad moments, their bad days.

      After a while, though, it became difficult to ignore.

      One incident in particular, I was in one of the triage tents. A young male had been brought in for difficulty breathing. He was lying on the examination table. My medical assistant had left to attend to another issue in another tent. It was a busy day on the field. I’d been on my feet for hours. I hadn’t had a chance to eat, or even go to the bathroom in a long time.

      I was trying to stay focused, alert. This patient needed me, deserved to have a doctor who wasn’t tired and hungry. So, I powered through. Norq was beside me, getting the ventilator ready. Intubation of a child was a last resort, so it was that dire. His oxygen levels were too low, and we were at risk of brain damage. Every second counted.

      I was sedating the patient through his IV bag when I glanced over my shoulder at Norq.

      “Are you ready?” I asked him.

      His normally pasture-green eyes had gone pale and cloudy. He stared at the back of the tent, a vacant expression on his face.

      “Norq?” I pressed a little louder. “I need the ventilator.”

      He blinked, shook his head and stared down at his hands. He handed the ventilator to me. Before I could ask him to roll the monitor along with it, he turned around and left the tent.

      “Norq?” I called after him, but he didn’t respond, didn’t provide any explanation for where he was going or why.

      Frustrated, I groaned and set to work, having to do it all myself, concentrating on not making a single mistake, not puncturing a lung or the throat. I was on my own.

      My heart hammered in my throat. I saw red. My blood sizzled in my veins, but I kept myself calm and controlled for the patient’s sake. There would be time to find Norq and demand an explanation later.

      Later never came.

      I didn’t see Norq for the rest of the day. At first, I thought maybe he just got busy, or called to assist on the other side of the camp. When he didn’t resurface at night, paranoia crept into my brain.

      My initial thought was that he was just trying to avoid me or give me space because he felt guilty about leaving me to fend for myself during that critical intubation process earlier. Maybe he didn’t want to argue or face me when he knew he had been in the wrong.

      After a while of sitting alone in my tent, my thoughts became more destructive. I had only the silence of the night and the trill of the insects in the trees to keep me company. Loneliness set in. Was it me? Did he lose interest, and he didn’t want to tell me, assumed it would just be easier to make a clean break?

      Could he have left the camp altogether? Had he been deliberately called away?

      The scenarios raced through my brain, making my thoughts spin out. I wasn’t in a good head space. I couldn’t sleep, restless and worried.

      I threw a jacket over my shoulders and trekked into the night, weaving the rows of tents. When I got to Norq’s tent, it was empty. His belongings were still inside, so he couldn’t have left permanently. It still left the question, where was he?

      If I was his fated mate, or so he claimed, wouldn’t he let me know? I still felt the tugging of that bond, like a constant whisper.

      If I was still tied to that connection, then he still had to be out there somewhere. Whether he had disappeared by choice, I still had no idea. I had a million questions, and not a single answer.

      I trudged back to my tent and lay on my cot, alone. The night was colder when I didn’t have Norq’s massive arms to swaddle me. I shivered and drew the blankets up to my chin.

      This was why I swore off relationships. This was why I never wanted to get involved with someone. The depleted, crushing sensation that ate me alive was too much to bear. I was better off alone. If I didn’t let anyone in, then I wouldn’t get hurt.

      It was simple enough in theory, but the ache of missing Norq was still there. Tomorrow was a new day. I’d just absorb myself in the treatment of patients. I couldn’t afford to wallow for long. Just for tonight, I closed my eyes, and gave into the sadness.
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      I didn’t want to leave Serenity in the middle of intubating a patient. I didn’t want to flee the triage tents without explanation. I didn’t want to disappear like a thief in the night. I knew she’d be hurt and upset; I couldn’t stay.

      Addiction relapse hunted me like an animal. The cold sweats, the mental breakdowns, the trembling hands—it was all too much. Detox was a fickle beast.

      My shaking hands scared me. I was terrified of potentially slipping up and costing a patient their life.

      I’d sabotaged it all. I should have just told her I was struggling. Addiction was a massive crater that I’d fallen into many times before. It mocked me. I was a slave to it.

      Night painted the fields indigo. The sky was a lukewarm gray. The last splashes of pink light had faded away. I kicked at a cluster of pebbles under my boots, my hands shoved deep into my pockets because I needed to keep them still.

      The misery of needing a fix was in full swing. I craved it in my core.

      Drugs had made me a broken mess, skewed my reality, made me not able to handle it.

      It was easier to hide behind the bottle, to get high from pills. It was the cowardly way out and the high was only a temporary solution.

      That’s what drug abuse did to a soul. It was a veil, giving you comfort, peace, ecstasy on the surface. Behind that veil was rot, sickness, darkness. Pain and suffering.

      When you weren’t in a healthy mindset, it was impossible to resist the temptation, the constant pull to just wash all the conflict away with a simple fix.

      My skin itched. My brain was a thunderstorm of nightmares. I shivered with the need to use. I was sure my soul would shatter if I didn’t fix this.

      Below me in the valley, the lights of the city of Lewar glinted and gleamed, beckoning me. The hiss of the breeze purred in my ear. Go there, it whispered, find your fix in the city. You’ll feel better after you do. The shaking will stop. You’ll be able to focus.

      I hated myself that to feel normal, to function, I needed drugs or drink to stay calm under pressure. I didn’t know why I’d ever let it get this bad, get this far.

      The wind was at my back, pushing me along. I stayed the course, the mental barriers I’d worked so hard to build collapsing all around me. When I made up my mind to use it, there was no turning back, no stopping me. My brain had one thing on its mind, and that was chasing the high.

      The desperation coiled around me like a snake. I was lost in a fog. Every thought I had was consumed by finding that high, getting that fix.

      In the city, the lights were too bright and blinding. I stumbled into the nearest pharmacy. My eyes strained under the fluorescent light. The register beeping was loud in my ears.

      The air was stuffy. Everyone was in my way. I shoved down the aisles, keeping my head down, my hands wedged in my pockets.

      A woman and a small child passed me. The woman clutched her child’s hand a little tighter. They stepped out of my way, eyes wide. I knew I probably looked like a thug to them. I perused the shelves, but there was nothing strong enough. Still, I picked up a bottle of alcohol and brought it to the register, hastily paying for it.

      I stepped out into the alley and took a swig. I detested myself with every drop, and how I relished in the warmth of how it slid down my throat, heating my veins, instantly making me relaxed.

      I slurped down another gulp and sighed, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. I glanced in my backpack and fished out my physician badge.

      I hesitated at the entrance to the pharmacy. My morals were at war inside my head, the battle a bloodbath between good and evil. Desperation made a person you irrational, drove them to insanity.

      I whipped out my prescription pad and scribbled down a few medications that I knew would calm me and take the edge off, yet still give me a decent high.

      I hated myself with every step I took, knowing what I was doing was illegal and against the physician’s code of conduct. Urgency had possessed me. Reality wasn’t a place I wanted to be right now.

      Beads of sweat pooled on my forehead. I licked the dryness from my lips. I squared my shoulders and planted on my most authoritative expression. I was a doctor. That part wasn’t a lie. But the reason I needed to fill these medications for patients on the triage fields was. I shoved the guilt to the darkest corners of my mind. I took a deep breath and approached the counter, giving them the prescription slip.

      In the end, I walked out of that pharmacy with medications I didn’t need, had gone to rehab to get clean from them, but I was going to take them anyway. I’d be back to square one.

      My heart wrenched as I unscrewed the cap and stared at them in the center of my palm. How could something so small cause so much harm, be so vicious? Why did I crave it like my life depended on it?

      I stopped thinking about it. With a deep breath, I tilted my head back, popped the pills into my mouth, and let them rest on my tongue for one second before guzzling them down with the bottle I’d bought a few minutes before.
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        * * *

      

      The field tents buzzed with activity. Any other time, it would have overwhelmed me. I had my stash now, my safety net. My hands were steady now, too, after getting my fix. It was early afternoon, and I still couldn’t even get Serenity to look at me, much less talk to me.

      “Just let me explain,” I whispered to her in passing as she carried blood samples back to the lab tent.

      She stared straight ahead, her eyes stony, posture rigid. In the lab, we were alone. I took advantage and stood in front of her as she set the samples in the cooling chamber.

      “I’m sorry I took off without an explanation. It had nothing to do with you. I just needed—”

      Serenity sealed the cooling chamber and turned toward me, features bland as she cut me off. “You don’t need to explain anything to me.”

      “I…I don’t?”

      “No.” She breezed past me. “We’re colleagues. What you do on your own time is your business.”

      “Serenity, I’m not some animal. I had a good reason for leaving.”

      She turned around, giving me a casual shrug. Whether it was an act I couldn’t tell. “Like I said, it’s none of my concern. However, I do feel I owe you the courtesy to let you know that I will be requesting a new partner to help me in the field.”
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      Faysh’s cheeks were sunken in. Her eyes hollow, her lips pale and cracked.

      “How far along in the pregnancy are you?” I asked, ready to type in the answer to my portable tablet.

      Faysh blinked. Her white braids fell across her shoulders. She instinctively stroked a hand across her rounded belly. “About four months.”

      “And when did your symptoms begin? What were your symptoms?”

      “I had cramping in my stomach.” Faysh chewed her bottom lip and tossed a nervous glance at her husband, looking for reassurance. When he nodded, she continued. “Let’s see, then I started having this really bad cough. A fever followed. The cramping in my stomach turned to, well, you know, stomach problems.” Her light green eyes fanned across her lap.

      “How long has this been going on?”

      “A couple days. I wanted to get checked out because of the baby and all.”

      My medical assistant was taking her vitals all the while I asked the questions and typed them into the new patient portal chart.

      My assistant, a young female with glasses and a go-getter personality turned to me, alarm flashing across her face. “Her temperature is high, and so is her blood pressure.”

      I looked at Faysh, giving her a gentle smile, hoping she saw the kindness I was trying to portray. “Faysh, I am going to admit you to the field hospital, okay?”

      Faysh’s eyes grew wide, and she looked at her husband, who frowned with uncertainty.

      “Are you—I mean—should I—”

      “It’s precautionary, just to monitor your health and that of the baby. You did the right thing by coming here to get checked out.” I squeezed her shoulder, compassionate smile still in place. “Everything will be alright.”

      Faysh’s posture relaxed but her features were still scared. “Are you going to remain my doctor?”

      “Absolutely,” I said. “You don’t need to worry.”

      As I exited the triage tent, I noticed Norq a few rows away, talking to another patient. He’d given me the space I’d asked for and we hadn’t really had a chance to talk about what happened, or why he’d left that day, had been acting weird after we’d been intimate.

      Maybe I was just being stubborn, but I didn’t want to hear what he had to say. Maybe I’d already put up my internal safety walls. I should have known better than to sleep with him.

      All males were the same, it seemed, regardless of what species they were or what planet they lived on. I had so much dormant anger and frustration about the whole thing that I’d rather be closed minded to the idea of letting him plead his case to me. If it was just going to be some sorry excuse, I didn’t want to hear it anyway.

      I was perfectly fine adhering to my routine, treating patients, and staying in my own lane. It’s what I should have done from the very beginning. I couldn’t wait to return to Earth and leave Mova in my rearview mirror.

      One thing I was certain of, I wouldn’t be recommending human colonization on this planet. Not enough resources, too much suffering. I tried not to let my work and personal relationships tangle, but with Norq still around, it was difficult.

      Later that evening, however, I let some of those barricades fall. I was dining in the main staff cafeteria when I noticed Norq entering through the tent flaps. He saw me and immediately headed in my direction.

      I stiffened when he stopped in front of my table. It was a huge table, but I was sitting there alone.

      “Do you mind if I sit here?”

      Something about the vulnerability and miserable expression on his face had me robotically nodding.

      He sat across from me and placed his hands in his lap under the table, leaning forward. He had no food with him, like he had intentionally been looking for me instead. He looked into my eyes. The sensuality behind those pasture-greens made me lose track of time and space.

      He released a heavy sigh. “I’m really sorry about everything. I never meant to hurt you, or for any of this to happen. I want us to mend our relationship.”

      “Forget about it.” I shrugged. “We didn’t have a relationship to begin with.”

      He eyed me skeptically. “I know you don’t want to listen to my excuses.”

      I scoffed. “You’ve got that right.”

      “I’m dealing with a mental issue that’s becoming a physical issue.” A darkness, albeit brief, flashed over his features.

      I frowned, paused my chewing. “What do you mean?”

      He glanced over his shoulder, eyes combing the cafeteria. He turned back to me. “Serenity, I have a major addiction to prescription medications and alcohol. The dependency I had on them…” he shook his head, stared at the table, his shoulders sagging. “It’s been debilitating to say the least.”

      I adjusted my translator earpiece, looking at the one in his ear. “Is that why you took off?”

      He lifted his chin, eyes sealing on mine. The suffering behind his eyes startled me, but it was like falling into a cushion, padding my anger.

      “When you were trying to intubate that patient, my hands were shaking so badly because I’ve been going through horrific withdrawals.”

      I resisted the temptation to reach out and touch his arm. “Why didn’t you just say that? Why did you have to disappear? I thought you were avoiding me because you didn’t like what we’d shared.”

      Norq’s eyes crinkled with shame. He adamantly shook his head. “No, it was never like that. I loved every minute that I spent with you.” He licked his lips and glanced over his shoulder again. “Especially the intimate parts.”

      My cheeks warmed.

      “I was just…” he trailed off, scrubbing a hand across his jaw. He leaned back in his chair. “I was embarrassed.”

      “People back on Earth suffer from addictions too, like yours,” I admitted.

      Norq looked at me, his eyebrows lifting, almost in relief to hear that. “They do?”

      “Yes, and it can be brutal. If it’s bad enough, it can destroy families. It’s interesting that a disease like that exists on Mova, too.”

      “It’s torn me apart for a long time.”

      “I wished you had just been more honest with me about it.”

      “I’m so sorry that I let you down.” The defeat and regret in his voice was haunting to hear. His pleading face was so earnest that the remainder of my walls came down.

      I was willing to hear him out, forgive him. I wanted to help him fight this battle, help him get better, for himself, for his patients, for all the accomplishments he’s made in spite of his struggles.
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      “I want to help you,” Serenity blurted. Her posture straightened and she started nodding as if she’d just come up with the masterplan of the century. Her dark eyes probed through me. I studied the curve of her jaw, her stoic expression, the sharpness of her cheekbones. “You can get through this. You can do this.”

      “Real—really?” I stared at her, relieved, yet surprised by her sudden change of heart. I was ready to chase the determination that flashed through her eyes.

      She reached out and cupped her hand over mine. A shudder of pleasure jolted up my spine at her touch, at the warmth of her skin caressing mine.

      “Yes,” she breathed out, her eyes trained on me. “I can’t let you fail. You’ve come so far. Addiction is a mighty beast to tame, but if you have support, you can overcome the challenges.”

      A steady resolve coursed through my veins. “You are incredible. You have no idea how badly I want to kiss you right now.”

      Serenity’s eyes burned like stars and her laughter twilled through the air. The sound was melodic, like medicine on its own, heaven sent to cure my current angst.

      “Well, let’s take it one step at a time. I know we’ve already...” she trailed off, breathing in deep and holding it in before saying, “slept together, but I need to pump the brakes here for a minute and focus on the patients and help you with your detox.”

      I quirked an eyebrow. “Pump the brakes?”

      “Sorry. It’s an expression.” She fanned a hand through the air and rolled her eyes. “I just mean that I need to slow things down when it comes to us.” She paused, squeezing my hand, her eyes creasing with tenderness. “To get you well again.”

      I inhaled and leaned my shoulders back against the shelves behind me. “You have no idea how much your support means to me. I’ll wait the rest of my life if it ever means I have another chance to make things right with you.”

      “Don’t get better for me. Do it for yourself, for your patients. They deserve a whole, healthy you, and so do you. If you feel like you need extra time off to rest, or recover, or whatever—if it all becomes too much and you can’t be around the medications, I can cover for you. I’ll pick up your shifts. I’ll do what I can to help you control the urges and help you detox.”

      “You’re amazing. I’ll owe you forever now.”

      “You don’t owe me anything.” Serenity’s eyes were haunted, almost sad. “You owe no one but yourself, a better life.”

      I swallowed hard. “You’re right.”

      The tent flaps pushed open and one of the nurses scrambled into the room, her eyes wide, her face pale.

      Serenity immediately stepped forward. “What’s wrong?”

      “Your newly admitted patient, the pregnant one,” the nurse began.

      “Yes?” Serenity’s throat bobbed.

      “Her fever is getting worse. We can’t get it down with anti-inflammatories. Her oxygen levels are low, and she’s unresponsive. Her husband was in one of the quarantine rooms since he’d already been exposed and was waiting out his time there. He hadn’t shown any symptoms and his vitals were good, but then all the sudden…” the nurse trailed off, throwing her hands up.

      “What?” Serenity moved forward another step. “What happened?”

      “He started vomiting uncontrollably. He collapsed a few minutes later and had a seizure. We had to admit him too, and we think he needs to be put on a ventilator. He’s sedated for now.” The nurse’s eyes panned between us as if she was in shock at what she’d seen, her eyes were the only part of her face we could see over the protective mask she was wearing, and the fright in them stared back at us. “It’s not looking good. For either of them, but the husband, Ti’Larg is in dire shape. He might not make it through the night.”

      Serenity started preparing herself in protective gear and gloves. “I’ll head that way in a minute to examine them both.”

      I placed my hand on her shoulder. “I’m coming with you.”

      She turned around, eyes assessing me. “Are you sure?”

      “You need help with this.”

      “What about your hands?” Her gaze skirted to the hand still clamped on her shoulder. It betrayed me, trembling slightly. It wasn’t as bad as it had been before I’d left the camp, but I couldn’t make it stop completely.

      “I’ll do the best I can.” All I could do was be honest with her from here forward.

      “Tonight, I’ll start doing some research on your condition,” she promised. “See if there’s anything I can do to fix it.”

      She was an angel, a miracle worker. I put my faith in her because she did the same for me. We were a team from the beginning, and I wouldn’t let anything get in the way of that, now or ever.
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      The heavy tent folds creased open and a dark figure with broad shoulders, corded muscles and big hands stepped into the light from outside.

      I sat up straight, eyes alarmed and widening.

      “What are you doing here?” I glanced down at my watch. “It’s late.”

      “I know it’s late,” Norq said, voice low and sultry. His boots clomped across the linoleum floor of the room in the field hospital where I sat with my urgently ill patient. “I came to check on you.”

      I sighed and folded my hands in my lap, sinking back into my chair. I tossed a wary glance at Faysh’s husband, Ti’Larg. His body was hooked up to monitors and tubes and IV’s. The ventilator hummed, and the bag next to his chest rose and fell steadily as it did all the work of breathing for him.

      “How’s he doing?” Norq’s white eyebrows knitted in concern.

      “He’s stable, but he had a rough day. He had another seizure. His vitals crashed twice. His fever is skyrocketing, and we can’t seem to get it down.” Tears flooded my eyes and I looked away so Norq wouldn’t see them. “I’ve been doing all I can to help him, but it just isn’t enough.”

      Norq knelt in front of me, cradled my hands in his. His eyes glazed with compassion. “Hey, it’s going to be alright. You are the best doctor in this unit. If anyone can save him, it’s you.”

      My chin quivered and I chewed my bottom lip, bounced my knee. “I don’t know if I can save him. At this point we are just keeping him alive to say he’s alive.”

      Norq squeezed my hand. “He’ll pull through. He has a baby on the way.”

      A knot sealed in my throat and my nostrils flared. I didn’t know if even that would be enough to bring Ti’Larg back at this point.

      “How’s his wife?”

      “She’s in critical condition too, but the baby seems to be doing okay, and we can’t find any signs through blood work and an amniocentesis test that the baby has been infected with Pestis.”

      Norq blew out a breath through parted lips and glanced at Ti’Larg. “Well, that’s good news.”

      I heaved a heavy sigh. “Well, I have more good news to share, at least.”

      Norq’s eyebrows quirked. “Oh?”

      A weak smile tugged the corners of my lips. “Remember when I did that blood work on you to see why your hands were shaking so bad from the detox?”

      “Yes…” he trailed off apprehensively.

      “Well, it turns out you are vitamin B deficient.”

      He tilted his head and frowned. “That must stem from addiction, and what I was lacking while participating in those…illicit activities.” His face flushed and his eyes skirted to the floor.

      “Probably.” I exhale sharply. “But I think we can fix it.”

      “The shaking?”

      “Maybe. The problem is, your body got so used to having the drugs in your system, and now that you’re trying to get clean and not taking them anymore—”

      “The withdrawals are part of the reason why I’m getting the shakes.”

      I tapped a finger against my lips. “The drugs certainly weren’t doing you any favors.”

      “Not in the long run, at least.”

      “But the good news is, now we can try to fix it with a more natural remedy.”

      “I’m listening.”

      I reached for my bag sitting next to my chair and pulled out a piece of paper, carefully unfolding it.

      I handed it over to Norq. He smoothed out the creases with his palm, eyes canvasing the printed material.

      “It’s a special diet,” I explained, pointing, “that you can go on to help curb the shaking. It might take a while, certainly longer than the recreational drugs would take to fix it, but eventually, your body will adapt. You won’t be so dependent on the drugs, and you can eat a diet enriched with antioxidants and vitamins to help you get better. These things take time to heal. If you have the patience and the mental agility to challenge yourself to try it, then it just might work.”

      Norq wrinkled his nose and rubbed his fingers across the nape of his neck. “Serenity, this is kind of you to research for me, but I don’t know…”

      “Just be willing to try it, see if it helps. Like a trial run, just like we do sometimes when trying to find a cure for patients. Think of it that way. It’s all about the research and seeing what works and what doesn’t. I’m not a magician, but I am a doctor, as are you. We both know that sometimes you have to take the risks to get the glory.”

      A quirky smile hitched one side of his mouth and his gaze floated to me. “Except this time, I’m the lab rat.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Be serious for a moment.”

      “Sorry. Sometimes I make jokes to lighten the mood.”

      “I’m well aware.”

      “And I’m still hearing you out.”

      “If you’re willing to undergo this trial, I think you’ll see improvements. Of course, I can’t make any promises.”

      “You have to say that because you’re a doctor.”

      “You know it all too well.” He finally got me to grin. Some of the tension in my shoulders eased.

      “You sound so sexy when you talk clinically to me.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Focus on the mission at hand.”

      Norq sighed. “Alright. I suppose I’m willing to give it a shot. Anything to help my body repair and restore itself back to the prime physical condition it once was.”

      I put a bold hand in the center of his chest, listening to the pattering of his heart under my palm, feeling the warmth of his body heat flaring off him and onto my skin.

      Our eyes locked. My mouth and throat went dry. “You’re still in supreme physical condition in other ways.”

      He lifted one curious brow. “What are you saying?”

      I glanced at the plethora of machines keeping Ti’Larg alive. They beeped and hummed and whirled. The lights above were too harsh and blinding. I needed an escape, a break.

      I swiveled to Norq. “You want to get out of here?”

      Color flushed over Norq’s face, and his green eyes lit up like a night sky peppered with stars.

      “Really?”

      I grabbed my bag and slung it over my shoulder, then stood up, grabbing his wrist. “Come on,” I whispered as a flirtatious smile skirted across my lips. “Let’s go to my tent for a little while.”
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      Hands explored under shirts, lifted them over our heads. Mouths melded together; panting breaths danced across cheeks. Fingers rummaged through hair; my bra was unclasped from behind. Norq’s fingers splayed across my lower back, journeying south, canvasing my hips, cupping my ass.

      He groaned in my mouth, our lips pressed together, tongues massaging. Fevered kisses fluttering across mouths and ears and cheeks. He buried his face in my neck and I practically purred in response to the sensuality of his touch. My hair feathered across his cheeks and dipped across his mouth. He brushed the strands out of his eyes and gave me a wild grin that made me unhinged with desire.

      Passion swirled in his eyes. His kisses became urgent and insatiable. He laid me on the cot, his fingers tangled in my hair, his lips caressing the tender peak of my nipple, his tongue grazing across the dent of my navel.

      His fingers stroked across my stomach as he settled in between my legs, his mouth hungry, tongue licking across my swollen flesh.

      I arched my back and dug my heels into the side of the bed, my thighs shaking next to his ears. He ate me like I was his last meal, sending shivers of pleasure and euphoric tingles surging through me.

      When he kissed me down there, when his lips and tongue brushed against my most sensitive places, stars exploded behind my eyes, and inside me.

      Ecstasy hammered through my heart. I moaned and pressed my palms to the back of his head, pushing his face closer, burying his mouth against me. I couldn’t get enough. I left reality. He licked up every drop of my sticky warmth, and I surrendered that passion to him.

      After I finished, he leaned up to kiss me. I tasted the essence of myself on his lips, saw the erotic fire as it flamed in his green eyes. His seductive smile enticed me, excited me.

      I roped my arms around his fevered flesh, pressed his chest to mine to hug him close. If I could have woven myself underneath his skin, I would have tried.

      My fingertips brushed across the ripples of his muscles, the dents of his skin.  His solid frame protected me. I leaned my head against his chest, heard the rhythm of his heart drumming in union with mine.
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      I pushed deep inside her, marveling at her glistening skin, the fanned waves in her hair, the way her thighs trembled as I filled every inch of me inside her. My swollen shaft pulsed against her. She was slick and dripping wet, arching her back sexily, her eyes glazed with lust, lips parted in ecstasy.

      I cupped my hands over her naked breasts as I thrust into her, her legs bent at the knee and spread open for me as I fucked her on the edge of the bed. Her breasts bounced in the palm of my hand, my shaft rubbing against her clit to drive her crazy in the best way. I listened to her moan, watched her wiggle with delight.

      I teetered on the edge of climax, and the tipping point that sent me soaring was when she began to convulse with another orgasm. It ravaged her, quaked through her, and sent spasms inside her that massaged against my hard flesh.

      I sprayed my hot seed over her flat belly, groaning as the sensations of heat and color and pleasure washed over me as if I was locked inside a vivid painting.

      Then, a shrill ringing blared through my ears. Serenity propped herself up on her elbows, her eyes bulging in dread.

      “It’s the field hospital.” Her voice wobbled as she reached for her phone and glanced at the screen.

      I gulped, reaching for a towel to clean her up, my throat sealing around a knot of worry. The nurse spoke fast and hyper, explaining that Ti’Larg had slipped into a coma and even with the support of the ventilator, his lungs were not cooperating, not drawing in the forced air.

      Serenity had already hopped off the bed and was climbing into her scrubs, throwing her shirt over her head.

      I was on her heels, hobbling into my boots and tying up the laces as we unzipped the tent and stepped inside.

      “Let’s take the rover,” I said. “It will be faster.”

      Serenity nodded, the expression on her face sliding into daze and shock, a far cry from a few minutes ago when she was smiling lazily up at me as I made love to her, as I made her lose all control as she came for me.

      I reached across the seat and rubbed the back of her neck, the knobs of her spine poking against my fingertips.

      “Everything is going to be okay,” I told her. “I am with you. I support you, just like you are doing for me.”

      Serenity attempted a small smile, but it was more like a grimace. I hit the gas and we were off.

      Ti’Larg’s room inside the field hospital was chaotic. The monitors wailed and chirped, the nurses and doctors buzzed around him like a set of bees swarming around a hive.

      Serenity entered the chaos like it was second nature, like she was born to play the role of the beautiful heroine.

      She could be so seductive, so enchanting, her lovemaking skills heroic all on their own, but in the hospital setting she was like a different type of miracle worker.

      She hurried around Ti’Larg, sinking into the madness to try and save him but in the end, it was too late.

      The monitors went black, the patient’s heartbeat flatlined. They worked to bring him back for almost half an hour, but the efforts were in vain. In the end, Serenity had to call it. She leaned back from his bed, devastation seeping into her crumpled features. Her posture was fatigued, her face drained of color.

      I rushed to her side and swathed her in my arms. She folded into my chest, buried her face in my shirt and wept. I held her as her shoulders shook with grief.

      She peered up at me, her heartbroken eyes too much for me to bear to look at.

      “He’s gone,” she cried. “I couldn’t save him. He will never meet his baby. The first Movian I’ve lost as a doctor here on this planet.”

      As she wilted in my arms, I stroked her hair and rubbed her back. I let her cry it out. Her tears leaked onto my shirt. All I could do was hold her and comfort her.

      Her sadness and defeat became my own. I absorbed it all, willing to carry it for as long as she needed. As her mate, I was her rock, her stability.
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      Pestis had claimed many innocent lives. Ti’Larg wasn’t the first, and he probably wouldn’t be the last, not as long as this awful epidemic kept spreading.

      It seemed like every day we had more and more males and females, more and more children coming in for treatment. Those of whom either didn’t leave at all or had to be admitted for further treatment and testing. It was a nightmare. The air smelled of sickness and filth, and there was no escaping it.

      It was the afternoon after Ti’Larg’s passing. Norq wheeled Faysh out to the field where we’d been cremating the bodies of the perished.

      It wasn’t ideal, but there were simply too many of the deceased to do proper burials. The medical staff always made a concise effort to hold a funeral outside of the field hospital whenever someone passed away. However, because of how contagious the virus was, family and friends, unless already infected, were not allowed to attend the services.

      I walked along beside Norq. The only sound was the squeaking of the wheels from Faysh’s chair. Her expression was solemn as she stared straight ahead with blank eyes, pale cheeks, lips almost translucent.

      She was hooked up to portable oxygen, the clear tubes protruding from inside her nostrils. They coiled down to a tank that was attached to her wheelchair. She also had a traveling IV port connected to her left arm, which provided her with fluids so she wouldn’t get dehydrated, and an anti-nausea medication because she’d been having bouts of vomiting over the past twelve hours.

      I took Norq’s hand. He turned his head, gazing at me, his expression bleak. I was wearing protective mask gear; however, he was clad in nothing protective. We still did not know why some were immune and others weren’t, although we were researching around the clock to find a reason.

      At the funeral site, a semi-circle of doctors, nurses and other field hospital staff stood waiting for us to arrive with Faysh.

      The energy was somber. A single tear rolled down Faysh’s cheek. She made a sobbing sound as she breathed in deep. At least she was still breathing on her own. I had to focus on the victories, no matter how small.

      “It’s okay.” I knelt beside her and rubbed her back. “Just try to stay calm so your vitals don’t crash. Your baby needs you to be strong and fight the Pestis.”

      Faysh barely had the energy to lift her chin to acknowledge me, but she did, and blinked. Another tear plummeted down her cheek and rolled off her chin.

      The medical staff stood around Faysh, with their hands clamped together in front of them, their heads tucked down in a mixture of respect and grief.

      The chief physician in charge of the entire field hospital operation walked forward and presented Faysh with a square marble box. It had swirls of ivory white and raincloud gray filtering through it. It was beautiful, and contained the remains of her husband, Ti’Larg.

      A few sniffles cut through the silence, and a few coughs of sorrow. Faysh took my advice and held it together both for herself, and for her unborn baby. Her face, however, was the token of brokenness and grief, her eyes glazed red with sadness.

      She stared at the box, stroking the top of it with her thumb. The chief physician said a few words about Ti’Larg since Faysh was unable and declared it a day of mourning.

      Once the service was over, I walked back with Norq as he wheeled Faysh back to her tent room.

      The walk back was much the same as the walk to the funeral had been, one of somber silence. We were both lost in our thoughts. My headspace was murky, my thoughts traipsing through the muck, trying to make sense of all the death happening around me.

      I reminded myself that I’d known what I was getting into when I agreed to travel to Mova. All the research and facts had been presented to me before I’d even left Earth, yet I’d still signed the papers, still got on the spaceship, still made the journey across wormholes and galaxies to get here. I was here to make a difference as a doctor in a place where medical treatment was dire, and the prognosis was grave.

      I wiped a flood of tears that pooled in my eyes with the back of my hand, walking a few paces behind Faysh’s wheelchair so she wouldn’t notice.

      Norq glanced at me over his shoulder, reached out one hand to hold mine. He clutched it, steady, sturdy, and strong, just like I desperately needed to taper some of my raging guilt.

      If I had just stayed in the hospital like I should have, attending to my patient instead of giving in to my sexual urges—no matter how natural they were—maybe Ti’Larg could have been saved.

      After Faysh was carefully brought back to her room and settled, I started walking toward the lab instead of my tent. It was early evening, and the sky was a sherbet orange with tufts of cotton candy pink clouds whisking by.

      “Where are you going?” Norq asked, swiveling to follow me.

      “Trying to make up for what I should have been doing all along.” I marched forward.

      Norq quirked an eyebrow. “Which is?”

      I started sprouting off everything I had been brainstorming internally. “I need to know if the baby is immune to the virus. We haven’t treated a sick pregnant woman before, let alone a sick pregnant woman who is in nowhere near stable enough condition to give birth while infected with Pestis.”

      “Are you going to the lab?”

      “Yes.” I tossed him a glance over my shoulder. “Feel free to join me if you want. Otherwise, I’ll see you later.”

      “I’ll come.” He quickened his stride. “I want to help you in any way I can.”

      I swung the tent flaps back and set to work, grabbing instruments and equipment we’d need.

      Before we left, supplies in hand, I paused in the doorway and met Norq’s gaze, held it. “It’s going to be a risky procedure. Are you sure you’re up for this?”

      “I’ll never let you down again,” he said. “Those days are over. I can handle it, whatever happens.”
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        * * *

      

      Faysh was not sedated for the procedure. It was too risky; we were too afraid that she wouldn’t wake up after.

      We explained to her, as best we could, given her mainly delirious condition, what we needed to do. She couldn’t provide written consent, but we videoed her verbal consent, which was nothing more than a drooly nod. Still, it was medically necessary. The quality of life, even survival of her baby, depended on the results we would get. We set to work, numbing the area where I would perform the procedure.

      My heart thundered against my chest and a trickle of sweat rolled down my lower back. I tried to keep my hands as calm as possible as I inserted the needle into the roundness of Faysh’s belly while Norq and a medical assistant guided me along using an ultrasound monitor screen, which showed the inside of Faysh’s uterus.

      I navigated the needle, getting it as close and carefully to the umbilical cord as I could without hitting the baby with it, or puncturing a blood vessel, artery, or any part of the uterine wall.

      My pulse pounded across my temples, through my eardrums. I didn’t realize how hard I was biting my lip in full-fledged concentration until I tasted blood.

      I got the needle where it needed to go on the cord and began to plug the syringe, drawing up a vial of it for a sample. Tension sliced through the air as I worked. No one dared move, flinch, or breathe wrong until I had finished the most invasive part.

      After the procedure ended, we kept the ultrasound screens on to document how many times the baby moved in an hour, to make sure nothing was unusual. We strapped a heart rate monitor around Faysh’s abdomen to regulate the baby’s heartbeat and make sure it remained within a normal, healthy range. We monitored both mother and baby’s vitals and made sure the cord didn’t hemorrhage. After a couple hours, I was satisfied that the procedure was successful, and had the medical assistant bring the sample to the lab for diagnostic processing.

      Sometime later, I was exhausted, sleeping in a sitting position next to Faysh’s bed when I felt the tickle of someone’s fingertips brushing against my hand. I peeled one eye open, blinked the other, gazing into the fuzzy face of Norq.

      “Hey,” I whispered, sitting up straighter, wincing in pain as my sore and aching muscles throbbed in protest. “How long have I been out?”

      “At least an hour. Maybe two.” He sat down next to me and took my hand. “Maybe you should go back to your tent and lay down for a while.”

      I shook my head and rubbed the heels of my palms into my eyes. “No. I’m not leaving her. I’m not going to let the same thing happen to her that happened to her husband.”

      “You can’t watch her around the clock,” Norq said, though not unkindly. “You need to sleep and eat and use the bathroom sometimes.”

      “I have access to all those things when I need them,” I said. “And when that happens, I’ll have someone watch her for me until I can return.”

      “Let me do it.”

      I appraised his handsome features, the tight lines of his lips, the sharp angle of his jaw. “That’s kind of you, but this one is on me. Faysh is my patient.”

      The medical assistant entered the room, her eyes patrolling between me and Norq. I leaned forward. “News?”

      “Good and bad,” she said. “Which do you want first?”

      I chewed the inside of my lip. “Good.”

      “The baby has the antibodies and will be able to survive both the birth and live outside the womb.”

      I sighed with relief and sank my shoulders into the back of my chair, blowing out a breathless, “thank goodness,” before closing my eyes.

      “But the bad news…”

      My eyes whipped open again.

      “You asked me to look into other family members who could help out in the event that, well, you know…” she trailed off, tossing a wary glance at the sleeping Faysh. “But I could not find anyone.”

      I scrubbed a hand over my tired face. “Right. Now we’ll have to find someone, next of kin, how many generations removed, or a friend, who can…” now I trailed off and swallowed the knot in my throat. It was impossible for me to complete the rest. As a physician I knew logistics and diagnosis, as well as the projection of life.

      However, none of that experience made it any easier to deal with when you had a woman who might not ever get to meet her unborn child.
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      Morning was upon us on the third day of Serenity refusing to leave the bedside of her patient Faysh. Whether I believed she was being stubborn was beside the point. She was running off fumes, and it was time for me to make things easier for her, by conducting my own research.

      So, I grabbed a blanket, gently draped it over her shoulder, adjusting it over her lap. She smacked her lips and let out a soft whimper in sleep, her eyes never opening. She’d been up half the night with Faysh, who, unfortunately, was emerging in a plummeting spiral of sickness, and staying conscious fewer and farther between.

      I feared soon, we would have to perform an operation to get the baby out, in the event that Faysh’s organs failed. I tried not to talk about it with Serenity. She seemed more worried and focused on treating Faysh and trying to make her well again, rather than making the preparations for her death.

      I wanted to give her as much reason to stay positive as possible, no matter how narrow the window of survival became for Faysh. Maybe Serenity was in denial, but I would let her stay there, if it helped her process what was happening around her.

      I padded from the room, taking a deep breath, rubbing my hands across my forehead. I gazed up at the brightening sky. The silver grays of dawn were being pushed out by the lavender hues of early morning.

      I trudged to my tent and began shoving supplies in a backpack I’d bring with me for the short journey. I grabbed the keys to one of the rovers the physicians had access to. They were mainly meant for getting the medical team members back and forth quickly between the triage tents and the field hospital.

      We weren’t supposed to drive the rovers off the field location, but they were made for any sort of terrain and playing by the rules wasn’t exactly my biggest concern right now. I was in the frame of mind that I would do anything I could to make Serenity’s life easier.

      So, I’d contacted the leader of the Council of Movian Rights on Thorzo Rex and met him in the center of Belarika at one of the councils largest headquarter posts in the country.

      The meeting was to take place in a high rise building that had recently been constructed with all the modern architecture and fancy technology. I was curious to check it out, but I stayed the course, my true motive for the meeting throbbing through my head, coursing through my veins.

      I took a glass elevator to the floor where the meeting would be, watching the neighboring skyscrapers whirl past me on the way up.

      The purpose of the meeting would be to discuss what should happen to the baby in the event that Faysh might not survive the virus.

      I knew Serenity would be upset with me for taking off without telling her again, but my heart (and my intentions) was in a good place. Hopefully this time when I returned, I’d have good news to share, and she’d be willing to hear me out.

      I stood at a podium in the center of a room that looked much like a courtroom. The Council of Movian Rights consisted of six members, each of which sat in front of me, the lower halves of their bodies concealed behind a shelving area.

      Behind me was a wall of windows, bathing the room in pale morning sunlight. I began to plead my case—well—more technically—Faysh’s case.

      Keeping my mind and my body busy were helping me curb my cravings for recreational drugs. Now that my hands had stopped shaking so much, I’d gained back some of the confidence I’d lost throughout the past few months.

      I explained to the council members that I was a physician working in the catastrophic conditions of the field hospital in the Base City area of Belarika. I described the conditions there, the suffering, how the epidemic had hit this area particularly hard.

      The council members, consisting of three males, three females, ages varying, listened intently. Their unblinking eyes canvased me, absorbed every word I said.

      At the end of my speech, I waited, pulse racing, sweat beading, and clamped my hands together.

      The leader of the Council sat back in his chair, rocked back and forth, threaded his green fingers together as he assessed me with the darkest green eyes I’d ever seen—so dark they were almost black.

      “Although I am sorry to hear of the patient’s horrific case, and sympathize with the situation, I’m afraid there is nothing we can do for her, or her baby once it’s born.”

      My knees buckled and I had to squeeze the sides of the podium to keep myself upright. “Pardon?” My mouth instinctively dropped open. “With all due respect, there is no one willing and able to take the baby? Surely the government or some civilian program can take the baby in, if anything, for a fostering trial period until other arrangements can be made.”

      The Council leader shook his head, his lips pinching together grimly. “This situation is a bit different than other adoption or fostering arrangements. No one will want this baby, born from a mother infected with Pestis.”

      It was like the floor had dropped open and swallowed me into an empty, bottomless void. This news would devastate Serenity.

      “But the baby has the antibodies.” I clutched the lab results papers in my hands, prepared to argue this until I’d lost my breath. “He is not infected. The testing we conducted proves that.”

      “It won’t matter,” the Council leader declared, his features apologetic but offering no room for debate. “The association will be too much of a high risk for any potential caregivers, will certainly scare them off.”

      “Can the baby not be placed in the system, and perhaps there might be someone out there willing to care for him, even if it’s not permanently? I just feel like giving up is not an option at this point. He’s still a child, and he will need around the clock care and nurturing as an infant.”

      “I’m afraid there is nothing I can do here on Thorzo Rex. However, if you are willing, and have the means to travel to other areas of Mova to try and locate a civilian infant and child caregiving association, we won’t stop you. However, I must advise you that no decision will be made until it is confirmed that the mother is deceased.”

      “She’s on the brink of death as we speak,” I said flatly.

      “Again, there is nothing we can do at this time.” The Council leader’s smile was kind and reached his eyes, but it wasn’t enough. He wasn’t going to help. My hands were tied.

      The Council members stood up, one by one, and began to shuffle out of the room, leaving me alone with a spinning head and a rock-bottom mindset. Alone, in the silence of the room, my thoughts of frustration and anger were shrill and loud, ringing out through my head.
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        * * *

      

      I knew I was in trouble the moment Serenity’s hazel eyes sharpened on me. She crossed her arms over her chest, a muscle in her tightened jaw quivering.

      “Where have you been?”

      “It’s not what you think.” I quickly went into my explanation of where I’d been, how I’d only been trying to find a viable option for Faysh’s baby after he was born.

      Serenity’s brunette curls framed her face like corkscrews, frizzy in the unrelenting humidity of the field hospital. Her eyes creased, her angled cheekbones dulling.

      “I wish you would have told me.”

      “I wanted to let you sleep because you needed the rest,” I told her, lacing my fingers with hers. She didn’t squirm away. “Besides, I knew you wouldn’t be willing to leave Faysh’s side.”

      Serenity glanced at her comatose patient over her shoulder, her eyes welling. “You’re right about that.”

      She looked at me again, storm clouds rolling in her eyes, almost accusingly. “So, was your meeting successful?”

      I shook my head, glancing at the ground. “Unfortunately, they are not willing to help at this time. They are worried about infection spreading.”

      “But the baby has the antibodies.”

      “It’s not enough to convince them.”

      Serenity huffed and brushed an unruly curl off her left cheek. Her eyes scattered to the other side of the room and her chin trembled. “This is just such a devastating situation for everyone involved.”

      “I know.” I cupped a hand over her shoulder and squeezed, but this time, she shimmied out of my grasp.

      “I just need to be alone for a little while. You should have told me where you were going. I don’t need you advocating on my patient’s behalf.”

      A fresh wave of anger crashed inside me. “I was just trying to help you.”

      “I don’t need saving,” Serenity said, her voice rising. “She does.” She pointed to a limp and lifeless Faysh behind her. A single tear lobbed down her cheek and she sniffled. “And you going out to try to find someone to take her baby when she dies? She’s not even dead yet. She might not even die!”

      “I’m just trying to do what I can for the baby. We have to have complicated conversations, Serenity, even if it’s painful. We have to be realistic here.” My own voice was too high, too defensive. I wasn’t going to get through to Serenity like this. She was too upset, too stubborn to hear any of it. I would have to wait until she calmed down.

      “You can do what you want, but as for me, I’ll stay with Faysh until the bitter end if I have to. It’s my responsibility. Maybe you should get your own responsibilities in order.”

      Her gazed sliced through me like weapons slashing at my skin. Her words were thick and icy.

      “I’m going to let you cool off and think.” I started backing away from her. “I don’t want to fight with you. I’m simply stating what I did to try and find solutions to this problem.”

      “I can figure it out on my own, thanks.”

      Serenity turned around, her curls whipping across her back. I swallowed down the knot of frustration and sorrow and spun on a heel, marching back to my tent.

      The hurtful words of our conversation gonged through my head, giving me an instant, searing migraine.

      When I got to my tent I plopped down on my cot, staring up at the pitched roof, breathing hard. She would come around, I convinced myself. She was strong willed, and her emotions were raw because her patient was so sick, and she’d already lost one to the same illness.

      I would be gentle with her emotions because she was my mate. However, I wouldn’t make excuses for myself. I still felt in my heart I’d done the right thing by seeking options for that baby. I would stand by that, no matter what happened.
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      Faysh’s eyes blinked open in the early, pale morning light. She made a whimpering sound, then as she tried to readjust in the bed, moaned and winced in pain.

      I was up on my feet and by her bedside in a flash. “Shh,” I soothed. “You had a rough night. Take it easy, and don’t try to move around a lot.”

      “I’m cold,” Faysh croaked in a weak voice, her teeth chattering.

      “It’s the fever,” I explained. “It spiked last night, so we took your blankets to try and keep you cool. The anti-inflammatories we’re giving you are doing little to starve your fever, but we’re trying, at least to make it plateau.

      Faysh’s cheeks were sunken in, and she drew an IV clad hand down to the roundness of her stomach. She hadn’t quite reached full term, but if her virus-stricken body were to go into natural labor soon, even as early as today, we’d do what we could to save both her and the infant.

      “I…want…you to do…something for me,” Faysh said feebly, each word a struggle to get out, her voice breathless as if she’d just ran a marathon.

      I cradled her hand that was still resting on her stomach. “Anything.”

      Faysh’s eyes skirted over me, glossy with fever. “You…have…been…such…an amazing…” she trailed off, needing time to rest in between words. “Doctor for me and the baby. I…want…you to…” tears glinted in her eyes.

      “Try not to cry,” I told her. “You’re still hooked up to the portable oxygen wires.”

      “The baby. Will you raise…him or her?”

      It was hard for me to take my own advice and not cry. It had been such an emotional roller coaster caring for Faysh and her ups and downs with treatment. She’d have a good day, then she’d make a turn for the worst. Then she’d recover a bit, then plummet again. It was a vicious cycle. The virus continued to keep her locked in its malicious talons, intent on removing her from this world.

      I shook my head. “Don’t talk like that. You’re going to pull through.”

      Faysh’s eyes welled, and she lifted them to the ceiling, her bottom lip quivering. “I just want to give up. I’m so weak and tired.”

      “You can’t give up,” I said, voice straining against the sobs demanding release. “Your baby needs you.”

      “I want…my baby…to grow up and have…a good life.”

      “He will, I promise.” If I could promise anything, it would be that.

      Faysh’s eyes burned with pleading as she held my gaze. “You…promise…to take him…if I…don’t make it?”

      “Faysh, I don’t know the laws that go along with that. I don’t plan to stay on Mova forever.”

      When her crestfallen features crumbled like ashes, I added a reassuring, “but I’ll certainly look into the laws and think about it.”

      Faysh took a deep breath through the oxygen tubes connected through her nose and closed her eyes. It was almost instantly that she fell back into a deep sleep.

      Norq entered the room a few minutes later. “Can I talk to you out in the hallway?” He whispered.

      “Sure.” I rose from my chair and followed him.

      Once we were out of earshot, I told him what Faysh had asked of me. “I don’t know what will happen after the baby’s born, or if her body can even handle the birth, no matter if it’s a c-section or natural.”

      “I think it’s cautionary at this point to say a natural birth is probably going to be out of the question,” Norq said. “If she goes into pre-term labor, we’ll have to intervene with the surgery. At least, that would be my recommendation. Of course, she’s your patient, and you ultimately make the final decision.”

      I sighed and rubbed my jaw that was aching from all the unreleased tension in my body. “No, you’re probably right, I’d have to agree.”

      Norq’s smile was wary. “It’s not the end of the world to agree with me sometimes.”

      I smiled too, for the first time in what seemed like forever. “Thanks. I needed that.”

      “That’s what I’m here for. To lighten the mood.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You think you are the whole mood sometimes.”

      He propped one elbow against the wall. “Is that such a problem?” His meadow-green eyes flinted with amusement.

      I didn’t want to talk to him about what my plans were after my work on Mova was complete. I could always change my mind, but with the way things were going, I didn’t want to stay on Mova past my contract. However, I was worried it would break Norq to see me go if I did choose to leave.

      “If you return to Earth, you won’t be able to bring the baby with you. There are protective regulations in place for newborns on Mova. They can’t leave the planet until they are of a certain legal age to choose so on their own. And even then, the costs are high, and there has to be a substantial reason for it.”

      “Yeah, I get that. It’s the same on Earth.”

      “For now, I think our best option is to try and find an orphanage to care for the baby. I looked into it after my meeting with members of The Council of Movian Rights.”

      My eyebrows lifted. “And you think an orphanage would be the best option for Faysh’s baby? It seems like it would be the last resort. At least, on Earth it would be.”

      Norq’s lips pinched at the ends and his brows knitted. “It would be a last resort option here, too. They will have to take the baby, no matter if they’re worried about the epidemic or not. They would probably quarantine him. At this time, I don’t know where else we can send him. I hit a lot of dead ends with the Council.”

      “Well, after he’s born, we could always run tests to yet again prove that he’s immune and has the antibodies.”

      “Yes, but we don’t know how long the antibodies last,” Norq reminded me gently. “We still have to study that aspect of the virus. They may only be viable in utero.”

      “So that rules out adoption, then?”

      “For now, yes.” They are worried about the risk from an infected mother, spreading to whoever would adopt him, regardless of what the current tests say.”

      I groaned. “There’s got to be a better way. What if I adopted him? That’s what Faysh wants me to do anyway. I mean, I told her I’d consider it, although I still don’t know what I’ll do after my contract here is complete.”

      Norq was already shaking his head before I’d finished talking. “Even if you agree to be a willing participant in the adoption process, and you sign all the paperwork and we go through all the legal proceedings, they won’t allow you to complete the adoption unless you prove intent to remain permanently on Mova.”

      I chewed on my bottom lip, looking anywhere but at Norq. I had a lot to think about. Decisions would be difficult, in the end, a ripple effect that might end up altering more people’s lives than just my own.
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      It was late when I saw the broad shoulders and thick legs of a silhouetted frame standing outside my tent. Serenity was still at the field hospital, refusing to leave Faysh’s bedside, both out of guilt and an insatiable need to control every aspect of her treatment.

      A male voice cleared his throat, and feet shuffled outside. “Doctor Norq Areans of Thorzo?” The unfamiliar voice asked.

      From inside, I’d been moving around, lantern lights on. I couldn’t very well deny I was inside or pretend to be asleep.

      “Who’s asking?”

      My street drug days were behind me, but I was sometimes still haunted by the demons of my past, and the effects of the abuse. Not only physically, but in the illegal relationships I’d had with what some might consider to be thugs and underlings of the city. I still had to watch my back in case any of them came after me. I didn’t think I owed anyone money, but you could never be too careful.

      “A messenger from the King’s Court, Doctor, if you please.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Which king, in which court?”

      “If you would kindly step out of the tent—”

      “Not until you tell me what I want to know,” I interjected.

      There was a pause, then the male voice spoke in a slightly less assertive tone, as if he knew I would protest as soon as he admitted it.

      “King Tar’Tano sends word, and I am simply the messenger to transport it,” he declared flatly.

      I unzipped the top part of my tent’s flap and poked a hesitant head out.

      “What business with me does Tar’Tano have?”

      The messenger’s throat bobbed. He was tall and built like a brick wall with a meaty neck and beefy fingers.

      He wore the colors from Tar’Tano’s court on his service clothing. He shoved a sealed folder into my hands and cast me a quick, yet respectful bow. “Forgive me, Doctor, but I have not been advised about the contents of the folder.”

      “Alright,” I grumbled as the messenger turned on heel and promptly began marching back from whatever direction he’d come from.

      I sealed the zipper and sat down at the small desk at the other end of my cot, debating whether to even open it. I was certain that whatever was inside, I wouldn’t want to know.

      After a few minutes of internal deliberation, my curiosity got the better of me and I ripped open the top seal, then pulled out the official looking documents with King Tar’Tano’s family crest imprinted on the top of the letter.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I tried to focus on the team meeting as the lead physician of our unit introduced us to the new batch of doctors. They’d been flown in from other parts of Mova to assist in the epidemic relief efforts.

      Serenity had left Faysh’s bedside to attend the meeting on direct orders from the lead, although she’d made it clear that she was annoyed and instructed a nurse to remain with Faysh until she returned.

      I looked at Serenity as she listened to our boss discuss the action plan now that we had an extra team of doctors on board. She seemed focused, attentive to the conversation, but I was in another headspace entirely, still thinking about the contents of that letter from Tar’Tano.

      I still hadn’t told Serenity what he’d said in the letter, and the more I mulled it over, the more I leaned toward not telling her. I just needed to find the right time, when her emotions weren’t on edge—which seemed to be lately—all the time.

      I needed time to process it myself and think of a way to prevent the king’s suggestion from turning into an order.

      So, after the introductions were made and everyone on the team was given a section of the triage tents to cover for patient treatment, I took an opportunity to slip out while Serenity was distracted.

      I returned to my tent to make a private call to Prime Minister Unchu.

      It took some run around and a few transfers, but I finally got through to him.

      “What can I do for you, Norq?” He asked, a hint of curiosity in his voice.

      “Are we talking on a secure line?” I asked.

      He paused, suspicion coating his voice. “Yes, why?”

      I cleared my throat and glanced outside my tent to make sure no one was listening nearby. “I have a sensitive subject matter to discuss with you.”

      “Such as?”

      “We have another problem with King Tar’Tano,” I said.

      Unchu sucked in a deep breath through his teeth. “I was afraid we hadn’t seen the last of him. What’s the problem?”

      “Well, first of all, I’d like to personally thank you again for your involvement in returning the human, Serenity Rivera back where she belonged at the triage tents on Base City.” I shifted my weight and added, “unfortunately, I’ve discovered a sugar coated motive from Tar’Tano that pertains to her.”

      “What is it?”

      I explained to the Prime Minister that I’d received a letter from King Tar’Tano which had been hand delivered from a messenger last night.

      “In the letter, the king explained that he’d heard about the problems Ms. Rivera was having with a specific family she was treating, how the pregnant mother is infected and very sick, and how her husband succumbed to the virus and had to be cremated several days ago after his death.”

      “How did he know all this?”

      “I’d imagine he has spies planted in the area.”

      “What does he want with the human doctor?”

      I paced the floor. “I’m under the impression that he still has feelings for her and is trying to finagle a way to get to her. He heard about how she is trying to find a family to take in the unborn baby of the sick mother, should she die. He has personally offered to adopt the baby when it’s born, should the mother not survive the delivery.”

      “And he is offering this because all other means to find appropriate care for the child have been exhausted?”

      “At the present, yes.”

      “So, what do you suggest? What is my involvement in this?”

      “I fear that this is a manipulation tactic on Tar’Tano’s part. He is looking for a way to get closer to her and is using the baby as an excuse. He says he wants to take the baby because he has no children, no heirs of his own, but I am certain he has darker intentions, most of which involve trapping Serenity and keeping her all to himself.”

      “You think he would try something like that again given it didn’t work out for him the first time?”

      “I wouldn’t put it past him.”

      “I’m still missing the main point, what all this has to do with me?”

      “I am reaching out to request your help again, with all due respect,’ I explained. “I would like to suggest sending Dr. Rivera to a secret location until we can figure out how to address things with King Tar’Tano. I would accompany her, of course. A new team of doctors has just been flown to the triage tents and field hospital, so things are a little more manageable and under control for us. It’s an opportunity to get her to a safer location. I worry that she might be abducted in the night, or when she’s alone in a work tent. As her mate, I feel personally responsible for her. It’s my obligation to do what I can to keep her safe.”

      “You’re…her mate?”

      “Indeed. Will you provide assistance? While we are hiding out, Serenity could be given supplies so she can continue her research to send back to Earth.”

      There was another long pause before Unchu sighed. “Give me a few days to put a plan together. I’ll be in touch.”

      “Thank you, Prime Minister. I really appreciate it.”

      I hung up the call, breathed a sigh of relief and turned around.

      My heart dropped out through my stomach. Serenity stood at the entrance of my tent. Her eyes were like an electrical storm, ready to take me out with one high voltage-charged stare.

      “Who was that?” She gritted her teeth.

      “Serenity…” My pulse raced and adrenaline blazed through my veins.

      Serenity locked her jaw, her voice icy. “Who. Was. That.”

      I licked the dryness from my lips. “Prime Minister Uncho.”

      “Why were you talking to him about me?”

      “How much did you hear?” I gulped, fearing that she heard most of it, given the dagger glare she was shooting me.

      “You want to send me away? Into hiding? To do research when I need to be here with my patients who need me? Especially Faysh?” Her eyes pooled, glinted and her features twisted into the agony of someone who had just been betrayed. “You know how sick she is.”

      “I’m just trying to protect you. You don’t want to go back to that awful king, do you? Live in those slave-like conditions? You have a bright light to shine on the world. Being locked in his castle will only dim it.”

      Serenity pursed her lips. “I understand what you’re trying to do, but it’s bordering meddling. I don’t need your protection. I’ve taken care of myself my whole life.”

      I took a step toward her and as gently as I could, I said, “forgive me if I’m wrong, but you were trapped inside his castle walls until Uncho and I came to rescue you. You weren’t going to be able to escape on your own.”

      “I did escape,” Serenity protested.

      “You would not have gotten far.”

      Her eyes drifted to the floor. She gnawed her teeth into her bottom lip. She was too proud to admit I was right.

      “I can handle the pressure. I’m here working among many doctors, nurses, and medical assistants. There are patients in every tent. He can’t just waltz in and take me against my will with all these witnesses around.”

      “You underestimate him.” I stayed firm to get my point across.

      But Serenity wasn’t hearing any of it. Her eyes were a solar flare of defiance. She bridged the space between us, standing so close her body heat scorched my skin without her even touching me.

      The scent of her femininity, of lavender smells in her hair, the floral spice of the lotion on her skin, was intoxicating to my senses. However, her words were scorched, burning the air around us.

      “I answer to my patient’s needs before anyone else’s, including myself. I have a contract here, in Belarika. I am not leaving, not for you, not for some king. For once, Norq, listen to me and what I need to focus on, my job. I’m not leaving Faysh. Not when I’m closer than I’ve been in days to saving her. Let that sink in. I’m not going anywhere.”

      She turned on an abrupt heel and marched out of my tent without another word, without a single glance back at me.
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      I stormed out of Norq’s tent, against the screaming in my head to go back, to make things right with him. Against the protests in my brain about all the critical mistakes I could be making. I walked long and far through the perimeter of the field, trying to cool the flames under my skin.

      A torrential conflict was raining down inside me. I loved Norq, but every time we started to have a reasonable conversation, it ended with resentment and yelling. He deserved better. I deserved better.

      I began to question the choices I’d made to this point, including coming to Mova at all. But it was too late to change the past. The future, as always, was a few steps ahead, waiting for me to catch up and choose a path.

      I would have to make things right with Norq, but Faysh lost her husband because I wasn’t there to give him the care he needed at the direst hour of his sickness. Sure, he was on a downward spiral anyway, but if I had done things a little bit differently, maybe Ti’Larg would still be alive.

      After aimlessly walking for half an hour, I returned to Faysh’s room, red faced, breathless, and adrenaline charged.

      She was hooked up to oxygen, her chest rising and falling slowly. Her cheeks were so pale they were almost translucent. The veins under her green skin looked like purple rivers. Her eye sockets were sunken in, deep bruise-colored patches underneath them from exhaustion and sickness.

      “You can go,” I said to the nurse watching Faysh. “Just stay close in case I need you to come back.”

      The nurse nodded and left.

      I sat next to Faysh’s bed and cradled her hand. Her fingers were like holding icicles, yet her palms were slick with a clammy film.

      “How are you feeling? If you’re too weak to talk, you can just nod or shake your head.”

      “Please take my baby when they are born.” Faysh’s voice was a rusty croak from disuse.

      I stared at my lap, breathing in deep to keep the tears contained.

      “King Tar’Tano of Nlord has made an offer about your baby.”

      “My baby?” Her eyes went as wide as they could go in her fatigue. She didn’t have enough energy to sit up straight.

      I swallowed, nodding. “He wants to adopt him when he’s born. You know, should anything happen…” I trailed off, unable to finish the rest.

      Faysh shook her head slowly and winced. She looked so frail. She couldn’t keep any food down. The only source of nutrition she was getting was from an IV bag, and it wasn’t enough.

      “No. That king is crazy. There is a reason he has no heirs. He’s so insufferable no female in her right mind would ever have a child with him or let him adopt her baby. He would only use my baby to escalate the image of power for those under his reign.”

      Faysh seemed to get a surge of energy at that moment. A twinkle cut through her glossy eyes and her lips pinched in defiance.

      I gently patted the top of her hand, trying to avoid the tubes and wires protruding from the IV port.

      “I know. He’s awful. He held me captive in his castle. The Prime Minister had to get involved to get me out of there. He isn’t fazed by laws or individual country or planet regulations, even if they’re enforced.”

      Faysh scrunched her face, horrified. “He thinks the rules don’t apply to him.”

      I straightened my shoulders. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure he never gets near your baby.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening as Faysh slept, I had the nurse return to her room so I could step out to get something to eat and get some fresh air. I ran into Norq in the common area for staff where meals were prepared by hired caterers and a lounge area with tables where you could either eat or sit and chat. It was primitive, not fancy, but it was a resting area, which mattered.

      Norq was carrying a tray with lots of fruits and vegetables stacked onto a large plate. Movians ate much larger portions of food than humans, but it was to be expected, being much taller than the average sized human. He gave me a sheepish glance when our eyes met.

      “Trying to eat healthier and stay on that diet so my cravings aren’t as bad for you know…the other stuff.”

      “I’m glad to see it,” I said, and meant it. I slipped my hands into the back pockets of my scrubs. “Hey, can we talk for a minute? Alone?”

      Norq glanced over his shoulder and nudged his chin in the direction of an empty table in the corner, which looked cozy under the warm rustic hues of lantern light.

      He set his tray down and lifted his eyebrows. “Are you going to get something to eat?”

      “I will in a minute.” For now, I needed to talk to him about our predicament, and try to settle the butterflies in my stomach in the process.

      I sat down across from him and laced my fingers together under the table.

      “I just talked to Faysh. She’s still out of it, still very weak, but she can talk for a few minutes at a time before she gets too winded.”

      “I suppose the oxygen tubes help with that.”

      “They do.” I glanced at the table. “She still wants me to take the baby.”

      Norq sighed and stabbed at a piece of lettuce but didn’t bring the fork to his mouth. He just looked at me with those pasture green eyes as if trying to identify and solve every worry swimming around inside my head.

      His eyes creased as if he was preparing to be shot down. “I still think you should consider leaving Belarika with me. As your mate, I will always have the instinct to protect you. It’s not something I can just turn off.”

      “I understand that.”

      Something like a firework sizzled in his eyes. “You will be safe with me, somewhere else, on a different country where Tar’Tano will have a harder time getting to you.”

      “But what about the baby?” I asked. “He might try to take the baby even if I leave and go into hiding somewhere. He obviously found out about Faysh and her family. He probably has spies planted everywhere.”

      “Not necessarily on other countries.”

      “He’ll probably send them to hunt me down.”

      Norq sighed and set his fork down without taking a bite. “Tar’Tano is dangerous. He will stop at nothing to get you, and the closer you are to his own native lands, the easier it will be for him.”

      I leaned across the table and cupped my hand over his, traced my thumb along the edges of his knuckles. “Can’t we wait until the baby is born and then leave? I’ve already gotten permission from Faysh to take him, should she…” I trailed off and gulped, “die.”

      Norq’s gaze roved me, inspecting. A ripple of skepticism sliced through his eyes. “You will still have to sign documents acknowledging your residency on Mova will be permanent if you want to adopt the baby.”

      I leaned back in my chair, thinking. It was too monumental a decision to make on a whim.

      Norq squeezed my hand. “The new team of doctors is here. They’ve cut down significantly on the pressure you were under to do it all yourself. You have the opportunity now to do the research you still need to complete about the Earth colonies. You have the freedom to go to other Movan countries. The more space you can put between you and this Nlord king, the better.”

      “I understand all that, but I can’t leave Faysh. When she wakes up and opens her eyes, the first thing she does is look for me. She needs to have the reassurance that her baby will be safe.”

      Norq leaned back in his seat and crossed his arms over his chest, abandoning his meal, features introspective.

      He was quiet for several agonizing seconds. While I waited for him to say something, anything, my own thoughts were blazing a new path of ideas.

      “Can’t we just wait until the baby is born, then maybe we can run? I’ll sign the papers then, make it legal. I’ll do what I have to do for the baby, for Faysh.”

      I didn’t want to bring to light the true fears crawling in the depths of my soul. I didn’t really believe that Faysh would make it. She was holding onto consciousness by a thread. Her body was showing all the warning signs that her husband had right before he passed away. Organ failure would come next. She was strong, but for how long? The pregnancy just made it harder for her body to fight off the virus.

      I needed to come to terms with the fact that I would, most likely, be facing Faysh’s death sooner rather than later.

      A thousand scenarios pulled me in these skewed directions that made me feel ripped on the inside.

      I looked at Norq, searching his eyes for any signs of yielding, to help me keep my perseverance intact.

      “Just hold on for a little while longer,” I pleaded.
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      “Maybe you’re right,” I said to Serenity. We were lying on the cot in my tent, well after midnight. We should have been sleeping, but insomnia had claimed us both.

      I stopped stroking her hair when she lifted her head and gazed at me. “What do you mean?”

      “Maybe it’s not such a good idea to run from Thorzo. King Tar’Tano will be on our heels wherever we go.”

      “Even if we flee to another country?”

      “He wouldn’t be far behind.”

      “Why did you suggest running, then?”

      “It was just my frantic thoughts taking over.”

      “I can relate.” Her eyes looked sad.

      “I know you’ve developed a special bond with Faysh in the baby. I don’t want to take you away from that. Not when you’ve worked so hard to save them both.”

      She rested her head back on the pillow. “I’m still hoping I can save them both.”

      I watched her throat bob, the way her face twisted in pain. She didn’t believe in herself, but it wasn’t about her. It was about medicine, and the virus. The virus was bigger than us all.

      I grazed my fingertips from her shoulder down her arm, relishing n the goose bumps that popped up on her skin at my touch.

      “King Tar’Tano will have soldiers and watchmen from his court looking for you, wherever you go. They are waiting for the baby to be born. They may not be able to get inside the perimeter of the field hospital without authorized clearance, but they’re waiting on the other side.”

      She shuddered. I went on. “I’m not telling you all this to scare you, but I want you to be aware that we need to have an action plan, and always be on alert.”

      “I know that.” Her voice sounded sleepy. She brushed her fingers over the knob of my wrist bone.

      “If we try to get out, Tar’Tano will find out and follow us.”

      “The baby will most likely be born prematurely,” Serenity said. “They will need medical care. An intubation. Possibly a feeding tube, or assisted oxygen. They will be so frail and vulnerable.”

      Her voice cracked and she made a sniffling noise. I hugged her closer as her body trembled.

      We were quiet for a few minutes. The only sound in the tent was our breathing, and our hearts, beating in unison.

      Then Serenity declared in a level, bold voice, “if Faysh starts to pass away, I’ll be there, cutting out the baby to save it. But I have to tell you one thing.”

      “What is it?”

      “If you are on board, I have another idea that might save all of us.”

      “I’m listening.”

      Serenity propped herself up on an elbow, a feline grin stretching on her lips. Her eyes were more alive and excited than I’d seen them in weeks.

      This woman was a diamond in an endless stack of rocks. I loved her so much I couldn’t breathe. I would do whatever it took to take her pain away.

      Carefully, she told me her plan. If we could execute it with help, it might just be the one thing to get us out of this torrential mess.
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        * * *

      

      Early the next morning, before the storm of sickness and treatment began around the field hospital once again, I sat in the head physician’s office and went over Serenity’s idea with him.

      I wasn’t met with nearly as much resistance as I’d been expecting, and he was receptive to Serenity’s proposal.

      “Ultimately, I’ll do anything to keep a patient under my current care safe, especially one in as vulnerable a condition as Faysh.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “Serenity is in the patient’s room giving her care at this time. She wanted to be here for the meeting but had to put Faysh’s needs first and sent me to discuss the sensitive matter with you. She will be elated to hear that you’re agreeable.”

      A prism went through the green depth of his eyes, and he smiled the kind of smile only a tired lead physician could give in the middle of a battlefield, where the war was against a rapidly spreading virus.

      “I’ve seen Serenity with the patients. She is so nurturing to all of them, but especially Faysh.”

      “She’s formed a close bond with her,” I agreed.

      “Alright, I’ll comply with your suggestion. I know the kind of tyrant king Tar’Tano is, and I believe the threat the patient would be under here at the field hospital on Base City far exceeds the risk of moving her. We’ll have a medical transport unit escort her to an undisclosed location where she can also receive the proper care, perhaps better care, in more favorable conditions.”

      I stood up and pumped his hand in a firm shake. “Trust me. You’re making the right decision.”
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        * * *

      

      The police sirens wailed through Base City, surrounding the field hospital in skittering lights of orange, red and white.

      Two male medical assistants stood, chests heaving, eyes bloodshot and wide, hair askew, scrubs ripped at the collars, with their hands cuffed behind their backs.

      A swarm of officers scaled the area, taking witness statements while two others brooded over the medical assistants, reading them their rights, and preparing to take them into custody, while Tar’Tano’s court captains watched on from a distance.

      What those court captains didn’t know was it was all a sham. One of the physician team members was mated with the lieutenant of the Base City’s law enforcement branch.

      We contacted them to see if they’d be willing to respond to a fake call about an altercation because we needed a distraction to get a vulnerable patient to safety.

      It was imperative that the police force remained tight lipped about what was going on. Since there was a patient involved, and a safety issue, the officers agreed to participate.

      We had an ambulance waiting already to transport Faysh to our secret location. We knew eventually, the king would catch on, but this would buy us some valuable time.

      The stakes were high. Keeping Serenity and the baby out of the hands of that vicious dictator was the top priority. I was grateful we had the means and the support to pull off the ruse successfully.

      Serenity slipped into the back of the ambulance as soon as a medicinally subdued Faysh had been wheeled into the back. The doors slammed. The lights blinked across Serenity’s face like a pulse. Her hazel eyes whirled with flecks of caramel.

      I reached across the seat as the driver sped away. Her hand trembled in mine. I stroked the top of it to help sooth her nerves. She bounced her leg and chewed her bottom lip. Beads of sweat glistened under the light on her skin.

      “Everything is going to be okay,” I whispered, trying to satiate the own radiating pounding of my own heart. “We did it. We got away.”

      Serenity glanced through the back windows of the ambulance, uncertainty tracing the edges of her mouth, but she nodded as if she was trying to absorb the words and believe them with everything she had to give.
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      The streetlights became fewer and farther between as the ambulance drove over a dirt road path leading to a small village.

      The cone of the ambulance lights traced over a village sign that looked like it had been carved out of wood and had weathered monumental storms over the years without anyone bothering to restore it.

      The shrubs on the side of the road were neglected and overgrown, crawling across the dirt road.

      I glanced at Norq. “Just how primitive are the conditions in this village?”

      I swiped one last glance at the village name on the sign that read A’Farno before it disappeared beneath the shadows once more.

      “The village itself has a metropolis area,” Norq explained. “Not as big as where we were on Belarika, but the hospital there has the means to provide Faysh and her baby with the care they’ll need.”

      After another half an hour on the road, city lights began to twinkle as we crested on a hill. I glanced below and there was the village of A’Farno spread out across the valley. The lights in the buildings glinted like winks from stars.

      The ambulance crawled down a curving road and stopped at the edge of the town. The hospital was only two stories tall but took up several city blocks in length.

      At the back, Norq and I helped unload Faysh and she was wheeled to the reception area. The ambulance driver had a clipboard in hand. He glanced at it, then frowned at the receptionist behind the counter.

      “I can’t seem to find a name that corresponds with the patient—”

      Norq stepped forward. “It’s N’Arla Quinn.”

      We’d settled on the name to give the medical staff before we’d even left the field hospital. It was a combination of Norq’s mother’s middle and maiden names. We’d thought it best to check Faysh in under a false name, just in case anyone from the Nlord’s court came sniffing around asking questions.

      As they began wheeling her down the hall, Norq cuffed his hand over my wrist and pulled me back. “They can handle it from here for the night.”

      “I need to go get her settled in.” I tossed a thumb over my shoulder, glancing as the hospital escorts apprehensively waited in the hallway once they saw I was no longer following them.

      Norq’s gaze surveyed over me. “We need to check into the boarding home.”

      “Can’t you do that?”

      “I’d like to take you with me.”

      “Are you still going to register us under assumed names?”

      “I’d planned on it.”

      I picked at my fingernail. “I don’t want to leave her. Not when she just got here. I need to make sure it’s absolutely safe.”

      “It is.” A protesting shadow lurked in his eyes.

      “Why don’t you go check in, and I’ll take the first shift. One of us should stay with her at all times.”

      “I don’t really want to leave you anywhere, at the boarding home or otherwise.”

      “We’ll worry about that later.”

      The escorts began to push Faysh’s stretcher down toward the main elevator bay, too impatient to keep waiting.

      “Please, Norq.”

      His features caved. “Alright, but don’t go anywhere without telling me. I’ll be back in a little while.”

      I reached out and hugged him. I pressed my head to his strong chest. His muscles constricted beneath his shirt. I placed my palm where I felt the rhythm of his heart.

      I gazed up at him and smiled. “We’ll get through this, together. We started as a team, and we’re going to stay a team.”

      He brushed my curls off my cheek and leaned down to kiss me. His lips were soft and warm. “I love you,” he whispered.

      The words were on my tongue, but I couldn’t breathe them out. Instead, I nuzzled my face close to his neck, inhaled his scent of sand and sun and sweat.

      The escort behind us cleared his throat.

      Norq gave me a hesitant glance and squeezed my hand. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      “I’ll miss you, but I’ll keep a watchful eye on Faysh in the meantime. She’s vulnerable and needs us.”

      I watched Norq walk back down the hallway in the same direction as where we came. His broad shoulders were straight and poised. The muscles in his back feathered, and his shoulder blades poked from beneath his shirt. He was every bit as warrior as I imagined him. He was my soldier, my protector.

      The fact that he had accompanied me on this journey honored me, humbled me. We all had to make sacrifices in life. It was best to stick with the loved ones you knew were willing to go the extra mile to make sure those sacrifices remained worth it.
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        * * *

      

      It took some time to rouse Faysh, but when her eyelids fluttered and her fingers twitched, I zoomed right to her bedside and cradled her hand in mine as she tried to stir herself awake.

      “How are you feeling?” I stroked her hand and gave her a gentle smile. “Welcome back to the world.”

      She winced and groaned in pain.

      “Shh,” I soothed. “Don’t try to move around a lot.”

      Her frail hand was cold in mine.

      “Where am I?” She blinked, her mouth twisting into a puzzled frown.

      “We moved you to a different hospital, remember? It’s in the village of A’Farno.”

      Faysh still looked disoriented, eyes skirting to every corner.

      I stroked her hair. “Don’t worry, you’re safe.”

      Her eyes were cloudy as they roamed the room. “The baby?”

      “Vitals are normal,” I reassured her.

      “I feel so tired and cold, but yet, I’m hot.”

      “It’s the fever. We just gave you something to taper it. Hopefully it will kick in soon.”

      Her fever tended to spike, then go down with medication, but it never broke completely.

      “My lungs and my ribs hurt every time I draw a breath,” she panted.

      “I can up your oxygen levels to see if that helps.”

      She nodded, wincing again. “Take care of my baby when they are born.” Her voice was a weak whisper.

      All I could do was nod and squeeze her hand as tears streamed down my face. I couldn’t find my voice through my grief., but Faysh didn’t notice. Her eyes closed once more, and she went into another deep sleep.

      It was difficult to see her condition deteriorating. The pregnancy was draining any extra energy she had. It became a battle of who to save more, her or the baby. I still prayed I would be able to do both.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NORQ

          

        

      

    

    
      I watched Serenity pull her jacket over her arms as she stood by Faysh’s bedside, still reluctant to leave her side.

      She strode to me, idling in the doorway where I stood.

      “She’ll be okay. I will keep a close watch over her,” I promised, brushing a corkscrew curl off Serenity’s shoulder. “Even the most supreme doctors need sleep sometimes. It’s how they function to do their jobs.”

      Serenity rolled her eyes, but her smile reached her eyes. “Thanks for the pep talk.”

      “There is a car waiting downstairs to take you back to the boarding home.” I placed the key in her palm and closed her fingers around it. “You should be safe. No one knows you’re here, and it’s still quiet this morning. The village is waking.”

      “I’ll try to get some rest.”

      I planted a kiss on the top of her forehead. Her skin was warm. “Good.”

      Once Serenity left, I positioned myself in the chair beside Faysh’s bed and tried to get comfortable. I was exhausted, running on little sleep myself, and here I was giving Serenity advice that I should have followed myself.

      I closed my stinging eyes, anguished that I couldn’t be with Serenity, but I understood the safety of her patient was her top priority. Even if I started to wonder if the attachment Serenity had to Faysh was bordering unhealthy, especially since Faysh’s odds of survival were rapidly decreasing. I worried about how devastated Serenity would be if Faysh passed away.

      I must have drifted off, because I woke up to the sound of Faysh erupting into an explosive coughing fit. I increased her oxygen and took her vitals. Listening to her chest was awful. The coughs were deep and hacking, crackling through the stethoscope. Her bronchioles were spasming. The nurse came in and assisted in giving her a pregnancy-safe steroid shot to help soothe the pain.

      After the coughing fit subsided, Faysh took quick and jagged breaths.

      “Just try to relax so your lungs can get air,” I whispered. “We’re doing everything we can for you.”

      Faysh gave me a weak nod. Her eyes were sunken in, and her lips were cracked and pale. Her breathing was raspy, frightening to hear.

      “Serenity…. loves…you…” Faysh breathed as if each word exhausted her to say. “She…came…to…Mova…by…fate.”

      My eyes pooled with tears. I locked my jaw. “She…is…your…mate…yes…but…also…my baby’s…. mother.”

      “You are the mother,” I croaked.

      Faysh could barely shake her head. She already looked like a ghost. Her skin was as gray as a dawn sky.

      “No,” she said, simply. “Serenity.” Then, her eyes closed like flower petals shrinking in the heat.

      Her breathing was erratic and slow. I reached for my phone and called Serenity.

      “Have you gotten any rest?”

      “Yes, a bit.”

      “Good. You better get back here.” I swallowed hard. “It’s not looking good.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Serenity whirled into the room like a storm, buzzing around Faysh. A team of the hospital doctors was around her, checking her vitals. Serenity was crying, trying to push them out of the way to get to Faysh. “I’m her head physician,” she said. “She needs me. She’s comfortable with me.”

      “Let her through,” I told the doctors. “She’s been with her since the initial triage admission.”

      Serenity plowed to the front of the bed, swiping tears as she worked.

      She glanced over her shoulder at me. “The baby is in distress. The heartbeat is crashing.”

      “Are we going to try to deliver?” My heart thundered. “Before it’s too late?”

      Serenity glanced between me and Faysh, her face twisted with the torment of indecision.
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      Norq and I wheeled an unconscious Faysh to the operating room with the attending doctors on our heels, along with two nurses, one for Faysh, and one for the baby. The plan was to do a c-section to deliver the baby before we lost them both.

      The monitors hooked up to Faysh blared. The heart rate monitor belt strapped around her abdomen beeped loud and fierce. The baby was in major destress and oxygen starved.

      The florescent lights on the ceiling in the hallway were blinding. We placed the oxygen mask over Faysh’s face and began administering an epidural drip so she wouldn’t feel it when we cut her open to get the baby out.

      Her eyes were closed. She was barely breathing herself. She wasn’t aware of anything that was happening, but I still wanted the epidural just in case the pain still got to her somehow.

      Sweat grazed my lower back. My panicked heart rattled in my chest.

      Once she was stable on the operating table a few minutes later, I set to work on the incision. I kept my gloved hands as steady as possible as I took the scalpel and began making the narrow incision through layer after layer of muscle and flesh. Carefully, I cut deeper.

      It was torture on my brain and on my hands. Every slice of the blade could pose a different kind of risk, could lead to another type of deadly injury. If I wasn’t careful, I could puncture a vein, or an artery.

      “The amniotic sac is still intact,” I informed once I had cut through enough layers to see it, I breathed out slowly, trying to keep my concentration intact.

      “Hurry,” Norq said. “The baby’s oxygen levels are still plummeting.”

      I popped the fluid with another instrument to be able to get to the baby. I reached two gloved hands in, seeing the curved back, the knobs of the spine. The baby was face down, in the head-down position toward Faysh’s pelvis. The skin was waxy, almost the color of meat that had been left out to sit at room temperature too long. I gulped.

      I pushed my fingers beneath the sticky, goopy insides of the uterine wall. I gently maneuvered my fingers around the frame of the baby, like I was fishing for something out of a deep bag. I lifted the baby out of the abdominal cavity as carefully as I could, trying to focus on this part of the delivery and not the wail of the oxygen and heart rate monitors screaming in warning through my eardrums.

      In my career as an emergency room physician back on Earth, I’d never once gone through a life and death situation as perilous as this. The pressure was intense, making me dizzy, my knees wobbly. I reminded myself through the haze of fear that I possessed the resolve within myself to do what had to be done.

      With the baby in both hands, I flipped it over. Anatomy all checked out. It was a boy. I was crying, Norq was crying. The baby was so small and frail, head lolling on an unsupportive neck. Tiny fists balled; fingernails almost purple. Face the same light green as Faysh’s but strained for air, wrinkled lines creasing in his little forehead.

      I reached for the umbilical scissors and Norq cut through the slippery cord while I clamped the excess still attached to the baby.

      A neonatal nurse was waiting with her arms extended, a blanket open in her hands. I folded the newborn into the blanket, and she whisked him away, scooping him close to her chest.

      “He feels too cold,” I said. “Warm him up under the incubating light and syringe-bulb his nose and mouth to get him to cry. I can’t relax until I hear that cry.”

      The nurse nodded, terror widening in her green eyes at the monumental task assigned to her, but she did as she was told.

      I fished out the placenta next. It looked healthy enough, not oxygen deprived, but I was relieved that we got the baby out when we did, and there were no issues with the cord being wrapped around his neck. I worked to stitch Faysh back up while Norq tried to keep her vitals and her oxygen levels as stable as we could possibly get them.

      “Her pulse is irregular,” Norq croaked.

      “It’s the stress of the birth,” I said, my eyes trained on the stitching work in front of me. If I slipped up, made one wrong move, I could pierce an artery and she’d bleed out. It was hard enough to keep her uterus from hemorrhaging from the surgery.

      Her muscles had been difficult to cut through and were even harder to patch back together. She lay there on the operating table stiff and almost lifeless, her chest rising and falling now only with the support of the oxygen mask cupped over her nose and mouth.

      Finally, the piercing cries of the baby erupted around the room. Everyone cheered, even me. Norq high-fived me.

      “You did it,” he said, pasture eyes gleaming.

      “We did it,” I corrected him, and continued to suture the c-section wound.

      The baby’s wails were sharp and healthy. He drew in all the oxygen his little lungs could take, and it was the most fantastic sound I’d ever heard in my life.

      Meanwhile, as her newborn son sprang to life, driving in oxygen, flesh turning a darker, healthier shade of green in the process, Faysh clung to her quickly evaporating life.

      Her skin the color of gray swamp water. Her pulse pumped through the veins underneath the skin I was suturing. I finished the last stitch and cleaned the area with antiseptic.

      “Her vitals are crashing,” I cried. I looked at her limp body, her arms that hung like noodles at her sides, her pasty face.

      We were fighting the battle against this virus on rugged terrain, and we were losing our footing fast.
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      We kept Faysh in the operating room. She wasn’t stable enough to even be moved to a recovery room. Her oxygen levels tanked right after Serenity finished suturing her up. She was so frail and thin. Her skin was like paper, her veins purple, bulging rivers underneath. There was no color on her face, but a film of sweat sheened under the fluorescent operating room lights from her fever.

      “Her organs are shutting down,” I said, reading the monitors and stroking Serenity’s back as she wept over her patient’s nearly lifeless body. “We don’t have much time left with her,” I whispered as soothingly as I could.

      Instead of arguing, this time, Serenity simply nodded, her eyes fixed on Faysh. A rouge tear tumbled down her cheek. She was clenching Faysh’s hand so hard I had to remind her to relax so she didn’t bruise Faysh’s skin.

      Serenities eyes were red, her lashes damp. We were quiet for several minutes, waiting for the nurses to check all the vitals of the baby and make sure he was healthy.

      Faysh made a coughing sound and her eyes shot open. She gasped with the deepest breath she’d taken in days, almost as if she were getting a second wind.

      “What…where…” she trailed off, too weak and breathless to form a whole sentence. Her wide green eyes skimmed the room.

      “Shh,” Serenity leaned in, stroked Faysh’s cheek tenderly. “Your baby was born via c-section a few minutes ago. He’s small and delicate, but he’s healthy. Congratulations.” The emotional pain in Serenity’s voice cleaved the room. “You have a son.”

      The whites of Faysh’s eyes reddened and glinted with tears. “Can I see him?” Her voice was nothing more than a squeak.

      Serenity brushed tears off her own cheek. Sniffling, she said, “of course. He’s beautiful.”

      The nurse brought the baby in. He was swaddled in a stripped blanket and had a blue knit hat on his head. He was so tiny. He looked more like a child’s toy doll than a living, breathing being.

      “He resembles a perfect blend of you and your husband,” I offered kindly.

      Faysh’s eyes became as radiant as the sun as she first laid eyes on her newborn. “He’s wonderful.”

      “We had to get him out in kind of a hurry,” Serenity explained. We’ll keep an eye on him, but so far everything checks out, even though he’s premature.”

      “He’s a fighter, just like you.” I squeezed Faysh’s hand.

      The cloudy film returned to Faysh’s eyes. “I’m not sure how much more fight I have left to give.” Her chin quivered. “Please, take care of him for me.”

      Serenity wiped her damp eyes again and inhaled a ragged, grief-stricken breath that rippled through the space between us. “What do you want to name him?”

      “Name him after his father,” Faysh said as Serenity cradled the bundle of baby in her arms, rocking him close to his biological mother. “Ti’Larg. I want him to remember where he came from, where his legacy began.” Her lips trembled. “I want him to know how much he was loved.”

      “He’ll always know that” Serenity whispered, barely able to speak through her crying. “I promise.”

      “Do you want to touch him?” I asked. “I know it’s probably too hard for you to hold him now.”

      Faysh nodded weakly, extending a bony arm toward her baby. Her fingers lightly grazed the knobs of his knuckles, brushed across the plushness of his arm. Her thumb tapped at his cheek, traced the outline of his dark lips.

      Faysh glanced between me and Serenity. “He’s warm and soft. Does he have any hair?”

      Serenity nodded. Her eyes were pools of water. “A little bit. Patches of white.”

      “Can I feel?”

      “Of course.” Serenity gently removed the knit hat, revealing a round infant head with a tuft of white hair on the top of his head that looked like little snow drifts.

      Faysh wept softly, her fingers spooling through the tufts. Her breathing became erratic then, the emotion, the pain, the difficulty of the birth, the toll of the virus, it all piled up like a mountain in that moment. A mountain that dear, sweet Faysh no longer had the strength to keep climbing.

      “Thank you for everything,’ Faysh panted, every word a difficult rasp to get out. “My pain is fading. My baby is in good hands. I wish you all well.”

      The monitors flatlined as Faysh’s took her last breath, as her eyes closed or the last time. The attending doctors whirled around us, attempting to bring her back with defibrillator pads, but it was no use. Faysh was not coming back this time.

      Serenity cried quietly, her shoulders twitching as she sobbed. She rested her head on my shoulder, clutching the baby as if she was afraid she’d lose him too.

      “You can stop,” Serenity told the other doctors, her voice broken and raw, ripping a hole in my heart. “She’s gone.”
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      A few days before we’d had to move Faysh to A’Farno, she’d expressed her wishes that if she died, she wanted her cremation service to be at dawn, while the twin suns rose over the horizon and painted the sky with vivid purples and pastel pinks, with sherbet orange hues.

      She’d said dawn was her favorite time of day, because the morning always held such promise and potential for new beginnings.

      I loved that mindset and promised her I’d honor her request. Norq and I stood side by side after the celebration of life ceremony.

      Her ashes were already in the box, smoke still hovering the air, along with a surreal void left behind in her death.

      A gentle breeze tickled the back of my neck. My hair billowed across my shoulders.

      Norq stood beside me, holding the baby. Norq was my pillar of strength.

      Norq glanced at me, his green skin darker under the remaining shadows that crept over the dim morning light.

      “We better get him back inside the hospital.”

      I nodded, numb on the inside, drained from all the tears I’d shed since Faysh’s passing.

      We walked together back to the building, our ankles damp from the dew-kissed grass.

      “She’s in a better place,” Norq said. “I know that sounds cliché, but it’s true. She’s no longer suffering.”

      The knot in my throat tightened. “That’s the way I’m choosing to look at it.”

      “We’ll bring the ashes to Ti’Larg’s burial site as soon as it’s safe to do so,” Norq promised. “Even if we have to sneak them there.”

      “I have faith we’ll get there eventually,” I said, eyes set on the path in front of me.

      The wind was at my back now, moving me forward, a whisper against my ear to keep going, that time always had a way of healing all wounds. The baby was still too fragile to be discharged from the hospital.

      Norq and I had both said a few words in Faysh’s honor, about her kindred spirit, her gentle disposition. We’d spoken about how we’d hoped she’d been reunited with her husband in the afterlife, about how she’d sacrificed her life so her baby could live.

      “I hope to be as brave as she is one day,” I whispered as we walked back to the hospital.

      Norq glanced at me, his eyes wandering across my face as if absorbing every detail.

      “You are every bit as brave as her. You came to a foreign planet in a foreign galaxy to help another species battle an impossible virus. You were a representative sent from Earth, chosen out of hundreds of physician applicants to determine whether colonization on a different planet would even be a possibility for humans. You should be proud of yourself.”

      My nose burned and tears stung my eyes at the depth of his faith in me. His support mended the cracks in my soul.

      “Thank you,” I whimpered in a voice still unsteady with grief. “You don’t know how much those words mean to me.”

      “I do, and that’s why I said them. If you want to go back to the boarding house to get some rest, I’ll remain in the nursery with Ti’Larg.”

      “I might take you up on that. Being unconscious seems like a better alternative than dealing with my feelings right now.”

      “Eventually you’ll have to.”

      “I know.”

      Norq hadn’t protested when I suggested we take shifts watching the baby just as we’d done with Faysh.

      Once the baby was strong enough to leave the hospital, we’d plan our steps. It was incredibly challenging for me to be running from a king on an unfamiliar planet.

      I had this unrelenting sense that I’d become a criminal breaking a slew of laws. Still, I was backed into a corner with limited options. The silver lining was that Norq had proved to me he was always there to pick me up when I felt like crumbling into pieces.
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      Two weeks had passed since Faysh died and Ti’Larg was improving, but he still needed to be in the nursery, having access to the medical care in case his health took a turn for the worst. He was still being monitored to make sure he wasn’t showing signs of the virus, to make sure his antibodies were still showing up on his lab work.

      The nurses caring for him were so gentle and compassionate. They’d grown attached to him, helped feed him, change him, and maintain his quality of life.

      I walked into the nursery one evening when Serenity was sitting in a chair with him, rocking him near the window.

      The setting sun formed a halo around her head, like a golden crown. Her hazel eyes beamed when she looked up from where she was cradling the baby and saw me entering.

      “Whisper,” she said, smiling as if she was finally accepting that she was the proud legal guardian of this newborn. I was happy to see her smiling. It had been a while. Her grief over losing Faysh had taken a terrible toll on her. “I just got him to sleep.”

      I nodded, standing over her, resting my hand on her shoulder. The baby had been fussy all day, but Serenity was the token of patience. She stroked her thumb across the baby’s tiny arm that looked like nothing more than a small, green tree root poking through the ground.

      “You’re great with him,” I whispered. “You have a natural, maternal quality about you.”

      Serenity’s features softened when she looked down at the baby. “I’ve always loved children, loved caring for them even back on Earth. When they came to my emergency room, I’d always do my best to make sure they were comfortable and never felt afraid. I would try to distract them to take their focus off their pain.”

      “You’re an amazing doctor.”

      She lifted her head, hazel eyes sparkling with flecks of gold. “So are you.”

      I swallowed and looked at the ground. Serenity straightened. “What’s wrong?”

      I removed my hand from her shoulder and fisted it at my side. “I have some…news about the king.”

      Serenity’s cheeks paled. “Just tell me. I can handle it.”

      “There was a warning letter on the porch of our boarding house this morning. It wasn’t postmarked, and it was typed out. Nothing else was attached in the envelope but the paper.”

      “What did it say?” Serenity’s throat bobbed.

      I took a deep breath and pulled it from my pocket. I unfolded it and held it out for her. I watched her eyes scan over it as she read it aloud, her voice quivering.

      “The king is pressing in on you. Get out while you can.”

      She studied the paper once more before her eyes roamed over me, searching for meaning. “That’s all it said?”

      “That’s it.”

      “Hmm.” Her eyebrows bridged. “Who could have sent this?”

      “I don’t know. I asked the leasing agent, but they said their motion detectors didn’t pick up any movement. Nor did their cameras. No one saw anything or anyone suspicious walking around the property.”

      “That’s really weird.”

      “Concerning.”

      Serenity glanced at Ti’Larg and I watched a shudder go through her. She nestled him closer to her chest.

      “We need to protect him.”

      “I know this isn’t what you want to hear, but we probably need to start thinking about moving him to another location. Of course, we would make sure he had all the medical care he needs. We’re both doctors, we can handle it. Once he’s strong enough to leave the country we can make those accommodations. We might not be safe on A’Farno anymore. Whoever sent this letter is looking out for us and I think we need to take their warning seriously.”

      Serenity’s eyes lit up as if an idea had dawned on her.

      “I have a friend, Cora. She’s here in Mova too. Maybe she could help us.”

      “Is she a doctor, too?”

      “No, she’s a linguist, but she’s super smart, and we became close on the journey here.”

      “Do you know what region she’s on?”

      Serenity frowned, thinking. “Da’Gon Regno. I have her contact information. If it’s not too far, I could reach out to her and explain our situation, see if she’d be willing to take us in until we figure out what to do next.”

      “This plan poses risks. Are you sure she can be trusted?”

      Serenity didn’t hesitate. “Absolutely.”

      I scratched the back of my neck, weighing the risks against the situation, and what might happen if we stuck around A’Farno.

      “Alright, give her a call and we’ll see what she says. Da’Gon Regno is far away, on a different country. It will take some time to get there. We may have to hide out in other places along the way, but if it’s a more viable, more permanent option, we can discuss that.” When Serenity looked at me with a crestfallen expression, I added, “although it’s not entirely impossible to move the baby there. Don’t tell your colleague where we are right now, keep the details vague. Feel her out, and if she is agreeable, we’ll decide if it’s worth it to travel that way. If it is, I’ll make the necessary arrangements.”

      Serenity nodded, her features stoic, her eyes flashing with determination. “We can trust her, I promise.”
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      Life on the run with a baby was every bit as brutal as I expected it to be. Still, there was something adrenaline inducing about being a fugitive against a tyrant king—one who made it his entire existence to prowl the planet trying to find me.

      If he was going to pull out all the stops to hunt me down, I was going to make myself invisible. It was almost a game, crafting ways to stay under his radar. I had to look at it that way or else I knew I’d break down from the hellacious exhaustion and stress.

      I’d spoken with Cora and explained the gist of the situation. She’d been super supportive and told me I was welcome to come to her when the timing was right, because it would be a long way to get to her in another country.

      Ti’Larg was growing fast and was now healthy enough for travel. However, traveling with a baby presented its own set of challenges. We had to bring clothing, diapers, bottles, formula, testing kits to make sure he was still free of the virus, a nebulizer just in case he started having breathing issues. He still needed a few medications to help him grow outside the womb. We also had our own belongings to carry and store.

      Norq and I were doing our best to navigate the unfamiliar territory of taking care of a baby around the clock, without the assistance of nurses. Sometimes we argued and tempers flared, but we always made the effort to restore the peace and apologize.

      The closest city was Bextriali. It was far bigger than A’Farno, Massive skyscrapers lit up the area, stretching to the sky, glowing with neon frames around the tops and sides of each building.

      “It’s incredible that big, populated cities like this exist on other planets,” I said as we entered the hostel room we’d rented for the night, using fake names again, paying in cash to not leave a digital trail.

      Norq dumped his bag on the bed. “We might not be able to stay here for long.”

      I sighed and placed the sleeping baby in the foldable cradle beside the bed. “We’ll roll with the punches.”

      Norq frowned. “What punches?”

      “It’s just a saying.”

      He sighed and scrubbed a hand over his face.

      I stepped closer and hugged him. “I’m sorry you are having to deal with all this.”

      He looked at me with unconditional love that made me want to burst and made me feel even more guilty. “I’ll do anything to keep you and the baby safe.” He looked at the floor. “And it’s a good distraction to keep myself busy.”

      “I’m proud of you for staying strong.”

      Norq’s eyes blazed with the power of resilience. “I’m strong for you and the baby.”

      My eyes burned. “All the sacrifices you’ve made for us don’t go unnoticed.”

      His eyes warmed and he squeezed my hand.

      We climbed into bed a few minutes later. Norq rubbed my back as I watched Ti’Larg sleeping in the portable bassinet.

      “He has a lot of human-looking features,” I noted. “Like the shape of his nose, his eyes, the texture of his hair.”

      “He’s cute.”

      I rolled over on my back and smiled as Norq gazed down at me. I reached up and traced the edge of his jawline with the tip of my finger.

      Norq’s eyes gleamed, trailing across my face. He hovered over me as I lay beneath him. He leaned down. He smelled like a blend of soap and the aromas of the city.

      His mouth brushed against mine and my lips instinctively parted. The mint from his dental cleanser exploded in icy flavor inside my own mouth as his tongue twined with mine. He nibbled on my bottom lip, and I moaned, wanting more.

      His fingers brushed up and down my arms, weaved through my hair. Our breath was quick against our flushed skin. My pulse rushed through my veins and as his fingers journeyed across my inner thighs, a warmth spread between my legs.

      I throbbed when he slipped a finger inside me, used his thumb to swirl tingle-inducing circles across my swollen flesh.

      I melted under his touch, the parts between my legs tender and aching for him. I quivered as he kissed me, trembled as his hand worked magic. I moaned against his lips still pressed to mine.

      He buried his finger knuckle deep inside me, wiggling it around, thumb working overtime against my most sensitive places. It was like golden light started streaming inside me. He took me to the edge and made me brave enough to fly across to the other side.

      The climax jolted me, sent me whirling through space. I saw every color, experienced every euphoric sensation. Goose bumps and shivers and tingles skated all over my body.

      I arched my back. He held me close as I moaned into his chest, trying to be quiet to not wake the baby, to not call attention to sounds in our room.

      It was sticky and warm between my legs. Norq’s body heat made me fevered. His green eyes sailed across me with a ravaging hunger.

      The hardness of him throbbed against my leg, demanding attention. I reached my hand down and coiled my fingers around his girth. He was like tense steel against my closed fist. I stroked him, my heart fluttering each time his eyes rolled back in his head and he groaned in ecstasy. I ached for him with an urgent need that threatened to shatter me to pieces.

      “I want you inside me,” I whispered, lips brushing against his ear, mouth grazing across his neck.

      Norq groaned again, the muscles in his arms and chest flexing as he climbed on top of me. I gasped when the tip of his shaft brushed against me and he slid inside, our hips connecting, arms and legs linked.

      He expanded inside me. I began to wonder if it was possible to die of pleasure. As he began to thrust, I saw stars again.

      I dug my heels into the backs of his thighs, raked my nails down his back, dragged my hands through his hair. I was addicted, and I didn’t care.
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      Serenity was wet and tight. I hammered myself inside her. She moaned and arched her hips, receiving me. I was ripped apart by cascading desire.

      Her thighs trembled against me. I lifted her legs and cuffed my hands around her ankles, spreading her wide open. Her heels tapped against the dips of my shoulders.

      She gazed up at me with passion lighting up the golden flecks in her hazel eyes. She nibbled on her bottom lip, her expression erotic, her cheeks flushed with excitement.

      She placed her palms on my chest. Her body relaxed, then tensed as another orgasm rippled through her. Her hips bucked upward. I held her in place as she arrived, barely able to contain my own demanding climax.

      As she finished, I let go, surrendered to the pleasure, relishing in how she submitted everything to me, how she trusted me, how she let me make love to her even through the stress of what we were going through. The orgasm slammed into me, violent, convulsing, ground-shaking. I groaned at the euphoric tension release.

      Serenity folded into my arms, her body going limp underneath me. I struggled to breathe. I reached for a towel to clean her up.

      She climbed out of my embrace and went to the bathroom. “I just need a minute to freshen up,” she said before closing the door behind her.

      I laid on my back and stared up at the ceiling, still swathed by the post-orgasmic high, feeling like a dripping puddle. I was sprawled haphazardly across the mattress, trying to recover all my blissfully numb senses.

      Serenity returned a moment later. I watched her swerve across the room, her hips curved, her thighs thick and delicious. Her eyes found mine, engraving into my soul as if she wanted to leave her mark, claim me as her own forever. I had no problem with that at all. The mating bond was starting to become a solid rope between us, tying us together emotionally and physically. I knew Serenity felt it too, in the way she looked at me, even if she was too afraid to admit it aloud.

      She climbed into bed again and nestled close to me, her bottom pressed against my groin, making me throb again. Her eyelids fluttered closed. She sighed, a perfect purr of contentment and satisfaction. Her curls fanned across the pillow, the corkscrew strays in my face. I loved it.

      I began to doze off, ready to succumb to sleep, listening to Serenity breathing, lulled by the soft and slow rise and fall of her chest. I melted at the adorable sounds she made as she slept.

      I drifted off. I must have been out for a while because when my phone vibrated beside me, I saw the gray light of early dawn filtering in through the blinds. I reached a lazy arm to retrieve it off the nightstand. My spine snapped up when I saw the number on the screen.

      Adrenaline made my heart race. Panic surged through my bones.

      I hit the answer button and pressed the phone to my ear.

      “What’s wrong?” I whispered, the fear in my voice spreading frost across the walls of the room.

      My friend’s voice was fast and compelled with warning. “We have a problem.”
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      A light abruptly switched on in the room and immediately made my eyes feel like they were being pierced by a solar flare. Shuffled feet scurried around the room as if frantically trying to locate something. I heard an alarm-laced voice fluttering through my sleep-deprived skull.

      I propped myself on an elbow in the bed, then rubbed the heels of my palms into my eyes, trying to sharpen the fuzzy shapes of the room.

      “Norq?” I croaked, my voice raspy with sleep. I cleared my throat and tried again. “Norq?”

      The bed linens scratched at my naked thighs. Norq’s hushed whisper was beside me now, his breath on my cheek. His fingers locked mine and he began to tug me from the bed. “Come on, we have to go.”

      “What’s wrong?” I licked away the gritty sensation on my lips.

      Norq had his phone pressed to his ear. He was flinging our clothes into a suitcase and trying to shove everything down with his hands to make the pile fit inside.

      He picked up my clothes from the night before and tossed them in my general direction without looking. My pants landed on my head and my shirt hit the nightstand and nearly knocked over the lamp. I grabbed it to keep it from tumbling, then peeled my pants off my shoulder.

      “I know, we’re leaving now,” Norq said to whoever was on the other end of the call. “Thanks for the heads up.” He paused, listening while the other person talked, then nodded. “I don’t know how far we’ll get. For now, we’re just going to get the hell out of here and see what happens.”

      I stood up and pushed the shirt over my head, climbed into my pants, glancing around for my shoes.

      The baby was in the bassinet, green eyes scoping the ceiling, a pacifier in his mouth. It bobbed up and down as he liberally sucked on it.

      “I’ll let you know where we end up,” Norq said and pressed his finger to the screen to end the call. He swiveled on a heel, eyes roaming over me.

      “Are you ready to go?”

      “Where?”

      “I don’t know.” His face was a mask now. I didn’t know if he was doing that on purpose to protect me, or if he was so frightened that his features were frozen. “Away from here.”

      “Has the king found us?”

      “His captains entered Bextriali last night. They’re on the move, which unfortunately means we need to be on the move, too.”

      “Who was on the phone?”

      “Darrion.”

      Darrion was Norq’s best friend. He met him in the rehab program, and he was helping us. Darrion’s father worked in law enforcement in Thorzo Rex, so he had special intel to share with us when we decided to flee.

      The ulcers in my stomach felt like they were bleeding and leaking acid. My gut twisted with dread. Uprooted again.

      I made a bottle for Ti’Larg and picked him up to change him. I fed him while Norq scrambled to pack the remainder of our bags, then strapped him to the baby Bjorn around my chest.

      “Ready?” A disheveled, panting Norq asked. His eyes were wide and wild.

      “Yes,” I gulped.

      So much for sleeping in, dreaming about sex with Norq and pretending like we were a happy little family of three. A life on the run left little time for anything else.
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      “Norq?”

      “What?”

      I craned my neck to see out the rearview mirror of our rover jeep, a vehicle which had been supplied to us by Darrion.

      As Norq turned a corner on the city block, a suspicious black hummer-looking vehicle turned too.

      “I think we’re being followed.”

      Norq’s eyes immediately went to the rearview mirror. “The black vehicle?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll keep an eye on them.”

      “They’ve made all the turns we’ve made,” I said. “It could be coincidence but—”

      “It’s probably not.” Norq’s fingers gripped the wheel tighter.

      I stroked Ti’Larg’s back. He was still swaddled in the baby carrier, but he was starting to get cranky in that position.

      My heart battered like a wild, bucking bull against my ribcage.

      Norq’s eyes switched between the road and the rearview mirror. Up ahead was a traffic signal. Someone else pulled out behind us, blocking the black car. The black car swerved to go around them, nearly causing an accident.

      They revved their engine to close in on us once the light switched to green again.

      A nervous sweat filmed on my skin and my palms were clammy. My pulse spiked.

      “What are we going to do?”

      “We’re going to lose them.”

      Norq weaved around the flow of traffic, switching lanes, cutting sharp turns.

      I glanced through the side mirror again. The black car trailed our bumper.

      Norq glanced at me. “I have an idea, but you better hold on tight.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and dug my nails into the upholstery of my seat.
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      I cut a corner so fast the wheels bucked beneath us, but I was able to spin the steering wheel and after another squeal of the tires and a swerve where I nearly hit a streetlamp, I was able to gain control of the rover jeep again.

      “You can open your eyes now,” I said, glancing at Serenity who was as stiff as a plank beside me.

      The baby cried softly; his little face burrowed against her chest.

      “I’m going to have to floor the accelerator,” I warned her and watched her grip the sides of her seat as if her life depended on it.

      She stared straight ahead, face sea green. “I suppose it’s too late to warn you that I sometimes get motion sickness.”

      I laughed, even though I felt guilty. “Maybe. But these are desperate times. Besides, you must not be that bad off if you took a spaceship to Mova.”

      “Well, I had medication then,” she said, her eyelids fluttering, her lips pinching together.

      “If you’re going to be sick, just make sure you do it out the window.”

      She cut me a scowl. “You’re not funny.”

      “I’m just trying to get us away from our little shadow.”

      “Well, try to keep us alive in the process.”

      I cut the wheel and floored the pedal. “Let’s see if they can keep up with us now.”

      Beside me, Serenity shrieked and braced herself.

      A few minutes later She lifted her head, peeled one eye open, then the other. “The baby stopped crying.”

      “Maybe he likes life on the edge.”

      Serenity let out a sound that sounded like a half-scoff, half-sob. “He was born on the edge; it would make sense.”

      Her eyes panned the dirt and gravel road and her eyebrows knitted. She glanced behind her.

      “We lost them a few miles back.”

      “Where…is the city?”

      “We’re on the outskirts. In the back country of Kixxa.”

      The wheels skidded under an unleveled chunk of ground. Serenity bristled.

      “Don’t look down.”

      “What?”

      Her head immediately craned downward, and she gasped.

      I winced. “I told you.”

      She sucked in a sharp breath, gazing down. There was no guard rail to separate us from the narrow road edge to the plunging, rocky terrain below.

      “How high up are we right now?”

      “The navigation says almost five-thousand feet. Kixxa has volcanos.”

      “Volcanos?”

      “Don’t worry, we’re on the dormant side.”

      “Oh, well that makes me feel so much better,” she chirped.

      I gave her an amused smile. “I know what I’m doing.”

      She took a deep breath. “I’ll take your word for it.”

      Once the road leveled out, it curved, winding around a stream. The terrain was bumpy. The tires bounced over rocks, shaking us like dice.

      “Just don’t plunge us into that water.” She nudged her chin toward the rushing stream.

      “Noted,” I said, but even through the light humor, I was worried. I didn’t let on, but I was unfamiliar with this region, and I wasn’t sure where we would end up. I was just winging it, hoping for the best. At least we’d lost our pursuers.

      We rode in silence for a moment. The baby slept close to Serenity’s chest, soothed by the ride.

      I had to drive around a huge, downed tree, and on the other side our path was blocked by the stream, so we had to backtrack and find a way around it, too.

      We approached a more wooded area. Serenity sat up straight, eyes scoping. “This looks like the kind of place where in a movie a witch would come out of nowhere and start trying to snatch your soul.”

      “I can’t make any promises.”

      “Such a jokester under pressure.”

      After another several miles, the road began to widen, and the woods thinned out. Serenity leaned forward, eyes narrowed, inspecting.

      “Looks like there might be civilization up ahead?”

      “I guess we’ll find out.”

      She shrunk into her seat. “What if that’s where our followers originated, and they’re waiting for us on the other side?”

      “It’s doubtful.”

      She frowned, unconvinced.

      On the outskirts of the village, a few shops and houses began to pop up.

      We came across a four story building with stucco walls and a slated red roof. The entrance had a covered awning that stretched out almost to the main access road. A sign in front read, Paradise Inn.

      “Doesn’t look like paradise to me,” Serenity said.

      “We should check if they have any lodging.”

      Serenity nodded, although her expression was apprehensive. We’d been driving all day, and the suns were to the west of us now, sinking every minute behind the horizon. We would have to find somewhere to stay before nightfall shrouded the village completely. I didn’t want to face whatever lurked in the dark.

      I parked in front of the building. “Stay put. I’ll get a room and be right back.”

      Her eyes shined with fear. “Hurry.”
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        * * *

      

      Fifteen minutes later we stood in the hallway with our overnight bags in hand, in front of our rental room at the inn. It smelled like a mixture of lavender, stale cigarettes, and a faint hint of spicy food.

      Inside, she set to work on taking care of the baby, changing him, bathing him, getting him into a new set of clothes. She fed him a bottle and rocked him to sleep in her arms, pacing back and forth by the window, every now and then slipping the curtains back to peek warily through the windows. Her paranoia clouded the room, clouded my thoughts.

      “Get as much sleep as you can,” I told her as she set the baby down in the bassinet and climbed into the bed a few minutes later. “I’ll keep first watch.”
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        * * *

      

      The room was bathed in shadows. I heard Serenity stirring when the baby started to softly whimper. She sat up in bed and stretched, rubbed her tired eyes.

      “What time is it?” She whispered as she tossed her legs over the side of the bed and reached for the formula to make another bottle.

      “Just after two.”

      “I slept a long time.”

      “Nothing suspicious has happened, and our jeep is untouched.”

      Serenity lifted Ti’Larg from the bassinet. “That’s a good sign.”

      “We still need to figure out how to get off Kixxa without alerting the king or his authorities.”

      Serenity got back in bed and sat with her back resting against the headboard, Ti’Larg cradled in her arms as he sucked hungrily on the bottle.

      “Got any ideas?”

      “We should head for the coast. From there, we can catch a shuttle ship to Da’Gon.”

      Serenity nodded, her expression blank with exhaustion. “I’m ready when you are. If you want to sleep, I’ll be the lookout for a little while.”

      I wanted to protest, especially since I was the male, and I should be protecting them, but my stinging eyes betrayed me, demanding to be shut. I was out cold the moment my head hit the pillow.
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        * * *

      

      Yellow light streamed in from the windows, sending a glow over Serenity’s caramel skin. She was asleep with the baby still in her arms.

      I jolted up, heart pounding and panicked in my throat. Serenity’s eyes bolted open when she felt my sudden, swift movements.

      “We both fell asleep,” I said, jogging to look out the window. My shoulders relaxed when I saw our untampered jeep still sitting in the parking lot.

      Serenity put the baby down on the bed and began to dress.

      “There is a shop downstairs. Want me to get something for us to eat?”

      “That sounds great,” she said. “I’m starving.”

      We hadn’t eaten dinner last night. Only scrap snacks we had in our overnight bags. My own stomach rumbled with hunger.

      I grabbed the room key. “I’ll be right back.”
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        * * *

      

      Not even five minutes later I marched down the hallway with food bags in both hands. I opened the door, the aroma of our breakfast making my mouth water.

      “Have no fear, sustenance is here,” I said as I shut the door behind me with my heel.

      I stopped dead in my tracks. Serenity’s bag was on the bed. Ti’Larg’s was on the floor. Both were open and clothes were spilling out as if they’d been riffled through in a hurry.

      “Serenity?” I craned my neck into the bathroom. It was empty.

      I threw the bags down and raced to the other side of the room. They were gone. I glanced out the window, cold panic turning my blood to ice in my veins. My head was spinning. My heart thundered like a super-cell storm inside my chest.

      I scanned the perimeter outside. It was still early, just after dawn. There was no activity in the parking lot, no cars on the road adjacent to the inn.

      I glanced behind me, threw the door open, stood in the hallway panting hard and looking in every direction. There was no sign of them anywhere. No smell of Serenity’s shampoo lingering in the air.

      No inadvertently discarded shoe in a struggle. Nothing in the elevator bay, not in the lobby, not in the stairwells. No one at reception saw anything unusual. It was like they’d vanished without a trace.
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      A fist pounded on the door. I stopped packing the baby’s bag long enough to shuffle to open it, assuming Norq left his key behind, yet wondering why the knock sounded so demanding. There was no peep hole for me to look through to see if he was on the other side.

      I opened the door a crack. A burst of black flashed in front of my face. Gloved fingers snatched at me.

      I reeled back. Fists coiled in my hair, yanking. Searing pain zigged across my scalp.

      Someone rushed past me in another whirl of black. My shoulders and head slammed into the wall behind me.

      A hand cupped over my mouth to keep me from screaming. I tried to bite the fingers of my attacker, but his hand pressed down harder.

      I looked at the masked face of my attacker. His pale green eyes looked back, intimidating, glaring a warning.

      Beside me, another masked male scooped up the baby. Ti’Larg wailed. Tears pricked my eyes. I mumbled, trying to tell them not to hurt him. I shook my head back and forth, tried to squirm but my attacker took my wrist in his other hand and pinned it down by my side.

      “It’s in your best interest to stay still and quiet. It will make this easier.”

      I struggled against his steel grip anyway. His shoulders were like mountain peaks, his arms like thick tree trunks.

      Tears rolled down my cheeks. The other male was trying to silence the baby with the pacifier. He gave up and pulled a cloth out of his back pocket and put it over Ti’Larg’s little nose and mouth. Almost instantly, he went limp and silent.

      I tried to scream but no sound came out.  Tears blurred my vision. Fury roiled inside me, burning and ferocious and unhinged. It still wasn’t enough to save me from my assailants. I glanced at the door, praying Norq would resurface.

      The accomplice held the baby in the crook of his elbow like a football. Ti’Larg’s head lolled, My muffled sobs leaked through the gaps of my attacker’s fingers.

      He reached behind him and pulled out a cloth from his own pocket. It smelled like chemicals and made me lightheaded before it was even pressed to my face. The cloth scratched against my skin.

      The world went upside down. My eyelids were swollen and heavy. My arms slackened by my sides. Every part of my body went numb. Blackness encased me. I left consciousness, swirling through a darkened void.
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        * * *

      

      I blinked. A migraine pounded between my temples. My mouth gritty, my stomach twisting in nauseated agony. My fingertips and toes tingled. It was like suffering a debilitating hangover.

      The hum of engines vibrated through my bones. I sat up, delirious, weak, dizzy. I clutched the sides of my face, fingers dragging down my cheeks as if my mind needed the reassurance that I was real.

      Males dressed in King Tar’Tano’s commanding guard’s uniforms stood in front of me with their hands clasped in front of them. They stared at me with a measure of indifferent boredom, guns strapped to their vests. I shrank in their presence.

      We were on a plane. I was harnessed into the seat. It resembled a cargo plane. It was empty aside from me and the guards. My eyes swept the cabin, looking for the baby, or maybe even Norq.

      A guard at the end of the row noticed I was awake. He whistled to one of the other guards who nodded, then disappeared through a curtained partition.

      “Where is the baby?” My strained voice was no match against the roar of the engines.

      Almost as soon as I’d asked the question, the guard returned. He was carrying something small and wrapped like a burrito.

      He approached me, a glare of impatience etched in his features. “Take him.”

      I was already reaching to snatch the baby before he’d even finished the demand.

      I held Ti’Larg close, crying over him. He was breathing, but he was pale.

      “What did you do to him?”

      “He will be fine.” A muscle twitched in the guard’s jaw.

      “Why are you doing this?” I pleaded.  Fresh worry about Norq pulsed through me like a shiver.

      The guard blinked at me and swiveled, returning to his post at the end of the row without a single word.

      I sobbed quietly, holding a sleeping Ti’Larg in trembling arms.

      
        
        ____________________________________

      

      

      After the plane landed, A burlap sack had been placed over my head and I’d been shoved into a vehicle. Although I couldn’t see anything, I felt the presence of the brooding soldiers. The road was bumpy. My queasy stomach churned with fear and motion sickness.

      When the vehicle finally stopped, I was escorted out the door with two hands under my arms steering me. I shuffled ahead, the baby still in my arms, looking at my feet through the bottom of the sack, trying to keep my steps even.

      We walked inside, our footsteps clacking over marbled floors I instantly recognized. It was the final nail in my coffin. I was back at King Tar’Tano’s castle.

      I was led upstairs and marched down a hallway. The sack was lifted from the top of my head. I blinked against the natural light as my eyes struggled to adjust.

      My mouth dropped as I canvased the room. It was enormous. The walls were a coral, teal color, soothing and reminding me of the Caribbean waters. Huge windows lined the back wall, with white silk, sheer curtains pulled back to allow the ample canary sunlight to spill through onto the wood floors.

      In the center of the windows on the opposite wall was the biggest bed I’d ever seen. It was sandy-beach white, with four posters on each side.

      The guard behind me nudged me in the back. I took a step forward. In the corner of the room was a cradle with golden embroidered bed linens. The frame was white to match the other bed, with hand-crafted engravings carved into the wood.

      It was all so beautiful, terrifying, and overwhelming. I turned to the guard. I recognized him.

      “You and your baby will be given everything.”

      He turned, departed the room. I heard it locked behind me. I went to the door and tried to twist the knob, panic rearing inside me. The knob wouldn’t budge.
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      I didn’t think. I just drove. Fast.

      The outline of the coast came into view on the horizon, and my adrenaline soared. A sprawling sea lay in front of me, foam rolling to the red sand beaches as the waves washed in. The air smelled of salt. The ocean breeze cooled off the heat radiating off my skin.

      At one of the main shuttle docks, my friend Gallus stood, waiting.

      I embraced Gallus in a bear hug and gave him a brotherly slap on the back. “Thank you for coming at such short notice.”

      Gallus green eyes gleamed. “You know I’m always here for you when you need it.”

      I’d known Gallus since I was in grade school. We didn’t always see eye to eye. We’d been through a lot together, grown up on parallel paths. We protected each other. Gallus lived at the coast and jumped at the chance to help me. He was the ultimate definition of a true friend.

      Gallus’s older brother, Uriah approached us from one of the boat shuttles. “Ready?”

      Uriah worked as a boat captain for one of the shuttle services operating at the coastline. One thing I never took for granted during this complicated process, was the fact that I had the right contacts to help me get closer to finding Serenity.

      We loaded onto the boat, and once the land faded away and we were out on the open water, some of the tension in my shoulders began to relax. During the ride, I gave Gallus the rundown of what we needed to accomplish after entering the Nlord Kingdom.

      At the port, Uriah gave us identification cards to use at the checkpoints. We wore sunglasses, hats, and took our braids out of the recognizable warrior knot.

      We had developed stories to tell the port authorities, about how we were contracted to work on a construction site on the king’s land. We had even gone as far as to forge papers about the fake construction site, should they question us.

      Sweat poured off me as we stood in the line to be processed. The security officers wore bored expressions and went through the motions almost robotically. They passed us through with only a fleeting, indifferent glance at our fake identification cards.

      It took me several minutes to pacify the pounding in my heart. Gallus wiped away a glossy sheen of sweat from his forehead and blew out a sigh of relief. “I didn’t expect that to be as easy as it was.”

      “Now that I think about it, it’s not surprising. We’re in a tyrant king’s land. It makes sense that these government workers wouldn’t want to put in extra effort. They’re the lowest on the totem pole, and probably get treated and paid as such.”

      Gallus nodded and slung his pack over his shoulder. He had a determined glint in his eyes. “To the palace?”

      I plowed ahead. “It won’t be as easy to get through the security once we’re on the kings actual castle grounds, but Serenity and Ti’Larg need us.”

      Gallus kept my pace. “Bring it on. I’m ready.”
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      I sat in the corner of the room feeding Ti’Larg. He had just finished his bottle and had a milk-drunk expression on his face, eyes barely open. Through the window, twin suns burned like orange fireballs, disappearing behind the horizon. I was exhausted but refused to be claimed by sleep, more interested in staying alert. I put the baby in the crib and padded around the room, opening drawers, looking around in the washroom, curiosity getting the better of me.

      The guards hadn’t been lying about us having everything we’d need. The nursery side of the room was loaded with stacks of diapers and cans of formula. It was enough to last for months, which formed a knot of fear inside me. Just how long would we be locked in here?

      The washroom was every woman’s dream, loaded with every kind of lotion and cream you could ever want. I didn’t care about any of it. I perused each shelf, looking for something I could use as a weapon to protect myself and the baby.

      Footsteps sounded in the hallway. I froze, hairs prickling up on the back of my neck. I slowly shut the drawer I’d been rifling through and turned, gulping down my fear when the bedroom door squeaked open.

      A shadow of a figure cast across the waxy hardwood. I didn’t move. The sound of fabric hissed as the figure crossed the room.

      King Tar’Tano appeared in the washroom doorway. The rubies in his golden crown glistened like freshly shed blood.

      His green eyes glowed when he laid eyes on me. “There you are.”

      I slinked back a step. Tar’Tano noticed and his eyes narrowed. “I hope you are enjoying the accommodations. By now you should recognize the abundance of luxuries you’ll have access to here, with me, where you belong.”

      He declared the last part with authority, his eyes daring me to contradict him.

      I slipped my arms around my chest. “Why are you doing this?”

      He tilted his head, confusion muddying his features. “Doing what?”

      “Why did you abduct us?”

      “I didn’t abduct you.” He droned, offended. “I took back what was stolen from me. what was mine.” He spoke as if we were possessions.

      I shoved my hands in my pockets so he wouldn’t see how badly they were shaking. Somewhere deep inside me, I drummed up the courage to recite the words I’d been practicing in my head for hours.

      “I have rights.”

      His eyes gleamed, amused. “Rights?”

      I nodded weakly, but kept my shoulders poised. “It’s illegal to keep me here as a prisoner. Under intergalactic law, a native cannot hold a visitor to the planet against their will for any purpose.”

      A grin spread across his thin lips. “You sound like you read that from an old, dusty book.”

      “It’s the law.” I faltered under his unfailing confidence. The words were watery, slipping through the cracks of my resolve.

      The king took another step forward, his expression noble and arrogant. He smelled like a mixture of cinnamon and curry. “I operate under no such laws. I am the king of Lepidio, and I rule everything and everyone in this country.” His eyes darkened. “You should count yourself lucky that I chose you as my mate.”

      My heart plummeted. He couldn’t be my mate. I was already bonded to Norq, but I knew better than to say this to Tar’Tano.

      He spoke his next crushing blow. “You will live here as my mate, and I will adopt the baby. You should not complain about all the luxuries laid out for you.” It sounded more like a warning than an encouragement to be happy.

      His eyes trailed over me disapprovingly. “Your attire as the lady of this palace isn’t appropriate. I’ll have Cassida bring you something to wear more to my liking.”

      I glanced down at my dirty pants and my long-sleeved shirt that had a rip near the wrist. Sure, I could use a shower, but it bothered me that he viewed me as a trophy to display to all his friends.

      He turned around to leave the washroom but paused in the doorway and glanced at me over his shoulder. “There will be a ball tonight. All the elite members of the kingdom and members of my court will be in attendance. You will be compliant. I will introduce you as my mate and will announce my plans to adopt that commoner’s baby. If you follow my wishes, you will have a wonderful life.”

      My blood was on fire with the disrespectful way he spoke about Faysh. I wanted to charge him and dig my nails into his eyes until he screamed. He acted like he was doing me a favor, like I should be groveling on my knees and thanking him for his hospitality. It was disgusting.

      “Don’t look so angry,” he smirked. “You’’ll be official royalty after tonight. Your child will inherit the kingdom of Nlord one day. This is a day for celebrations.”

      With that, he stalked from the room, locking the door behind him.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours passed. I wanted to rip my hair out from the boredom and silence. The baby remained asleep.

      The door clicked open. A beautiful female with frosted, silky hair and forest green eyes entered. Her hair cascaded across her shoulders in feathery waves. She wore a gown of bedazzling jewels of every color in the rainbow.

      She introduced herself as Cassida and the kindness of her smile reached her eyes. She told me she was my personal handmaiden and a first cousin to Tar’Tano. Her mother was his sister. Her own husband worked in the king’s guard as one of the top forces.

      She had power here. I didn’t understand why she was chosen as my handmaiden, but I didn’t question it for now.

      She dressed me in a beautiful gown that fit like a glove to my curvy hips and cleavage. The crystals on my dress shimmered across the walls when I moved. I felt like a princess but couldn’t forget the real reason I was here. I was having a Cinderella moment, but it was all for show. I couldn’t relax, couldn’t enjoy it.

      Cassida gave me the advice that for now, I needed to smile and nod and try to be pleasant, not upset the king. She told me in confidence that Tar’Tano had never found a mate, and she had heard over the years that he was unable to have children on his own, and that adopting Ti’Large was something he was passionate about.

      I wanted to argue, but I needed an ally, so I went along with what Cassida told me, all the while plotting a viable escape route in my head.
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        * * *

      

      The ball was insufferable. Afterward, my jaw ached from holding the same fake smile for hours on end. I had to make ridiculous conversation with those in his court. I tried to stay with Cassida, but she was busy socializing with the guests. I didn’t get the chance to use her as a buoy to keep me sane.

      I was exhausted, and officially declared as the king’s mate. I swallowed my anger at having to agree to his lies. I was ready to crawl into bed but when the door opened just as I was washing my face, that plan collapsed.

      A female with avocado-green skin and muddy-green eyes entered the bedroom. She hurried to the bassinet and scooped a sleeping Ti’Larg out of his crib. I patted my face dry and jogged over to her. She wore a gray servant’s dress.

      “Who are you?” I demanded, blocking her path.

      Her eyes flitted to the floor. “I’m Abba. The nursemaid for the infant.”

      I glanced at the bed. A skimpy, red lingerie outfit had been spread out, waiting for me. Abba met my gaze, her cheeks reddening. She quickly dropped her eyes again. “I have been told to escort you to the king’s room. I will be caring for the baby in an adjoining room.”

      “I’m not wearing that,” I protested.

      She ducked her head and scurried to the hall.

      I sighed and felt the soft-lace material. I glanced around the room for a robe to wear on the way to his room and found one. Swallowing down my loathing, I went to another place in my mind and trekked to the king’s quarters, where I knew I didn’t belong, but had no choice but to comply. I promised myself that this nightmare was only temporary. Norq would be looking for me. He would get me out of this. I tried to feel his presence through the mating bond, to keep me from spiraling.
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        * * *

      

      I willed tears not to spring in my eyes as Tar’Tano’s breath huffed on my neck and cheek. I tried not to flinch when his calloused fingers stroked my inner thigh. He looked at me like a lion                    ready to devour a steak.

      “You look gorgeous in red lace.” He was practically salivating.

      I was sitting on the edge of his bed, feeling cheap and disgusted with myself for not trying harder to fight off his sleazy advances, especially when my heart belonged to someone else.

      I needed to bide my time. If I offended him on the first night, he might lock me in that room and never let me out.
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      Sneaking onto the king’s grounds created a whole new list of problems, but in the center of town, on the outskirts of the castle grounds, I’d gone into a shop and purchased an outfit as close to resembling a uniform of one of the common palace workers as I could.

      I’d ducked through shadows, skating at the perimeter with a broom I’d found in one of the servants’ quarters. While there, I found a real servant uniform and quickly changed. I pretended I was on the cleanup crew and entered the palace grounds, eyes skimming for threats, but dressed in servant attire, no one paid me any attention until I was in the ballroom where a party was going on.

      “Clean up table seven,” a male wearing a tuxedo grumbled to me. His white hair was slicked back. He looked older, with more defined creases lining his scowling face. I didn’t know who he was, but figured he was part of the king’s court. I nodded, keeping my head down.

      I weaved to table seven and glanced up. That’s when I saw her. She was beautiful. Her curls spiraled down her back. Her hazel eyes dazzled in harmony with her champagne colored dress. A pang of longing twisted in my gut to see her looking so stunning with a monster in her presence.

      Tar’Tano eyed her like a hawk. Every so often he’d reach for her hand. She’d let him take it, but even from this distance, I noticed how she bristled.

      To my horror, the king led her to a platform stage at the end of the room. He stood among the members of his court, boasting about how Serenity was his new mate, and they would be adopting the baby of a ‘commoner who died giving birth.’

      Tar’Tano’s eyes gleamed with pride. He smiled at Serenity like she was his trophy to flaunt. White-hot envy twined through me.

      I ducked into a hallway and discarded the broom against the wall. I glanced around, plucking my radio from my vest.

      “Gallus?” I hiss into the receiver.

      The radio crackled too loud. I whipped around, half expecting to see a guard behind me. My blood pressure soared.

      “I’m here,” Gallus declared.

      “Tar’Tano just announced to the members of his court that Serenity is his mate and he’s adopting Ti’Larg.”

      “I have the hover scooter,” Gallus said. “Just let me know when you’re ready.”

      “Give me a little while to figure out how to get to her. The king won’t let her out of his sight.”

      “Got it.”

      The radio clicked off. I shoved it into the well of my pocket vest and hurried back to the broom, making myself look as inconspicuous as possible.

      Serenity stood near the platform stage with a cluster of the king’s guards around her as if they were afraid that if they gave her leeway, she’d bolt.

      Tar’Tano slipped his hand around her arm and waved toward a female wearing a gray nursemaid uniform. The woman scurried to his direction, carrying the bundle of Ti’Larg in her stocky arms.

      My heart splattered to see the pain on Serenity’s face when she turned and looked at Tar’Tano’s hands coiled possessively around her arm. The nursemaid followed with the baby. They disappeared through a doorway near the stage.

      Two servants started clearing a table behind me. I stood there, listening to their lowered voices.

      “She’ll be his sex slave before the night’s over,” one of them laughed.

      “He’s lucky if you ask me. Did you see her? I’d give anything to bring a human female to my bed.”

      The other servant chortled. “You couldn’t get any female in your bed.”

      The other one scowled. “I don’t see females lining up at your bed either.”

      I sauntered to the door where Serenity left with the king, sweating buckets, heart thrashing. The guards were no longer standing near it. Now was my window of opportunity to slip through the cracks. I walked calmly with the broom like I belonged. My eyes darted around, paranoia creeping in about getting caught.

      I forced myself to keep the pursuit. I froze when I saw movement ahead. A set of double doors creaked open, and Tar’Tano stepped out. I hid behind a corner wall and peeked my head out. He slipped his hand into his pocket, pulled out a key, and locked the door behind him as he stepped away.

      His back was turned, and he walked in the opposite direction, opening another door to his left, entering, and closing it behind him.

      I wrestled with indecision. Was Serenity in one of those rooms? Now might be my only chance at finding a way to get to her.

      I radioed to Gallus and whispered. “Get the hover scooter ready on the east side of the palace grounds. I’ll meet you down there.”
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      “What’s wrong with you?” Tar’Tano frowned, hovering over me, brow furrowed. “You look ill.”

      I was laying underneath him on the bed, concocting a lie in my head.

      “I don’t feel well.”

      “Is it something you ate?”  His eyes narrowed. “I’ll have the catering staff’s heads if they made you sick.”

      “No, it’s not that,” I chewed my bottom lip, wheels spinning in my head. “I don’t think I ate enough. I was spending so much time mingling with the guests that I didn’t get a chance to put enough food in my stomach. I have this problem with low blood sugar if I don’t eat enough.”

      I would feed him any lie it took to get him off me and stop his sexual advances. I was running out of excuses (and time) to do this. I worried he might catch on, or worse, get impatient enough to just claim what he thought was his to take.

      He stood up and went to his closet, emerging a few seconds later with a merlot colored silk robe tied around his waist.

      His eyes were kinder as he approached the bed and took my hand, stroking it with his thumb with more tenderness than I’d seen him exhibit the entire time I’d known him.

      “I’ll take care of you, darling. I don’t want you to feel ill on my watch. I have a small private kitchen just off the master quarters. I’ll go and personally make you a tray of exotic delicacies I know you’ll love.”

      I pinched my lips into a half-grimace, half-smile, hoping he would see it as sincere, and that I was disgusted by his touch.

      At least he would leave the room and earn me a few extra minutes to figure out how to get out of here. He shut and locked the door behind him. I quickly threw on pants and a shirt underneath the lace lingerie I’d been forced to change into once we were alone.

      With my heart rattling in my ribcage, I whisked across the room and opened the adjoining door to the nursery where the nursemaid sat with the baby in a rocking chair. I put on an act of poise and calm.

      “I’d like to take my baby, please.”

      Her brows quirked. “At this hour? It is late and I just got him to sleep.”

      “Please give me my baby,” I said, with more intent. When she still hesitated, I added, choking on the words, “the king is requesting to see his son.”

      Her eyes narrowed, but she slowly transferred the baby to me.

      “You’re dismissed.” I stood there, waiting for her to leave.

      I tossed a few of the baby’s necessities into my bag, along with a couple changes of clothes for myself. I raced to the double doors leading out to the terrace.

      Locked.

      I groaned in frustration and scoured the room. There had to be a key around here somewhere.

      The key wasn’t hard to locate, stuffed in a drawer along with some of Tar’Tano’s rings and cufflinks.

      On the terrace, I quickly swaddled Ti’Larg in the baby wrap around my chest. I glanced over the side to determine how far of a drop it would be, then gasped.

      Norq was there, scaling the side of the castle.

      I craned my neck over the side and hissed his name.

      His head snapped in my direction. “Where is he?” He hissed back.

      I glanced over my shoulder. “He went to get me something to eat from his private kitchen. He could be back at any moment.

      Norq hoisted himself higher with a grunt.

      “You’ll have to climb over,” he said. “I have a hover scooter waiting.”

      My heart was in my throat as I hiked my leg over the side and sturdied myself with my hands planted on the ledge.

      “Come on, I’ve got you.” Norq eased.

      I didn’t breathe until my legs were over the side. The baby was still securely wrapped around my chest. We climbed down, slow, steady, bracing our feet and hands on the dents in the bricks to maneuver down the side.

      Light spilled across the terrace and a door slammed. King Tar’Tano’s boxy frame silhouetted above us.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” He roared, then pointed to his guards near the perimeter. “Stop them!”

      We were almost to the ground. I jumped the rest of the way. I suddenly remembered I wasn’t wearing shoes and the grass was cold and dewy and spikey against my bare feet.

      “Run!” Was all I heard from Norq behind me as Tar’Tano’s guards raced forward, in hot pursuit.
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      I stayed on Serenity’s heels, the wiry grass scratching at her bare ankles. “Faster,” I warned, the clomping of the guard’s boots quickly closing in behind us.

      Straight ahead, Gallus veered around the corner of the castle on the hover. It wasn’t big enough for all of us.

      I took Serenity by the waist and urged her onto the scooter. “Go with Gallus.”

      Serenity’s horror-wide eyes glazed, blinking back at me. “What about you?”

      I glanced behind me. The guards were less than fifty yards away now. “I’ll find you. Just get away from here.”

      Gallus met my gaze, hesitation sparking in his eyes.

      “It’s okay. Just meet me outside the grounds.”

      “Where?” His brows furrowed, skeptical.

      “For now, just get Serenity and the baby safely to the ship back at the docks. Come back for me after that. I’ll ping you my location wherever I end up.”

      I didn’t have time to stand there debating with them or we were all going to be captured. I hit the ground running before they could protest further, before the distance between me and Tar’Tano’s guards became nonexistent.

      Gallus turned the hover and whizzed away in the opposite direction. I whipped around the corner of the castle from where he’d just come, hoping for an empty patch of security.

      The guard’s flashlights swept across the grass. I skittered around the light, ducked into shadows, scrambled into a hedge to avoid their beeline.

      Pulse pounding, sweat dripping off my back, I rushed across the maze of hedges, relieved when their shouting and footsteps became more distant.

      I ran until my thighs ached and my lungs burned. At the exit of the hedge maze, I clambered through gardens, barreled through flowers and plants, knocked over a few pots. I cursed and kept going, eyes on a clearing ahead.

      Footsteps closed in from the opposite direction. I froze, eyes roaming, darted behind a tree. I pressed my back against it, the bark digging into my skin.

      I braved a peek around the truck. The guards were in sight now, rifles aimed at the shadows. I was minutes, maybe seconds away from capture.

      A small river skimmed the property. It was either try to swim across it or turn around and be trapped by the guards.

      The rushing of the water roared, flowing fast beneath a section of the castle. A connecting walkway was overhead, leading from one part of the palace to a watchtower.

      Footsteps marched closer. It was a split second decision. They’d spot me from above or the ground either way. I took a deep breath and bolted toward the river.

      At the edge, I came to a grinding halt, arms flailing at my sides. I paused, staring down at the churning water. I glanced over my shoulder and the guards racing toward me. I looked back at the water. I took a deep breath and dove in.

      The cold slammed into my skin like a thousand needle pricks. My muscles shriveled from the icy jolt, but I forced myself to keep swimming, not daring to pop out until I’d cleared enough distance that one of their targeted bullets wouldn’t hit me.
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      We were almost to the palace wall. Gallus gripped the handles of the hover scooter tighter. I gripped him, also tightly, and kept the baby wedged between his back and my chest.

      My heart hammered, frantic. I kept glancing over my shoulder to see how far ahead of Tar’Tano’s guards we were.

      They were riding their own hover scooters by now and were throttling fast to catch up to us.

      I didn’t want to tell Gallus what to do, but I thought he needed to fly higher and faster to get us over the wall. We would reach it in a matter of minutes.

      I dug my fingers into the back of Gallus’s armor and held on for dear life as he weaved around a tree.

      A big booming sound thundered through the air, vibrating across my eardrums.

      “What was that?” I shouted and felt something whizzing past my ear.

      Gallus gritted his teeth, the tendons in his neck straining. The scooter soared higher.

      “They’re shooting at us,” Gallus shouted back. “Duck your head down and keep the baby low.”

      I squeezed my arms around Ti’Larg and buried my head in Gallus’s back, my jaw clenching so hard it ached. More shots penetrated the night. Gallus weaved our scooter to avoid being hit. One of the stray bullets ricocheted against a tree.

      The hover skidded through the air, and I lost my balance. Gallus took one muscular arm and pushed me back up until I was back on my feet and panting with fright.

      “Sorry about that,” Gallus yelled.

      “It’s okay,” I yelled back.

      A few seconds later he had to maneuver around another assaulting shower of bullets. This time he glided more gracefully, but as he popped around another tree I went toppling again and my left foot went flying out in front of me.

      I grabbed for any part of Gallus’s clothing I could hold onto and with a grunt, he pulled me back up.

      “I’m trying to keep us alive,” he shouted.

      “I’m sorry I am clumsy,” I said, heat traveling across my face. “It’s hard to keep my balance with the baby.”

      “You’re doing a great job,” Gallus said, and I blushed again, this time in confidence.

      We almost slammed into another tree. I screamed and squeezed my eyes shut.

      When we didn’t crash and the hover continued sailing through the air, I worked up the courage to pop one eye open and peeked out from around Gallus’s bulky shoulder.

      He was gaining speed, lifting the scooter higher to cross the wall. The bullets kept coming.  I screamed, bracing for the inevitable strike. By a miracle, and Gallus’s skilled tactics, all the shots missed, and we cleared the wall.

      On the other side, Gallus maintained our high speed but lowered the hover until it was only a few feet off the ground. We coasted just above the grass.

      “We’re almost to the water,” he yelled over his shoulder. “Once we get there, the king’s guards will lose jurisdiction to harm us, but they won’t care about that.”

      I placed a cautious glance over my shoulder, and sure enough they were still hot on our trail. Gallus seemed undeterred. He was an expert flyer.

      Up ahead, the river churned. The hover skimmed the surface. The breeze shifted. The air became colder. It smelled like salt. The foamy spray splashed at my bare ankles and shins.

      “We’re almost there,” Gallus exclaimed.

      I looked up. The ship was docked straight ahead. A sinking feeling coursed through my stomach because Norq wasn’t with us.

      Just as Gallus suspected, the guards continued chasing us across the water. He set the hover down on the main deck of the ship and told me to jump off.

      A crew was already waiting, whisking me away down a short flight of stairs to an underground cabin. Ti’Larg was wailing now. I rubbed his back, trying to sooth him as I jogged, following the crew to a more secure location on the ship.

      “You need to stay below deck until we can lose the palace guards,” a particularly tall crew member explained.

      I nodded, experiencing a whirlwind of exhaustion, fear, relief.

      “We need to drive this boat away from the dock. When we’re out safely, Gallus will call Norq and get his coordinates. We need to get away, but we can’t leave him stranded on the Nlord Kingdom. It’s what he told me to tell you. We have to go back to him once the coast is clear.”

      The crew member nodded. “We’ll take care of it.”
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      The cold bit my skin but I swam, ignoring the pain. I held my breath as long as I could. Darkness was a crater, and I was in its abyss. I didn’t want to find out what monsters lived beneath this water.

      My fingers scraped against something slick and slimy with a jagged surface. I swam upward and popped my head out of the water to get a better view. Gasping for breath, I kept my body submerged from the neck, down, treading water, keeping my muscles active so they wouldn’t freeze.

      Ahead of me was a cluster of rocks leading to the shore with a steep incline. At the top, a patch of forest stood between me and the shore on the other side.

      My breath fogged in front of my face. I began to climb. My clothes were waterlogged, slowing me down.

      I saw the sandy beach through the cracks in the branches, then began trudging toward the woods.

      My waterproof radio beeped inside my vest. I plucked it out and cranked the volume when I heard Gallus’s voice crackling through the speaker.

      “Gallus? I’m alive.”

      “Where are you?”

      “What about Serenity?” I asked first. “The baby?”

      “They’re safe and unharmed. We made it to the boat. We managed to get away from the hovers, but we think they have boats, too.”

      “Serenity is going to tell you she can take care of herself.”

      Gallus laughed. “She’s already told me that several times.”

      I managed to smile. “I knew it.”

      “I need your coordinates?”

      I glanced at the navigation screen at the top of my radio and recited them to Gallus, marching through the muck and leaves in the woods. Insects trilled. Unidentified rodents scurried past to avoid my path.

      Limbs and branches whipped at my face. I stepped over a thick underbrush.

      On the beach side, I tripped and lost my footing over a rotting, water-soaked log. My knee bent unnaturally, and I groaned in pain, staggering forward with too much momentum to stop myself from plummeting over the side of the cliff’s edge.

      I was face up as I fell, looking at a star-peppered sky. The plunge was fast.  The sharp needles of cold assaulted my senses as I hit the water.

      Gallus’s garbled voice came through the radio.

      “Norq? Are you okay? Norq, do you copy? What was that noise? Are you hurt?”

      I gasped and sputtered. “I tripped and fell over a cliff.”

      My knee throbbed. The rocky edge was a lap away. It was a miracle I didn’t smack my head against it when I fell.

      “We’ll send a rescue boat your way.”

      I planted myself on a rock, slinking into it when I spotted a few of Tar’Tano’s boats surveying the area trying to locate me. My lungs burned. My teeth chattered.

      After thirty agonizing, freezing minutes, I recognized the rescue boat. It slowed its engine approaching the shore. In my peripheral vision, Tar’Tano’s boats came around the bend, ready to ambush.

      I flicked the light from my radio in the rescue boat’s direction as it coasted toward me. I climbed to the edge where the crew was already leaning out, ready to bring me aboard.

      “The king’s boats,” I hissed, pointing. “We’re going to have to go around to avoid them.”

      I just hoped more weren’t lurking in the distance, waiting to attack.
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      We sailed toward Da’Gon, where we’d have asylum from Tar’Tano and any of his Nlord kingdom soldiers.

      Norq laid on a cot and I sat next to him, holding his hand. I was grateful for the moment of quiet alone with him while the baby slept on a pallet next to us. It had been rough travels for him and the rescue crew to get back to the main ship. They’d had to take the long way to avoid confrontation on the water.

      Norq was shirtless. A bandage was wrapped around his sprained knee. He had cuts on his fingers and hands. Eggplant colored bruises covered the areas around his ribs. He winced as he tried to readjust himself in bed.

      “Shh,” I soothed, stroking his hair. “Don’t try to get up. Just rest.”

      He looked at me with awe swimming in his eyes, as if his mind thought he was dreaming of me sitting there instead. He reached out to touch my face, groaning in the process from the movement. His fingertips were cold, but the compassion in his touch sent heat flowing through me.

      “I never thought I’d see you again.”

      “I’m here now,” I promised, squeezing his hand.

      He went into a violent coughing fit. I stroked his back, trying to calm him down. “Just take deep breaths. You’ll get through it.”

      He laid back, breathing returning to normal. After a few minutes, the coughing spell erupted again.

      He looked at me, eyes widening in horror. He gasped in between hacking fits. “What if I’ve caught the pestis?”

      I shook my head, refusing to believe. “You’re immune.”

      “I might not be immune to a mutated version.” He coughed again. “You have to quarantine me in here. Don’t let anyone else in.”

      It broke my heart, but I nodded as my eyes pooled. “Okay. We’ll run some tests just to be sure.”

      He glanced at the baby, his face twisting in anguish. “You better get him out of here.”

      “He has the antibodies,” I reminded Norq. “But if it makes you feel more comfortable, I can take him away.”

      Norq’s eyes glinted, his voice quivering. “For now. Until we know for sure.”

      I nodded, gave his hand one last squeeze, and retreated to the front of the ship with the promise that I’d be back to run some tests. I tried to keep my mind optimistic, but my heart was heavy.

      

      
        
        ___________________________________

      

      

      

      “I have great news.” Twelve hours later, I breezed into the room where Norq was resting. I moved with purpose, holding the baby who had just been freshly changed, had a bottle, and was now sleeping soundly.

      Norq was sitting up in his bunk bed. “I don’t have the virus?”

      “Nope.” I showed him the lab results on my tablet screen. “You’re home free. Your coughing must have been from being submerged in the cold water and getting some of it in your lungs.”

      Norq leaned back on his pillow, relief flooding his face.

      I sat next to him on the bed and leaned down to kiss him. Our lips were magnetic, clasping together, a perfect fit. His fingers roamed through my hair, his tongue massaging with mine. Flames of desire danced across my skin.

      When he pulled away, he was breathing hard, his features apologetic. “I guess it’s going to take some time for me to get back to normal.”

      ‘You’ll get there,” I promised him. “At least you aren’t infected.”

      “I’ve missed you so much.” His eyes skimmed over my curves.

      I set the baby between us and got in bed beside him. The three of us cuddled up like a family.

      “I could get used to this,” I said.

      Norq smiled. He brushed his fingers across my thighs under the sheets. He had a frisky gleam in his eye, but his features were still drained and tired.

      “There will be plenty of time for that,” I promised him, melding my lips with his again. “For now, just hold me close.”
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      I woke to the sway of the ship rocking against the water. Everything hurt. Especially my back and ribs. Deep breaths were excruciating. My bruises were starting to fade from deep indigo to a pea green, so at least I had some proof that I was on the mend.

      I groaned and sat up in the bunk. The first thing I saw when I opened my eyes was my beautiful Serenity, my anchor through every storm.

      Before getting sober, a stressful situation like this would have made me go off the deep end and I’d drown the sorrows washing down pills behind the bottle.

      Serenity saved me. The urge still lived inside my brain, but it was dormant enough for me to resist that once monstrous temptation.

      Serenity’s chestnut curls framed her face, her hazel l eyes warm. Her smile was intoxicating all on its own.

      “Good morning,” she whispered in a voice like melting butter.

      “Good morning,” I croaked in a raspy one.

      “How are you feeling? Judging by that hard grimace, I’m guessing not very well?” Her lips slanted into a frown.

      “I’m a little better.”

      “Has anyone ever told you you’re a bad liar?” She leaned in and pressed her mouth to mine. She smelled like the sea, grinning as she pulled away.

      “Only everyone I’ve ever met,” I chuckled weakly, then sucked in a sharp breath against the tenderness in my ribs.

      “That’s not a bad thing. Transparency means trustworthy.”

      “That’s a good memento.”

      “Good. I’m branding it.”

      “Why do you look so happy?”

      “Because I’m with you, and we’re alive.”

      “Two blessings, yes.”

      “And we’re docked. We made it to Da’Gon.”
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        * * *

      

      We said goodbye to the crew. I had a moment alone with Gallus to tell him how grateful I was for his help during the process of getting Serenity and Ti’Larg rescued.

      He was heading back with the crew to the Kixxa shores where he lived and worked. I hated to see him go, but I understood. I told him we owed him his life, and if he was ever in trouble, I hoped I’d be the first one he’d reached out to. We’d given each other a long, brotherly embrace before parting ways.

      Serenity and I stood on the dock, not leaving until the ship disappeared behind the horizon.

      From there, we went to the embassy where we were checked in. Da’Gon was a country that offered refuges housing until they got on their feet.

      We were assigned to a section of the village as physicians that currently didn’t have anyone assigned to the position. I would help as needed, but Serenity’s main goal was to keep me resting and healing as much as possible.

      Before we could jump into these doctor roles, we would have to quarantine for five days, and at the end of the fifth day, if we were to be tested and cleared from the virus, we could begin work and start mingling with the other villagers.

      Serenity knew Cora lived somewhere on Da’Gon, and as soon as we were settled and had formed a routine, she wanted to reach out to her and determine how they could reunite.

      For now, taking care of Ti’Larg was our top priority. We were both so grateful to have been given a second chance in another country where we would be safe from Tar’Tano’s pursuit.

      Da’Gon was the largest country on Mova. It was broken up into three regions, or sectors as the natives referred to them. We were located in the interior.

      We were sent there because there was a substantially larger population of humans working and researching there than there was in the other sectors of the country. As long as I was with Serenity, I was whole.
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        * * *

      

      Serenity and I stood in front of the Movan Council at the embassy headquarters on Da’Gon. We were still in our sector, standing under a beautiful awning with ivy crawling up the trellis.

      Serenity wore a beautiful cream-colored gown that accentuated the caramel of her skin, and enhanced her hazel eyes, making them sparkle under the sun until they were almost gold.

      “You look radiant,” I whispered to her.

      Beside her, Ti’Larg slept in a stroller.

      As the ceremony began, Serenity and I declared our vows to each other, to love and support, protect each other, as two soul-bonded, mate-fated individuals.

      “I love you Norq,” Serenity whispered to me as I slid the gold band over her finger.

      “I love you for eternity,” I said, my lips finding hers.

      She pressed her hands to each side of my face, pulling me closer. This union was everything I had ever dreamed of.

      At the embassy, we had signed the official documents to become Ti’Larg’s adoptive guardians. We were a family. We had a purpose. From darkness to light, we were on this journey together.
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      Norq’s hands caressed across my back, traveled through my hair. His tongue massaged with mine. His groans sent an electric current tingling inside me. His pasture green eyes blazed with lust and love. His kisses were hungry, making me flushed. My pulse pounded.

      Between my legs, I throbbed, aching for him to take me as officially mated under Movan law. It was incredible being soul-bonded to him like this.

      The intimacy between us soared to new heights. We couldn’t keep our hands off each other. If we weren’t caring for Ti’Larg’s needs, we were all over each other, ripping each other’s clothes off at every opportunity.

      Norq explained that this was typical behavior for a newly wedded, mated couple. It was like I’d been claimed by this insatiable desire. I needed him inside me all the time. I dragged my nails up his back, raked my hands through his hair, responded to his fevered kisses with some powerful ones of my own. Sex with Norq was sensational.

      He laid me down on the bed and pulled my legs apart with his hand, a frisky gleam in his eye. He gave me a handsome smirk, one that let me know he had plans to alter my entire universe with pleasure.

      “I’m starving,” he said, inching his way down to my spread thighs apart further.

      I arched my back and moaned as he slid his head between my legs and his mouth met my throbbing flesh. His lips and tongue took some of the ache away, but a new need and pressure began to build inside me, demanding release.

      Norq’s favorite hobby seemed to be going down on me. I wasn’t complaining. I squeezed my thighs around his head. If he wanted to devour me, I’d let him, even if I nearly suffocated him in the process. He didn’t seem to mind.

      His fingers journeyed across my inner thighs, making me melt. His tongue swirled and his mouth sucked, until I was destroyed, until pleasure snatched my soul, and I couldn’t breathe. My muscles contorted and I fisted the sheets as I came, bucking hips and all, completely succumbing to the eruption of ecstasy created by the tenderness of Norq’s mouth.

      Once I finished, panting, spread like a star fish on the bed, Norq came up for air. Lips glossy, eyes gleaming, naughty and proud smile etched across his face that was so wide I thought his lips might snap.

      He looked at me like he couldn’t wait to possess me. He hovered over me, broad and masculine and assertive.

      He leaned down to kiss me as he entered me. My insides vaporized as he filled me. I twined our fingers together as he began to thrust, slowly and methodically at first, easing me one gentle inch at a time.

      But soon the yearning would become a craving, as it always did. I wanted him to pull my hair and toss me around, fucking me to oblivion.

      I liked it sweet and slow, but I also liked it hard and rough. Norq seemed to know exactly when I needed both, and it made me obsessed with having sex with him, made that intimacy between us that much stronger.
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      Serenity was soaking. She moaned, her eyes rolling back in her head as I fucked her. I pressed myself against her, her nipples perky against my flesh. Her skin was as warm as her eyes.

      She dug her heels into my back. My girth filled her. Her gaze was sensual and desperate, driving me crazy. Her curls were in my face as I held her close, and the rhythm of our hips rocked together.

      My shaft grazed against her swollen flesh, and she arched her back, surrendering to climax again. I hugged her body as she was raptured by orgasm. It was all I could do to keep from losing control of myself.

      She was sweaty, salty, sweet. I grabbed her by the hips and spun her around. She cuffed her fingers around the slits in the headboard as I thrust from behind, my hands rubbing her back, traveling across the knobs of her spine, across the dents in her back.

      Her curls fell off her shoulders. Her supple bottom was round in my palm as I squeezed it, cranking up the pace, making her wetter, driving in harder, faster, until she was slick, and her warmth gushed all over me. Her sexy moans were breathy in my ear as she dipped her head to be closer to me.

      I lost all control.

      I exploded, my hot seed spraying across her naked rear. My insides melted and goose bumps prickled against my flesh. I saw stars in a swirling world. Serenity was the most amazing lover I’d ever had. The mating bond made the erotic between us become almost this intense madness. We became consumed by it at that moment. It was almost primal, trying to satiate that ache of desire.

      I cleaned her up and we lay together, holding each other for several minutes before Ti’Larg’s cries came from the next room.

      Serenity sat up and began to dress. “I’ll go get him.”

      I stood up and climbed into pants. “No, you just stay in bed and relax. I’ve got him this time.”

      Serenity’s eyes twinkled as she rested her head on the pillow once again and drew the sheets up to cover herself.

      “Thank you.”

      I leaned in and kissed her. “We are a team. He’s my son. We’ll share the responsibilities.”

      Serenity’s eyes welled. “How did I get so lucky to find you?”

      “It wasn’t luck,” I said. “It was fate.”
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      “What are you working on?” Norq approached me from behind and stood over me, glancing down.

      He put his hands on my shoulders and began massaging them. I eased into his touch and sighed, relaxing some of the stiffness in my muscles.

      I lifted my head from where I sat at the table in our little kitchen. It wasn’t big, but the home was a cozy space, and one that we appreciated beyond measure.

      The Da’Gon government had been kind to us since our arrival in their town of Juleez. We didn’t need much. We had each other, and a roof over our heads, clean beds to sleep in, and modern bathroom amenities, electricity. That was all we needed.

      I had never been the materialistic type. It wasn’t what was most important. Carving out those relationships that would stay with you for a lifetime, taking care of those you loved—that was what was most important.

      We were molding into a routine together, building our little family unit stronger each day, becoming more comfortable with both each other and as our roles as Ti’Larg’s parents.

      It was fascinating to watch Ti’Larg grow, to share all his developmental milestones with Norq.

      I had my laptop set out in front of me, my fingers hovering over the keys.

      “I’m working on my nots to send back to my supervisors on Earth.”

      Norq sat down next to me, his white brows furrowing. He wore an expression of faint worry.

      “What about?”

      I gave him a big smile. “Don’t worry, it’s all good things.”

      His shoulders visibly relaxed and he sighed. “You are working on recommendations for colonization?”

      “Yes. In the sense that I am recommending colonization.”

      “What brought you to this decision?”

      “A number of things.”

      “Did the baby and I sway that decision in any way?”

      I rested my hand on his wrist and thumbed the bone of it. “Absolutely. But there were other factors, too. The kindness of strangers, the rallying of the government to help me when I was captured by that awful king. The way everyone here is resilient and fighting against the spread of the virus.”

      Norq leaned back in his seat and folded his arms, a contemplative expression on his face. “I’m glad you see the good in the Movans.”

      I gave him a loving smile. “I definitely see the good in you. You are such an inspiration to many, Norq.” A surge of emotions made my face sting hot. “You overcame so many challenges, became a doctor to fight against your own internal battles with addiction. You have worked so hard in not only your profession, but working on yourself, too, and getting healthy and sober for yourself.”

      “I did it for you and the baby too,” he said. “And for the patients who need me.”

      “You have such a mild disposition with the patients,” I said. “You have a more natural bedside manner than I do. You are good at helping them stay calm, being funny, telling them jokes to cut through some of the somberness, especially when the prognosis is poor.”

      Norq shrugged. “It’s the way I’ve always been. I’ve learned that it’s also a much healthier way to respond to stress rather than resorting to a synthetic high.”

      “I agree.”

      I turned to the laptop and began typing again.

      Norq stood up and planted a kiss on the top of my head and rubbed my back. “While you work on that, I’m going to talk to the administration and see if I can find us a place where we can officially open a clinic to work together for the residents of Juleez in need of medical care.”

      I beamed. “Darling, that’s a fantastic idea.”

      “I’ll let you get back to it. Sorry if I broke your concentration.”

      I cast him a warm smile and squeezed his hand. “You never do.”

      “I’m going to go check on the baby.”

      “Let me know if you need anything.”

      His eyes sparked with lust. “I need you.”

      A tingle went hot between my legs, but I needed to get this finished before I let him jump me.

      “Later, I promise.”

      His eyes flamed with such intense desire that my mind immediately went to every erotic thought possible about us tangled in the sheets, naked.

      I’ll be counting the minutes,” he said.
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      “Can you give us a minute to talk about the offer, privately?” I glanced at the border officer, the customs official, and the head of the refugee camps that were currently set up on the bordering ports of Da’Gon.

      The three officials sat across from me at a round table in the embassy and customs building. Serenity sat beside me, posture poised, hands folded eloquently in her lap.

      I glanced at her. “Is that alright with you?”

      She nodded, her eyes holding mine, speaking volumes without her saying a word.

      The three men stood to exit the room. The head of the refugee camps lingered at the door and told us they would be waiting in the hallway, and to come out and let them know once we had made our decision.

      As soon as they’d closed the door behind them, I turned to Serenity. “The commission they are offering is substantial.”

      Serenity chewed on her bottom lip. “It is, but that’s not why I’m persuaded to take the offer.”

      “What is?”

      She glanced at the sleeping Ti’Larg swaddled in the wrap to her chest. She stroked his little back. He made an adorable squeak, yawned, stretched out one tiny, dimpled fist from under the wrap and continued his peaceful sleep.

      “I want to do this for all the males and females like his mother and father. To help those who need it most. To advocate for those who are struggling. To make sure families aren’t torn apart, or at least, to do my best to keep families healthy and together. That is the best way to unify hurting nations. It starts with substantial healing within them.”

      I reached for her hand and stroked her knuckles. “Your kindness is so inspiring to me. You don’t even know how your strength and compassion lights up the world around you.”

      Serenity beamed. The real treasure was her and the baby. They were the centers of my universe.

      “So, what do you say? Are we going to accept the offer? I know my answer is yes,” she said.

      “I am on board as well.” I didn’t really need time to think about it.

      I just wanted a moment alone with Serenity to make sure we were on the same page about how to proceed from here, and what to do with ourselves while we tried to rebuild a new life as a family on Da’Gon.

      Initially, we’d wanted to open a clinic where we could work as physician partners for the residents of Juleez where we were living. Juleez was a large enough coastal town to make us feel like we could enjoy all the perks of living in an urban setting, but small enough that we still felt a sense of community. It’s where we’d been escorted upon arrival, and where we’d decided to try and put down roots.

      However, during our search for a facility that could operate as a clinic, the authorities on Juleez had presented us with an opportunity complete with a hefty salary, that was going to be hard for us to turn down.

      They wanted us to go to the refugee camps at the port to live and work. They explained that dozens, if not hundreds of individuals were pouring in from Thorzo in droves. Much like us, they were seeking support and safety in a new country.

      The terms of our contract would be to give the Thorzo implants arriving at the port physicals. To perform testing on them to make sure they were free from the virus. If they were infected, our next step would be to quarantine them and give them treatment. If we were willing to do this, we’d be offered a generous amount of money, as well as permanent citizenship on Da’Gon. We’d get to skip all the red tape steps it took to gain citizenship otherwise.

      “I feel for those coming here seeking help,” Serenity said. “We were in the same boat. Almost literally. We fled to Da’Gon for our own reasons, yes, but this country is notorious for its refugee protection laws for a reason. I feel like I didn’t get to finish what I started because Tar’Tano ripped that from under me. Now is my chance to get back to what I came here to accomplish in the first place. I’m obviously not going to be leaving Mova now that we’re mated. I think we should do our part to change more lives for the better and be a part of that refugee movement.”

      I nodded, squeezing her hand. We were a team no matter what, but when we agreed on something, it solidified our bond even more.  “I’ll tell them we’ll happily accept the offer.”

      Serenity’s hazel eyes lit up with caramel swirls. Then, she kissed me, breathing into my lips how much she loved me.
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      “Got the formula?”

      “Yes.”

      “Diapers?”

      “Yep.”

      “Extra outfit?”

      “All in here.” Norq patted the bag sitting on the folding table next to him.

      He was wearing the baby wrap this morning. Ti’Larg was nuzzled against his chest. Ti’Larg had a full tummy of formula, and just had a fresh diaper change. He was ready to go and get this day started.

      I loved it when Norq wore the baby wrap. He looked like such a proud father. He and Ti’Larg were forming a bond, even this early on. Every time I saw the loving way Norq looked at Ti’Larg, at the affectionate way he cared for him, so gentle and kind, it made my heart close to bursting.

      We were currently living out of a rolling camper that hitched to the back of our Jeep. We set it up in the different base camps around Da’Gon, spending however many days necessary between each camp. It just depended on how many individuals were at each one, how much assistance they needed, whether they were sick, whether they would be required to quarantine, and for how long. How long they’d need treatment. If they needed treatment at all, or if they could immediately head for the customs facility to get started on their refugee paperwork.

      The easiest camp stations were the ones where everyone tested negative for the virus and were able to just be given the refugee paperwork to apply for shelter, but we put our heart and soul into everyone’s individual needs, making sure they were comfortable. We made sure every issue was under control, was set up for solution.

      The baby was still testing immune to the virus, and as a human, the up-to-date research had determined that I couldn’t catch it either. The mutations, no matter what, were specific to the genetics of Movan’s only.

      Norq was still immune as well. We were still conducting studies to figure out why, but it was a relief that we could cross that off the list as something we didn’t need to worry about.

      We lived and worked without having to worry that any of the three of us might get sick with the virus. It certainly made adapting to life and our new jobs easier to navigate.

      “Alright, let’s head out,” I said.

      We stepped out of the camper. The air was cooler than usual, but not chilly enough to need a jacket. The twin suns would warm our backs soon enough. The wet dew shimmered across the grass. Sea birds cawed in the distance. The salty smell of the shore carried through the gentle breeze. It was going to be a good, productive day. I could feel it in my bones.

      Until it wasn’t.

      We were loading up the car when I heard footsteps behind me. I turned quickly, startled to see a tall male with broad shoulders, wearing a courier uniform, standing mere inches from me.

      I instinctively gasped and placed a shaking hand to my chest.

      “Apologies, madam.” He cast me an uneasy glance. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      Norq stepped out from behind the Jeep, eyes narrowed, movements slow and guarded. “Can we help you with something?”

      The courier took another step forward, too close. I bristled. Norq planted himself protectively in the space between me and the courier.

      “I have this letter to present from the king.” He cleared his throat, shifted his weight uncomfortably. “King Tar’Tano of Lepidio.”

      The blood drained from my head. My shoulders collapsed, suddenly heavy with dread.

      Norq snatched the letter, glaring at the courier, even though I knew he was the messenger. I felt bad for him as he paled under Norq’s brooding gaze.

      “Is that all?” Norq hissed in a clipped voice.

      “Yes.” The courier slithered back to his truck parked a few yards away.

      Norq huffed and took a few seething paces between the Jeep and the unhitched travel trailer we’d been calling home for several weeks.

      “This is unbelievable,” he said as he ripped into the envelope. “How the hell did they find us?”

      “We’re safe here, right?” I wrung my hands together, uncertainty crawling through my stomach, giving it an uncomfortable sensation as if tiny bugs were scurrying around inside it.

      Norq stopped pacing. I watched his eyes skim the printed words on the letter, anger darkening his features. His jaw clenched.

      “This is madness.”

      “What is it?” I could barely breathe through the suspense. “Tell me.”

      His throat bobbed. His eyes creased with something that resembled pity, making my heart sink deeper into my chest.

      “The king…” he trailed off, shook his head, scrunched his eyes shut as if it was painful to get the words out. “He wants his—property returned to him.”

      I didn’t need to be told what property the king was talking about. Me, and Ti’Larg.

      “He can’t do that,” I protested.

      Norq was at my side in two strides. He cupped my face in his hands, searched my eyes with an endearing resilience that instantly made me feel like not all was lost. “No, darling, he cannot.”

      “So, why is he doing this?”

      “Because he’s a tyrant who is used to getting his way.”

      “Will we have to fight it?” I nearly choked on the bitter resentment I had to swallow down.

      Norq’s head dipped, features crestfallen. “Yes, darling, unfortunately we will. This is a summons from the highest court in Mova. We’ll have to appear there and fight it.” He paused, his green eyes sparking with love. “But don’t worry. I’ll be there with you every step of the way.”
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      I placed my hand on Serenity’s back, as a gesture of solidarity. I was her pillar in the storm. The mating bond we shared continuously strengthened through every storm we endured together.

      The highest court judge of Da’Gon, one of the representatives for all of the judges from Mova, sat at his podium in his grandest robes. He perched his wire-rimmed glasses on the top of his nose and gazed down at the documents in front of him. When he cleared his throat and opened his mouth, Serenity breathed in a labored, rattly breath of fear.

      I stroked her back, whispered to her. “It’s going to be okay.”

      She stared at the judge who literally held her fate in his hands, at the document in front of him. He held it, gazed down at it, and frowned. I gulped. Serenity looked at me.

      I gave her a reassuring nod. She blinked and nodded her chin once, acknowledging my whisper of reassurance.

      “The high court of Mova hereby rules on this date that the king of Lepidio has no claim to Serenity Rivera of Earth, or her adopted son Ti’Larg of Thorzo Rex, nor Ms. Rivera’s mate, and Ti’Larg’s adoptive father, Norq Areans of Thorzo.”

      Serenity released a deep sigh of relief. Her chin quivered and her eyes pooled with tears. She turned to me and swung her arms around my neck. I hugged her close as she silently wept with happiness.

      “We’re safe, darling,” I soothed her. “The king cannot hurt you anymore.”
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        * * *

      

      Insects twilled in the surrounding woods. The lulling sound of waves crashed to shore in the distance. Ti’Larg slept in a bassinet beside our bed in the camper. The windows were open. A cross breeze cooled the room.

      In our bed, Serenity and I were creating a friction of heat all on our own. Her fingertips grazed my arms. She lifted her head, her expression sensual, her smile relaxed.

      “I can finally live comfortably knowing the high court ruled in our favor.”

      “You never have to worry about that tyrant or his court coming after you again.” I brushed her curls off her shoulder and kissed the dent in her neck.

      She trembled with delight and made a sexy sighing sound. “I love you, she whispered.”

      “I love you more than I could ever express in words,” I told her.

      Her eyes gleamed under the moonlight. “Show me, then.”

      The curtains danced through the breeze. I pressed myself closer to Serenity. She folded her body into mine, her lashes fluttering against my chest. I kissed the part in her hair. She smelled like coconuts and sunscreen. She was my island princess, and I would protect her until my dying day.

      “Are you happy here with me?” I asked.

      She casually caressed my arm. “Extremely.”

      “Good.” I sighed into her hair and pushed back, wanting to see her face, memorize her features, stare at her forever.

      As I looked deep into her eyes, I pressed my palm to her chest. Her heartbeat quickened. Her breath was fast on my skin. Her face was flushed pink, her eyes grazing over me with an escalating hunger sparking inside them.

      An urgent throbbing pulsed between my legs. I hardened for her, my shaft like a rod against her warm, soft inner thigh. I wanted her so badly in that moment I couldn’t see straight. My thoughts were all consuming. Claim her, the untamed part of me roared inside my head.

      Her moaning was the green light I needed. I kissed her deeply, powerfully, with all the love I had to give her as I entered her. Her breath rushed across my face. She snaked her legs around my hips as I buried myself inside her.

      The world disappeared. It was only us, our hips grinding, her arching her back, her nails raking through my hair.

      I loved it when she had that erotic glint in her eye. This wasn’t just lust. It was more than that. Pure love. Ecstasy traveled up my spine in chills of pleasure as she moaned, as she gave herself up completely to me, as orgasm claimed her.

      I kissed her, looked deep into her eyes, enthralled by the sexual chemistry and the intimacy burning between us.

      I lifted her off the mattress. She sat on my lap, grinding on my hips, bouncing up and down, her curls bouncing along with her.

      She held eye contact, moaning. I grabbed her hips and thrust into her harder, deeper, faster, until I saw stars, until my body became melty with the sensation of warm tingles electrifying inside me.

      I got a head rush. My cock was so hard I thought it might break off. It glided in and out of her slick, dark places.

      I rubbed her back as I surrendered to the current of pleasure, blinded by it, consumed by it. I collapsed on top of her, heaving heavy breaths. Her curls were damp. Her nipples were perky. Her inner thighs were sleek and wet, her insides soaked as I slid out of her, kissed her tenderly, deeply, devoutly.

      “I love you,” I whispered to her as her lashes fluttered, her eyes closing.

      “I love you too,” she breathed out the words, exhausted. Her arms and legs twined around mine.

      Her hair was in my face. Her hard nipples poked into my chest. This was as good as it got. I didn’t need drugs or alcohol, or any addiction.

      I’d looked deep inside myself. I would probably have to fight urges, but I was clean and sober, healed from within. Serenity helped me sort out the unresolved issues, helped me get back on track with taking care of myself, sat up with me all night when I’d needed it, having long talks when I felt like I would cave, when I didn’t think I could handle reality.

      When it was grueling, sweaty, teeth-gritting impossible, Serenity was there for me, helping me set boundaries for myself, restoring the broken parts of me so that I wouldn’t look to an unsustainable source as a quick fix to my problems.

      The solution was within myself, and now, it was no longer buried with all the denial I’d had for years about my issues with drugs and alcohol. Now I faced those challenges head on because I had the support of my mate to get me through the darkness. I knew it wasn’t just about Serenity carrying me through the trials of life.

      I had to stick up for myself and protect myself just as much as I was willing to do it for her. I was worth it. She was worth it. Together, we would move mountains.
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      “I want to see my friends,” I said to Norq over breakfast one day. We were having a restful, quiet morning after being on call at the refugee camps for a good portion of the night.

      The baby was drinking a bottle in Norq’s arms. He used one hand to prop the bottle up and one to shovel fruit and eggs into his mouth.

      He arched his eyebrows, curious. “The friends you came to Mova with?”

      “Yes, and Cora—who I know already lives on Da’Gon.”

      “She is the one who told us she’d help us if we needed it.”

      “She is. She planted the seed that we should flee to Da’Gon.”

      “So far, it’s working out nicely.” Norq’s green eyes lit up like a sun-filled pasture. His smile was warm and wide, wholesome.

      “I’d say so.” I took a sip of my coffee and leaned back in my chair, relishing the fact that we could relax and not have to worry about going into work today. “I’m adapted to life with you here. I don’t mind camper living, although eventually I want to put down roots and open that clinic you were talking about.”

      “It’s a good goal to have.” Norq wiped his mouth with his napkin.

      I loved him and Ti’Larg so much. I hated that the baby’s parents had to lose their lives in order for us to be able to adopt him, but that was life, and sometimes life was hard. Sometimes life threw curve balls so hard you didn’t have time to take cover before one sucker-punched you in the stomach.

      Sometimes we had to do the best we could with the hands we were dealt, and work through the tough situations. I was grateful to have Norq with me when things got rough, but even more joyous for his presence in my life when things were peaceful and happy.

      Now was one of those peaceful and happy times, watching the sun spill in through the open kitchen windows of our camper, eating breakfast as a family. We had jobs. We had each other. Sure, I’d never expected my life to have taken this course when I first landed on the planet, but the flexibility of having an open mind has led me to find this true love, led me to motherhood. I never dreamed I’d be a mother, or a wife, but here I was, sitting at this table with this fruit on a plate in front of me, sipping coffee as a wife and mother. Maybe the ordinary life wasn’t for me after all. I had always been a wanderer, but an independent one. Norq taught me how to love completely, unconditionally. He taught me that sometimes it’s not always about the career and all the achievements that come with it. Sometimes it’s about the life experiences you get to share with others. One thing life on this planet has solidified for me is that life is short. It could change in an instant. Living it to the fullest, and making lasting relationships was more important than trivial things.

      “Why don’t you call Cora and arrange something?” I would love to meet her, and Everly.”

      I gave him a big grin. I loved how supportive he was, how invested in my happiness he was.

      “That sounds great.” I looked at him over the rim of my coffee mug.

      “I’m sure the three of you have a lot of catching up to do.”

      I laughed. “Stories to last a lifetime.”
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