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​Chapter 1: Fear... Is Only the Beginning
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Pain. 

It pulsed through my back with each breath. Wiping my eyes, I placed my head against the wall and tried not to move. I traced the eight white lines my claws had scraped into the cement floor. 

Stupid savage—I closed my eyes and tried to block out the voice—disgusting hybrid. The crack of a whip sounded in my mind.

The alarm sounding in the hallway jolted me from my thoughts. My claws slipped into the slits between my fingers as I turned toward the door. I wanted to escape my mind but worse things laid outside.

Pulling my legs to my chest, I felt the resistance in my joints when the claws between my toes grated across the floor. I slowly rose to my feet and clutched the iron bed frame to give my sore muscles time to adjust. A stained mattress lay askew across a rusty metal-frame bed. I couldn’t remember the last time I had used it. The metal springs dug into my skin and only made the pain worse.

Taking a deep breath, I walked to the door that had slid open. In the hallway, the other Haydeans lined the narrow corridor. Bowing my head, I tugged at my t-shirt. Blood could be seen on the white fabric. 

Sucking in my lips, I started down the white-tiled hallway toward the exit. Their whispers followed me as I passed. I tried to cover up some of the bruises on my arms when a hand landed on my shoulder. I flinched and prepared to run.   

“It’s me, Alex.” Jacob put a protective arm around me. He led me to the exit where his little sister, Sarah, was waiting.

She finished tying off her waist-long hair and tossed the dark brown braid over her shoulder. “Alex.” Sarah reached out a hand.

I avoided it. I didn’t feel like being touched at that moment.

Worry filled her warm brown eyes as she examined my arms. “Are you alright?”

I nodded.

“Are you sure?”

I didn’t reply.

“You’re not going to get anything out of him this early,” said Jacob, squeezing my shoulder. 

I winced at the pain and pulled away from him.

He removed his hand. “Sorry.” 

The light above the exit turned green. Sarah led the way through the thick steel door that sealed off the housing unit to the elevator across the hall. Jacob positioned himself between the other Haydeans and me. The elevator doors parted, and we filed inside. I stood in the corner and let out a sigh. The room started to move.

The elevator stopped soon after, and the doors separated on the tenth floor. The human guards were waiting. They stepped in line behind us and followed the group into the cafeteria. The three of us went to our regular table. I took the seat closest to the window while Jacob pulled out a metal chair beside me, and Sarah took the spot across from us. 

Resting my head against the glass, I looked over the vast desert surrounding The White City. Its towering buildings and factories remained safe behind its solid stone wall. My eyes passed over them to the specks of green that sat on the horizon. It had always been a reminder of how life could be away from The Tower. 

“Would you like to talk about it?” Sarah asked as a human served us breakfast.

I shook my head. She looked at Jacob, who only shrugged and started eating. Avoiding her gaze, I quickly ate and returned to my original position. I could feel her eyes digging into the side of my head. I didn’t like talking to her about these sorts of things. It only made her worry more.

“Alex?” whispered Sarah.

“Leave him alone,” said Jacob in a hushed voice. 

She glared at her brother. “I’m only trying to help.” 

“Well, it’s not working.” 

They continued to argue. I bounced my forehead against the glass, wanting them to be quiet. Another voice forced its way inside my head. Savage, worthless, filthy hybrid—I tried to block him out, but no matter what I did, his voice still pounded in my ears. 

“I’m fine.” I glanced up for a second. 

“Alex, you can tell me.” She reached across the table and clasped my hand. “I just want to make sure you’re okay. You don’t have to be so secretive all the time.”

Withholding a smile, I looked at her, but Sarah’s eyes were directed toward the entrance to the upper levels. 

Jacob extended his claws and rapped the four-inch daggers on the table. I didn’t have to look to know who had arrived. My heart rate increased at the sound of every footstep. They stopped behind me, and his hands landed on my shoulders. My breath caught in my throat as his fingers curled around my neck.

“Good morning, Sir,” said Sarah. 

A dark aura fell over Jacob. 

“It’s a special day, Alexander,” whispered Sir in my ear, his breath warming my skin.

Closing my eyes, I tried to stay as still as possible.

“It’s our ten-year anniversary, my favorite little savage.” He shoved Jacob’s plate out of the way. 

I jumped when it smashed onto the floor, but Sir hooked my chin, bringing my attention back to him. I peered into his green eyes as his red hair danced like fire. 

“You were so small back then.” Sir sat on the table and looked me over. “Well, I guess not much has changed. You did grow a little,” he chuckled, running a hand through my hair and tugging on the black strands. “You couldn’t have been more than six or seven when I found you. Lost and all alone in the wild.” 

A deep growl came from Jacob.

“You disagree?” Sir slid off the table.  

The large Haydean didn’t open his mouth. 

“I asked you a question, Jacob, so I’d better be getting an answer.” Sir fixed his eyes on the Haydean and tightened his grip on my hair.

Gritting my teeth, I rose from my seat to accommodate the pain. 

“He wasn’t alone,” stated Jacob. 

“Really?” Sir let go and looked between the two of us. “Alex?” 

“Yes, Sir,” I replied, sitting down.

“How old are you?” 

Biting my lip, I hid my trembling hands under the table. 

“Don’t make me ask again,” he said.

“I don’t know,” I whispered.

“Who are your parents, Alex?” 

“I—I don’t know.” 

“He was too young to remember!” Jacob slammed his hand down. “You haven’t proven anything.” 

Sir pounded his fist on the table. “That’s enough.” He locked eyes with Jacob. “If you think you know so much, then why don’t you answer for him?” 

Everyone in the room was watching the exchange. I turned to Jacob, but he backed off and sank into his chair without saying a word. 

“It’s alright, Jacob. It doesn’t matter,” I whispered.

“What did you say?” Sir’s head snapped in my direction.

I froze. “Sir, I—I didn’t—”

“Enough.” He wrapped a hand around my throat. “I don’t want to hear another word out of you.” Lifting me out of my seat, he jolted me against the window and tightened his hold.

I gagged and pried at his grip. 

“You need to figure out when to remain quiet.” He leaned in. “You’re nothing. Just a disgusting hybrid.” He threw me to the ground. 

Jacob’s chair crashed to the floor. Standing tall, the Haydean clenched his fists. Sir faced his challenger and locked eyes. Sarah quietly slid around the table and pulled me out of the way. 

“Is there something you want to say to me?” Sir moved closer so that their noses were almost touching. 

“That’s enough.” Jacob’s dark brown eyes pierced through his shaggy, black hair and met those of the human standing in front of him. The muscles in his arms flexed, stressing his abnormal strength, but Sir had never been afraid of Jacob. The Haydean wasn’t the only one with an intimidating stature.

“Maybe I should take you and Alex downstairs and remind you both what the punishment is for challenging a human.” Sir snapped his fingers in my direction. 

Sarah helped me to my feet, and I went to Sir’s side. My legs were shaking. Jacob and Sir were two of the tallest people in The Tower, and I was one of the shortest. I barely came to their shoulders.

“Do you get some kind of sick pleasure beating up someone who can’t fight back?” said Jacob.

Sir pulled me closer and smiled. “Just Alex.” 

I closed my eyes when he lifted my shirt. 

Holding up my shirt, he stepped back to admire his work. “Then again, if he was still in the wild, one of you would have killed him by now. That’s what happens to hybrids, right? You kill them.” Sir shoved me to the side.

I staggered away and scanned the faces of the other Haydeans.  

“I don’t,” said Jacob.

Sir scoffed at the remark. “Well, you’ve always been a bit of an oddity.” Sir folded his arms. “Watch yourself, Jacob. You might not care what happens to you, but you do care about what will happen to Alex if you continue challenging my authority.” 

Grinding his teeth together, he bowed his head.

“You’re learning.” Sir stepped forward. “You may look human, Jacob, but your carnal mind makes you nothing more than a senseless savage.” He jabbed his finger into the Haydean’s forehead. “A creature who kills for sports.”

Every muscle in Jacob’s body was tense, but he managed not to move.

Sir nodded in approval. “As soon as you figure that out, things will get easier for you and probably even Alex.” His attention turned to me.

“Sir,” pled Sarah. “Please, Sir.” 

Sir forced me up against the window. “It’s sad to think you’re further down the evolutionary chain than even him.” He patted my cheek. “Remember who’s in charge.” He tightened his grip on the front of my shirt. “You belong to me, Alex. Understood?”

I nodded. “Yes, Sir.”

He pulled me away from the wall and presented me to the room. “Look at them,” he whispered, motioning to the other Haydeans. “You wish you could be them. Strong. Powerful.” Sir turned me around and looked at me with those poisonous green eyes. “But all you’ll ever be is a pathetic half-blood.” 

I quickly cleared my eyes.

“What is this?” Sir asked. “Are you crying, Alexander?” 

“Sorry,” I whispered.

“You’ll figure it out.” Patting my shoulder, Sir motioned to the man posted at the door.

The alarm sounded, signaling it was time to go to work. The other Haydeans stood and walked toward the exit. Sarah and Jacob went to leave, and I tried to follow.  

Sir snatched my arm and jerked me back before I got too far. His fingers dug into my already bruised flesh. “We’re not done.” 

I clenched my jaw.  

“I want nine, Alexander. Do you understand what nine means?” 

“Yes.” 

“Yesterday, you had a hard time figuring out what seven meant. So today, you’re going to have to make up the difference.”   

“I will. I—I’ll work harder.”

“I’m not the one that will be in trouble if you don’t.” He let go of me. “Because if you fail to meet your quota again, we’ll spend more time together downstairs. Understood?” 

I swallowed hard. “I will, Sir. I promise.”

“You better.” He slapped the back of my head. “Now, go and put those eyes to use.”

I stumbled forward. “Yes, Sir.” I regained my balance and hurried after the others. Reaching the door, I glanced back to find Sir watching me. Bowing my head, I continued toward the elevator with the number nine pounding in my head.
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​Chapter 2: Kiya... Thrill of the Hunt
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I entered the elevator and stared at my feet. 

Sarah wrapped her arms around me and tucked my head under her chin. “It’ll be alright. Sir can be harsh, but he won’t hurt you again so soon.”

“Don’t put it past him,” muttered Jacob.

“Stop it,” said Sarah. “That’s not helping.”

“We both know Holt is insane.”

“How many times do I have to tell you not to call him that?”

“Sarah, his name is Jonathan Holt.” Jacob folded his arms. “Not Sir.”

“It doesn’t matter. You know what would happen to you, or even Alex, if Sir finds out.”

He glanced at me. 

Keeping my eyes pointed at the ground, I shifted my weight from foot to foot. 

“Whatever.” He pulled me over to him. 

The elevator opened, revealing a white-tiled corridor.

“We’ll meet you in the hangar,” said Jacob to his sister.

She nodded and went with the other girls while we headed to the boy’s locker room. Jacob held open the door, and I slipped past him. The others gathered their things and headed off to the showers. Once they were gone, I sat on the metal bench in the middle of the aisle.

Jacob opened his locker and took out a fresh pair of clothes before coming over to sit by me. I peeked over at him as he removed his shirt. He was a true warrior. The thick layer of muscle that coated his body confirmed it. Jacob was made for fighting. I, on the other hand, was made for running away.

Scanning my wiry frame, I hoped one day I’d grow as big as him. Like the other Haydeans, his face didn’t look much older than mine, but his size was a different matter. Sir was what the humans considered middle age, yet Jacob, despite being as large, appeared rather young. Every time I asked him about his age, he’d mumble something about how age only mattered in a fight, and that would be the end of it. 

Jacob patted my shoulder. “I’m going to take a quick shower. Are you coming, or do you want to stay here?”

“I’ll wait here.”

“Are you sure?”

“I don’t want them to see.” I tugged on the bottom of my shirt. 

“Fair enough, but I’m going to look at it later.” Patting my knee, he left for the showers.

As soon as he was gone, I went to my locker. I took out a pair of tan shorts and a shirt and dropped them on the bench. After changing my pants, I eased my shirt over my head and went to the bathroom. Facing the mirror, I tried to avoid looking at the blue eyes in my reflection. With a deep breath, I turned around to get an idea of the damage. 

New wounds mixed with old scars. Sir hadn’t spared an inch of my skin over the years. Turning on the faucet, I dipped a paper towel under the water and did my best to clean up any dried blood I could reach.

“Holt sure had fun with you last night.”

I dropped the paper wad in my hand and clutched the counter. Brace’s reflection appeared in the mirror. He leaned against the end stall with a shredded shirt tossed over his shoulder. I staggered to the opposing wall as he moved closer.

“Come on. I’m not going to hurt you.”

“Go away.”

“There’s nothing to be afraid of, Alex. Like I said before, I’m not here to hurt you.”

“Please, don’t.” I held up my hands.

“Stop being such a wimp.” Lunging at me, he grabbed my arm.

“Jac—”

Brace slapped his hand over my mouth and jerked my neck to keep me from struggling. “Calm down. We’re just going to have a little fun of our own. There’s no reason to get Jacob involved.” Pushing me against the counter, he removed his hand.

“Ja—”

He shoved the old shirt in my mouth. I tried to yank it out, but he grabbed my wrist. Twisting it behind my back, he shoved my face into the counter. I tried to remove the gag, but Brace responded by jerking my arm up, causing pain to spike in my shoulder. 

“It’s been so long since I’ve been able to dig my claws into a half-blood. You really do start to miss it after a while.” His finger traced the cuts on my spine. “I don’t think Sir will notice if I add a few of my own,” he whispered in my ear. 

I watched him in the mirror as he raised his hand and let his retractable claws extend.

“Close those pretty little eyes of yours, Alex.” He jolted me against the counter. “I can’t stand to look at them anymore.” The tips of his claws pressed against my skin.

“Get off him!” Jacob slammed into Brace and knocked him against the wall.

I dropped to the ground and clambered under the sinks. 

Jacob grabbed my attacker by the throat and threw him against a cubical. “Touch him again, and I’ll kill you.”

“Are you colorblind?” spat Brace. “Or have you forgotten who we should be fighting?”

“There’s nothing wrong with Alex.”

“He’s a half-blood.” Brace shoved him. “Traitor.”

“What did you call me?” Jacob’s face turned a deep red.

“You heard me. You spend all day protecting that—that thing.” He motioned in my direction. “You’re no better than him. A hybrid.”

Jacob slammed his fist into the opposing Haydean’s jaw. Dazed, Brace was unable to stop Jacob from jumping on top of him. The sounds of fists connecting with bone echoed through the locker room, drawing the other boys’ attention. They formed a circle around the pair and cheered them on.

“What’s going on in here?!” 

Three boys were shoved to the side as Sir forced his way to the front. His eyes fell on the two Haydeans wrestling on the floor. 

“Get off him.”

Jacob stood and backed away while Sir yanked Brace to his feet. Blood poured from Brace’s nose and split lip. He wiped it away and glared at his attacker.

“So, which one of you is going to tell me what’s going on?” Sir looked between the two.

Both remained silent, but their eyes traveled to where I was hiding. 

“I should have known.” Sir sat on his heels and shook his head when he spotted me curled up in the corner next to the drain pipe. “Alex, come here.”

I crawled out from under the sink.

“Turn around.”

Bowing my head, I did as he asked.

Sir touched the new incisions on my back. “You did this?”

Brace nodded. “Yes, Sir.”

“Then I think you deserve what you got. Go clean yourself up.” Sir scanned the room. “I want everyone in the hangar in twenty minutes. If I have one more problem from any of you, you’ll all be spending the night downstairs. Got it?”

Everyone mumbled a ‘yes, Sir’ and went to get ready. Glancing in the mirror, I saw fresh trails of blood running down my skin.

Sir turned to Jacob. “See to him”—he waved his hand in my direction—“and I meant what I said. You’ve already acted up twice today. Don’t make me think this is becoming a habit.” 

“Yes, Sir,” muttered Jacob.

Shaking his head, the human left the area.

Jacob doused a couple of paper towels with water and dabbed at my wounds. I remained quiet and gripped the edge of the counter. His reflection showed his frustration.

“Why didn’t you call me sooner?”

I dropped the shredded piece of fabric on the counter. “I tried.”

Jacob sighed. “Sorry.”

I shrugged. “It’s okay.”

Having stopped the bleeding, Jacob took me to the changing area. He helped me maneuver my shirt over my head before leading me to the hangar. Sarah was waiting for us by the trucks. She helped me into the cage, welded to the bed, and followed me to the front. I leaned against the side as she knelt at my feet.

“I heard what happened.”

I nodded.

Sarah lifted my chin. “No one has the right to touch you, Alex.” She brushed my pitch-black hair to the side.

“I’m a hybrid.” I brought my knees to my chest and hid my face. “I’m reminded of that every day.”

“Your eyes are beautiful.” She brushed her thumb along my cheekbone.

“For a human or any other creature.” I looked away. “Just not a Haydean.”

“That doesn’t make you less of a person. Does it?"

“No,” I breathed.

“Remember that.” Kissing my forehead, she stood and returned to her spot among the other girls.

Jacob sat beside me. “Well, we’ve had better mornings.”

“It would be better if you didn’t have to worry about me.”

He nudged my shoulder. “I’ve taken to you, Alex. And unlike everyone else, I don’t get a thrill out of hurting someone because they’re a little different.” Jacob smiled at me.

I had to fight to keep from smiling back. 

Laughing to himself, he shook his head. “By the way, what did you do to make Sir so mad yesterday?”

I rested my chin on the side of the truck. “I didn’t meet my quota.”

“You brought in five Kiya.”

“I was supposed to catch seven.”

“You’ve not met your quota before, and Sir’s never resorted to whipping you.”

I scratched at the truck’s rusty brown paint with my claws. “He thinks I’m doing it on purpose. I’m challenging his authority.”

“You wouldn’t do that. Even I know that.”

Keeping my gaze set on the ground, I fell quiet.

“Are your eyes bothering you?”

I shook my head. “My eyes are fine. The silhouette appears and leads me right to them. There’s just not as many Kiya anymore.”

“The ability to see movement,” chuckled Jacob. “It’s hard not to be jealous of that, especially in our line of work.” 

“Hmm....”

His attempt to cheer me up wasn’t working. It didn’t help that he had chosen the one topic I hate talking about: my eyes. Jacob opened his mouth to say something else but stopped when the hangar door lifted, and the small fleet of trucks emerged into the desert heat. 

Making use of the trip, Jacob stretched out across the truck bed. “One day, we’re going to get out of this place, and I’m going to take you to Hayden.”

“Hayden?” I questioned.

“Why not? It’s our homeland. Where else would we go?”

“They’ll run him off before he could even get through the front gate,” said Brace. “They’d probably mess him up more than Sir ever did. I know I would.”

“I’m not going to tell you again,” growled Jacob.

Brace fell silent. His right eye showed signs of bruising already.

Jacob glared at him before turning to me. “Don’t listen to them. One day, I’m going to take you to Hayden. I promise.”

“He’s right, though. They don’t want people like me. No one wants a half-blood.”

“There’s nothing wrong with being a hybrid.”

“You’re a full-blooded Haydean, Jacob.” I stared out over the desert. “If I could be a pure-blooded anything, it would be a human.”

“What?” snapped Jacob. “A human, really?”

I nodded. “I already have the eyes for it.”

“Humans can have brown eyes too, Alex.”

“But a Haydean isn’t supposed to have blue.”

“That’s a stupid excuse.” Sitting back, he shook his head. “Give it time. The Haydeans will conquer the humans just like they did everyone else. You’ll see.”

“I’m not a Haydean.” I stared at the bottom of the truck. “I don’t know what I am.”

My last comment drew a concerned look from him, but he didn’t push the issue. I was simply happy the conversation was over. Though, the tension between us remained until the sound of squealing brakes broke the silence.

A pasty, balding man named Rob jumped from the driver’s seat. “Everybody out!” He opened the cage. One by one, we climbed out and were fitted with a tracker.

I hopped into the sand, and he snapped one around my wrist.

“He’s given you quite a few today.” Rob handed me a supply bag. “I wouldn’t be wasting any time if I were you.”

He moved on, and I took a deep breath. I had never been able to catch nine in one day before. The highest I had ever gotten was eight, and that was during migration.

“Alright, listen up,” yelled Rob. “They want sixty. Not counting Alex, that leaves fifty-one for the rest of you. Three each, by my count. It’s a large order, but I think you should be capable of bringing in at least that.”

Jacob nudged me. “Nine?”

“Don’t worry about it.” I mustered a smile.

“You have until sunset,” announced Rob. “Get out there!”

We all raced off in different directions. I had only gotten a few hundred yards from the truck before I had to stop. I knelt and rubbed my sore legs. The lashings across my spine resisted every movement. It was going to be a long day. I scanned the area for my first target. 

Dancing in the heat, a faded silhouette swayed a few yards from me before proceeding to a nearby drop-off. I rose to my feet and jogged after it. Nearing the decline, I dropped to my hands and knees and crawled to the ledge.

A rather small Kiya was huddled at the bottom. Its sandy-colored skin and hair blended into the boy’s surroundings, but my sight relied on something else. I crouched behind a bush and looked for an opening. 

The boy wouldn’t last long. A few months working in the human’s factory broke the strongest Kiya, let alone one of his size.

I slipped to a lower overhang. The boy was in the process of removing rocks from a small crevice. With his back turned to me, I closed in. Feet from my target, I stepped onto loose gravel. The boy spun around. I leaped from my hiding place and managed to get my hand around his neck. I shoved his face into the wall. He thrashed in my grip, trying to get his jaws around my arm. 

His nails dug into any skin they could find. I managed to get him on the ground and pin him there with my knee. Opening my pack, I took out a zip cord. He did his best to keep me from putting his hands behind his back, but in the end, I won. 

With his hands and feet secure, I stepped back to let my heart rate settle. The boy turned onto his side and continued to slam his teeth together. I’d seen for myself what he could do with those. They could snap a bone in half if they wanted. A couple of the other Haydeans had the scars to prove it. Without the slightly enlarged jawline, he could have passed as a human child. If he had darker hair, the boy could’ve even been Haydean.

I used my foot to flip him onto his back and removed a roll of duct tape from my bag. Straddling him, I kept him still by squeezing him between my legs and began to wrap the tape from under his chin to the top of his head. After a few rounds, I crawled off him. He started flailing around in the dirt. It was painful to watch.

I grabbed his shoulder and lifted him to his feet. The poor thing stared at me with tear-filled eyes. He only came about to my waist. He really wasn’t going to last long. I tossed him over my shoulder, sending pain rippling down my spine. I carried him to the top of the ledge and pushed the button on my tracker that signaled a catch. A cloud of dust appeared in the sky nearby. I walked out to meet them.

One of the convoy trucks stopped, and Rob jumped out. “You’ve started off early today.” He slammed the cab door. “One down, eight to go.” He took the boy from me and placed him in the cage welded to the back of the bed. Rob glanced at me. “You better get going. You’re wasting time just standing here.”

With a sigh, I jogged off into the desert.

* * *
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WE WERE CALLED TO THE trucks at midday, and lunch was handed out. After taking a bag from Rob, I sat and used a tire as a backrest.

“How are things going?” asked Jacob, coming to sit by me.

I shook my head. “Not good.”

“How many do you have?”

“Five,” I muttered.

“Well, that’s better than usual.” He glanced around at the others. “I think we all have at least one, which doesn’t happen very often by noon. You never know; things might turn around.”

I wasn’t feeling so confident. “The wind is picking up.”

“It’s not too bad. You have plenty of time.” He bumped my shoulder. “You can do it; when you do, you can stick it to Sir.”

I tossed him my lunch bag and headed out.

“Done already?”

“I’m not hungry.” I couldn’t eat with so much on the line.

* * *
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THE WIND BLEW SAND across the dry plains and, with it, took any hope of reaching my quota. I scanned the horizon, but the silhouettes I managed to detect were lost in a rage of white lines. I slipped into a nearby ravine to escape the dust storm. My abilities were worthless in these conditions. I couldn’t do much but sit and wait to be called to the truck. I sat on a boulder and laid my head on my knees. Sir wasn’t going to be happy.

I still needed three.

Something flickered beside me. Clearing my eyes, I sat up straight. A blurred figure formed and stumbled along the narrow path. I climbed to my feet, feeling the adrenaline pumping. I needed this one. The green light on my tracker flashed off the rocks around me, calling us in. The wind was making it hard for everyone. I hurried down the ravine. Peeking around the corner, I saw an older Kiya slip into a cave. She didn’t look like much of a challenge. 

“Momma,” said a child’s voice.

My heart rate spiked. I crept over to the mouth and looked inside. It was too dark to see anything, but I could hear multiple muffled voices. I entered the cave and found the mother hiding near the back. She tightened her grip on the child and pulled her closer. 

I drew my claws. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

The little girl started to cry.

“It’s my job—”

An image flashed in the corner of my eye. I couldn’t react in time as a man leaped forward and snapped his jaw shut around my forearm. Crying out in pain, I was brought to my knees. I raked my claws across his back as he ground his teeth deeper into my flesh. I had to get him off. I spotted the child and charged.

The woman lunged at me. I drove my knee into her chest, throwing her through the air. She hit the wall and landed with a thud. The little girl screamed. But before she could move, my claws were at her throat.

“Let go, or I’ll kill her,” I breathed.

The man pulled away, spitting out blood. Holding her side, the woman staggered to her husband.

I grabbed the crying girl and held her in front of me. “Move.”

Aiding his wife, he led the way to the exit. I kept my distance with the child. We emerged from the ravine, and relief washed over me as the covey approached.

“Alex!” yelled Rob, slamming the passenger’s door. “You idiot! I’ve been—” His eyes grew wide. “We got a bite!”

Three humans jumped out of the trucks and took the Kiya away. Jacob wasn’t far behind. I collapsed in his arms. I had done it. I had met my quota.

“The male got him good. It looks like it’s clear through to the bone.” Rob shook his head. “Get him in the truck. I’ll radio ahead and tell them to get ready.”

Jacob nodded and gathered me in his arms. He laid me in the truck bed and jumped in beside me. Ripping off his shirt, he started to bind the wound.

“I did it,” I said with a smile.

Sarah placed my head on her lap. “Jacob?” She looked at her brother.

“It will be alright. The humans can fix this.”

She pulled me to her chest, and I let my eyes close.

“Alex!” Jacob shook me. “You need to stay awake.”

I didn’t have the energy. It felt so much better to go to sleep.

“Alex!” he yelled again.

The pressure on my arm increased. I gagged as my body contorted under Jacob’s weight.

“It’s going to be alright. We’re almost there.” Sarah brushed back my hair.

Her face hovered above me as small white lights replaced the bright colors of the sky. Blurred figures and voices surrounded me.

“Get him to the medical sector!”

“Move!”

The feeling in my body was gone as I was lifted from the truck. I closed my eyes, and the darkness cleared my mind.
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​Chapter 3: Poison... The Rage of Destruction
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My eyes opened to the sound of something beeping. I tried to sit up, but my arm crumbled under my weight. Pushing back the blanket, I found my forearm in a cast. I ran my fingers over the coarse material and noticed a thin piece of metal pressed under my skin on my other hand. I squeezed it between my fingers. 

Sir grabbed my wrist. “Don’t touch it.”

Nodding, I hugged my wounded arm to my chest.

“You nearly died.” He leaned over me. “And for what? Because those three are not worth having your arm ripped off!” Sir braced his arms on either side of the bed and looked me in the eyes. “What happened?”

“I didn’t see him,” I whispered, sinking deeper into the bed.

“For some reason, I’m finding that hard to believe.” He moved in closer. “You better come up with something better because I’m not going for: I didn’t see him.”

“I saw him,” I said. “Just—not in time.”

Grabbing a handful of hair, he yanked my head to the side. “You are by far the stupidest savage I have ever met,” he yelled in my ear before letting go. “How long have you been tracking down those parasites, and you still don’t know what you’re doing?”

I touched the metal object in my hand.

“I told you not to touch it!” He snatched my wrist and secured it in place with a black restraint. “When are you going to learn how to listen?”

“Sir,” I gasped, grabbing his shirt. “Sir, please don’t.”

“You should have thought of that before.” He shoved me into the bed and secured me in place.

“Please, take them off.” I arched my back. “I promise not to touch it. Please.”

“I think it’s a fitting punishment.” He pulled them tighter.

“Please!”

“You’re broken, Alex.” He brushed his fingers along my cast. “This way, you won’t be able to hurt yourself anymore.”

The tears began to flow before I could stop them. “I’m sorry, Sir.”

“What am I going to do with you?” 

“I won’t touch it. I promise.”

Sir shook his head and patted my shoulder. “I know.” He turned toward the door. “I’ll be back in a couple of days.”

“Sir?” I fought against the restraints. “Sir!”

* * *
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I STRUGGLED AGAINST my restraints, trying to avoid my own thoughts. The door opened, and I was jarred back into reality. A man in a long white coat entered, followed by a woman carrying a silver case. Breathing heavily, I watched them as they walked toward me.

“Are you sure about this?” he asked the woman.

I jerked away from his hand when he touched the reddened skin rubbed raw by the restraints.

“Holt wants it done,” replied the woman, dropping the case on the table beside me. “That’s what the report said.” 

She popped open the top and took out a bottle nestled inside. Holding it above her head, she forced a needle through the top. A black liquid shot into the chamber.

The man pulled the restraints tighter. “Just try and relax. This won’t take long.” He cleaned an area on my shoulder. “Hand me the syringe; I’ll do it.” He took it from the woman. “Hold him still.”

“What are you doing?” I lifted my head.

“It’ll make you feel better.” He forced the end deep into my shoulder. “You’ll see.”

I winced and watched the liquid being pushed into my body. A fire erupted in my arm and spread through my body. I screamed as every muscle started to spasm.

“What do we do?” asked the woman, pressing down on my chest. “Holt can’t find him like this.”

“I’ll give him a sedative. He can sleep it off.” He filled another syringe and injected it into my shoulder.

A different feeling entered my body. I fought the effects as long as I could before everything began to shut down.

The man tucked the blanket around me. “Let’s hope this works without too many side effects.”

* * *
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I JERKED AWAKE AS SIR’S voice sounded down the hallway. Seconds later, he kicked open the door, and a group of men filed in behind him, along with the woman from yesterday.

“What did you do?” demanded Sir, motioning to me.

“I did as President Shaffer directed. He said you wanted it done. See.” She held out a sheet of paper.

Sir snatched it from her and scanned it before crumbling it into a ball. “Seems like I need to have a word with the president. Take him to his room and keep an eye on him.” Throwing the paper on the ground, he left.

One of Sir’s men undid the restraints and helped me up. He removed the needle and bandaged my hand. Two men grabbed my arms and led me into the hall to the elevator. The doors parted, and I was herded into the back. Sitting on my heels, I clutched my stomach. Something wasn’t right.

The doors opened.

“Let’s go.” The larger one grabbed my arm and took me into the Haydean housing unit. 

They led me to my room and punched in the access code. I was shoved inside and heard the door slam behind me. Staggering to my corner, I wrapped a thin blanket around my shoulders. My mind was exhausted, but I couldn’t resist the urge to move. Climbing to my feet, I paced the floor. My cast was starting to wear on my nerves. I needed it off.  

Using my claws, I ripped through the dense material, but the unsettled feeling remained. I had to get out of this room. Confinement was only adding to the pain. I wanted out.

I rammed the door and dug my claws into the metal. It didn’t move. Heat boiled up from under my skin. Falling to my knees, I clasped my chest. Something really wasn’t right with me. 

* * *
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HUDDLED IN THE CORNER, I waited for my heart rate to return to normal. The fire had faded. I slowly stood and staggered to the demolished bed. The black stitches were straining to hold the cut on my arm together. Using a blanket, I wrapped the wound.

“Alex.”

I spun around to find Sir standing next to the dented door. I clambered to my corner and stooped down. It was starting to build again. His hand landed on my shoulder.

I flinched. “What did you do to me?”

“Come on.” He helped me up and led me from the room.

Going to the elevator, he ushered me inside and pressed the button marked with a ten. When the doors opened, Sir grabbed my arm and took me to the cafeteria. The others were sitting at their regular tables. Jacob and Sarah rose from their seats when they saw us enter. I inched toward them only to be yanked back.

“Where are you going?” Sir pushed me toward the entrance to the upper levels. “We have a meeting to go to.”

I glanced to see Sarah clutching her brother’s arm. Both looked just as confused as me.

Sir swiped his card, and the door opened.

“We’re not allowed,” I whispered.

Our eyes met, and I knew better than to say another word.

He nodded to the hall. “Move.”

I walked down the corridor. It was a lot nicer than what I was used to. The floor was coated with a soft material, and pictures decorated the walls. At the end of the hall was another elevator. Arriving at the entrance, Sir pressed the call button. The door parted, and we stepped inside. Sir pushed the button for the fifteenth floor. This is where the humans lived. I didn’t understand why he had brought me here. Leaning against the back wall, I hugged my stomach. The rage was building again.

Sir jerked me upright. “You keep that little monster under control until I tell you. Understood?”

I nodded.

The elevator signaled that we had reached our destination. Sir directed me toward the opposite end. With my head bowed, I did as I was told. The pain in my chest was getting worse with each step. We stopped at two wooden doors. Sir pulled one open and waved me inside. 

Humans sat around a large table that stretched from one end to the other. They were dressed in black suits. My eyes wandered to the wall made entirely of glass. Everything told me I shouldn’t be here.

“Captain, what is the meaning of this?!” yelled a man.

My head snapped to the person positioned at the head of the gathering. My chest twisted with pain, and I dropped to my knees. The unsettling feeling was back. 

The men sitting closest to me rose from their chairs.

“Someone’s been tampering with my property.” Sir ran his hand along the backs of the chairs as he walked to the far end of the room. “If you want to test out your shit, do it on one of the others.”

“Our best hunter was hurt. What would you have me do?” said the leader. “From our test, the drug accelerates healing.”

“Have you ever seen a Haydean attack?” Sir sat on the table and flipped through a pile of paperwork. “It’s a thing of beauty, really. The larger ones can jump from one end of the room to the other. That’s not even the best part.” Sir tossed the stack of papers to the side and walked toward the exit. “Just wait until they go in for the kill.” His hand touched the top of my head and tilted it back. “Haydeans have never been merciful creatures. They like to make their prey suffer before they die. Once they have you, though”—Sir tugged on my hair— “there’s no escape. Why don’t you show them, Alex?” His eyes met mine.

I shook my head.

“Go on.”

“I can’t.” I clasped my forehead and felt the heat from before.

“Go on, Alexander. Show them.”

Biting my lip, I shook my head. “I don’t want to,” I said softly.

“That’s not for you to decide.”

Two men entered. 

“Help him out. It shouldn’t take much.” Sir exited the room.

One grabbed me from behind.

“Stop it!” My skin was on fire, and my head was throbbing.

They pinned down my arms. A feeling of helplessness spread over me. I wanted them off. My heart was pounding, and something clicked inside me. The fire had returned. I had been given permission to defend myself, and I was going to.

* * *
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IT WAS GONE. IT WAS finally gone. Curled up in a ball, I laid among the debris. I couldn’t remember much of what had happened, but from the shattered window and broken chairs, it hadn’t been good.

“Alexander.”

I flinched at the sound of Sir’s voice.

He knelt beside me.“I’ll take you back.”

“Why did you do this?” I whispered.

“To make a point.” He held out his hand. “You’re not their science experiment.”

I drew away and stood by myself. “Please, don’t touch me.”

He laughed to himself and stepped back. We left the room and met an overweight human waiting in the hall.

“President Shaffer,” said Sir, offering his hand.

“It’s taken care of then?” asked Shaffer, shaking it firmly.

“I don’t think your son will be causing any more problems.”

“So, this is the one?” He lifted my chin.

I jerked away.

Shaffer smiled. “Alexander, right?”

Sir nodded.

“I’ll be keeping a close eye on you, Alexander. Maybe I can talk Holt into selling you.” 

Sir laughed and led me away. “This one isn’t for sale, Shaffer. You already know that.”
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​Chapter 4: Trust... Cannot be Renewed
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The darkness was the only relief to my pounding head. I didn’t understand what the humans had done to me. I never knew I had that kind of aggression hidden inside. I shifted my weight, trying to find a comfortable position. My arm was still sore and had remained in the blood-stained blanket. I was too afraid of what I might see if I took it off.   

Light entered the room, and I turned to the door to see Sir standing in the entryway. A group of humans circled behind him. He walked toward me. 

“Let’s go.” He held out his hand.

I ran to the other side of the room. 

“Come here,” he ordered.

“No.” I shook my head.

“I gave you an order.” He raised a fist.

Sinking to the ground, I covered my head. “Please, don’t.”

“Get up,” he stated. “Now.”

I did so and was met with a blow to the head, sending me tumbling into the wall.

“Don’t make me ask twice.” Sir grabbed my arm and led me into the hall. 

He marched me to the elevator and shoved me inside. After pressing a button, Sir stood in front of the panel. I craned my neck to see, but Sir stepped into my view. The floor buzzer sounded, and my heart stopped as the white halls of the medical sector appeared.

“Let’s go.” Sir reached for me.

“No.” I cowered in the corner.

“What did you say?”

I clasped my mouth. “Sir, Sir, I—I’m sorry. I just—”

“Then, let’s go.” He snatched my wrist.

“No.” I yanked it free.

Sir glared at me. “Bring me the prod.”

I met his gaze. I wasn’t giving in this time. He had taken advantage of me for the last time. A guard returned and handed Sir a forked metal rod. 

“This is the last time I’m going to ask. Now move.”

“I want to go back to my room.” I swallowed hard. “I don’t want to go in there.”

“Alex”—Sir shook his head—“have you forgotten who’s in charge?” He smiled to himself. “Let me remind you.”

He thrust the fork into my side. An intense energy shot through my body. My legs gave out, and I collapsed as my muscles spasmed. The connection was broken, leaving me gasping for air.

“It has a bit of a kick to it.” Sir twirled the metal fork. A ray of blue light pulsed between the two points. “It’s called electricity, and it gets the point across rather well.” He placed the prongs next to my chest. “Get up.”

Wiping my face, I slowly climbed to my feet. 

Sir snatched a handful of my hair. “Remember your place, boy. I don’t want to have to remind you again.” He held the prod next to my face. “Got it?”

“Yes, Sir.”

He released me, and I followed him to a medical room. Sir pointed to the bed. I sat on the end and gripped the edge tightly. A man dressed in white entered and pulled a chair up next to me. Unwrapping my arm, his face showed his alarm, and he set to work cleaning the area with a strong-smelling liquid.

“I’ll have to suture it together.” The man reached behind him. “This will help with the pain.”

I caught a glimpse of the pointed object and jerked my arm away. “No.”

Sir moved closer. “He’s making it so it won’t hurt.”

“Please,” I breathed. “Not again. I’d rather it hurt.”

Sir nodded to the man. I closed my eyes and gritted my teeth when the needle pierced my skin. The man worked fast, so it wasn’t long before the final stitch was in place. I held my arm to my chest and ran my fingers along the pulsing wound.

“We’ll need to check the bone,” said the man in white. 

Sir hooked me under the arm and lifted me off the bed. We went to another room with a strange-looking machine.

“Have him put his arm here,” said the man, motioning toward it.

Sir positioned my arm along a curved panel. “Don’t move until you're told.” He stepped back.

The cylinder that hung above my arm clicked a few times. Sir walked over to the man standing by a square screen. A weird picture appeared. They clicked a few buttons, causing the image to enlarge. It showed the bones in my arm.

“Wow.” Extending my other hand, I ran my fingers along the cylinder.

“Stop.”

Sir’s voice startled me, and I retracted my hand.

He shook his head. “Stay put, and don’t touch anything.”

I nodded.

“Well, by the looks of it, the drug worked,” said the man in white. “The bone has been repaired nicely, and I think if we put it in a brace, it should be fine.”

“If only we could find a way to get rid of the side effects,” replied Sir, rubbing his forehead. “The drug might actually be useful for my fighters.” He sighed. “I hate to see how it would react in a pureblood. Haydeans are so emotion-driven, and anger seems to be their favorite.”

“The side effects might be a good thing if we can find a way to make it undetectable.” 

Sir smiled and squeezed the man’s shoulder. “Something to work on.” 

The man put a black support on my wrist and fastened it in place. “That’ll do it. You can take him back.”

Sir led me away. We went to the housing unit, and Sir placed me in my room. 

Grabbing the blanket off the new bed, I laid on the floor. A small green light flashed by the ceiling on the opposing wall. I sat up and noticed another security camera mounted in the adjacent corner. Something wasn’t right. I had a feeling it wasn’t over yet.

* * *
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FOR THE THIRD DAY, the alarm didn’t sound. I walked to the door and peered out of the window. I was startled to see Sir walking toward my room. I quickly moved back.

The footsteps stopped outside. The lock retracted, and the door swung open.

He raised an eyebrow. “What are you doing?”

“Nothing.” I shrugged.

Sir took a deep breath. “Outside, now.”

I stepped into the hall and tried to get a look into Jacob’s room. A large figure was pacing inside, but I could only catch a glimpse of him before I was led away. Sir pushed the button to summon the elevator. Once inside, I was taken to the medical sector and directed to the same room.

“Lay on the bed,” said Sir, sitting in a chair next to it.

I did so. My nerves were getting the best of me, and I couldn’t stop fidgeting. 

A smiling woman entered, carrying a tray. “Good morning,” she said with a smile. “You must be Alex.”

I nodded. She appeared to be a pleasant woman with her blond hair tied in a loose bun.
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