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Chapter 1

You're Special to Me





My heart is a traitorous, blind thing—an invisible liability with every breath and beat coursing through my blood. Right now, this vital organ is dying, the pain so unbearable I can’t move, can’t breathe, can’t think. 

Now inside Rhys’s warship, the doors slide down from the ceiling and up from the floor to meet in the middle, blocking out an image of the Baltin vessel settled on my sister’s green lawn. I imagine Sparky walking into the house to retrieve Jareth’s crumpled form.

I hate Jareth for what he did to my heart—what he’s still doing to me. Lying and manipulating—that’s all he knows how to do.

A wave of dizziness swirls in my head, and dark spots bloom in my vision. Reaching a hand for the nearby wall, I stumble for a second and fight the threatening darkness. How am I supposed to go on?

“Tilly.” Rhys throws an arm around my shoulders. “Are you okay?”

“Okay? What does that even mean anymore?” My parents are gone, my sister’s probably dead, and the man I love—loved—is a goddamn cyborg-machine thing.

I don’t have the energy or desire to voice all these thoughts. I’d rather curl into a ball and escape everyone and everything.

Closing my eyes, I focus on breathing.

Take a deep breath in through the nose, then out through the mouth.

The vertigo subsides, but the torture chamber in my chest burns like a raging bonfire.

With a gentle touch, Rhys curls both hands around my upper arms and twists me to face him. The contact grounds my anger and reminds me I’m not the only one who’s been hurt by Jareth and his people. I keep my eyes shut because I don’t want this strong, honorable man to see how broken I am inside.

“You don’t look well.” He runs his palms over my shoulders and pauses. “But you are unharmed, so that is good.”

Cooling currents of air flow over my skin. A lone tear drips from the corner of my eye.

I thought Jareth’s earlier betrayal had hurt, but it’s nothing compared to the black emptiness eating its way through me like a hungry gnawing wolf, sucking every bit of happiness from the marrow of my bones.

“Little kitten.” Rhys’s voice, normally a deep baritone reaching every corner of a room, is subdued. “Look at me.”

My gaze opens to his pale blues. An upper corner of the right iris swirls with tiny, darker shades of sapphire. Concern crinkles the corners of his eyelids, and his hard, angled cheekbones give his face a harsh appearance. Light stubble caresses the jawline, and a frizzy, blond topknot—wild from the exertion of pummeling Jareth—hangs down his back.

God, just thinking Jareth’s name again sours the juices in my stomach.

Kodiak whines, his face upturned to mine, the normal grinning muzzle replaced with something like sadness, maybe.

“I’m okay.” I give the dog’s head a pat.

Rhys’s brow creases, but he remains silent. He guides me through several grayish-blue corridors of the warship. Other Henokan warriors lead the way, their black and silver armor creaking and jingling, a soothing melody of war and justice, the scent of worn leather strong and pleasant.

“We don’t have long. I suspect he’s already regaining power.” He tugs at one of his leather wrist cuffs. “In historical records, there is mention of Averon family members strong enough to transport several generations ago. If I had known he possessed the ability, I would’ve never held him in Cheyenne after capture.”

“Why?” My curiosity is piqued. “What difference would it make where you hold him?”

“Because”—his eyes cut to me—“my ship’s shielding would’ve rendered any teleportation attempts useless.” The group stops at a large set of doors whisking open. “After you escaped, how long did it take him to power up?”

“Jesus.” Burning juices tumble and gyrate in my stomach. “That’s what those white tubes were for?” The memory of the cords connecting to his spine and forearm, the sucking, popping noises contacting his skin, sends a shiver throughout my body.

I fell in love with a fucking machine. How did I miss all the clues?

“Yes, he requires plasma from the sun for large scale or complicated abilities, such as teleportation.”

Jareth Averon brought his army to rescue me from America’s most secure military complex, and I repaid the act by turning him over to his enemies. What did I do after that? I let guilt and love twist my mind into helping free him from Cheyenne Mountain. I sided with the leader of the alien race who destroyed most of the human population, and then he transported my dog and me to safety aboard his flagship.

I gave everything I had to give—my mind, heart, body—my goddamn soul to a cyborg.

“So, he’s a fucking machine, needing to recharge after his energy’s used up?” I don’t want these answers, I don’t even want to talk about him, but I’m sick of being in the dark.

What had he said in Cheyenne, when I asked why his cuts weren’t healing like before, from when I punched him in the nose? Something along the lines of he was saving his energy.

“Well . . .” Rhys tugs me into a medium-sized room. “He’s not a machine. A cyborg is part cybernetic, part organic. He started out like you and me, fully flesh and blood, but Baltins believe their base form is flawed and imperfect.”

I stumble, my mind reeling and trying to come to terms with this ugly, hateful truth.

He steers me to the middle of the area, where four seats rest in a row. Motioning me to sit, he then pulls a harness across both of my shoulders. When he releases the straps, they automatically zoom toward an opening in the cushion and snap closed.

“This is important, Tilly. I need to know how long it takes him to charge.” The muscled giant pats on the outer seat, then directs his head toward my dog. “Here, Kodiak, come sit by your human. We need to leave.”

“Two hours, maybe? I’m not sure because I fell asleep.” Actually, I climbed into his bed and tried to soak him into my skin, terrified because he’d almost died from porting us out of that mountain. Gazing upon his face, I remember thinking I’d never seen a more beautiful, perfect man, even with all his flaws and sins.

What a joke. Anger rushes through my blood at the memory. But he’d felt so alive, so warm, so real sleeping next to my body. He played me, like usual.

I hate you, Jareth, and I can’t wait for the day we come face to face, so I can crush your cold heart. I want to see if a cyborg can still live without it, because this flesh-and-blood human can’t.

My dog jumps onto the seat, eyes a bit brighter, then turns to sit on his haunches.

Rhys performs the same harness motion until Kodiak’s secure.

Henokan men and women position themselves into chairs at the stations along the walls, and holo-screens light up in several different color variations of white, blue, green, and yellow.

Directly ahead, a shield or covering of some sort lowers into the floor, and the sparkling, Floridian ocean comes into view.

“Are we on the bridge?” I sound like a country bumpkin, but I’ve only been on one spaceship, and that was the Staleth with Jareth.

His smell, an intoxicating scent of evergreen trees and soap still lingers on my skin and in my clothes. And the way his arms felt around me, as if protecting me from everyone, blazes in my mind. His quiet voice had whispered, ‘You’re always safe with me, Red. Didn’t I tell you I’d never let you die?’

Stop thinking about him.

Coming out of these memories, I realize Rhys now sits beside me, securing himself and speaking in Henokan. The lilt is like Baltin, but less harsh, the consonants more fluid.

He points to a couple of areas on either side of the large view screen, and a man and woman move to stand on white, circular pads. When their feet touch the circles, several strands of ropy cords descend from the ceiling.

Each person attaches the wires to their temples and fingers. Once secured, the tubing retracts a few inches into the ceiling, pulling away the extra slack. They remind me of marionettes.

“What the hell?” I lean forward as far as the harness allows, fascination warring with revulsion. “Please tell me those aren’t tubes like the ones that went into that jackass.”

“Gods, no.” Rhys’s head snaps in my direction. “I told you we’re much more cautious with technology. Our bodies are sacred, and we think long and hard before desecrating it with anything unnatural.”

My chin tips toward his tattoos. “Natural, huh?”

He chuckles, then taps a screen on the armrest of his chair. A virtual readout appears directly in front of his face. His eyes squint, examining the foreign writing and equations, and he uses an index finger to swipe through screens.

“No, little one. These are not natural. They are my family’s sigil and considered a rare exception.”

And now, I carry one of his markings on my neck. No wonder Jareth got so angry. Who cares? Not me, not anymore.

A few stokes of his fingertips on the virtual readout causes it to light up like a blooming flower. “Did you know the molecular form of ice is a hexagon?”

“No.” My fingers trace the design on the nape of my neck, running along the firm, upraised flesh. He gave this to me as me as my very own drone to use for protection. “And Henoka is basically a ball of ice. . .” Something digs inside my mind.

On Jareth’s chest is a flame tattoo, and his clothing always sports red fire and starbursts. Sparky told me Baltin was warm before it was destroyed by the Henokans.

“You people sure like your symbols.”

“Yes.” Rhys pauses, and his fingers slide across my wrist, circling the Baltin bracelet that can’t be removed by anyone but Jackass Jareth. “As most civilizations do. It focuses loyalty, unifies, and instills pride. It represents and gives purpose.”

“Or shows ownership.” I give the bracelet a frown. “Am I safe in here?”

“Yes. Our shields will block any attempts he might make to activate the bracelet or port you out. He’s ruthless when it comes to something he wants, though, so we’ll need to keep our guard up. I’m sure he and his people will search for alternative points of entry.”

The warning prickles the flesh of my arms with goosebumps.

“Keine Sorge.” Don’t worry. “Henokan defenses are just as important as offense capabilities, so he’ll be hard-pressed to find weaknesses in our systems.”

Seeming to notice the pimpled flesh of my skin, he gives my upper arm a reassuring squeeze.

His strength seems to pour into me. Even though everything about him is supersized, his touch is gentle and warm.

“Why are you being so nice after everything I did, trying to break Jareth out and fighting against the guards? I don’t deserve it.”

I left Rhys, bloody and defeated, on that table in Cheyenne after Jareth beat the shit out of him. Yet, Rhys still tracked me all the way to Florida to save me from the Baltin cyborg. What kind of person does that after being treated so badly?

An honorable and decent person, that’s who.

His fingers release  their grip on my skin and he moves to the readout, face forward, a thin grimace pulling at his mouth. He taps a couple of areas, as if giving himself time to think.

A few rustling noises emerge from the bridge crew shifting in their seats. The marionette people up front adjust those weird ropes, but I don’t think they can hear the conversation since he and I speak in soft tones.

“I like you. Plus, I don’t enjoy when those more powerful take advantage of others by subterfuge.” He keeps his eyes straight ahead and shrugs a shoulder. “Even with everything you’ve gone through, you keep fighting. The spirit of a Henokan lives inside of you, even if you are a tiny human.” He gives me a sidelong, serious glance.

A rush of heat floods my veins at the compliment, and gratefulness eases the agony in my chest a fraction.

How have I been so lucky to find such a friend in these terrible times? And not just any friend—another alien—and this one doesn’t constantly lie. He carries his honor like a weapon, a shining beacon amid turmoil.

“Do not think you are getting away without punishment, though.” His lips twist to the side.

“Punishment?” My voice comes out as a squeak.

Yeah, helping Jareth was wrong, but in the heat of the moment, all I could think about was getting him out of the clutches of Colonel Robertson and his men before they hurt him even worse.

This is what misplaced love and trust gets me.

“I spoke on your behalf to our Commission of Elders. They were less than pleased with your actions but have agreed to extend a chance to atone for the sin, if you wish.”

“Fuck that. I don’t answer—”

“You will not be able to stay onboard if you don’t agree. Which means you’ll be returned to Earth, where it will only be a matter of time before Jareth or Robertson find you. My odds are on the Baltin.”

A hard shudder runs the length of my spine.

“What are the terms?” Crossing my arms, I bite my lip and stare at the ceiling dotted with small blue lights.

“I explained how naïve and trusting you are, and you didn’t know better.”

“Hey.” I throw my hands to the chair and grip it. “What the hell? I’m not—”

“And as part of restitution, not only must you help in the fight, proving your loyalty, but you must let our medical members study your blood—and what’s in it.”

“Will it hurt?” If they plan on poking me with needles and shit, they can kiss my ass.

“No. We aren’t barbarians, no matter what you think. Yes, we sometimes enjoy inflicting pain on our enemies, but not our own.”

“I guess I don’t have a choice.”

“There’s always a choice.”

“Well, maybe I’ll stay if you aren’t going to treat me like a science experiment.” I rub a hand against my thigh, remembering how it felt to be aboard the Staleth the first time as a prisoner in a tiny cell.

“Ha. No, it’ll be minor procedures to study the nanobots and other aspects of your blood. We have not had many chances to view naturally-created antibodies—only those of the ones in Cheyenne who we’d vaccinated—so our scientists are eager to investigate a human’s natural immunity.”

“As long as you don’t turn me into some kind of damn freak or something.” I give my shoulders a stretch and try not to think about his nanobot comment. “And for the record, I’m not that naïve and trusting.”

“Hmm.” A soft snicker floats my way. “Not any longer. I think he’s finally broken you of those traits.” In Henokan, he throws directions or something to the crew before he focuses back to me. “I’m pleased you are contemplating this path. A part of me thinks you have a destiny in this fight, and if so, I want to be a part of it.”

“Bullshit.” Derisive laughter pours out of me. “You’re out of your mind if—”

“I also want to free you from his hold.” Those sparkling, icy eyes pierce me like a skewer. Deep within that pale gaze, they swirl with an unknown emotion.

A sarcastic retort waits at the back of my tongue, but the intensity of his face is an effective deterrent.

“You’re special to me.” His deep baritone is barely above a whisper. “And if that means ridding this solar system of Jareth and his people to set you free, then that is what we will do.”

I don’t deserve a friend like him.

“What happened to serving him justice for Jalinda and Ani?” Saying the names of Jareth’s wife and daughter makes a lump form in my throat. Two innocent lives lost—among billions—because of a needless war.

“Justice aligns with your freedom.” An upward swipe of his palm against the blue light of the holo-screen sends the craft upward.

Shooting through the sky, the ship leaves the rolling waves of the ocean below, and sunlight twinkles on the surface like a million glittering diamonds.

Relief floods through me at watching Earth slide away. I want to leave everything behind. Everyone I’ve ever loved—gone, in one way or another.

Kodiak’s cold, wet nose nudges my arm. His tail thumps against the back of the seat.

Well, maybe not everyone.

Pulling his head onto my shoulder, I breathe his familiar scent of dog breath and musk. “You’re all I’ve got left, boy.”








  
  

Chapter 2

Attack





Ahorrendous shudder rocks the ship, creating a low groan and several high-pitched squeals. 

“What the fuck?” I release Kodiak’s head and grab the armrests of my chair.

The dog whines, then lets out a loud bark. I’m pretty sure he’s voicing his displeasure.

“General,” says one of the crew seated at the wall of monitors. “Incoming portside.”

I don’t know how far up we are, but the line between the atmosphere and space is darkening, so I imagine Rhys’s vessel must be close to reaching escape velocity.

Rhys uses both hands to flash across the virtual monitor, typing and swirling the pads of his fingertips through multiple screens.

“Can we cloak yet, Sergeant Atley?” He throws the question to the women sitting along the wall. She shifts her hands with rapid speed, widening and rotating complicated readouts.

“I don’t recommend it until we’re certain which craft we’re dealing with.” Her finger flicks an image out and it disappears. “If it’s the Staleth, we need to hold them off until power is at maximum capacity to charge the shield and cloak.”

The darkness of space dulls the viewscreen.

Another shudder shakes the ship, throwing Kodiak and me against our harnesses.

A male, eyes wide, spears his glance to General Rhys. “It’s the Staleth, sir. Should we engage?”

“No.” Rhys scowls, rubbing his jawline. “He’s not looking for a fight yet.” He raises an eyebrow to me. “He’s desperate and wants to get our attention, but he won’t risk hurting our new guests.”

The man and woman at the front of the viewscreen, with the weird rope connections, move their arms in opposite directions, as if wiping invisible mirrors. After a twirl of his wrist, the male—his light brown hair pulled into a high braid hanging down his back—turns toward Rhys. His hands continue to make rapid movements, as if he’s touching or typing on something only he can see.

“What is it, Sergeant Drannith?”

Even though the sergeant’s eyes stare at his commander, they hold a far-away gaze, like he’s looking through Rhys, instead of at him. “Sir, he’s trying to access an alternate backdoor.”

“What? He shouldn’t be strong enough for that yet.” Rhys pushes his head into the back of his chair and tilts his chin to the ceiling. “Lieutenant Helaneth?”

“Yes, sir?” The female at the front of the room, next to Drannith, twists toward her commander with a half-glazed stare, her fingers typing in the air on an invisible screen or keyboard.

“Do not let him inside.” Rhys points at her. “Fight him for a just a few more minutes.”

“I’m trying.” She uses her forearm and wipes it across her forehead.

“Kitten, how long has it been since we left your sister’s house? Twenty minutes?”

“I dunno.” With my attention on the Sergeant and Lieutenant at the front of the bridge, I hunch forward, fascinated with whatever it is they’re doing. “Maybe.”

“He must’ve plugged in as soon as that carrier brought him aboard, then had the Staleth rendezvous when he reached space. I should’ve been quicker to leave.”

“Sir.” Lieutenant Helaneth’s voice shakes. “He’s overpowering the system. It’s difficult keeping up with his code. I-I’m barely able to follow it.”

“Try harder. We’ll be able to cloak in less than a minute, and then—”

Something buzzes throughout the bridge, like the loud burst of a transformer blowing up. Every screen and readout fade away. Even the low thrum of the engines dies underfoot. Only the faint glimmer of stars breaks up the blackness.

“Rhys?” A trickle of sweat runs down my forehead and slips into my eye. “What’s happening?”

“Get the backup power on. Hurry,” he shouts to his crew, his raspy voice full of authority and urgency.

“I can’t.” Sergeant Drannith, Helaneth’s male counterpart also hooked to the contraption hanging from the ceiling, groans. “The son of a bitch has blocked my access to everything.”

A beat of silence passes. “How the hell did you let this happen?” There’s a current of anger in Rhys’s tone, as if speaking through clenched teeth.

“We fought, sir, but he did something strange,” Helaneth responds. “It’s like he was already in the system, lying in wait. Or he had a program on the inside, anticipating it letting him in.” Her voice rises as if in awe. “I’ve never seen anything like it. The code is complicated and beautiful.”

A loud click of metal, and Rhys’s bulky frame rises from his chair. His boots clomp across the floor, moving closer to the Helaneth and Drannith in front. When he stands before the large window, faint starlight shows muscled arms propped against his hips.

“What’s he doing right now?”

“Um.” Drannith clears his throat. “I’m not sure. He disappeared.”

What the fuck? Disappeared? A deep-seated uneasiness settles in the pit of my belly. He told me he can communicate with his ship through his implant. Is he trying to do the same thing with Rhys’s vessel?

“Do you realize we are sitting here, with no defenses, like a toothless baby? Get back in there and find him. He might be weak, but he can still create havoc if he’s not isolated.”

A slight hiss, like an angry snake, comes from the ceiling.

“What the hell is that?” I try to pierce the blanket of night in the ship but can’t see anything besides Rhys’s silhouette and the glimmering stars.

“Gods above. He’s taken control of life support.” His form pivots and he stalks toward the side of the room with the manned stations against the wall. “Override . . .”

I can’t focus on what he’s saying. My head bobs toward my chest and I try to lift it, but it’s too much effort.

Soft thuds break the silence, as if bodies are hitting the floor.

A high whine catches my attention for a few seconds. I try to turn toward Kodiak but my body refuses to obey the command.

Oh my God, is Jareth killing us? Starving us of oxygen? Despair claws at my chest. This is all my fault. If I’d stayed with him, these people wouldn’t by losing their lives.

A valve or vent near my ear in the chair blows against my face. Maybe he’s not taking air but releasing poison instead.

With one last ditch effort, I try to muster enough strength to turn my body to shield Kodiak, but I can’t fight against the pull of sleep.

Or maybe this is death.








  
  

Chapter 3

Remember Bonding?





“Wake up.” The low voice buzzes through my ears, the tone familiar, yet I can’t place it. 

Shaking my head to try and clear my thoughts, I lift my chin and blink to focus my eyes.

People slump over stations or curl on the floor, dead or asleep—it’s hard to tell.

Rhys is a few feet away, lying on his stomach with his head turned to the side, his white-blond topknot fanning across his back.

“Wake up.”

“What?” I squint, trying to make out where the voice comes from.

Rhys’s chest rises and falls with steady breaths.

Why is he sleeping on the floor? What the hell’s going on?

Moving my gaze to the side, Kodiak’s muzzle leans on the arm of the chair, the harness securely strapped around his body, his mouth flapping with snores.

A holo-screen flashes a foot from my nose. Jareth stares at me, and memories flood in. The cyborg revelation, the anguish on his face when I left with Rhys, and the power loss to the ship.

Fury surges in my blood. “What the fuck have you done?” I clench the armrest, digging my fingernails against the metal, wishing I could shoot lasers from my eyes and burn him to ashes.

“What have I done? That’s rich, coming from you.” His hard eyes glitter. Purple circles lie underneath, and his normally tan skin is ashen. The image is so crisp, tiny beads of sweat glisten on his forehead.

“I hate you.” My words hiss between my teeth. “You’re a lying piece of—”

“Oh, stop it.” In the background, he lies in a bed with white tubing snaking from the tattoo on his forearm and several running from up behind his back to disappear into a wall.

So, he’s in the med bay. And awake while recharging. How hard is that on his body? Who cares?

“Deep down, you suspected what I was. You felt the metal against your fingertips every time you traced the tattoos. Stop acting so innocent, Tilly. Not only did you know, but you enjoyed it. Remember bonding? I still can’t get the sound of your moans from my mind. And then this morning, on the beach—”

“Shut the fuck up, you stupid machine.” My finger jabs the screen, right where his eyes are. “You’re just a stupid . . .” Thoughts and fury swirl in my head, and my mind casts around. “. . . a stupid machine.”

“Here we go. You and that impressive vocabulary.” He rolls his eyes and gives a tired, crooked grin. “Does it really make a difference what I’m made of? I’m still me—the guy you fell in love with.”

“It makes all the difference, you asshole.”

“You wear me out, Red.” He closes his eyes for a few seconds, and then refocuses. “I need you.” His voice drops to a murmur. “You can run, and you can hide, but I’ll chase you all over this galaxy. I might be a liar, but so are you by denying what you feel.”

“The only thing I feel is disgust and hate. We’re finished, do you understand?” My last sentence is a shout rising deep from my chest, releasing the furious torment within my heart. Knowing I need to calm myself if I want to play a game of wits with Jareth, my gaze moves to Rhys’s sprawling form. “I don’t need you.”

“More lies.” His face tightens, and a tic pulses in his neck.

“I gave you everything I had to give, thinking you were a real person, one who feels and reciprocates—”

“And I gave you everything I have, Tilly,” he screams, rage twisting his face into a mask of bright anger. His gaze narrows. “You awoke something inside of me, and I sacrificed freedom for you. I gave my body to you, my heart to you, and my soul to you. What more do you want from me? My life? I have nothing left to give.”

“Soul?” I laugh, though there’s nothing funny about his speech. “Machines don’t have souls.”

“You’re wrong.”

“Shut up.” I make a fist near my face and beat it against an invisible wall. “You know the one thing you didn’t give me? Truth, Jareth, the truth.” My head shakes back and forth, the ponytail slapping my cheeks. “Only one person gives me honesty, and that’s Rhys. He doesn’t treat me like I’m something to own, or like I’m a peasant who’s lucky to be in his presence.”

“Stop it.” The words growl from his throat, and his chest moves up and down with quick breaths. “Don’t say his name again.”

“Lathan . . .” I stretch out Rhys’s first name, as if rolling it around in my mouth, enjoying the way Jareth’s eyes flare. “. . . doesn’t lie, and he honestly cares for me. He—”

A primal yell rips from Jareth’s throat, drowning out my words. Squeezing his eyelids shut, he gasps in a breath, then releases it in a harsh rasp. “I said to stop.” Voice under control again, the words are flat and even.

The vein at his temple throbs, its edges blue under his pale skin.

Machines, robots, cyborgs, whatever. They don’t feel. This is one more manipulation to make me believe he has emotions.

He raises a hand and rubs his forehead, lids clenched tight.

My stare doesn’t miss his long lashes, the small dimple, and his full, bottom lip.

He’s still beautiful, and I hate that I notice it in my fury and pain.

I slam a door on these thoughts, because on the other side of that beauty, under the surface, is something broken, scarred, and troubled. Something dark.

“There’s a storm coming.” His eyes flash open, burning with anger, arched black brows drawing together, pupils swallowing me into their depths. “Do you want to be the lightning or the rain, Red?”

His words call up the memory of that night in the tent, when the thunderstorm raged all around and he held me in his arms, soaking up my painful story and protecting me from the world.

He’s not a true flesh-and-blood person—just a twisted, artificial metal skeleton wearing a suit of skin.

I hold his gaze, neither of us blinking. “I want to be the fucking tornado, Jareth.” Leaning as close as possible to the screen without sticking my head through the image, I give him a savage smile full of poison. “And I’m going to rip you apart.”

His eyes soften. “Challenge accepted.” A sly grin curves his mouth, showing the tip of his wayward tooth and the deep dimple in his cheek. “I hope you’re prepared for what I’m about to unleash.”

“This isn’t a game, Jareth. We’re done. I hate you.”

“Hate. Love.” He shrugs. “Oh, I’ve seen how much you hate me, especially after drinking Baltin rum.” Hooded, his gaze travels over my face and then stops on my lips. “I love the way you hate me, Red. That was the best kiss of my life.”

Heated blood shoots to my cheeks and climbs to the tips of my ears. His words bring the memory to the forefront of my thoughts, and more shame and anger course through my veins, urging me to punch something.

“God.” I let out a small scream of frustration. “You are so fucking annoying.”

He smirks, then lifts a finger toward the screen, like he’s about to turn it off, but pauses mid-air.

“And just so you’re aware—if you let that barbarian touch you, then go ahead and kill him, because that’s exactly what I’ll do when I find out.” His hand rubs his trimmed beard, the movement slow with a slight tremor shaking the fingers. “And trust me—I’ll know.” Glancing toward the bracelet on my wrist, he laughs his wicked chuckle. “You might be shielded right now, but it won’t last. I got you, Red. Not Rhys, not any other fucking person.” The light Baltin accent, usually mild, slips out and stiffens the words. “We belong together, and if I have to unleash hell to prove it, I will.”

The holo-screen disappears.








  
  

Chapter 4

Big Liar





Irelease a shuddering breath and sag in the chair. My body’s soaking in sweat. 

He looked better than I expected, especially after porting Kodiak and me, then getting his ass handed to him by Rhys less than an hour ago.

I love the way you hate me, Red. A shiver crawls across my skin.

His words play through my mind, and his threat—of not letting Rhys touch me—sends a white-hot spike of anger through my blood. How dare he try to control me after I dumped him?

I will not bow to a half-man, half-machine’s will.

People stir, and I bring myself into the moment, banishing Jareth to a dark, dusty corner of my mind.

Unsnapping the harness, I move to Rhys, who still lies unmoving.

“Hey, you okay?” Shaking his shoulder, I lower my head to his face and lift an eyelid.

A line appears between his brow. “Tilly?” Carefully, he pushes himself onto his arms and rises, then lays a hand on my shoulder. “I am fine. Du?” He looks around the room, as if searching for someone.

“Yeah, I’m good.”

“What happened?”

Should I tell him about Jareth’s little impromptu speech? I turn toward my dog, wanting to give myself time to formulate a response.

Kodiak still lies asleep, whiskers twitching and hind leg kicking occasionally.

I check the harness to make sure it’s not cutting into his skin or choking off his air supply.

He licks his lips, eyes still closed.

“Come on, lazybones, get up.” One lid opens then shuts again.

I’m not sure if he’s still under the effects of the gas, or if he’s deciding this is a great time for a doggie nap.

“Tilly.” Rough, warm fingertips settle onto the back of my neck. “What happened?” Keeping his hand wrapped against my skin, gentle pressure drags me to face him.

He stands over a foot taller than me, so I crane my neck to gauge his face.

“He—” I break my stare and rub the tip of my boot across the floor. “—had a message, that’s all.”

The bridge is silent, and I peek at the crew. Every face shifts in my direction, some with slack jaws and raised brows, others with scowls and glares.

“I don’t want to talk about it.” I flop into my chair and ignore Rhys’s commanding presence towering over me. “I’m exhausted and I’m not dealing with all this shit right now.”

Letting out a long sigh, he turns to his warriors and issues commands, then grills the marionettes.

If you let that barbarian touch you, then go ahead and kill him, because that’s exactly what I’ll do when I find out.

Is my presence putting Rhys and everyone else on this ship in danger? Yes, I said I wanted a war with Jareth—this is between him and me. I don’t want anyone else to get hurt, or the planet to be in danger, because of what we’ve become.

And what have we become? Enemies?

Was it only this morning he and I gave ourselves to one another? You told him you’d love him no matter what, my conscience whispers. I try to shut it out. You also said you didn’t think you could ever not love him, so who’s the bigger liar? Shut the hell up.

I block out the voice and stroke Kodiak’s fur. He’s a soothing talisman to the inner turmoil and despair. The weight of everything looms like the freezing shadow of an enormous, jagged mountain.

“Finally,” Rhys huffs. “We’re cloaked. Let’s get you some quarters.”

Unbuckling Kodiak, I shake him awake. “Come on, boy, you can lay down in a real bed.”

He smacks his mouth and gives his body a rough shake.

“And maybe they have dog food here you can eat.” I look at Rhys.

Nodding his head, he leads me out of the bridge and into the corridors.

Something inside of me doesn’t feel right, and all I want to do is find a quiet, dark room and let my tears fall.








  
  

Chapter 5

Let It Out





The powerful motors throb with a low, barely audible hum. It’s a comforting background of white noise. Lying on the bottom mattress of a bunk in a private cabin, I bury my face into a pillow and shut out the world, along with my anger. 

I’ve had time to think about everything that’s happened, and instead of feeling better, worry and anger weigh me down. I’m losing myself, or at least some vital part I’d found with Jareth. And then his revelation yanked it away.

A soft whine echoes against the metallic walls of the room. The soft pressure of dog toenails presses against my spine, and a rough, wet tongue laps the back of my neck.

“Go away, Kodiak.” I flap a hand in the direction I assume he’s in, but don’t bother looking.

Anger burns deep inside, though. My heart is a raw, beating beast inside its prison of a chest, snarling and pissed, ready to unleash its fury at the first provocation. When I try to push the hurt and anger away, imagining my future without Jareth—the Jareth I thought I knew—a black wall of nothing looms.

Is this the beginning of depression? Or denial?

A cold nose nuzzles and snuffs against my ear. Dog breath fans across my cheek. “Woof.”

“Leave me alone. I want to be a miserable asshole right now, is that too much to ask?”

Instead of another bark, Kodiak lets out a shrill howl, mixed with yelps and yips.

“For the love of God, dog.” Turning my head to the side, I give him a glare in the muted, gray light of my cabin.

His pink-and-black mottled tongue hangs out of his mouth, dripping drool on the crisp, white sheets. Black, shiny lips curve in an expectant smile. Even though he’s been my anchor, something inside is disconnecting, leaving me hollow and unprotected for the first time since he found me in that abandoned gas station.

Yeah, I’m empty because I fell for an alien cyborg. I’m so stupid.

Ugh, I seriously need to punch everything in sight and jump out the nearest airlock.

How did I not see it? Jareth’s words haunt me. You knew what I was all along. Is that true? Have I been blind to everything?

The door whooshes open.

Rhys’s ridiculously muscled body blocks out the view of the hallway at his back. In one hand, he carries a thick, metal tray.

I push my face into the pillow, grab another one, and pull it over the back of my head. “Go away.”

“Do you plan on staying in here forever, instead of dealing with the truth?” His footsteps stop as they near the bunk.

A dull sound of metal sliding against metal breaks the quiet. He’s brought food again, and I don’t understand why. Hundreds, maybe thousands, of troops are under his command, yet he continues to seek me out, knowing I’m the most miserable company in the world.

If you let him touch you . . . I shove Jareth’s voice out of my head.

The noise of Kodiak shaking himself reaches through the muffle of the pillows. “Woof-woof. Woof.”

“Du bist ein guter Jung, Kodiak.” You’re a good boy. Something hard and firm nudges my thigh. “This is not the Tilly I know.”

“Leave me alone, Rhys.” I shift so my back is to him but keep the extra pillow, moving it to cover the side of my face. “Besides, that Tilly’s dead. You and Jareth made sure of that.”

“What did he say to you?” A rough hand grabs my shoulder and rolls me over.

“Nothin’.” I try to shrug his fingers off my skin. “Just stay away from me and go find another cyborg to shoot.”

I don’t understand where my anger is coming from, especially after everything Rhys has done for me, but there’s an ugly, dark urge to lash out.

Icy blue eyes meet mine, and his long, blond topknot falls over the side of his shaved scalp and dangles next to his ear.

“Do not blame this on me. I tried to warn you, but you didn’t want to listen, didn’t want to see.” His square bottom jaw clenches, and a muscle in his cheek tightens. “I did you a favor showing you who he really is.”

“Oh yeah?” I knock his hand away and sit up, clenching my fists in my lap. The fury I’ve been keeping inside is a dangerous, writhing thing ready to strike out and cause pain. “Well, if you really cared, you would’ve come right out and told me when you had me imprisoned in Cheyenne.”

He leans close, and the sweet smell of tobacco leaves and leather scents the air.

“If you will recall, I did try to warn you. I gave you the viewer to watch the recordings, yet you refused to use it.” His chest, covered with a light, shiny blue shirt overlaid with metal chains stretching across, heaves with each breath. “And you were not my prisoner, you were my detainee who—”

“Same fucking difference,” I yell, barely able to control my rage. “You knew what he was all along, yet you never mentioned it.”

“Would it have made a difference?” He takes a deep breath, closes his eyes for a moment, then lowers himself to his knees, face level with mine. “Would you have believed me?”

Crossing my arms over my chest, I refuse to meet his stare.

“Answer me.” He reaches a hand to grasp my chin and turns my face in his direction.

There’s kindness and compassion shining from his eyes, in the small smile and gentle touch—contradicting his rough visage—and something in me softens, needing the comfort of another person.

Though I try to fight it, a hot tear slips out of the corner of my eye.

“Would you have believed anything I said about him if it wasn’t good?”

I shake my head, unable to speak for a few seconds because my heart’s shredding into tiny pieces. Everyone I’ve ever cared for in this world has been taken from me, starting with my parents, my friends, Sissy—to the first man I fell in love with, even though I fought it for so long.

No, not a man. Machine.

“Let it out.” Closing in, he wraps colossal, tattooed arms around my torso and pushes my head to his chest.

At first, I struggle, though it’s a weak fight. His offer of comfort feels like a strength—and a weakness. Strength because I’m not alone, a momentary assurance everything wasn’t all for nothing. Weakness because I want the comfort of another person and I’m not sure I can be alone again.

And a liability if Jareth ever finds out.

After a few seconds of remaining stiff in his arms, I give in and lean into his warm chest, inhaling his soft scent, so unlike the clean, woodsy smell of Jareth. Unable to stop, sobs wrack me from head to toe. Sorrow and desperation force me to cling to this strong, hard man who offers friendship.

“His lies have sliced my soul into nothing. It’ll never be whole again.”

“You’re going to be fine, little kitten.” The pressure of his hand strokes my hair, almost as if he’s encouraging me to leak every tear of pain and loss from my eyes. Awful, hoarse cries bounce around the room like the sounds of a dying animal, and I’m ashamed I can’t stop.

I sound like a fucking donkey.

“That b-bastard. I hate him. I-I wish—” A hiccup sneaks out. “Th-that I’d never m-met him, Rhys.” Snot pours from my nose. I try to wipe it away before it gets on his clothing or armor.

“Oh, liebling, I wish the same thing.” His voice is a deep rumble against my chest. “But wishing does not change reality.”

His strong, sure tone reminds me I’m not the only one who has been damaged by Jareth’s lies and betrayals.

“I’m sorry.” Feeling somewhat better, I pull away and sniffle. “I’m getting your uniform all shitty and gross.”

He tilts his head, the ends of his hair sweeping across the backs of his shoulders. The blue, hexagonal tattoos peeking from his arms flex when he looks down at his clothing.

A loud guffaw shakes his chest. “Nothing about you is gross, little one.” Lifting a finger toward my face, he hesitates for a moment, then brushes a wisp of hair from my eyes. “Now, it’s time to toughen up and fulfill your promise to help in the fight. We are in search of justice, yes?”

My eyebrows draw inward, and I can’t help but roll my eyes.

“I’ve given your offer a lot of thought. Might as well send me back to Earth. I helped free the number one enemy of Henoka and the DAWN alliance. I’m sure everyone hates me right now.” Sighing, I rub Kodiak between the ears. “No one in their right mind is going to want me in their presence, much less my help.”

“I guess I’m not in my right mind, then.” Rhys stands and offers a hand, palm out.

The idea of facing Henokans every day terrifies me. Not for their physical prowess, but because I betrayed them, betrayed my own people, and betrayed my self-worth the day I decided to free Jareth. Remorse and embarrassment eat at my soul like an ugly, razor-toothed demon. But I’m being given a second chance for redemption by the Henokan Elders.

I don’t reach toward the proffered hand.

“Yes, everyone knows what you did.” He rubs his stubbled jawline. “But they’re also well aware Averon is a manipulative liar, and you will be atoning for your mistake.” Taking a step toward the tray of food he slid onto the metal table, he grabs it and drops it into my lap, the silverware rattling. “That little stunt he pulled on the bridge yesterday confirms my statement. You’re sure you don’t wish to discuss it? Whatever he said could be important. Our engineers have tried to isolate the feed, but he must’ve erased it or sent his message through a Baltin channel.”

Kodiak’s intriguing, mismatched eyes follow the movement of the food like a hawk. His tongue licks his muzzle, and he chuffs.

To my utter shock, a small, hoarse laugh bursts from my lips. The amusement is a cure to my inner sadness.

“You want this, boy? I’m not hungry.” I lower the tray to the floor.

My dog, ever the foodie, pounces on grilled chicken with mashed potatoes and carrots, but avoids some kind of green and yellow casserole.

“Those nasty yellow things look an awful lot like artichokes.” I shiver.

“They’re similar. We call them pherlans on Henoka.” Rhys’s baritone rumbles, killing the amusement of watching my dog inhale the food. “Before going to the Elders, I sent a request to Colonel Robertson about your possible return to Cheyenne, but the only way he’ll be happy with your appearance is in a body bag.” His wide, pale lips turn downward, and his eyes flash. “Which is just as well. He never treated you with respect, anyhow. You have a place up here with me—us—if you’re willing to work for it and prove your loyalty.”

I’d rather find my sister and be with her. But that’s something I’m afraid will never happen. The abandoned house in Florida, where Jareth took me to see if I could find her, told me she’d been gone for months, maybe longer.

A fiery pang stabs inside my chest thinking she might be dead. No, I can’t handle that idea right now.

Focus on the Jareth problem.

Just thinking his name makes me want to tear my hair out and scream.

I love the way you hate me, Red.

Rhys still stands above, as if waiting for something.

I search his face. Pale and hard, he seems different than when we were in Cheyenne. It’s almost as if there’s a cold fire simmering behind those electric blue irises. Is it the thought of the oncoming war with the Baltins—with Jareth—filling his gaze with such determination?

Ugh, stop thinking about the Baltins, about him.

“I won’t fit in very well.” I maneuver around so the bottoms of my bare feet hit the floor. Running my hands through unbrushed, unwashed hair, I twist, then tie it into a loose knot. “I’m clumsy, small, and weak.” My fingers rub at a stain on my cargo pants. “Apparently I’m also a far too-trusting idiot, too.”

He lets out a long, noisy sigh. “So, you would rather turn your back, run away, and lick your wounds in private. Become a depressed soul with no purpose in life?”

The words make me sit straighter, and a spike of heat stirs my blood, turning it into a blazing bonfire.

“Fuck you. I don’t have to justify what I want, and I don’t need your protection.” I stand, and then stare upward to meet his icy gaze. “As a matter of fact, since I’m not your prisoner any longer, you can just drop my ass off at home—Texas preferably. I’ll take my chances.” I smash a finger into his chest. “And I want my goddamn backpack from Cheyenne, along with my guns.”

I still have the pack Jareth replicated on his ship, but it’s in the corner, untouched and unwanted. Too many memories wait in its depths. Sticking my hand inside would be like shoving a fist into a spider web. No thanks.

One picture inside it, though, found in Sissy’s bedroom, lies stuffed at the bottom. It’s the only photo I have of my family and me from a few years ago on a summer vacation. Remembering my parents, how they’d loved and protected me during those months without electricity and dealing with the raging mayhem in the surrounding cities, stabs my chest. An urge to dig it out and hold it close hits me, but I squash it down. I’m only able to deal with one pain at a time.

Staring at Rhys, I expect him to either get angry, ignore me, or walk out at my last comment.

Instead, his face widens into one of the biggest grins I’ve ever seen. Wait, have I ever actually seen him smile this wide? I can’t remember.

“Now”—he steps forward, only a few inches separating him and me—“that’s the Tilly I adore.”

Hot blood rushes up my neck to settle in my cheeks. A line needs to be drawn before this gets out of hand or gets him killed.

“Rhys, I don’t want to give you false hope.” Rubbing the back of my neck, I stare at the floor, then sweep my gaze across the room and take in the thick, blue-and-white square rug at the entrance. “I’m thankful for your friendship, and for . . .” I clear my throat “. . . doing what you did down in Florida, showing me the truth. But I don’t think you and I will ever—”

“Stop.” Both of his palms cup my cheeks. Their weight and size make me feel like a child. “Don’t do this right now. You’re hurting, and I am aware I would be a . . .” He narrows his eyelids. “What do you call it? A rebound?” Nodding, he continues. “But that doesn’t mean we cannot still work together. Who knows?” He shrugs. “Down the road, perhaps you will see me in a different light.”

His words are hopeful, and there’s a guarded look in his eyes, as if testing the waters to gauge my reaction.

I want to give him what he seeks, if only to repay his kindness and belief in me, but false hope would be unfair—and a lie. I’ve had enough untruths to last me a lifetime, thanks to Jareth.

“No.” I square my shoulders and meet his stare head-on. My heart is still much too damaged to even consider jumping into a relationship with someone else. “Thank you for everything, but I’ll never be able to love someone else again. I couldn’t give what you wanted or needed, and it wouldn’t be fair for me to even try.” Or safe.

His lips compress into a line, and he twists away, facing the wall dividing the bedroom from the area housing a small dining and living area.

He’s silent for so long, I’m sure he’s about to leave without another word.

That’s for the best. He’s a friend, and that’s it.

My heart is a dead thing, even though it still beats. At one time, weeks ago, it sang for a gorgeous, arrogant, intriguing man who made me feel alive, safe, and free. Now, it beats with anger and hate. I want to hurt that same man, to make him bleed, to cut out his heart and throw it on the ground, like he did with mine when Rhys showed me who—no, what—he really is.

“I respect you, Tilly.” When he turns to face me, the silver circles of armor overlaying his shoulders jingle. “But you are wrong. When the time is right, you will love again.” Those pale orbs, framed with blond lashes, seem to sweep across my face, lost in thought.

With that last sentence, it’s his unspoken thought that gets to me. He thinks if I give him time, I’ll love him. But he doesn’t evoke the passion and love that Jareth—

I bite my bottom lip and squeeze my hand into a fist. No, I will not think about that jackass. God, how I wish I could erase him and every moment we ever shared out of my mind.

Deflated and wrung out, I offer raised eyebrows and pivot toward the bathroom.

“You need to eat. It’s been twenty-four hours and you’ve barely ingested more than three bites.”

A snicker breaks out. “Who says ingested?” The sudden burst of humor surprises me again. For some reason, Rhys grounds me, bringing out a lighter side of myself.

“The Henokan Commander.” Glancing over my shoulder with my hand poised above the access panel near the door, I can tell he also seems taken aback by my turn of mood by the widened eyes and smirk.

“Go on, get out of here. Leave me in my misery for today. Tomorrow, I’ll give you my decision on whether or not I want to stay.”

The smile fades. “But I thought—” He takes a step toward me, stops, then stares toward the wall, rubbing the back of his head as if thinking. Lifting his head, his brow furrows. “Wait, before you decide, let me show you something in the morning. Then, if you still want to go, I will not keep you here.”

Propping a hand on my hip, I scowl. “I sure hope not, because that sounds a lot like another alien I know.” Correction, cyborg. Coldness creeps across my skin.

“Do not ever compare me to him again. You’re my friend, and I care very much about you. I would not keep you against your will—not again. We’re not in Cheyenne and no matter what you decide, I’ll support your decision.”

“So, I can leave tomorrow morning?”

“Yes, but not before you see my surprise.”

I roll my eyes. “I don’t give two shits about surprises.” Jareth’s were the worst. Well, that’s not completely true. The new clothing, the space walk, the library—those were good. Remembering how Jareth’s eyes lit up at my pleasure, I try not to shove a fist into my mouth to keep from puking.

That familiar, burning stab twists inside my chest from thinking his name, and I close my eyes.

I just need to breathe and clear my mind. Pretending he’s bad air, I expel him out of my lungs.

“Besides,” Rhys says, “we might be able to deactivate that bracelet if given enough time.”

The uncomfortable reminder forces me to look at the metal band, mocking with its bold, red starburst outlined in black, with silver edging twisting into delicate filigrees twirling over and under its metal surface. This piece of jewelry is a cruel, twisted reminder of everything wrong in my life, keeping me shackled just as if he was standing right next to me.

“Yeah, don’t remind me.” Will I ever be able to get rid of it? “If it recognizes his DNA, and I have his bots in me—”

“Gods above.” Rhys coughs, then leans his head to look at the ceiling. “I still can’t believe you let him blood-bond you. What were you thinking?”

“I don’t know.” I shuffle my booted feet, toeing a glob of dirt on the hard, metallic floor. “Besides, he tricked me into it.”

“No one can make you do anything unless you let them because you’re too stubborn.” When his eyes meet mine again, something flashes across his face. Pain? Anger? Remorse? Maybe all three. “Its release requires all strands of his DNA, not the few parts you carry. It’ll make for an interesting challenge for the medics.”

“What does that mean?”

“Oh, little kitten.” He steps forward, grabs me into a bearhug, then releases me. “You are so naïve, yet so wise. So weak, obwohl so stark.” Although so strong.

“Calling me naïve is the same as telling me I’m stupid.” Which is a valid argument at the moment.

With a quick pivot, he heads for the front door. “I will instruct our technicians to work on these problems. Even though our expertise lies in weaponry, several of our world’s best scientists survived the virus. If anyone can determine how to deactivate the device and nanobots, it is them.”

“Hey.” I need to ask him about my blood. Something Jareth mentioned itches at my brain.

He throws a glance over his shoulder. “Yes?”

“Do you have any idea what kind of blood anomalies he was talking about, and why a human would be a perfect match for a Baltin?”

His gaze shifts to the floor, then he lifts it back to mine, shaking his head. “No, I do not. Agree to help us, let our people study it, and perhaps you will get some answers.”

I back away a few steps and grip the cold, metal railing of the bunkbed. “I’ll think about it.”

“Okay.” His hand touches the pad next to the door, and it opens with a quiet swish of air. “I will see you in the morning, yes?”

He’s always so patient and open. Why couldn’t I have met him before Jackass Jareth?

A lump of gratitude rises in my throat and I nod, not trusting myself to speak.

It wouldn’t have mattered, though. You loved Jareth the moment you met him on the road, that inner voice of reason purrs.

It’s revolting. I shove that annoying slice of conscience into a mental chest, lock it, and throw the key down a deep, dark hole.

If the Henokans can figure out how to release this lie wrapping itself around my wrist, the physical bond with Jareth will be broken, and all that’ll be left is the blood-bond with the bots.

The thought of the jewelry no longer circling my skin, of not being able to access the music stored inside and losing the ability to communicate with Jareth, should excite me. Instead, a dull, unhappy pit of gloom sits at the bottom of my stomach.

Getting rid of every trace of him—in my blood, on my body, and in my heart—is the right thing to do. He’s a fucking machine who doesn’t possess feelings like an organic being.

But I’ve seen the wet shimmer of tears in his eyes and felt them on his face. What does it mean?

Nothing, it was a ploy to trick me into believing he cared, probably part of his diabolical programming.

A memory rears itself, right after heading out with Jareth, Kodiak, and Sparky. The group was walking through the woods and onto the road. I thought to myself, how do I know machines aren’t conscious, or they don’t have feelings? Who defines what consciousness is?

Those words now feel like a warning.

I’ve seen him bleed, pressed his warm, firm skin on mine, melted into his sizzling kisses, took a part of him into me and gave him my soul. Stop it, I want to scream into the room—into the universe—and holler until my throat’s raw.

I hate him. He means nothing to me.

An image of mahogany eyes and a crooked smile form in my mind.

I got you, Red. I love the way you hate me.

My heart flutters and cold sweat breaks across my scalp.

No. I will not fall for him again. He’s the enemy—the destroyer of my life.

I will hurt him.

I will crush him.

I will ruin him.

Just like he did to my love.

We’ll play a game of war, and it’ll be a battle of hearts.








  
  

Chapter 6

Harper's Arrival





Ahigh-pitched chirp rings through the room, and my eyes open to darkness. Though there’s no way to tell time, my brain is muddy, like I’ve barely slept. 

Kodiak’s feet dig into my side, and his grunt turns into a low whine.

“Shove off, you mutt.” I give him a half-hearted push, and he lets out a loud fart.

“Jesus.” Fanning my face with one hand, I pinch my nose closed with the other. “What the hell is in that food they’re giving you?”

His tail thumps the bunk’s mattress a couple of times, then he stills, losing himself to happy doggie dreams, I imagine.

Through the dark, a faint, blue outline traces the door. It’s weird having the outer entrance in the bedroom. The layout of the entire cabin is odd, with the bathroom in the middle of the quarters, and the living and kitchen area farther away.

I wonder what the rest of the Henokan ship looks like?

But I have no desire to parade myself around these people.

Chirp-chirp.

“Go away.” I throw a pillow at the door. There’s only one person who visits, and I know he’s on the other side. “It’s too damn early for talk, Conan.”

Rolling over to face the wall, I burrow deeper into the thick, white comforter.

I’m dead and used up—an empty shell of a person.

A memory of Jareth crumpled on the floor, shoulder ripped open by the blast from Rhys, pleading eyes begging me to love him, to stay with him, to forgive him, flood my mind like a tsunami.

A spark of rage ignites in the emptiness of my soul. Focus on the fury, nothing else.

The quiet whoosh of the door whispers.

I take a deep breath and ignore the added presence. Even in the dark, I can feel his eyes raking my back.

“Ugh. Hier riecht es wie im Pumakäfig.”

Heat floods my cheeks. I can’t understand the whole sentence, but he said something about it smelling bad. “What?”

“I said it smells like somebody died in here.”

My face is an inferno of heated blood. “It’s not me—it’s Kodiak.”

“Hmm.” He speaks something in Henokan, and the sound of air gushing into the ceiling fills the room for a few seconds.

Damn dog.

My mortification gives way to irritation. Why can’t he leave me alone? I don’t want to talk or interact with anyone.

“Unless you’ve got Jareth Averon’s head on a fucking plate, I’m not leaving this bed until it’s a decent hour, like ten or eleven in the morning. Not the ass-crack of dawn, or whatever you call it up here.”

His sweet scent of tobacco leaves flows around my head for two seconds, and then the material at the back of my neck bunches up, tightening around my throat and choking off my air supply.

He hauls me to my feet, and I throw an elbow toward where I think his stomach should be. The gall of this ass.

Hate and fury boil in my veins. Crooking a finger, I command my drone to undock from my neck.

The little blue hexagon hovers near my ear and turns with me.

Pointing, I stop the command mid-gesture when I see Harper Serrano’s smiling, pixie face behind Rhys’s shoulder.

She stands in the doorway wearing a black tank top and camo pants. Her brown hair, usually in a ponytail, fans over her shoulders.

“Harper?” I squeal. “Oh my God.” A wide smile curves my lips. I run and wrap her in a fierce hug. “Am I so fucking happy to see you.”

Her arms squeeze me. She smells like coffee and vanilla—like a true friend. “Glad to see you, too.”

She lets go, and I back away a few steps and gnaw my bottom lip. For a moment, shyness wars with gratitude for what Rhys has done by bringing her onboard.

He watches me with an intense look on his face.

I kind of feel bad for being surly a few minutes ago.

“Is this the surprise you were talking about?”

His head nods once, then he turns away, tapping an earpiece and speaking in Henokan.

My attention swings to Harper. Though we’ve not known each other long, we’d immediately connected down in Cheyenne and became fast friends.

Throwing me a playful smile, she points an index finger toward Rhys, whose back is to her, and mouths Hot. She then fans her face and flutters her eyelashes in dramatic ecstasy.

Swallowing a hard laugh, I shake my head.

She pretends she’s humping the tall, thick giant by thrusting her pelvis in and out, nodding her head in mock pleasure and licking her lower lip.

Under my lashes, I throw a quick glance to Rhys. A tiny giggle slips out before I change it to a cough.

He gives me a sideways glance. A corner of his mouth shifts downward.

Before I can blink, he twists toward her.

Harper’s face is instantly blank, body freezing to attention.

“Sergeant Serrano, is there something I need to know?”

“No, sir.” Eyes straight ahead, she’s the picture of a perfect, obedient soldier, which makes the whole situation even more hilarious.

Choking on laughter, I can’t hide a snort.

“Hmm.” He takes two strides to stand in front of her. “I did not make this offer lightly, and if I can’t trust you to take things seriously, then you can go right back to Robertson.”

Shaking her head, her brown, straight hair whips back and forth in a frenzy. The sparkle in her coffee-brown gaze fades, and her jaw clenches. “I understand, sir.”

“Good. Go to Deck Five. Report to Kerrigan.” He rests his big fists on his hips. “Dismissed.”

When he turns, she widens her eyes and takes a deep breath. “Yes, sir.” She offers a salute and heads out.

Rhys gives me a long-suffering glance. “I’m beginning to wonder—” his head tips toward the closing door “—what I was thinking by bringing her onboard.”

“Guess you’re a glutton for punishment.” Yawning, I stretch the kinks from my body and walk toward the small kitchenette. “She’s hilarious.”

“I would prefer her to be serious.” The sound of his heavy boots crossing the floor follows me.

“Why did you bring her? I mean, I’m grateful, don’t get me wrong, she’s one of the few friends I have, and I’m glad she . . .” Since my escape plan to free Jareth was interrupted by Colonel Robertson and Jareth himself, Rhys probably has no idea Harper inadvertently showed me how to shut off the power.

But I never had a chance to try it.

Taking a fresh breath, I begin again. “I’m glad she’s okay. You promoting her or something?”

On a cream-colored counter sits a steel-blue synthesizer, like the ones on the Staleth.

“Something like that.” His voice rumbles through the small space.

“Well.” I laugh. “Don’t sound so glum about it.” When he doesn’t respond, I throw a quick glance over my shoulder.

He’s eyeing me like I’m a tasty rabbit and he’s a starving bear.

My skin prickles with heat, so I refocus on my task.

Yesterday, after twenty attempts at pushing buttons, cussing, and throwing a fit, I gave up on trying to figure out the alien machinery.

This morning, I need some goddamn caffeine.

I push the square panel resting above the area where items should materialize. Several icons light up in neon blue, but the symbols are unreadable.

“Fuck. I just want a cup of java, for the love of God. Can’t these things work off voice command or something?” I smack it with the back of a hand.

The scent of leather fills my nostrils, then Rhys shoulders me aside.

“See this?” An index finger points to a symbol that looks sort of like a cross between an Egyptian pictograph and Chinese letter.

“Yeah.”

His hand moves over the surface, tapping a combination of the foreign writing.

A sucking sound, like air going through an intake valve, emits from the synthesizer. Under the panel, a glorious, steaming cup of joe appears.

“Oh, thank the sweet baby Jesus.” Unable to stop myself, I grab its scalding sides and sip, not even caring I’m burning half the taste buds on my tongue. My eyes close in bliss. Coffee will get me through this if nothing else.

Realizing I’m standing in the room caressing and tonguing the beverage like it’s a lover, I snap my eyes open.

Rhys is propped against the counter, huge arms crossed on his chest, amusement in his glance.

“If I’d known that’s all it took to make you happy, I’d have shown you how to work it first thing when I brought you here yesterday.” White teeth flash, and he rubs his jawline with a forefinger.

The smile draws my attention and softens my morning grumpiness. Normally, there’s never more than light stubble on his face, but now he sports the beginning of a short, dark beard, which contrasts with his pale hair. It’s an interesting combination. Moving upward, I take in the weapon above his left eye, curving along his eyebrow.

“What do you call that eye thingy?”

“This?” He blinks a few times, and a thumb reaches to stroke the metal surface. “There is not a word in German or English for it.”

“Then what do you call it in Henokan?” There’s so much I’ve learned about the Baltins, but very little about this race of aliens—only that they’re fierce warriors and hate Jareth and his people.

That makes two of us.

“It’s a shinra.”

I walk to the table in the middle of the kitchen, pull out a thin, metal chair, and sit, still cradling the tasty, synthetic coffee. It’s not quite as good as a genuine brewed drink, but it’s close enough, and it has beautiful, blissful caffeine.

Unfolding his arms, he stalks to the other seat in front of me and settles his bulk.

I try not to snicker. He looks like an adult squished onto a chair at a kid’s play table.

“I did not come here to talk about my shinra. I came to sweeten the deal for your restitution.”

Steam wafts toward my face, and I blow on the top, squinting my gaze but remaining silent.

Leaning back a bit, he stretches his long legs under the table and rubs a bicep. “Well?”

Tapping a thumb against the table, I shrug. “Well, what?”

“Are you interested?”

“Dunno.” Rubbing the rim of the cup, I hunch forward. “You have shitty deals. Remember the one in Cheyenne, where you threatened me, my dog, and sister’s life if I didn’t help you capture . . .” Even attempting to speak Jareth’s name twists me up inside, as if every time it passes my lips, a little part of me surrenders and dies. “. . . that jackass?”

Rhys lets out a puff of air and tips his head to look at the bright light recessed into the ceiling. “In retrospect, I would’ve handled that whole situation differently had I known you better.”

Kodiak’s toenails click across the steel-colored floor. With a quick glance thrown my way, he heads to his water and food bowl. Crunching sounds commence.

Good God, I hope he doesn’t have gas all day.

Turning my attention to the platinum-blond warrior in front of me, I give him a pointed look. “I appreciate the offer, and I do want to make up for what I did, but I don’t belong up here, on the planet, or anywhere in this universe.” My thumb draws an invisible circle against the tabletop. “Look at me.” Meeting his gaze, I point at my chest. “I’m not going to be any kind of help to anyone, especially in a fight.”

“So, you’re just going to give up?” His body jerks and his stare feels like a long, sharp needle stabbing my brain. “I thought you wanted to kill Baltins.” When he flicks his attention to my wrist, a slow smile spreads across his face. “Or is it that you enjoy being their pet—Jareth’s personal little plaything? Perhaps that’s been your plan all along—go home and let him catch you. Maybe you like the thought of being owned by that monster.”

Hot fury shoots through my limbs. Before I stop to think about what I’m doing, I slam the steaming coffee onto the table and shoot to my feet.

“You fucking asshole.” The words spit from my mouth, and I gulp air, trying to calm my racing heart. Heat rises to my face, then to my hairline. “Take. That. Back.”

“No.” Instead of standing, he yawns and stretches his arms above his head. His chin juts toward my wrist. “I think”—a feral show of teeth—“you’re all bluster, and when it comes down to actually doing something about the people who practically exterminated your race, you’re too scared—or lovestruck.”

“How dare you—”

“And,” he licks his lips and lets loose a savage laugh, “I think, even though you confess to hate him, you still love Jareth Averon and would run right into his beckoning cybernetic arms the first chance he crooked a finger.”

“You son of a bitch.” My drone zips from my neck.

Sprinting to my bed, black fury pounding in my brain, I grab the changran from underneath and stalk into the kitchen, my arms shaking from wrath.

He’s still sitting in his seat. A wide, relaxed grin stretches from ear to ear.

“I’m going to knock that stupid-ass smile right off your stupid-ass face.”

Extending my stick, commanding my drone to shoot, I leap toward him.

In a blur of motion, his stool is thrown to the floor and he extends his own changran. Black, leather-clad legs pace me. His strong arms block every jab and thrust I shove toward him.

“Big, fucking overgrown giant.” My breathing is sharp and deep. “You don’t know a thing about me.”

Almost like an adult humoring a child, he bats my weapon away. All he needs to do is throw in another yawn to make the picture complete.

“Little kitten, I love your claws.” He twirls, the drape around his hips causing a soft snap with the movement. The motion is distracting, and it’s hard to focus on his form. “They’re the truest, purest part of your heart.”

He smacks the end of the weapon against my bicep.

I stagger, reflexively grabbing my arm with a hand, and another solid thwack against my side knocks me onto my back. The fall onto the cold, hard floor knocks the breath from my lungs.

A short, solid blast of the changran’s electricity to my shoulder is torture, and I gasp. “Oh, God.” Gaze now on the ceiling, I groan and bite my bottom lip to keep the pain deep inside and not let him see how much the hit hurts.

Kodiak’s attention rivets to me. A small snarl lifts his lips to reveal sharp canines.

“No, boy. It’s okay.” I throw my attention to the brute towering over me, his laughter deep and loud. “We’re only playing.”

“If you really don’t love him, then you should have no problem joining the next round of recruits. You can wipe the slate clean—start fresh. I can use someone like you, someone filled with passion and bravery.”

I don’t stop to process this turn of events. His previous words sit in my mind like stagnant, putrid water. You still love him and would run right into his beckoning cybernetic arms the first chance he crooked a finger.

A primal growl starts in my throat and bursts from my mouth. I’m a feral, wild animal, and release a frustrated shout and kick upward. “Use this, asshole.” My foot connects with his crotch. The dull thud of contact travels up my thigh bone.

The Hulk goes down like a house of cards.

Score.

Scrambling backwards, I jump to my feet and assume combat stance again, ready for his next move. Beating in time with the pulsing adrenaline in my body, fury courses through my veins as I hover a few feet away.

“I am not in love with that . . . that thing that calls itself Jareth Averon.” Invisible, hot daggers stab the insides of my throat. “So, you take it back. Right now.”

Rhys lies on his side, knees drawn in a fetal position, topknot fanning the side of his face, obscuring my view.

Toeing his thigh, afraid I might’ve caused real damage, I temper my anger. I didn’t mean to hurt him too badly, just knock him off his guard, show him some humility—and payback for even thinking I’m still in love with a cyborg.

He groans.

“Hey.” My voice softens. “You okay?”

Sheesh, I didn’t even put my full force into the kick.

Another moan.

Crouching to get a better look at his face, I balance on the balls of my feet. “Rhys?” I stretch a hand toward his face and swipe the hair from his eyes. “I’m sorry I—”

His arm sweeps outward and connects with my feet, knocking me to the ground.

With a spry step, he jumps up and presses the tip of his electrified changran to within an inch of my cheek, under my eye.

I freeze, eyes crossing to stare at the tiny fingers of blue electricity jumping around the end.

“What was the first lesson I taught you, liebling?” His eyes slide to my lips, and his pupils dilate.

A pant slips out of my mouth.

He edges the weapon closer, and I swear I can smell acrid electricity yearning to cook my skin.

“Little one.” A corner of his mouth tugs upward, and a blond brow rises. “You’d better recall it fast, or—”

“Never give your opponent a free shot and true combat is never fair.” The words spit out like a mantra. Survive and find Sissy. Trust no one. Well, that mantra ended up being a pile of shit.

The stick dips, then he pulls it back a few inches.

His eyes sparkle with amusement, and he thrusts a hand in my direction. “Come.” He snorts. “We are finished. Yes?”

I hesitate.

He relaxes his stance, and his warm, callused palm envelops mine, helping me to rise.

Embarrassed and sulky, I don’t meet his glance. “You still didn’t take it back.”

“Hmm.” He chuckles. “Prove I’m wrong. Join the new squadron.” He places a hand on my shoulder, pulling me a few inches closer.

“And then have to bow and salute to you? No thanks. I didn’t submit to him, and I’m certainly not groveling to you.”

“Du bist lächerliche.”

“No,” I yell, stabbing my finger in the air several times and wrestling my shoulder from his grip. “You’re ridiculous.”

“Fine. Leave.” The tendons in his neck tighten, and a low growl rumbles in his chest. “Get yourself captured or killed because that’s what’ll happen the moment you step off this ship.”

I cross my arms over my chest and lift my chin.

His nostrils flare, and the skin of his face tightens.

Several seconds tick by, neither of us moving.

With a scowl, he stalks past me into the bedroom. For a moment, he freezes, his corded arms straining from gripping the doorframe, his face straight ahead, back to me. “I thought you were made of stronger stuff, Tilly.” Disappointment drips from every word.

I move closer, stopping inches from his tall form. Strong? I used to be, at least, I think I used to be. He’s offering me a chance to train and do something good for a change.

“But perhaps I was wrong.” He sighs, and his shoulders slump. “I wish you’d let me help you.”

“What exactly would joining your force mean?”

With a quick twist, he meets my stare. A flash of something dances across his face. Excitement, maybe?

“You would be sworn as a Henokan at the end of the program. You’d train, along with your battle buddy, with other recruits.”

In my mind, an image of me, weighted down by weaponry and tactical gear, being ran over by these giants, lifts some of the despair from my heart.

“You’re out of your goddamn mind.” I grab my knees, great guffaws of laughter erupting from my mouth. Tears stream from my eyes.

“I assure you—I’m very picky with my soldiers.” A muscle in his jaw tics, he places a hand on his hip.

“Seriously?” I stand and try to stop giggling. “Me, as small as I am, training alongside big, muscled Henokans well over six-foot-tall who could crush me like a gnat?” A tear of laughter plops onto my cheek and I wipe it away. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.”

He squares his shoulders. “That is the precise reason I want you. I need members who are small and agile. You can get into places my troops can’t, and with more training, you will fight as well.” Stepping forward, he closes the gap and grasps my upper arm. “In combat, agility is just as important as strength. Come with me. Get out of here, leave the old, naïve Tilly behind and become self-sufficient—strong.”

The idea of becoming a soldier and learning how to beat the Baltins is appealing. A picture of facing off against Jareth comes to mind. How I’d love to punch him in the nose again.

I’d be stupid not to take him up on this. I’ve already got one of his drones, and started training in changran combat in Cheyenne, so why not take what he’s offering? And I’d be atoning for helping Jareth escape. It’s not like I have anything to go back to on Earth, anyhow, even if I did manage to hide from the Baltins.

Sissy’s gone, and if not dead, she might as well be because there’s no way I’ll ever be able to find her. “Maybe.”

Kodiak pads to me, throws his paws around my waist, and yelps.

Rhys lets out a frustrated sigh. “Gods, trying to convince you to do something is like mining an asteroid with a fork.”

“Do you really mine asteroids?”

His eyes squint and he rakes his gaze over me. “Yes. Sometimes.”

“Now, that sounds cool. If you’d offered that, I’d have taken you up immediately.”

“Deal.” A small smile lifts his lips, softening his hard, brave face.

“Hold on.” Petting Kodiak’s head, I place his paws to the floor. He gives me a wet lick on the mouth with his long tongue. “Gah. That’s disgusting, boy.”

Wiping my lips, I stand and turn to Rhys again. “If I get to mine an asteroid and my dog can train with me—I’m in.” Including Kodiak at my side is reassuring. I won’t let him go into a real battle, but he’s smart and would have a great time. Plus, he’s still my talisman—my steadfast, constant friend since the gas station.

“Scheiße.” Rhys grabs his forehead and squeezes his eyelids together.

I’m pretty sure that word means fuck in German. An evil feeling comes over me. How serious is he about this?

“And—”

He sighs, and that pale, sparkling gaze snaps to mine. A sour look crosses his face, and his lips compress.

I swallow a giggle. For the first time in days, a genuine bubble of happiness sits in my belly, and small fingers of excitement shoot up my spine.

Maybe . . . maybe I have some kind of purpose after all.

“Kodiak gets his own armor and rank.”

“Gods,” he mutters, leaning his head toward the ceiling and letting out a long sigh. “Is that it?”

“Yep.” My face hurts from the wide smile I can’t seem to shake. Imagining the tough, hardened general saluting a goofy dog nearly doubles me over with laughter, but somehow, I manage to hold it inside.

His stare roves across my face, intense and open, as if he wants to say more but holds it inside.

I clear my throat.

He seems to be weighing something in his mind. Unblinking, the gaze turns from speculative to something else, something hard to read, but it lasts long enough to feel strange.

Fire floods my veins. The air between us is thick and cloying. I shift my feet and look away.

“Come.” His figure turns and starts for the exit. “Let me introduce you to your new home.”

Kodiak and I follow behind. My new home. The idea is strange, but not unpleasant. Once I beat Jareth and his council into a pulp, maybe I can find my purpose with these people, or enlist their help in locating the orphans of Earth. It’s not as if anyone else needs me. And at least Rhys has tried to be honest, unlike someone else I know.
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