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      She was going to scream if Delilah… didn’t. Stop. Talking.

      Harper gripped the overhead rail and counted floor tiles instead. Forty-three between the door and the advertisement panel. Each one was scuffed and grimy. Each one a tiny anchor to keep her from completely losing it.

      Delilah's voice cut through the rumble of the train. "And then Marcus—you know Marcus from accounting?—he actually had the nerve to ask Jennifer if she wanted to grab drinks after work. Right in front of everyone at the printer. Can you believe that?"

      "Mm-hmm." Harper's fingers found the thin white scar on her left forearm, traced the familiar ridge through the worn fabric of her sleeve. The blouse was darned at the elbow—careful, tight stitches she'd done herself three months ago. Delilah had embroidered tiny flowers over the repair, made it almost pretty. One of the few things Delilah ever fixed instead of broke.

      "I mean, Jennifer's been dating that guy from the warehouse for like six months. Marcus knows that. Everyone knows that." Delilah shifted her weight as the train swayed, honey-blonde hair catching the harsh fluorescent light. She looked fresh despite the long day, bright-eyed and animated like she'd woken up moments ago instead of spending nine hours staring at data screens.

      Harper bit her lower lip and ran the numbers again. Rent due in twelve days. Eight hundred forty-seven credits. They had maybe two hundred between them. Maybe. If Delilah's paycheck hit on time and she didn't spend it on something stupid first.

      The math didn't work.

      It never worked.

      "So then Jennifer told him she was busy, but you could tell she was kind of flattered, you know? Like she did that thing where she tosses her hair and—Harper, are you even listening?"

      "Yeah. Marcus. Jennifer. Hair tossing." Harper's jaw clenched. She forced it to relax, counted three more tiles. Forty-six. Forty-seven. The train lurched and someone's elbow jabbed her ribs.

      Too many people. Too much noise. Too damn hot.

      "You're doing the thing again." Delilah's voice went softer, almost concerned. "The counting thing."

      "I'm fine."

      "You're not fine. You've been weird all week." Delilah touched Harper's arm, bright blue eyes searching her face. "Is it the layoff thing? Because I'm sure they won't cut both of us. That would be crazy. The team needs at least⁠—"

      "They're cutting costs." Harper kept her voice flat. "Doesn't matter what the team needs."

      Delilah's hand dropped away and she shrugged, the concern vanishing as quick as it came. "Well, we'll figure it out. We always do."

      We. Like Delilah had ever figured out anything more complicated than which shade of blonde looked better with her skin tone.

      Harper's fingers pressed harder against the scar. Twelve years old, trapped in twisted metal, her mother's hand going slack in hers. Twenty years of being the one who fixed it, held it together while everyone else got to be carefree and hopeful and young.

      "Oh!" Delilah brightened, shifting topics with the attention span of a caffeinated squirrel. "I meant to ask—can I borrow your navy dress this weekend? The one with the wrap waist? I have that date with the guy I met at the bar last week, and I want to look nice, and you know that dress looks amazing on you so it'll look good on me too, right?"

      The navy dress. The one Harper had saved for three months to buy, the one she wore to job interviews that never went anywhere.

      "Sure." The word came out automatic. Twenty years of automatic.

      "You're the best!" Delilah squeezed her arm, already moving on. "And actually, could I borrow like twenty credits? I want to grab some hair dye on the way home—my roots are showing and I look like a disaster—and I'm totally tapped until payday. I'll pay you back, I promise."

      Twenty credits.

      Harper stared at the flickering advertisement screens along the subway wall. A protein bar that cost more than she could afford. A vacation package to somewhere with actual sunlight. A new model comm unit that would take six months of her salary.

      Twenty credits for hair dye while rent was due in twelve days.

      Her gaze drifted past the commercial ads to a poster she'd seen a hundred times before. Tropical beach. Two suns hanging in an alien sky. Pink sand that didn't exist outside of photo manipulation, and a seven-foot alien male with his arm around a human woman who looked like she'd never worried about rent in her life.

      "MEET THE ALIEN OF YOUR DREAMS - LATHARIAN MATE PROGRAM."

      Harper had glazed over that poster so many times it was visual wallpaper. Background noise. Someone else's fantasy.

      "Come on, Harp." Delilah's voice went wheedling. "Just twenty credits. I'll pay you back from my next paycheck, I swear."

      Something inside Harper's chest cracked. Not loud. Not dramatic. Just a quiet fracture, the kind that happens when you've been holding too much weight for too long and something finally gives.

      Her eyes sharpened on the poster.

      Not the beach. Not the alien male with his perfect jawline and his protective arm around the smiling woman.

      The fine print at the bottom.

      Small white text she'd never bothered to read before because it didn't matter, it was just another ad, just another impossible thing that had nothing to do with her life.

      "SIGNING BONUS PAID UPON ACCEPTANCE. ALL RELOCATION EXPENSES COVERED."

      Harper's pulse kicked against her throat.

      Signing bonus.

      The train swayed and she grabbed the rail tighter, her mind racing through calculations. How much was the bonus? Enough for rent? Enough to set Delilah up for a few months? Enough to⁠—

      "Harper?" Delilah was watching her now, head tilted. "What's wrong?"

      "Nothing." Harper pulled out her comm unit, hands steadier than they had any right to be. She aimed it at the poster, zoomed in on the fine print, captured the image. The small act felt significant. Like reaching out and grabbing something instead of just letting life happen to her.

      "Oh my god." Delilah's eyes went wide. "Are you—are you thinking about signing up for that?"

      Harper didn't answer. She was reading the fine print again, committing it to memory. Signing bonus on acceptance. Relocation covered. Contact information. Application process.

      A way out.

      "Harper, that's so romantic!" Delilah clutched her arm, bouncing. "Imagine marrying an alien warrior and having this whole adventure! Living on a space station! It's like something out of a movie!"

      Romantic.

      Right.

      Harper let Delilah spin her fantasy. Easier than explaining the truth—that Harper didn't give a damn about romance or adventure or alien warriors. That she was drowning in twenty years of responsibility and poverty and she'd just spotted the only life raft in sight.

      The signing bonus… it would give her breathing room.

      She could be selfish.

      For once in her life, she could choose herself.

      "You'd be so good at it," Delilah was saying, words tumbling over each other. "You're so responsible and smart and you always know what to do. Some alien guy would be lucky to get you, and think about it—you'd get to travel, see new places, start over fresh. It's perfect!"

      Harper's throat went tight. Start over fresh. Leave everything behind. No more counting tiles or darning blouses or lying awake at night doing math that never worked.

      No more being the one who held it all together while everyone else got to fall apart.

      "I mean, I could never do it," Delilah continued, oblivious. "I'd miss Earth too much, and can you imagine marrying some scaly alien? But you're braver than me. You always have been."

      Brave.

      The automated voice cut through the noise. "Approaching Station Forty-Seven. Doors opening on the right."

      Their stop.

      Harper shoved her comm unit in her pocket and moved toward the doors with the press of other passengers. Delilah followed, still chattering about alien warriors and romantic adventures and how exciting it all was.

      The doors slid open. Harper stepped onto the platform, shouldered through the crowd, breathed air that tasted less like recycled desperation.

      And then she turned.

      Looked back through the closing doors at the poster one last time.

      The alien warrior's arm around the human woman. The promise of somewhere else. Someone else. Something else.

      The signing bonus paid upon acceptance.

      All relocation expenses covered.

      The doors slid shut. The train pulled away, taking the poster with it.

      But Harper had the image saved on her comm unit. Had the contact information. Had the first real choice she'd made in twenty years.

      This or nothing.

      This or they were both homeless by Christmas.

      Delilah linked her arm through Harper's as they climbed the station stairs toward street level. "So are you going to do it? Sign up for the alien thing?"

      Harper's fingers found her scar again, pressed against the ridge of tissue that proved she was a survivor.

      She always survived.

      Maybe it was time to do more than just survive.

      "We'll see," she said, and let Delilah interpret that however she wanted.

      

      Kirr hit the transport bay at a pace just short of a run, Kellat keeping stride beside him. The emergency call had pulled them both from Maax's bonding celebration—multiple females in critical condition, underground location, garbled transmission that cut off before they got clear coordinates. Every second mattered when lives hung in the balance.

      The bay stretched out before them in familiar lines—high ceilings, massive docking stations, the hum of idling ships mixing with the clank of maintenance equipment. Night shift meant reduced personnel, but the assigned drop ship should be prepped and ready. They'd be in the air within five minutes. Had to be.

      Kirr's jaw clenched as he spotted the cluster of junior officers near their assigned berth and the maintenance crew swarming the drop ship like ants on a carcass.

      "War-Commander." The lead transport officer stepped forward, datapad in hand. Young. Too young to understand that protocol killed people when you let it slow you down. "I'm afraid there's been a complication with⁠—"

      "Status." Kirr didn't break stride, moving past the officer toward the ship. He cataloged the problem before the explanation finished—hydraulic fluid pooling beneath the port landing gear, access panels open, tools scattered. Mechanical failure. Draanth.

      "Hydraulic system malfunction, sir. The tech crew estimates forty minutes for⁠—"

      "Forty minutes." Kirr's voice came out flat. Cold. He turned to face the officer and watched the younger male's posture shift, shoulders straightening. "You're telling me we have females in critical condition on Earth and you want me to wait forty minutes while you follow proper repair protocols?"

      The officer's throat worked. "Sir, safety regulations require⁠—"

      "I'm aware of safety regulations." Kirr's hands stayed loose at his sides, but his voice dropped lower. Command tone. The one that made warriors who'd faced combat freeze in their tracks. "What ship is ready for immediate launch?"

      “My lord, with respect, proper authorization channels need to be⁠—"

      "What. Ship."

      Silence filled the bay. Even the maintenance crew had stopped working, attention drawn by the shift in atmospheric pressure that happened when Kirr M'Aab ran out of patience.

      The officer's fingers moved over his datapad, each tap echoing in the quiet. "Sir, we'd need to pull crew from off-shift rotation, reassign personnel, file emergency override paperwork⁠—"

      Kirr moved. Three strides brought him into the officer's space, close enough that the younger male had to tilt his head back to maintain eye contact. Close enough that every warrior in the bay saw exactly who held authority here.

      "I'll ask one more time." Kirr's voice stayed level. Controlled. The kind of calm that preceded violence. "What ship is ready for immediate launch?"

      The datapad trembled slightly in the officer's hands. "Prince Rohn's personal shuttle, sir. It completed routine maintenance this morning and is fully fueled, but⁠—"

      "Prep it."

      "Sir, that's royal property. We'd need authorization from⁠—"

      "You have my authorization." Kirr held the officer's gaze. "I'm a War-Commander of the Lathar Empire responding to an emergency situation. Prep the shuttle. Now."

      The officer opened his mouth. Closed it. Looked at his datapad like it might offer salvation from the seven-foot wall of barely leashed fury standing in front of him.

      "That's an order." Kirr's tone made it clear the discussion had ended. "Not a request."

      "Yes, War-Commander." The words came out fast. "Right away, sir."

      The bay erupted into motion. Officers scattered to their stations, voices rising as they coordinated the prep sequence. Kirr watched them scramble for three seconds, then turned toward the berth where Prince Rohn's shuttle sat gleaming under the work lights.

      Kellat fell into step beside him, medical pack slung over one shoulder. "Rohn's going to have words with you about this."

      "Let him." Kirr's boots rang against the deck plates. "He'd do the same thing."

      "True." Kellat's voice held quiet understanding. No judgment. Just the acceptance of someone who'd seen Kirr operate in crisis mode before and knew better than to suggest he delegate or slow down. "You know the crew is competent. They don't need you to personally verify every system."

      Kirr's jaw tightened. He knew. Intellectually, he knew the transport officers were trained professionals who could prep a shuttle in their sleep. But his hands were already reaching for the external panel before conscious thought caught up, fingers moving over the diagnostic display with practiced efficiency.

      Primary systems: green. Backup power: green. Life support: green. Navigation: green.

      He moved to the next panel.

      Kellat waited at the base of the boarding ramp, silent. Patient. The kind of patience that came from friendship and shared history—from knowing that telling Kirr to trust the crew's work would be as effective as telling him to stop breathing.

      Fuel cells: optimal. Engine status: nominal. Hull integrity: verified.

      Kirr circled the shuttle, checking every external system personally. His fingers left faint marks on the polished hull where he tested panel seals. The night shift crew had done good work. He'd known they would. But the knot in his chest wouldn't ease until he'd confirmed it himself, until every variable was accounted for, until he'd eliminated every possible point of failure.

      He mounted the boarding ramp. The shuttle's interior smelled like leather and the expensive cleaning products reserved for royal vessels. Plush seating. Polished controls. Rohn's personal touch in every detail.

      He slid into the pilot's seat and his hands moved over the control panel, running through pre-flight checks with the muscle memory of a thousand launches. Behind him, Kellat secured his medical equipment and strapped in without comment.

      The transport officer's voice crackled through the comm. "War-Commander, shuttle is cleared for departure. Bay doors opening now."

      "Acknowledged." Kirr's fingers danced over the controls, bringing engines online. The shuttle hummed to life around them, systems engaging with smooth precision. Eight minutes from arrival in the bay to launch clearance. Not ideal. But acceptable.

      The bay doors slid open with a groan of massive hydraulics, revealing the star-scattered black beyond. Earth hung in the viewport—blue and white and deceptively peaceful from orbit.

      Somewhere down there, females were dying.

      Kirr's hands tightened on the controls and he pushed the shuttle through the opening, leaving Devan Station's artificial gravity behind. The transition to freefall lasted three seconds before he engaged the inertial dampeners and angled toward Earth's upper atmosphere.

      "You want to review the transmission again?" Kellat's voice came quiet from behind him.

      "Display it."

      The holographic screen materialized between them, text scrolling past in the fragmentary mess that passed for emergency intelligence. Multiple females. Critical condition. Underground facility. The coordinates were there but imprecise—a general area covering several square kilometers of Earth's surface rather than an exact location.

      Kirr committed every detail to memory even though he'd already read it four times. Unknown number of casualties. Unknown cause of injuries. Unknown if this was accident or attack. Too many unknowns. His hands wanted to clench on the controls, but he kept them steady, guiding the shuttle into Earth's atmosphere with the kind of precision that came from refusing to let anything be out of his control.

      The hull temperature climbed as friction built against their descent. Red warnings flickered across the display—normal atmospheric entry parameters, nothing that required intervention. Kirr monitored them anyway, watching numbers scroll past while his mind ran tactical scenarios.

      Best case: mechanical accident, injuries treatable, females stable enough for transport to station medical. Worst case: deliberate attack, multiple fatalities, hostiles still on scene.

      His jaw clenched hard enough to ache.

      If someone had harmed these females deliberately, if this was abuse or negligence or an attack, they'd answer to him personally. Females were precious. Rare. The Lathar had none of their own, and the humans who'd come to them through the mate program were treasured beyond measure. Harming one wasn't just a crime—it was an abomination.

      "We're getting close to the coordinates." Kellat leaned forward, studying the terrain display. "Looks like an underground bypass system. Heavy traffic area."

      Kirr pulled up the detailed scan, his eyes narrowing at the tangle of tunnels and passages beneath Earth's surface. The transmission had come from somewhere in that mess. Finding the exact location would take time they might not have.

      "I'll get us as close to the scene as possible." His voice came out rougher than intended. "Be ready to move the second we land."

      "Always am."

      The shuttle dropped through cloud cover, city lights spreading out below them in familiar patterns. Kirr had been to Earth dozens of times—training missions, diplomatic escorts, emergency responses. He knew the underground bypass system, knew how the tunnels twisted beneath the city's surface, knew that "multiple females in critical condition" could mean anything from a transport collision to something far worse.

      His hands moved over the controls, adjusting their descent trajectory. The coordinates put them near the northern entrance to the main bypass. He'd set down there, use the shuttle's scanners to pinpoint the emergency location, then⁠—

      The comm crackled. "This is KTA emergency services requesting urgent medical assistance at underground bypass sector seven. Multiple casualties from vehicle collision. Repeat, multiple casualties⁠—"

      Sector seven. Kirr's fingers flew over the navigation panel, pulling up the precise location. There. A tangle of wreckage showing on the thermal scan, heat signatures indicating recent impact, emergency responders already on scene.

      His hands adjusted course before he'd finished processing the coordinates, angling the shuttle toward the closest landing zone. The transmission coordinates matched. This was it.

      "Kellat."

      "I see it." His friend was already moving, checking his medical supplies with the calm efficiency of a healer who'd treated combat wounds in the field. "I'll need portable equipment. If they're trapped in wreckage⁠—"

      "We'll get them out." Kirr brought the shuttle down fast, harder than Rohn would appreciate, but within safety parameters. The landing struts kissed pavement with a jolt that rattled his teeth. "Move."

      They hit the ground running, Kirr's longer stride eating distance while Kellat kept pace with his medical pack. The entrance to the underground bypass yawned ahead—artificial light spilling up from below, the wail of emergency sirens echoing off concrete walls.

      Kirr descended into the tunnel system, his eyes adjusting to the harsh artificial glare. Smoke hazed the air. The acrid bite of burned metal and something chemical—fuel, maybe, or coolant from a ruptured system. His boots crunched on scattered debris as he rounded the corner and the crash site came into view.

      Holy trall… How had anyone survived that?
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      Pain first.

      Sharp and bright behind Harper's eyes, radiating down her neck, across her shoulders. Then sound—a low groan of metal settling, the drip-drip-drip of something liquid hitting concrete, distant wailing that might have been sirens or might have been her own voice echoing in her skull.

      She opened her eyes.

      Smoke. Gray and thick, hazing everything, making the emergency lights strobe red and blue through the murk like a nightmare given color. The seatbelt cut across her chest, holding her at an angle that made her ribs ache with each breath. Glass littered her lap, glittering in the strobing light. Sharp edges pressed into her palms where her hands gripped the seat.

      Where the hell was she?

      How did she get here?

      The question floated through her mind, but the answer wouldn't come. She remembered the subway. Delilah talking about Marcus and Jennifer. The poster for the Latharian Mate Program. Going home. Then⁠—

      Nothing.

      No, wait. Not nothing. Fragments. Delilah's voice, bright and reckless: "Come on, Harp, one wild weekend before we marry scaly aliens! Live a little!" The sharp smell of alcohol. She'd tried to say no, tried to be responsible, but Delilah had pulled her toward the flyer car rental kiosk, laughing about how they had money now, real money, enough for one night of fun before they left Earth forever.

      The bars. Too many bars. She'd nursed one drink while Delilah threw back shots with strangers, the signing bonus disappearing credit by credit. Her voice, tight with anxiety: "We need to go back to the LMP office. We're supposed to wait for pickup. Delilah, please."

      But Delilah had just laughed and ordered another round.

      And then—the flyer car. Delilah at the controls, too drunk to be driving anything, her climbing in anyway because what else could she do? Leave Delilah alone? Let her crash without anyone there to⁠—

      Oh god.

      The memory slammed home and her stomach twisted.

      She hadn't stopped it. She'd gotten in the car knowing Delilah was drunk, knowing it was dangerous, and she'd done it anyway because she always did. Always followed, always tried to fix it, always failed.

      She blinked, trying to focus. The world tilted, refused to straighten. Underground bypass. Concrete walls. The flyer car Delilah had hired⁠—

      The smell hit her then. Burning metal, acrid and chemical, mixing with fuel and something sweet that made her stomach turn. The scent crawled into her lungs, coated her tongue, and her mind stuttered.

      No.

      Not again.

      The spinning started before she could stop it. The world twisted, metal shrieked, and she was twelve years old, trapped in twisted wreckage with her parents dying. Her hands flew to the seatbelt, fingers scrabbling at the release. Trapped. She was trapped and the groaning wreckage would collapse any second and crush her and she couldn't get out, couldn't⁠—

      The release clicked, but her hands were shaking too hard to pull the belt away. It tangled around her shoulders, across her chest, holding her in place while the smoke thickened and the sirens wailed and somewhere someone was screaming.

      Was that her?

      She didn't know. Couldn't tell. The sound filled her ears, high and terrified and endless. Her throat was raw, but the screaming wouldn't stop.

      "—survivors in the wreckage⁠—"

      Voices. Distant. Muffled like they were coming through water. She tried to focus on them, tried to grab onto something real, but the smell of burning metal dragged her under again.

      Her parents' car. The intersection. The truck that ran the red light.

      No. The flyer car. The bypass. Delilah at the controls, drunk and laughing, ignoring her warnings to slow down, to be careful, to⁠—

      Both. Neither. The crashes bled together, two moments occupying the same space in her mind. She was twelve and thirty-two simultaneously, watching her parents die and watching Delilah die and surviving both because that's what she did. She survived. Always survived while everyone around her⁠—

      Her fingers found the scar on her left forearm, traced the thin ridge of tissue that marked where glass had sliced her open in the first crash. The touch grounded her for three seconds before fresh pain flared and she looked down to see new cuts crossing the old scar. Blood welled up, bright red against pale skin, past and present literally layered on the same patch of flesh.

      I survived that one too.

      The thought came with bitter certainty. Of course she had. She always did.

      Her vision swam. The smoke thickened, or maybe it was her own tears, she couldn't tell anymore. The seatbelt finally came free and she lurched forward, gasping, reaching for the door handle with hands that wouldn't stop shaking.

      Movement to her left made her freeze.

      Delilah.

      Her cousin slumped in the driver's seat, head lolled to the side at an angle that made her stomach drop. Blood matted the honey blonde hair she'd watched Delilah style just hours ago, bright and dark against her too-pale face. The fitted top she'd changed into for their "wild weekend" was torn, soaked through with red.

      So much red.

      Too much red. She didn't need medical training to know that much blood meant nothing good. The angle of Delilah's neck, the shallow breathing, the way her skin had gone gray under the strobing emergency lights—this was bad. Critical. The kind of bad that meant minutes mattered and she was pinned three feet away, useless, watching her cousin die the way she'd watched her parents die.

      "Delilah?" Her voice cracked. She reached out with trembling fingers, touched her cousin's shoulder. "Delilah, wake up. Come on, we have to⁠—"

      Nothing. No response. No movement except the shallow rise and fall of Delilah's chest that she had to watch for ten seconds to even confirm.

      Alive. Still alive.

      But for how long?

      The guilt crashed over her in waves that stole what little air she had left. This was her fault. She should have stopped Delilah from taking the money, from going drinking, from hiring the flyer car. Should have refused to get in. Should have been more responsible, more forceful, more⁠—

      More what? She'd tried. God, she'd tried. Spent the whole night trailing after Delilah through bars she couldn't afford, watching her cousin drink away the signing bonus that was supposed to save them both. Reminding her over and over that they should go back to the LMP office, wait for pickup like they were supposed to. But Delilah had laughed and ordered another round and she'd stayed because she always stayed, always tried to keep her cousin safe, always failed⁠—

      "I can't—" Her hands clawed at the door handle, found it jammed. She pulled harder, panic rising in her throat like bile. "I can't get out. I can't⁠—"

      The metal groaned. Somewhere behind them, something sparked and caught, sending orange light flickering through the smoke. The chemical smell intensified and her vision tunneled.

      The truck hit them from the side. Her mother screamed. Metal crumpled. Glass exploded. Her father's hands on the wheel, knuckles white, trying to regain control but the car was spinning, flipping, and she was twelve years old and couldn't do anything but scream⁠—

      No. She was thirty-two. In a flyer car. Underground. Delilah was hurt. Had to get to Delilah, had to help her, had to⁠—

      But the seatbelt was cutting into her chest again even though she'd released it, and the screaming wouldn't stop. She couldn't tell if the blood on her hands was from this crash or that crash or if it even mattered because people were dying and she was surviving and that's what she did. That's all she ever did.

      Survive.

      While everyone else⁠—

      "—multiple casualties⁠—"

      "—careful—"

      The voices were closer now but they didn't make sense. The words scrambled in her ears, broke apart into meaningless sounds. She pressed her hands over her face, felt blood and glass and smoke coating her skin. Her pulse hammered in her temples, at the base of her throat, everywhere at once.

      Breathe. She had to breathe.

      But the air tasted like burning metal and death.

      Her parents had died instantly, they'd told her later. Quick. Painless. A mercy, the social worker had said, like that made it better. Like she hadn't spent three hours trapped in the wreckage waiting for help, listening to silence where her parents' voices should have been.

      Three hours alone with corpses while she survived.

      And now Delilah⁠—

      She lunged for her cousin again, grabbed her shoulder, shook hard enough to hurt. "Wake up. Please wake up. You have to wake up because I can't—I can't do this again. I can't watch you die. Please."

      Nothing. Just that awful, shallow breathing, too much blood and her own voice rising higher, breaking apart.

      "Please. Delilah, please. I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I should have stopped you. Should have made you stay at the office. Should have⁠—"

      The list was endless. All the ways she'd failed. All the ways she'd let this happen.

      All the ways she was responsible for another person dying while she survived.

      The pattern held. It always held. Her parents, the guardians who'd raised them, and now Delilah bleeding out in a crashed flyer car because she hadn't been good enough, smart enough, strong enough to prevent this.

      Cursed. She was cursed.

      Everyone she loved died, but she kept living and she didn't know how to make it stop.

      Her fingers found her scar again, pressed hard enough to hurt, hard enough to feel something other than the crushing weight of guilt. The fresh cuts bled over the old tissue, twenty years of trauma layered in the same small patch of skin. Evidence. Proof. She'd survived before, she'd survive this, Delilah would die and it would be her fault⁠—

      "—got a survivor here⁠—"

      "—female, conscious⁠—"

      The voices broke through but she couldn't process them. Couldn't focus on anything except Delilah's too-still face and the blood and the smell of burning metal dragging her back to that intersection twenty years ago where she'd learned what it meant to be the one who lived.

      The door beside her screeched. Metal on metal, the sound drilling into her skull. She flinched back, arms coming up to protect her head, and the movement sent fresh pain lancing through her ribs.

      Too many voices. Too much sound. She pressed her hands over her ears, but it didn't help, nothing helped. The world was spinning, metal was crunching and people were dying. She was twelve and thirty-two and alone and⁠—

      "Delilah." Her cousin's name came out broken. "Please. Please don't die. I can't—not again. Not you too."

      But Delilah didn't answer. Didn't move. Just kept bleeding while she sat trapped three feet away, hands shaking, covered in blood and glass and twenty years of survivor's guilt, watching her cousin die and knowing it was her fault.

      All of it.

      Every bit.

      

      Emergency lights strobed red and blue through the smoke haze as the two Latharians ran into the tunnel, turning it into something from a nightmare. Human emergency services had established a perimeter—vehicles, personnel, the organized rush of people trying to save lives against a clock that didn't give a damn about their efforts.

      He cataloged exits, threats, casualties. Three vehicles in the primary wreckage. Fire suppression active, but smoke still thick enough to sting his eyes. Fourteen human emergency personnel working the scene. Multiple casualties visible.

      And her.

      Kirr's gaze locked onto the fragile female trapped in the passenger seat of the worst wreckage and everything else—the smoke, the sirens, the mission briefing that had brought him here—ceased to matter.

      She was his.

      The knowledge hit him with the force of certainty he'd only ever felt in combat when a decision meant life or death and there was no time for doubt. He didn't understand it, couldn't explain it, but his body knew her before his brain could catch up.

      She was tiny. Even from twenty feet away he could see how delicate she was, how her dark hair fell around a face too pale, how she shook with tremors that had nothing to do with cold. Blood and glass covered her torn clothing. Her hands clawed at the seatbelt with desperate, useless movements.

      Kirr moved before thinking, crossing the distance between them with speed that made the human personnel scatter.

      "—female, conscious, signs of shock⁠—"

      "—need to stabilize before extraction⁠—"

      He ignored them and roared for Kellat. The healer appeared at his shoulder, medical scanner already active, and Kirr forced himself to freeze from the wreckage while Kellat did his job.

      "Minor injuries," Kellat said after a scan that took five seconds too long. "Cuts, bruising, possible cracked rib. She's in shock but stable enough to move."

      Kirr didn't wait for more. He reached into the wreckage, his hands finding purchase on twisted metal that groaned under his grip. The door was jammed, the frame bent at an angle that would take human emergency services ten minutes and hydraulic equipment to handle.

      He ripped it free in one motion.

      Her head snapped toward him. Her eyes—hazel, he registered, shifting between green and brown in the strobing light—went wide with terror that cut straight through him.

      Then she looked at him. Really looked. Her gaze locked onto his face and something shifted in those hazel depths.

      He moved into the wreckage carefully, despite every instinct screaming at him to just grab her and get her somewhere safe. The seatbelt release clicked under his fingers. She was shaking so hard he felt it through the air between them.

      "I've got you," he said, his voice coming out rougher than intended.

      He lifted her free of the wreckage and the moment his hands closed around her slight frame, the protective instinct that had been roaring through him since first sight intensified into something that stole his breath.

      She fit in his arms like she'd been made for them.

      The size difference was staggering. His hands spanned her waist completely, his fingers nearly meeting when he cradled her against his chest. She was all soft curves and fragile bones, delicate in a way that made something fierce and possessive rise up in him. Her head barely reached his shoulder. If he wrapped both arms around her, he could hide her from the world entirely.

      The scent of her fear-sweat and blood mixed with something underneath—something that called to parts of him he didn't have names for. He could hear her heartbeat, rapid and erratic, could feel the exact moment each gasping breath filled her lungs.

      When had his senses gotten this sharp?

      She looked up at him and her hazel eyes locked onto his face like he was the only solid thing in a world that had gone liquid and wrong. Her hand came up, pressed against his chest armor like she needed to confirm he was real.

      "—other female, driver's seat, critical injuries⁠—"

      Kellat's voice cut through the moment. Kirr turned his head enough to see his healer moving to the driver's side of the wreckage, saw the grim set of Kellat's jaw when the medical scanner lit up.

      Draanth. Those injuries were bad.

      The female in Kirr's arms started struggling, her small body twisting with desperate strength. "Delilah!" Her voice came out raw, broken. "Delilah, please⁠—"

      She was trying to reach the driver. Trying to get to the other female—Delilah—whose blood soaked the front seat and whose too-pale face told Kirr everything he needed to know about her chances.

      She started hyperventilating, her breath coming in sharp gasps that didn't fill her lungs properly. Her pupils were blown wide, her gaze unfocused. She wasn't seeing him anymore. Wasn't seeing the tunnel or the emergency personnel or anything except whatever horror was playing out behind her eyes.

      "Standard sedation protocol," one of the human medics said, moving toward them with an injector. "PTSD episode, we need to⁠—"

      "No." Kirr's command stopped the medic mid-step.

      The human blinked at him, confused. "Sir, protocol for panic attacks⁠—"

      "I said no."

      Sedation would take away what little control she had left. Would shove her under and leave her drowning in nightmares with no way to fight back to the surface. He knew panic, knew trauma, knew the difference between someone who needed chemical suppression and someone who needed an anchor.

      She needed an anchor.

      Kirr shifted his grip, cradling her against his chest with one arm while his free hand came up to cup her face. Her skin was cold, tacky with drying blood and smoke residue. She was still gasping, still shaking, still trapped somewhere he couldn't reach.

      "Look at me, kelarris," he said.

      No response. Her hazel eyes stared through him at ghosts he couldn't see.

      "Hey.. .hey, look at me." He made it a command this time, his voice dropping into the tone that made warriors twice his size obey without question.

      Her gaze snapped to his. Found his eyes and held.

      "I’m Kirr… Now I need you to tell me three things you can see."

      She just stared at him, gasping, her chest heaving with breaths that didn't satisfy.

      He kept his voice calm, certain. "Three things. Tell me."

      "I—I can't⁠—"

      "You can. Three things you can see right now. Tell me."

      Her mouth opened, closed. He watched her fight for focus, watched the way her hazel eyes locked onto his and held like she was drowning and he was the only thing keeping her head above water.

      "Your... your eyes." The words came out broken. "Orange hair. Your... big hands."

      "Good." His lips quirked at the comment about his hair, his thumb stroking her cheek gently. "Two things you can hear."

      Her breathing was still too fast, but some of the glassy terror had receded from her eyes. She was here now. Present. Fighting her way back.

      "My breathing," she gasped. "Your voice."

      "One thing you can touch."

      Her hand was already on his chest, but she looked down at it like she'd forgotten it was there. Then her fingers moved, pressing against his bare chest above his heart.

      Skin to skin.

      The touch blazed through him like wildfire. Her palm was small and cold and shaking against the muscle of his chest, her fingers spreading like she needed to feel as much of him as possible. He could feel his own heartbeat against her touch, steady and strong where hers was rapid and weak.

      She took a breath. A real one this time, deep enough to fill her lungs properly.

      Then another.

      Her shaking started to ease. Not gone—she was still trembling in his arms—but the violent shudders that had wracked her small body were subsiding. Her breathing slowed. Her pupils contracted back toward something approaching normal.

      She was coming back.

      He watched it happen, watched the way she used his heartbeat as a metronome to pace her own breathing, watched her anchor herself to the solid reality of his body under her palm. He'd seen this technique work before, but never like this. Never with someone looking at him like he was the only thing standing between her and drowning.

      "There you are," he said quietly.

      Her hazel eyes found his again and this time, there was recognition in them. Awareness. She was seeing him now, not ghosts.

      "I've got you," He told her, and shifted his grip to free his jacket from where he'd stripped it off during the extraction. He wrapped it around her shoulders, tucking it close to trap what little warmth her shocky body was generating.

      The jacket dwarfed her. Swallowed her small frame entirely. His scent would be all over it, marking her to anyone with the sense to notice.

      Good.

      Behind them, Kellat was calling for emergency medical transport and coordinating with the human emergency services. The other female—Delilah—had injuries severe enough that Kellat's grim expression told the whole story. Critical. Life-threatening. Time sensitive.

      She turned her head, tried to see past his shoulder to where Kellat worked. "Delilah..."

      "My healer has her," Kirr said. "She's getting the best care possible."

      "She's dying." The words came out flat, certain, laced with guilt so thick he could smell it under the fear-sweat and blood. "She's dying and it's my fault."

      "No."

      She looked up at him, hazel eyes swimming with tears she was too exhausted to shed. "You don't understand. I should have stopped her. Should have⁠—"

      "No," he repeated, his voice absolute. He started walking, carrying her toward where their shuttle waited beyond the emergency perimeter. She weighed nothing in his arms. A hundred and forty pounds at most, all soft curves and breakable bones against his two hundred and eighty pounds of muscle and armor. "You didn't cause this. You survived it. There's a difference."

      She opened her mouth like she wanted to argue but nothing came out. Just a small, broken sound that made every protective instinct in him roar.

      Emergency personnel parted for him as he walked. Some moved aside automatically when they saw his size and armor. Others caught sight of his face and whatever expression he was wearing made them step back fast.

      Good. They should know she was under his protection now. Should understand that anyone who tried to take her from him would have to go through him first.

      She sagged against his shoulder, her body going limp with exhaustion. Her hand was still pressed against his chest where skin met armor, still holding onto that point of contact like it was the only thing keeping her tethered.

      Her breathing had evened out. The shaking had subsided to fine tremors. She was safe in his arms and his jacket and his scent, wrapped in protection she didn't even know she'd claimed.

      He carried her through the smoke and the strobing lights and the organized rush of emergency response, his arms steady, his stride certain and his entire world narrowed down to the female who fit against his chest like she'd been made to be there.

      Mine, something primal whispered in the back of his mind. Mine to protect. Mine to keep. Mine.
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