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Chapter 1

“Keep Liam back, Bris!” Trevor shouted as the door to the garage buckled. It held, but it wouldn’t handle many more strikes.

“Come on, baby,” Bristal stammered as she applied pressure to her four-year-old’s shoulder and guided him back into the corner of the small garage.

The old-fashioned hinged door was hit again, breaking through the lock and swinging open hard enough to bounce back after it hit the wall. A man stepped into the doorway and grunted as he caught the rebounding heavy plastic door on his shoulder. He pushed it back and stepped in, a rifle that looked almost like a toy held in his hands.

“We don’t have anything,” Trevor told him. “The house isn’t locked. Take what you want—just leave us alone.”

The man looked around the garage, his wild gaze falling on Bristal, and grinned. “Looks like you got what I want in here.”

“What? No! You can’t—You’re part of the Army, you’re supposed to be protecting us!”

The man laughed, his voice guttural and fitting for his large frame. Too large, Trevor realized as he studied him. His sleeves ended midway down his forearms and his pant cuffs were above the top of his swollen boots. The soldier’s uniform was tight too, nearly to the point where a heavy breath would make it rip at the seams. Something wasn’t right with the man.

Behind him he could see other soldiers waiting. Were they freaks, like this man was? What was happening? They were supposed to be protecting them from whatever had fallen from the sky. Rumors spoke of aliens and others said there was a rebellion using chemical and biological weapons. Nobody knew what was going on anymore; the newscasts were being tightly controlled by the military.

Trevor decided to try a different tack when the soldier took a step forward and his wife whimpered. “What’s going on out there?” he asked. “You look like you’ve seen some action—is it bad? Like, we don’t know what’s going on—nobody’s telling us anything.”

The soldier shifted his gaze from Bristal to Trevor. “Nothing to tell. The world’s over. Finders, keepers.”

Trevor gasped and took a step back. He held a large plasteel wrench in his hands and raised it without thinking. The soldier’s lips twitched into a snarl. “We don’t have anything,” he said again.

“You don’t,” the soldier said before turning his feral grin on Bristal. “Your woman does, though. I can smell her from here. She wants it. Wants me. You put that down and go sit in the corner and you won’t get hurt. I’ll even let your brat live.”

Trevor’s eyes widened and he glanced over his shoulder at his wife and son. Liam was peering out from behind his wife’s hips in spite of her attempts to shove him behind her. He spun back on the soldier in time to see the rifle pointing straight at his face. It didn’t look like a toy anymore.

Trevor stiffened and shook his head. “No.”

The soldier’s scowl turned into a smile. He shrugged. “It’s a new world out there. You kill or get killed. And you just got killed.”

The sound of gunfire made Trevor jerk. He winced and looked down at himself. He didn’t feel any different. He didn’t see any blood either. He looked back at his wife and saw her staring beyond him, at the small side door to their single-car garage the soldier had broken through.

“What the—” The soldier snarled and spun around. He rushed back to the entrance as they heard more gunfire outside. He swore and stepped back inside. He grabbed the door and swung it shut, and then swore again when it bounced off the ruined latch.

“What’s going on?” Liam asked.

“Shut up,” the soldier snarled. “All of you. Don’t say a fucking thing or I’ll blow your damned heads off!”

“Hey,” Trevor snapped. “Watch your lang—”

Trevor bounced off his car and rolled across the ground. Bristal rushed to him, crying out as he tried to put together the pieces of the invader lunging at him and swinging his rifle around at him. Everything was fuzzy after that but he guessed it had something to do with the side of his head considering how much it hurt.

Trevor shook his head to clear it and blinked several times to try to eliminate his double vision. The soldier, both of him, was standing next to the side door and holding it almost completely shut. He peered out the crack as the sounds of battle grew closer. Stray bullets sprayed the garage door, tearing four tiny holes in the reinforced plastic that let tiny beams of sunlight into the garage.

Bristal yelped and then clamped her own hand over her mouth when the soldier snarled at her. Trevor finally got his vision to clear up and he tried to sit up, only to feel the room start spinning around him. A familiar weight pressed on his legs and he glanced down to see his son hugging him. “Are we going to be okay, Dad?” Liam whispered.

Trevor smiled through his pain and nodded. He jerked his head up, regretting the sudden movement, when he heard men shouting outside, immediately followed by more gunfire. Something heavy slammed into the garage door and then slid down it. Bristal was whimpering behind her hand, her nostrils flaring with each panicked breath. The noises outside faded, leaving several tense seconds of silence.

“I know you’re in there!” someone outside shouted, breaking the tension and earning a yelp from Liam. “Come out and surrender or you end up like the others!”

“Friends of yours?” Trevor asked.

The soldier took two steps towards him, snarling the entire time, and reached down faster than Trevor could react. He grabbed Liam and yanked the boy into his arms. The four-year-old looked like a baby tucked in the massive soldier’s arm. He moved back to the door and used the barrel of his rifle to open it, and then he shoved the crying Liam into the sunlight.

“Shut up, brat,” the soldier growled. Over Liam’s noise he shouted, “Nothing for you here. Move on or I shoot the kid first.”

“How many are in there?”

Trevor craned his neck to see. With the door open, the speaker sounded different. Less gruff, even if the voice was deadly serious. The soldier thrust his head into the doorway and chuckled. Apparently whoever was out there had a body that matched the voice.

“I got a better idea,” the soldier said. “Why don’t you leave the freaks behind and come join the fun in here?”

Trevor winced at the soldier’s boast. It had to be a woman out there, but how stupid was he to think a line like that would work? Unless he was trying to goad her into doing something rash, but there was no way that could work out for the man holding them captive. Or for any of them, most likely.

“All right,” she said.

Trevor gasped and looked up at his wife. Her eyes were wide and her hand dropped from her mouth.

“No shit?” the man asked. He stiffened. “You want the kid for trade, don’t you? No way I’m—”

“No, keep him,” she said. “I don’t trust the freaks with him.”

“Freaks?” Trevor breathed.

Bristal dropped her eyes to his and shook her head. She didn’t know either. Her gaze went back to Liam and she bit her lip.

“You keep them out, you hear me?” the man growled.

“Don’t worry,” the woman said. “I’m not going to share a good time with them.”

The soldier backed away from the door, his lips split in a grin. There was barely more than a meter between Trevor’s car and the wall of the garage but he backed down it to let a new figure step into the doorway. Trevor tried to see around the man and his son but couldn’t make out any more than an exposed and very tanned arm.

“Let the boy go,” she suggested. “I told you I don’t want to share.”

The soldier chuckled and dropped Liam to the ground. Bristal gasped, and she and Trevor both reached for their son. He scrambled towards them, tears still running down his face, and hugged them both. Trevor ignored the pain of his son’s knees and feet as he climbed on top of him.

“Now drop that rifle so we can get down to business,” the woman said.

“You first,” he grunted.

“I don’t have a rifle,” she pointed out.

“You can show me your guns though,” he cackled.

Trevor looked up from Liam at the horrible line the soldier used. He wanted to groan but kept himself in check. His disgust turned to shock a moment later when he saw her elbow move and then she came into view as she stripped off a torn army shirt that she’d worn as a vest. In the uneven light from the door, he saw enough of her to see that she had an even tan on her lean but muscular body. He saw her eyes glance over the three of them before she tossed the desert camo vest onto the hood of his car and turn her attention back to the soldier.

“Small caliber,” he quipped when she displayed her small and athletic breasts. “I bet you know how to make up for it, though.”

“You got that right, soldier,” she said before stepping up to him and wrapping her hand around his neck. She was tall, maybe one of the tallest women Trevor had ever seen. She pulled him down to her and pressed her lips against his. Trevor’s eyes widened as he saw their tongues meet.

Trevor turned to his wife and saw her shielding Liam’s face from what was happening right in front of them. She nodded, her brow furrowed in alarm, and Trevor turned to look. He grunted when he saw the bulge in the pants that the woman was grinding her thigh against. These people weren’t human—they couldn’t be!

The rifle hit the floor and was kicked under the car, out of reach. The woman pulled the man on top of her and twisted, rolling onto the hood of the car. Trevor blinked at the daylight that blinded him and panicked. Direct sunlight would cause radiation burns after several minutes, but both the soldier and the woman hadn’t worn any protective gear except clothing. No hats, masks, or gloves.

“Come on!”

Bristal gasped and her fingers dug into Trevor’s hand. He looked down and had to blink. There was a person there, but it was a person who looked like his garage floor!

“Hurry, it’s going to get a little crazy in here!” the camouflaged person said. The sound of a body cracking the reinforced hood of his car suggested the crazy was already on the way.


Chapter 2

“Dirk! Somebody saw your kid over on Fifth Street, where they’re building the wall.”

Dirk turned towards the woman who had spoken. She wore dirty coveralls that had a few holes in them and a long-sleeved shirt that was just as dirty and torn up. Her hat kept the sun off her face and the disposable mask she wore. He doubted the mask was still working; most of them had either broken or run out of power weeks ago.

“Is Michael doing something he shouldn’t?” Dirk wondered.

“No, they said he was sleeping,” she slowed and answered. She shrugged. “Long as nobody drops anything on him, he’s probably fine.”

Dirk nodded. “Thanks,” he offered the woman. He wasn’t sure who she was; he’d met so many people over the past few weeks traveling with Sovereign Casson, he had trouble remembering his own name. The fact that Michael was still sleeping didn’t surprise him either. The boy was exhausted these days. Ever since he’d found that crystal and given it to his mother, strange things had been happening.

Michael was seven years old but had grown over the last month and a half to look like he was almost sixteen. The boy had shot up and was almost as tall as Dirk was now. His shoulders had broadened and his chest and arms were thick enough he looked like he’d spent his young life hammering rocks. The exception was that he looked exhausted and emaciated. Dirk couldn’t figure it out, but the boy looked like skin and muscle on bones. It didn’t make sense.

Even worse, Dirk was starting to feel more and more worn-out himself. 

“Dirk, you’d better go and check on him,” Sovereign Casson suggested from the nearby table he was leaning over. He looked up at the sun overhead and then to the west, where the aliens had taken Mt. Bachelor and were quickly spreading out. Even more disturbing was Mt. Bachelor itself—every day, the sun dawned on more and more greenery growing from the once barren soil.

“We’ll be right back, Sovereign,” Dirk promised.

Tony nodded as he stared at the vibrant foliage in the distance. “Take your time. Just make sure he’s safe. I don’t want to meet up with his mother if something’s happened to him along the way.”

Dirk’s breath caught in his throat. “Sir? You don’t really think she’s still alive, do you?”

Sovereign Casson favored him with a wry smile. “Never, ever count Leona out, my friend. The world could be turned to dust in a supernova and not even cockroaches survive, yet that woman would find a way. Surviving is in her blood. Surviving and protecting.”

Dirk nodded. He still hoped, deep inside, that his wife was alive. It was what he told his son whenever he asked and, apparently, what the sovereign believed too. He glanced up at the mountains and wondered. Was it possible? Could she have survived the aliens and whatever alien infestation was taking over the planet?

Someone shouted a warning, giving Dirk barely enough time to jump out of the way of an electric cart that rushed passed him with supplies on it. He saw several packs of fresh water and some of the ration packs the Terran Coalition of Systems had dropped from orbit for relief. Food wasn’t scarce yet, but it would be any day. Too many people had abandoned the planet in key roles. The underground bio-factories scattered around the world were either running with skeleton crews or without anyone to tend them.

Dirk stifled a yawn and turned down Fifth Street. It ran east and west and, at the west end, they were building up a wall. The same was true along the other streets, with only a single gate on First Street that was manned by more than a dozen Army soldiers. The walls were ten feet tall and made out of plascrete sections. More than enough to hold off aliens with stolen weapons.

Or men, Dirk remembered. Other reports he’d overheard while staying near the sovereign were of pockets in cities where people had banded together, or been forced to join together, and establish their own areas of control. Sovereign Casson shared how worried he was that people might turn against one another and this was one of the first signs of that.

“Mike!” Dirk shouted as he saw his son resting in the shade of a building. The boy didn’t stir, earning a frown. He started to jog over and then slowed after a few paces that left him gasping for breath.

“Hey, bubba, what are you doing?” Dirk asked after he’d caught his breath and walked up next to the sleeping boy.

Michael stirred and groaned.

“Mike, come on, wake up. You can’t just crash on the side of the road.”

Michael groaned and blinked his eyes open. He jerked and looked around, rolling up on his side quickly and gasping for breath. He relaxed slightly and glanced down at himself before looking up. He squinted at his dad and shifted enough so he could sit and pull his knees up to his chest before leaning his back against the building. “Hey,” he mumbled.

“Come on, bud, it’s not safe out here.”

“It’s not safe anywhere,” Michael mumbled. He hesitated before reaching up to take his dad’s offered hand and grunted as he tried to get up. He managed to stand but had to lean back against the wall of the building to support himself. He kept his hands clasped together at his hips, emphasizing the bulk of his shoulders through his worn shirt. “Dad, what’s wrong with me?”

“Wrong with you?” Dirk frowned, stalling for time.

“Come on,” Michael said. “I’m almost as tall as you are and I know I’m not supposed to grow that fast. I look really big and strong, but I can’t stand up without almost falling over. I’m always hungry or sleeping.”

Dirk nodded. “Mike—look, I don’t know. I mean, it’s like you said. You look big and strong, but you should be full of it right now. Eating and sleeping, sure, what kid doesn’t, but you should be playing and chasing girls too.”

“Girls,” Michael mumbled and dropped his eyes to the ground.

“Sorry, not ready for that yet?” Dirk asked.

“No! I mean, um, I, uh—”

Dirk’s eyes widened. “Oh! Is there, um, somebody?”

Michael glanced up at his dad and then away. “No, there’s not.”

“Then what’s going on?”

Michael sighed. “This sucks,” he muttered. “Really, really sucks.”

“Girls?” Dirk asked and received a nod from his son. He smirked and admitted, “If you’re lucky, they do.”

Michael looked up at him. “What?”

Dirk shook his head, his cheeks burning as he admonished himself. “Nothing. Sorry. Um, so what’s the problem? You been shooting up, does that mean you, um, you’re finally hitting, uh, you know. That stage?”

“What stage? What are you talking about?”

Dirk groaned. This was not a talk he’d been looking forward to, and definitely not this soon. He thought he had a couple of years still. “Puberty,” he mumbled.

“What? Oh. Relax. I mean yeah, I guess it must be, but don’t worry, we went over all that in my Social class.”

“Oh,” Dirk said, nodding as though he knew it all along. He supposed he did; he remembered the sex ed session when he was in school but that was a long time ago. “So, um, what’s the big deal then?”

“I have these dreams,” he said. “About girls, I mean.”

Dirk raised his eyebrow and chuckled. “It happens to all of us, buddy. I mean guys, at least.”

Michael bit his lip and shook his head. “Not like these.”

“Oh? Tell me about them.”

“I can’t,” he mumbled. “I mean, it’s bad. Not like what we learned in school. I’m chasing them and—and—I think hurting them. But they like it. Do girls really like that?”

Dirk frowned. Chasing girls and hurting them? Did he mean— “They’re just dreams, Mike. Not real. We all have fantasies. The thing is, someday you’ll meet a girl who makes all your dreams seem like pencil sketches in a world full of 3D color movies.”

Michael took in a deep breath and let it out. He nodded. “I hope so,” he mumbled. “Oh, uh, Dad?”

“Yeah, buddy?”

“Can you, um, not tell Mom?”

Dirk laughed. “Guy talk,” he promised. He clapped his arm around his son’s shoulder and guided him back up the street. He noticed when Dirk’s hands moved that there was a dark spot on his pants. Almost as though he’d gotten them wet. Dirk jerked his head up and on the road ahead of them. His son really was having intense dreams.


Chapter 3

“Dad! She looks like the floor!” Liam turned around and whispered.

“Hey? What?” The soldier picked his head up and tried to look around. The woman growled and kissed him harder, pushing his head back down on the car. He grumbled into her mouth and then went with it, the distraction forgotten.

“Now!” the bizarre woman breathed. She motioned with her hand and then turned and crawled back out. Trevor blinked several times, trying to make sense of how her surroundings seemed to shift and blend into her skin. He was sure it was skin, not some sort of high-tech suit she wore. Technology wasn’t as smooth, curvy, and anatomically correct as the woman in front of him was.

Trevor picked Liam up and pointed at the woman. He motioned until the boy started to follow, but then looked back. Trevor rolled over and climbed to his hands and knees before stopping and making sure that Bristal went next. Once his wife was moving, Liam kept going and then Trevor brought up the rear.

He was almost at the door when the soldier growled and lifted himself up enough to see around the short-haired woman’s head. “Hey! Get your ass back here!” he shouted and tried to sit up further.

The woman snapped her head into his, smashing his nose with her forehead. He grunted and fell back just as she threw herself off him and the hood of the car. She hit the garage door and bounced off it, landing on her feet.

Trevor stared, stunned and unable to move. The soldier roared and sat up. Blood burst from his nose all over his chest. She’d managed to unbutton his uniform and had ripped his undershirt apart to expose his chest and leave red scratches on his skin from her nails.

The woman turned to him, her eyes wild and not all that different from what the soldier’s looked like. “Get out!” she snapped.

That broke Trevor out of his paralysis. He nodded and lunged forward, climbing to his feet and running out the door. He skidded to a halt after bouncing off his wife and nearly tripping over Liam. They’d stopped just outside the door and were staring.

He started to follow their gaze when the sound of someone slamming into the garage door jerked his eyes back to it. The door shuddered in its tracks and cracked, but held strong. He listened as he heard the slap of flesh on flesh several times, most accompanied by a grunt. The door didn’t move but something—or more likely somebody—crashed into his car again.

The soldier cursed and shouted threats that were cut short as the woman struck him again and again. Trevor wasn’t sure if he should try to watch the fight or if he should lead his family away. A howl that made the hairs stand up on the back of his head helped make up his mind. It sounded like the man was getting his ass kicked, but that meant the woman was even more dangerous. He’d seen her eyes; if she was half as crazy and twice as dangerous as the soldier, he didn’t want to be anywhere near her!

He started to turn when he heard his car door open and the dashboard chirp as it powered on. The next sound was of the door shutting, except the wet crunching noise he heard meant the door didn’t latch properly. Or at all.

Trevor stood uncertain until he saw movement in the doorway. The woman emerged, slipping her makeshift vest over her shoulder and pulling it over her small breasts. She buttoned it and then lowered her hands to refasten the top of her pants, all while looking at Trevor, Bristal, and Liam.

“Um, hi,” Trevor managed. “I’m—”

“You’re in a bad place, at a bad time,” she cut him off. “Same reason I’m here. If you want, you can head east and try to keep out of sight until you reach the lines set up in the mountains.”

“Keep out of sight? Of what?”

She jerked her head back towards the dark garage behind her. “People like him. A lot of people have been infected and they aren’t dealing with it well. Or others. My soldiers are under orders to protect themselves, but boys will be boys, and these boys are like nothing you’ve ever seen.”

“What? Why?”

She nodded, her eyes shifting behind him.

“Dad!” Liam hissed and tugged at his shirt.

Trevor turned around and stood still. His lips parted as his jaw fell, but for a long moment he forgot to breathe. He was staring at soldiers, yes, but there was no way they would ever be mistaken for humans. Not normal ones, anyhow. They were huge. The soldier was a child compared to these people. Not a one of them was even close to two meters, with a few probably close to three. The woman was the shortest and she towered over him so that his eyes were even with her chin.

There was something else off about them too. Their skin was dark and their hair thick and coarse. They looked overdeveloped, with bulging muscles and virtually no body fat to speak of. Their choice in clothing was limited too: some had scraps of strange hides sewn into shorts but most wore loin cloths or torn pants that were obviously too small for them. Spoils of looting, he was sure. Hardly any of them wore shoes or boots, save for the woman.

“What—who—”

“Aliens,” the woman said. “They came from Vitalis.”

“Vitalis? The rumors are true?”

“Trevor, what’s she talking about? What’s going on?” Bristal asked.

“Where’d that lady go?” Liam wondered.

“I’m here,” the camouflaged woman said, from a few feet away. She stepped away from the side of the garage, earning a gasp as it looked like the garage itself was moving. She frowned and turned to look around, and then her eyes settled on the woman in the vest. She sighed and then, before their eyes, her skin changed colors.

It flickered and shifted, the tan color of the plascrete wall of the garage fading to normal skin color. For a split second, she proved that she was naked, but then her skin shifted again and green, brown, and olive hues burst onto it until she wore clothing that looked identical to the short-haired woman’s. The difference was her eyes were green and her hair turned a vibrant red that fell in luxurious waves just passed her shoulders.

“Hi, I’m Astra,” she said and stuck her hand out.

Trevor reached for it and couldn’t stop himself from gawking at her. She was still nude; she just looked like she had clothes on. At the right angle, he could still see the bumps of her nipples protruding from her very shapely breasts. Unlike the other woman, she had breasts that demanded attention.

“I’m Bristal, Trevor’s wife,” Bristal said as she stepped beside him and offered her hand.

Trevor jerked his hand back and looked away, hoping desperately the burning he felt in his face wouldn’t be noticed. He glanced at his son and saw him grinning at him. Only four years old and the kid knew to have fun at his expense.

“They grow up so fast,” the dirty blond-haired woman said. “I’m Leona Montessori.”

Trevor nodded. “Leona, um, so what are you telling me? We just wanted to wait whatever this was out in our house until it was over.”

“It won’t be over,” she said. “You can wait, but you’ll end up dead.”

“She’s right,” Astra said. “Vitalis is here and there’s no stopping it.”

“Wait—I thought Vitalis was a world discovered on the other side of the universe?”

Astra winced. “It’s several solar systems away. Several light years, I forget how many, but that doesn’t seem to matter anymore.”

“It doesn’t?”

Leona held up her hand to stop the covert agent from saying any more. “Trevor, you’ve got a choice you need to make.”

“I do?”

She nodded. “You can go east and try to connect with the rest of humanity.”

“Dodging crazy people and looters the whole way to the mountains, and that’s what, a hundred kilometers or so?” He paused while she nodded. “Some choice. My other option is hiding here and getting killed when another group of psychos find us?”

“Come with us,” Astra said.

“But—you’re aliens!” Bristal blurted.

“We’re not,” Leona said.

“Humans can’t just, uh, change like that,” Bristal argued while staring at Astra’s chest.

“Actually, they almost can,” Astra argued. “With a few million in corporate script worth of tech and a lot of training.”

“Almost can?” Trevor asked.

Astra nodded. “We’re human, but we’re more than that now too.”

“I’m so confused,” Bristal muttered.

“Don’t worry, you are too,” Astra told her. “More than human, I mean. You just haven’t changed much. Yet.”

“Evolved,” Leona corrected. She dug into her pocket and pulled out a small leather pouch. She opened it and dropped a small dark green crystal into her palm. Within a couple of seconds, it began to lighten and glow. “This will speed it up,” she said.

“I heard something about green rocks that fell from the sky!” Trevor whispered.

“And now you’ve seen one,” Leona said. “So it’s true. My son found this and gave it to me.”

Bristal jerked her eyes up to Leona’s. “You have a son?”

She nodded and glanced at the sun high overhead. “He’s up there—he escaped in time.”

Trevor and Bristal started to look up before both cried out. “The sun! We’re going to get burned or end up with melanoma!”

Astra laughed and Leona smiled. “You’ll be fine,” she said and held the crystal up. “Just stay close to me.”

Astra glanced at the massive warriors standing behind them holding captured rifles. “Yes, stay close. The Vitalians still think breeding is one of their mission objectives.”

“Breeding?” Liam asked.

Trevor coughed and looked at his wife. Bristal’s cheeks flushed. “Not now, honey,” she said. “We need to get going. It’s not safe.”

She shot a meaningful look at Trevor and he nodded while biting back a smile. Their situation didn’t deserve humor but he couldn’t help himself. “We’ll go with you.”

“Good,” Leona said. “We’ll do our best to keep you safe.”

“Your best?”

She nodded. “There’s a war going on for the control of Earth and you just found yourself on the front lines.”


Chapter 4

Kimber pressed her mouth into her arm and bit down to stifle her moan. She was aware of the fingers digging into her hips hard enough to leave bruises but she didn’t care. Feeling him throbbing inside her as he gave her the life she craved was all that mattered. The fact that he went out of his way to be a good lover and made certain she received pleasure from their mating only made it better.

“Whoa,” Argus groaned as his final spasm passed and his body tried to collapse. He had to lean on Kimber to keep from losing his balance and falling off to the side.

She tried to talk and realized her arm was still on her mouth. She lifted her head and whispered, “Don’t pull out. Not yet.”

“Red, I’m not going to be able to move for a week after that.” Argus chuckled.

She twisted her head and reached up to pull her vibrant red hair out of her eyes so she could see him. She smiled. “You’re a good lover. So much better than Klous.”

A shadow passed over Argus’s face at the mention of the dead man.

“Don’t pout. He was a means to an end,” she said. She laughed. “Then again, so are you, but I enjoyed this very much.”

“Ain’t that the point? Enjoying it?”

“My children are growing. It’s time I had more,” she said.

“More? Wait, I thought—”

She pushed her lips out in a pout. “Right place and right time. Look around us. My sister and Leona can’t give me this gift of life. That leaves you.”

“What about all the, um, aliens?”

Her lips twisted up in a wry smile. She squeezed her muscles around him for effect. “You’ve seen them. Do you think I could handle something like that?”

Argus jerked his eyes up from her smooth globes that were pressed against his hips. He was spent and he knew it, but she had a way of making him wish he could go another round. He shook his head and looked up at her. “What? Oh, um, probably not. As snug a fit as I was, they’d tear you up without a whole lot of getting ready.”

“And I’m not that patient,” she agreed. “Besides, now that I know how attentive and devoted you are, how could I pass you by? They would only be interested in their own pleasure, like Klous.”

“Uh, yeah, okay.” Argus glanced back down, distracted by the curves of her back and bottom. The green light from the crystals nearby made her skin glow. His too, he supposed, but he was more interested in looking at her.

“If your genes are good, we’ll be doing this again,” she promised him.

“What? My genes?”

“I need strong children. Our forces are small. You should try to convince Leona and Astra to let you give them children too.”

“Um, okay.” Argus glanced around as the conversation began to seem strange even for the eccentric redheaded scientist. “Wait, you mean we can’t do this again for nine months?”

Kimber laughed and rotated her hips, grinding them against him. Her movement was too much for his current state and he slipped out of her. She pouted. “I’d hoped to try again now, just to make sure.”

“Make sure? Oh! You mean make sure you were pregnant.”

She nodded. “I think the crystals will make sure of it. Earth needs a mother to look after it.”

Free at last, Argus backed away and climbed to his feet. He glanced around the small office in the underground mountain stronghold and found the remains of his uniform where it had fallen on the floor. He paused and glanced back at the exotic beauty whose hips were still raised in the air. He wasn’t sure if it was a seductive or an obscene pose. Either way, he couldn’t believe he’d been lucky enough to have sex with her. Her twin sister was Astra Redmond, for crying out loud, the sexiest and most popular woman in the Terran Coalition!

“Doesn’t look very comfortable,” Argus said. “I mean, you lying like that. It felt damn good to me!”

Kimber smirked. “I’m making sure none of it runs out,” she said.

Argus grunted and finished pulling his pants on. He reached for his shirt and said, “Your face is almost as red as your hair.” Her bottom was red from how vigorous they’d been, but he had enough sense not to mention that. He picked up his new rifle and slung it over his shoulder without bothering to tuck his shirt in or button it.

“Back to protecting me?” Kimber asked.

“That’s what the boss lady said.”

“How well do you know Leona?” Kimber asked.

Argus shrugged. “Just met her when you crashed that ship in my backyard. She saved my ass a few times, her and Astra both. Anybody who wants to save my life earns my loyalty.”

“What about me?” Kimber asked. She arched her back, thrusting her butt higher in the air. “Do I have your loyalty?”

“My days of fuck ’em and forget ’em are over,” Argus said with a grin.

She raised an eyebrow. “I was hoping I meant more to you than that. You’ll have children soon. With me. Or don’t you have a paternal instinct?”

Argus blinked a few times. He swallowed to hide the sudden dryness in his throat. “Kids? Like, more than one?”

“Twins,” she said. “At least I think it will be twins. My research shows it almost always is.”

“Whoa,” he said. “Um, well yeah, I guess. I never thought about it. I’m not really the role model type.”

“These won’t be like normal human children,” Kimber assured him.

Argus frowned. “What?”

Kimber’s eyes went to the crystals she could see from her spot on the floor. “The crystals have changed me. Vitalis has changed me. It’s changed you, too. Made you stronger. Healthier. Better.”

Argus grunted and looked down at himself. He stared at the scar on his belly where Astra had cut him open and yanked the alien eggs out. She’d said he was the only human on the planet who had survived something like that, possibly in the entire universe. He was alive, that’s all that mattered, and alive because he’d been saved by a superstar who, she finally confessed, was a secret agent for the TCS.

“Is there a problem, soldier?” Kimber asked as his eyes lost focus.

Argus jerked and shook his head. “No, ma’am, just got caught up in everything. Still can’t believe what’s going on.”

“Oh, you can believe it,” Kimber assured him. “It’s been millennia in the making and finally it’s happening. Earth is being restored to how it should be. Green. Vibrant. Alive!”

Argus glanced away from the gleam in her eyes. She went from acting normal one moment to sounding like she was crazy the next. “Yeah, alive is good,” he said. “I know I’m glad to still be breathing.”

Kimber lifted herself up on her arms and then continued to rise. He watched her buttocks flex until she turned to face him, and then his eyes were drawn to her full breasts that played hide and seek beneath her long, curly red hair. He had to resist the urge to reach for them. He’d just had her, but there was something about her that told him she wasn’t there for his pleasure. He lifted his gaze to her face and saw her smiling as she watched him devour her with his eyes.

“Do I please you, Argus?”

He chuckled. “I never felt nothing like it.”

She tilted her head and stepped closer to him. She lifted her finger to his trim belly and traced his scar before leading her nail up his chest, circling his nipple. She teased it and pinched it, earning a sharp breath from him. She bent her head down and kissed the hard nub of flesh, running her tongue across it before straightening and looking at him. “I’ve been watching you since you came to us. To me. Watching you recover and grow and learn. I like what I see. What you’ve become. I’ve never felt anyone like you,” she whispered.

Argus remembered to clamp his lips shut before he drooled on himself. He swallowed and grinned. “Just happy to be of service, ma’am.”

“Kimber,” she said. “Call me Kimber.”

“Um, okay.”

“After all,” she said as she stepped in close enough to brush her full breasts against his chest, “if I am to be the mother of this new Earth, I will need a father at my side. A man who shares my passion and understands how important the Earth’s survival is. A man who knows what I know. A man who will do whatever needs to be done.”

Argus fought the urges her closeness filled him with. If they hadn’t had sex a few minutes ago, he knew he’d have promised her the moon and the sun. As it was, he was only willing to guarantee North America without needing further details. “Um, what exactly are you talking about?”

“You are strong. A good warrior,” she said. “You know how to fight and can train others. You know how to lead. I believe Leona said you were a sergeant?”

“Private,” Argus mumbled. “I mean, I was a sergeant, but I got busted down because I hooked up with the daughter of one of the local cops. She said she was eighteen—I didn’t know!”

Kimber chuckled. “I have a body better than any eighteen-year-old, don’t I?”

“Hell yeah!” he agreed.

“And you know how to please it and make me please you,” she breathed into his lips before she captured his lip between her teeth. She pulled on it, biting down gently and sucking on it before letting go. “Chance brings us together, Argus, but fate will keep us that way. Stay with me. Be my consort.”

Through the red haze tinting his vision and stealing his breath away, he managed to ask, “Consort?”

“My lover. My mate. The father to my children. My advisor.”

He again showed his ability to focus on only one thing as he asked, “Lover?”

Kimber smiled and pressed herself against him, forcing him to take a step back until he hit the steel wall behind him. She ground herself against him, her naked flesh rubbing against his pants while her hard nipples dug into his chest as if they were capped with ruddy flesh-colored steel. She licked his neck and slid her tongue up to his ear before sucking on it. “You can have me whenever you want,” she whispered into his ear.

Argus groaned and his knees would have buckled if Kimber hadn’t held him up against the wall. “What about, uh, Leona? And Astra?”

She pulled her head back. She nodded after a moment. “If they will have you, you may breed them too, as long as you can make yourself available for me too. Always remember, you’ll be mine. I come first. Always.”

Argus bit his lip until she pressed hers against him and captured them. She nibbled on them for him and then pulled back. “Yes?”

It wasn’t like he wanted to fight her; he was just overwhelmed. He’d gone from being a grunt always in trouble to barely surviving an alien invasion. Then he’d been captured and now he was being offered the world. None of it made sense. He didn’t deserve this kind of opportunity. He definitely didn’t deserve someone as smart and amazing and beautiful as Kimber. But he also wasn’t stupid.

“Yes,” he breathed, unable to resist her anymore.

Kimber grinned and pressed her lips to his again. She lifted one leg and wrapped it around him, and then did the same with the other so that she climbed onto him and forced him to carry her. He’d grown more than strong enough with the influence of the energy from the Vitalian crystals surrounding them. She kissed him with the fire of a thousand suns and only broke away long enough to say, “I can feel you’re ready again. Take me, Argus. Consummate our union as lovers. Give yourself to me and make me yours.”

Argus grunted and stumbled forward, aiming for her desk. He had to put her on it so he could get his pants out of the way and give her what she wanted. What he wanted. Her needs were his now, and he couldn’t think of a reason why that shouldn’t be the way things ought to be from here on out.


Chapter 5

“Captain,” one of the Vitalians said in a husky voice. “Are we there yet?”

The muscles in Leona’s cheeks hardened as she clenched her jaw. The Vitalian was acting like a child. Although, from what Kimber had told her, they were children by human standards. Her son would be twice their age. Was twice their age, she corrected herself. He was just off the planet and too far from her to ever see again. Maybe someday, once the Earth was at peace and she could talk to him over a communication link.
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