
  
    [image: The Viceroy]
  


  
    
      THE VICEROY

      
        THE UNTOUCHABLE SERIES

        BOOK 2

      

    

    
      
        G.J. KREFFT

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    
      
        
          I. – Olympia –

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

      
        
          II. – Adlamerei –

        

        
          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

        

      

      
        
          III. – Olympia –

        

        
          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

        

      

      
        
          IV. – Olympia –

        

        
          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

        

      

      
        
          V. – Olympia –

        

        
          
            Chapter 41

          

          
            Chapter 42

          

          
            Chapter 43

          

          
            Chapter 44

          

          
            Chapter 45

          

          
            Chapter 46

          

          
            Chapter 47

          

          
            Chapter 48

          

          
            Chapter 49

          

          
            Chapter 50

          

        

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 G.J. Krefft

      Layout design and Copyright © 2025 by Next Chapter

      Published 2025 by Next Chapter

      Edited by Tyler Colins

      Cover art by Lordan June Pinote

      Author photo by Krzysztof Winciorek

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the author’s permission.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To my sister Grażyna.

        I love you.
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      He who fights with monsters should be careful lest he thereby become a monster. And if thou gaze long into an abyss, the abyss will also gaze into thee.

      Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil

      Translated by Helen Zimmern, 1907.

      

      A true leader has the confidence to stand alone, the courage to make tough decisions, and the compassion to listen to the needs of others. He does not set out to be a leader, but becomes one by the equality of his actions and the integrity of his intent.

      Douglas MacArthur

      

      For the heart is not a servant, and acknowledges no master, and will not let itself be forcibly put in chains.

      Adam Mickiewicz, Pan Tadeusz (The Last Foray in Lithuania)

      Translated by George Rapall Noyes, 1917.
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        Monsters lurk in every corner.

        The most vicious ones will strike with a broad smile.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      “Call me by my name … Say my name, Opium. Say it!”

      I knew what it meant, but I finally did it anyway.

      “Adlai …” I whispered.

      I woke up drenched in cold sweat. Jeez … The events of that night have haunted me since the day we managed to escape the Borgomomian hell, along with tens of thousands of others who were enslaved there. The year after the invasion, spent under the yoke of the alien species, left its mark on all of us. Hardly any of the liberated people were able to come to terms with our new reality, and, to be honest, I had probably the most trouble with it myself.

      Nightmares haunted me. I felt a constant sense of danger and persistent anxiety. I worried we wouldn’t be ready for their retaliatory attack in time—after all, we had nearly obliterated the entire Northern Quadrant of their planet. And more …

      “At least this time I woke up before the fight with HIM began … and before I unleashed hell on those aliens again, nuking their reactor and wiping them all out …”

      Tears streamed down my cheeks once more, and there was nothing I could do to stop them. I knew I wouldn’t be able to fall back asleep, and that realization made me feel even more helpless than before. I was so exhausted and so depressed that I cried even harder.

      No one ever warns about the consequences of becoming someone’s hero. Nor that it also means becoming somebody else’s monster … Heroes are put on pedestals, while the negative side of their actions is swept under the rug. At least until one experiences them firsthand.

      The fact that I missed the one the humans now called the über-monster wasn’t helping. Not to mention that the same bastard who nearly razed our world and wiped out most of humanity was also the father of my child. Whenever I caught myself missing his touch or voice, I seriously questioned my sanity.

      I turned on the light and wiped my face with chamomile-scented tissues. Oh God, how I love the feeling of our products on my skin. I didn’t realize how much I missed all these small things. Fortunately, obtaining these everyday-use products or household chemicals did not pose much of a problem. The part of Switzerland where we settled upon our return had not been looted as severely by the locals when they fled from aliens, so warehouses and even some stores were still fully stocked, which was a massive help for us at this point.

      I expected the biggest challenges to come from feeding such a large number of people, and indeed, filling about eighty thousand stomachs day by day, turned out to be quite a struggle. Nevertheless, as with the chemicals, we were able to locate entire warehouses of still usable food and water fairly quickly. Maybe canned or other highly processed food wasn’t the healthiest, but people were grateful for any meal, and they just had to suffice for us in the early days. However, over time, we were forced to expand our search area as supplies were shrinking at an alarming rate.

      Unfortunately, upon returning, we discovered no signs of livestock or poultry. With heavy hearts, we concluded that they either perished or fell prey to local wolves. However, we decided to expand the search area to neighboring states as soon as we settled in.

      The faces of the liberated showed relief and almost disbelief every time I handed them meals. Only those who have experienced hunger can truly appreciate the luxury of going to bed with full stomachs. The truth is, I was not the one who suffered hunger in the enemy world, but I vowed to myself that I would never allow it to happen again. Not a day went by without me thinking about it as I did at that moment.

      I took a deep breath and massaged my bump to calm myself and the baby.

      “Don’t worry, hon. You will never get to know what hunger is. Your mommy is going to make sure of that.”

      Yep, talking like that, for me, just had to substitute for an hour of therapy with a shrink and a good pep talk. If only someone heard me talking to myself like that all the time … I gave a crooked smile, but then it suddenly hit me—in just a few hours, I had to attend a Council meeting, so whatever hint of a good mood I had was gone in an instant.

      The Council was established upon our return to Earth to oversee our adaptation at home and meticulously prepare for defense. The very thought of sitting for hours on my butt and listening to everybody argue gave me a headache. Since we got back on Earth, that is for the last two weeks, we met every other day, so I had a pretty good idea of what to expect. Of course, it was only natural to be scared of the alien retaliation, and we had to prepare for it as soon as possible, but it wasn’t necessarily good for morale.

      I decided to take a shower and eat something before going out. I didn’t want to be late for the meeting, as I almost always was. I glanced at the clock; it was barely five a.m. Nah, there is still plenty of time …

      The bathroom next to my bedroom was relatively small and dated. It featured an adorable vanity painted in folk art, a small shower, and a toilet. Its walls were tiled with yellowish floral-patterned ceramics, but the floor, on the other hand, was green, and I just loved the country vibe.

      I tossed the oversized T-shirt I wore as my nightgown straight into the laundry basket and stepped into the shower. I forgot to turn on the water and let it run for a while before getting into the stall, which resulted in quite a thermal shock.

      “Holy crap!” I jumped out without thinking and slipped, bumping my head against the wall. “Shhhit!” I hissed. “Nothing like starting the day with a decent concussion. What else can possibly go wrong today …?” I mumbled, rubbing my throbbing head. “Yeah, and there’s nothing like jinxing it all away …” I automatically pictured my mother scolding me for it.

      I waited a few moments and checked the water with my hand before stepping back in. I didn’t have to do that in the bathrooms on Borgomom—the water temperature was always perfect, so I got used to the good stuff quickly. I guessed everyone would if they were only given a living like I was.

      While washing my hair, I planned the things I wanted to do by the evening, so I wouldn’t have to dwell on what had happened the day before. It ended as I presumed it would—in tears—and I really didn’t want to sob again. The truth is, I was afraid to tell Viking about the baby. I didn’t know how to do it, so I stalled, but I couldn’t hold off any longer. I was starting to show, and Jackson deserved to hear the truth from me.

      Viking was walking me home from a meeting with a group of engineers who’d finally managed to keep the town’s electricity from failing every five minutes, and he wanted to talk. I invited him over for tea, sure that we wouldn’t disturb my sister’s sleep. Babette shared the house with me, and every evening, she took a truckload of sleeping pills just to be able to close her eyes.

      We got comfortable in the living room and chatted about everything and anything. It was so relaxing and normal. Laughter became natural and pleasant again. For a while, I even managed to forget the overwhelming reality.

      When the moment finally came, and an awkward silence fell between us, Jackson scooched closer to me on the couch. He put his arm around me and smiled, peering deeply into my eyes.

      Uh-oh! What is going on?

      “I will kiss you now, all right?” he asked with a sexy smirk.

      I was stunned. Panic swept over me as he leaned closer, so I stood quickly, and Viking spread out more comfortably on the couch.

      “What? Are you embarrassed?” he asked in disbelief. “Are you really that shy? Or is it because I’m no longer holding back how I feel about you? I’m glad it’s out in the open; it makes everything so much easier,” he said bluntly. “I also think you already like me very much, too. Olympia, I want to be so much more to you than just a friend or a partner in crime.”

      “There’s something I need to tell you, but I’m not sure how to say it …”

      “Well, don’t stop now.” He watched me curiously.

      I shook my head, looking away. Here goes nothing … “Viking, I cannot give you what you think you need from me.”

      “What I think I need? Hmm …” He smiled halfheartedly. “What I am quite sure of, sweetie. And if you aren’t ready yet, I will wait. Happily.” He walked to me slowly.

      “Don’t. Move on with your life. Find someone …” I almost begged him, more than convinced that the damaged, pregnant me wasn’t the right one for him.

      Jackson gave me a playful look. “That’s for me to decide. You are not the boss of me, woman. I’ll choose my own path in life, and it just so happens that I want you to be with me on it.”

      I took a deep breath, shaking my head.

      “You’d better sit down,” I said. “There is something you need to hear. From me.”

      “That bad, huh? All right. I’m sitting. Hit me.” He perched on the edge of the armchair in front of me, while I settled on the ground on the fluffy, bright carpet, leaning my back against the couch. I took another deep breath. “Come on! The suspense is killing me! What is going on? What do you know that I don’t? Is it that bad, or …?”

      “I am pregnant.” I blurted out and watched my friend’s face drain of color in a matter of seconds.

      “But … It cannot be!” he mumbled.

      “I am,” I nodded slightly. “There is no doubt about it.”

      “Why?”

      “Why …? Why am I pregnant?”

      “Why haven’t you told me sooner?”

      “You know why. You didn’t need that information back then. It would have just been one more thing for you to worry about, and you already had so much on your plate. Not to mention the injury …”

      “Fuck … Opium …”

      “You don’t say …”

      Jackson took a moment to process everything, and it seemed he managed to piece it all together quite well.

      “He didn’t know either, did he? Otherwise, we wouldn’t be able to escape from there.”

      “At first, just Josh and Jürgen knew. I finally told him too, but right before I fled the Northern Quadrant. I needed to buy us more time somehow, and it seemed the only way …”

      “So that’s why they haven’t attacked us so far … and we were all trying to figure out the reason! Everything’s finally starting to make sense!” Viking rubbed his face with his hands. “What do you suppose would have happened if you hadn’t told him? He would have hunted you down and killed you painfully, wouldn’t he have?”

      “That’s what I feared the most.”

      “Fucking animal! And you really think he is capable of loving anyone? He is a fricking psychopath!”

      I nodded and wiped the damn tears from my cheeks. I didn’t even notice that they started streaming down again. I hated it! I hated feeling so exposed! As soon as Jackson noticed it, he sat beside me and put his arm around me.

      “Don’t cry.” He kissed the top of my head. “Please don’t.”

      “I can’t fricking stop!” I sobbed.

      “I know. Just try to breathe. We will handle it all somehow …”

      “What do you mean?” I blew my nose into a crumpled handkerchief that I’d dug out of the back pocket of my pants.

      “I mean, you do know you have options, right?”

      I knew all too well what options he had in mind, but I asked anyway. “Do I? Really? And what options are those?”

      “Do not make me spell it out because you know what I meant. Have you even considered it?”

      “Viking, you are aware that you are talking not only about his child but also about mine, right? Think what you are suggesting I should do …”

      He nodded sadly. “That’s what I thought. And you call yourself a monster …” He kissed my head again. “What now?”

      “How the hell shall I know?”

      “I meant the people. What are you going to tell them and when?”

      “The truth. And rather soonish. I am starting to show.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. I think it’s the ninth week or so, so it has to be natural …”

      “I guess it has …”

      When the silence began to drag, I glanced at Jackson. He was eyeing me curiously. “What?”

      “Has he tried to contact you since then?”

      “No.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Of course, I’m sure. What kind of question is that?”

      Viking shook his head.

      “Then you know it’s just a matter of time before he comes looking for you, right? With his entire army … or at least what’s left of it.”

      “I try not to think about it.”

      “But you should. You shouldn’t be on your own. Ever. You need security.”

      “Out of the question. I am finally free again, and I’m pretty sure I do not have to tell you what it means to me. I won’t give it up.”

      “I can take care of it if you want. I can be there without making you feel smothered.”

      “No, you can’t. The problem is, it would smother you, because you have feelings for me that I just can’t return …”

      “Oh, so you’ve already made up your mind? How do you know you won’t be able to return them? Aren’t you going to give me at least a fair chance?”

      “‘Fair’? Nothing about this is fair, and it never will be! Someone will always get hurt, no matter what. And I want to spare you all the drama and heartbreak. I respect you and value your friendship too much.”

      He frowned.

      “I don’t need you to spare me anything. I am a grown-ass man. I don’t need any protection. All I need is a chance.”

      “I cannot …”

      “You cannot? Really? Or, because of your stubbornness, you won’t even consider this issue?”

      “I am pregnant with another man’s child. And you have your whole life ahead of you.”

      “And you don’t?”

      “I don’t know. That is the point.”

      “Unbelievable.” Viking shook his head. “I need air. I need to cool off.”

      I nodded.

      “Go. Try to get some sleep.”

      He snorted.

      “Yeah, like that will happen after the bomb you’ve just detonated.”

      I saw him clenching his fists. His knuckles had turned white from how tightly he held them.

      “Goodnight,” I said, but Jackson only stood and left.

      I hoped he would somehow manage to digest the news and wouldn’t turn his back on me. I needed him. I needed my advisor and co-conspirator. I needed my friend, the only one who understood me without a word being said and whom I trusted with my life.

      After he left, I had trouble falling asleep, even though I felt beyond exhausted. When I finally did manage to drift off, the damn nightmare started, and thank God, I woke up quickly.

      After the shower, I went downstairs to the kitchen, where I made myself tea and ate a European version of a Pop-Tart, which tasted like vanilla ice cream. And then I realized the strangest thing: the moment we landed on Earth, the morning sickness I had endured on Borgomom was gone. I could eat whatever and whenever—from sour and salty foods to sweet and spicy ones. The cravings kept attacking me quite unexpectedly. However, I craved apple juice the most, and even though I drank it all the time, I still couldn’t get enough of it.

      Yeah, home sweet home. Well, almost home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      I got ready to step out for the Council meeting, which was about to take place in the Sonnenberg bunker, just a few hundred feet from where I was living at the time. Before leaving, I wrote a note for Babette so she wouldn’t worry about me.

      I left the house, trying to make as little noise as possible. It was just past seven in the morning, and I knew the pills my sister had taken last night could wear off at any moment. The last thing I wanted was to wake her up so early. She cried her eyes out every morning and tried to hide it, putting on a pair of oversized sunglasses she found somewhere in the house, so she wouldn’t upset or stress me out.

      How could I be angry with her when I knew all too well that the tears she shed were caused by grief? It wasn’t that she had lost only her parents and siblings; she’d lost her children and her husband too, and as I saw it, this was more than anybody could bear.

      Halfway to the bunker, I ran into Viking, who occupied the house across the street from mine with Josh. We nodded to each other and walked the rest of the way side by side, in complete silence.

      At one point, Jackson grabbed my hand, tucked it into his jacket’s pocket, and held it there, with our fingers enlaced, until we got there. I didn’t protest, even though I felt like I should have. His touch wasn’t revolting or anything like that. It just felt … wrong, as if I were cheating on someone. I did my best to ignore the sensation, but one could only do so much. So instead, I focused on appreciating Jackson for sharing his body heat with me. The coat I wore was soft and long, but clearly made for a tall, broad-shouldered man, and it didn’t keep out the cold the way it was supposed to. I tried to solve this problem with a huge, colorful scarf, wrapping it tightly around my neck, almost covering the nose too, but knitwear had its downsides. Although fluffy and cozy, it let gusts of winter wind right through.

      It snowed all night, and the thermometer on my kitchen window read minus five degrees Celsius. I quickly converted it to Fahrenheit, and it turned out to be just twenty-three degrees. So yeah, it was freezing cold outside, but the scenery of the snow-covered mountain town was downright spectacular.

      I admired the surroundings as I walked down the snow tunnel that Viking dug out for me along the street, allowing me to get from the house to the bunker on my own. I deliberately chose a house close to the shelter, instead of one in the gloomy, deserted center, where it took quite some time for the weakened refugees to locate snowplows, get them running again, and clear the entire urban area.

      I was captivated by the magic of the Swiss winter, especially with the cold air filling my lungs, the snow crunching under my feet, and the snow-covered nearby houses looking like a scene from a postcard. I took in the beauty around me for as long as I could, fully aware that I had a difficult day ahead of me, which, as it turned out, was entirely true.

      Thirty people gathered in a relatively large room, calling themselves the Great Council of Survivors. For hours, they engaged in a loud and lively discussion, seated around several tables set together as one. God, I’d give anything to be anywhere but here …

      The dim lights kept flickering. There was still apparently an issue with the power generator, which led to a related problem with the air conditioning. Naturally, there were no windows down there, so the air was getting increasingly stale, and morale was dropping fast. We’ve been struggling with these malfunctions for two weeks straight, ever since we took over the bunker, so no wonder everyone’s patience was wearing thin.

      One of the survivors, Francis Akins, whom the aliens captured just a few days after me, was a sickly, skinny British general in his mid-forties. The oversized glasses perched on his nose only made his gaunt face look even more withered. I figured he wore them as a distraction from the thick scars that covered his head and face, and admittedly, they did a nice job. He was now the one shouting loudest. He clearly couldn’t stand being interrupted, so the mood in the room grew increasingly hostile.

      “We need … I said we need to replicate the alien technology as soon as possible, precisely as Opium instructed us already weeks ago! There is absolutely no excuse for this delay! In my opinion … I said in my opinion, only striking them with full force will truly guarantee our safety! We shall only know peace when every last one of them is dead! There is no other choice! Otherwise, we’re nothing more than sitting ducks, awaiting inevitable slaughter!” He concluded by slamming his fist on the table.

      Listening to his speech, so filled with venom and hatred, I stopped slouching and picking at my nails. I looked around and saw that most of the people there were nodding, so I decided to speak up.

      “You do realize that you’re talking about millions of lives, right, Francis?”

      The room became silent instantly. All eyes turned to us with curiosity.

      “Millions. You want to wipe out all those lives? And for what? Revenge? Don’t you think the Space is big enough to fit us all?”

      “I do not care,” the man stated matter-of-factly.

      A din began to rise again, but I only nodded calmly.

      “I am talking now,” I reprimanded everyone present, not even raising my voice, and the room fell completely silent again. Joseph Stalin much?

      I honestly felt like a dictator in that moment, and the weight of that realization was crushing. I took a deep breath. “Did our ancestors kill all the Germans after World War Two? No, they did not. As far as I can remember, the Liberating Army forced all the nearby living German civilians to visit the concentration camps and see the corpses of their victims with their own eyes. That’s just one example from our history of humane behavior towards those who had wronged so many.” I looked around the room once more and saw a lot of people nodding their heads again. “You seem to forget, General, that there are also innocents amongst the aliens. We can’t just kill them all. It would mean we are no better than they are. And we call ourselves moral beings.”

      Francis snorted. “This coming from you … That’s quite surprising, considering it was none other than you who planned our escape, destroyed everything, and killed everyone in your way just to get out of there.” The general crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back in the chair with a sour smirk.

      I nodded again, making a disgusted face. I felt my mouth go dry.

      “Yes, I did all that. I am aware of the gravity of my actions and take full responsibility for them. I will never forget the stench of burning flesh, the look in my victims’ eyes, and their pleading for mercy just before I took their lives with my bare hands. And there were so many of them …”

      “You do not have to explain yourself, Opium.” Viking stroked my back gently.

      “That’s all right.” I nodded to my friend and continued: “I wake up every night hearing the screams of all the aliens I have killed by destroying the Southern Quadrant, even though I never really heard them. And judging by Viking’s facial expression, I am not the only one whose conscience is tearing me apart from the inside.”

      “No, you are not,” confirmed Jackson.

      “I became a monster, just like them—a war criminal, a shadow of a human being. I am no better than they are, and I have to live with that, because that was the price of our survival. But the real question is—are you ready to become such monsters, too? Will you be able to bear the responsibility for the deaths of millions of intelligent beings? Women, children, the elderly … everyone?”

      “You’re exaggerating,” the general mumbled under his breath.

      “Am I? Soldiers are aware of their duties and the risks, but what about the civilians?”

      Akins looked like he was about to roll his eyes in annoyance.

      “So, what do you think we should do? Are we just supposed to sit around with our hands tied and wait for those buggers to finish off the rest of us? Is that what you expect from us?”

      “No. You are right, and as I already explained before—we have to focus on copying their technology and prepare for an eventual attack ASAP, but we won’t strike first. That would be like poking a stick into an anthill. We are too weak and vulnerable to go after them and survive a full-scale assault.”

      I gave Viking a long look, and he understood immediately what I was about to do. He placed his hand on mine, the one I was nervously fiddling with under the table, clutching my pant leg. The warmth of his touch gave me a sense of reassurance, and I was extremely grateful for that small gesture. I dreaded that moment. I was terrified of revealing my darkest secrets to all of them, and Viking understood that better than anyone.

      “There’s something you don’t know … Humans now have something the aliens want. More specifically, someone.”

      “Two, actually,” Jackson corrected me quietly, glancing around with a furrowed brow. He watched everyone sitting at the table with us as though warning them.

      I nodded.

      “Yes, two. Besides Adlamerei, the aliens think I’ve been kidnapped by humans. He is the only one who knows the truth.”

      Akins leaned forward and drummed his fingers on the table.

      “Yes, we all heard about the gun-to-your-head stunt. A bloody smart move, but why do you think he hadn’t told his men about it? What makes you so sure he survived your attack in the first place? And assuming you're the first hostage you mentioned … who’s the second?”

      “I cannot be sure he survived it but—as surprising as it might sound—I hope he did. For all our sakes. The fact that the aliens haven’t retaliated yet confirms my theory. As for your other question … I am pregnant. I’m carrying the first child of the future Emperor of the Grastrialena Galaxy, and if I’m right, they still think I’m his fiancée. For those who don’t know what I’m talking about—the prince tried to force me to marry him on the night of our escape. He actually fought with his father over it, and I managed to escape and carry out my plan just by sheer luck. That is why I’m sure he hasn’t told anyone about my betrayal. And as you’ve probably already figured out, the second hostage is the child.”
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      The uproar caused by the meeting participants, so agitated by my confession of being pregnant, began to escalate. Sean, my ex-fiancé, who was also sitting on the Council, jumped to his feet as if burned. His reaction was the one I dreaded the most, and, as it turned out, I had good reason to.

      I was relieved to know he had survived the fight with Adlamerei during our escape from Borgomom. It was touch and go at first, but he pulled through. His face was badly bruised and swollen to the point that his eyes were barely visible, but still, it was impossible not to notice that the man I had once been about to marry was now looking at me with disgust.

      “What the actual fuck?!” he shouted. “Is this some kind of joke? You’re his fiancée?! You slept with that thing and agreed to marry it?! Even though he murdered your loved ones and my father?! So, it’s all true! You cheated on me and then lied to my face! People were right about you: you’re nothing but a traitorous whore!”

      Viking also rose to his feet, his fists clenched. He leaned over the table, his shadow towering over Sean’s much smaller form. The fury in Jackson’s eyes must have been overwhelming, because Sean looked genuinely frightened as he backed away a few steps, nervously eyeing my protective friend.

      “Apologize to her, or I will break your neck right here in front of everyone, and no one will stop me!” Jackson slammed his fist on the table so hard that I jumped. “You should be kissing her feet right now because she is the only reason you are still alive, you fucking idiot! Why do you think the aliens didn’t kill you even though the prince had already ordered your execution? You haven’t got the slightest idea what she did for you! Her body was the price! Her dignity! And she gave it all up for you! Yes, the monster was obsessed with her from the very beginning, but she kept him at arm’s length all that time, until you were stupid enough to touch her in public, even though she warned you about it time and time again!”

      I stood beside Viking and rubbed his arm, trying to calm him.

      “She bought your life by giving herself to him and forbade me from ever telling anyone about it! Want to know more? Then listen carefully! Once the animal had her, he wouldn’t let go! She had to endure it night after night, but for our freedom, she was ready to do anything! She meticulously planned everything down to the smallest detail and made it happen. As for me, I just helped her put it all together. How did I manage to do all that without being discovered? Because she kept his attention and focus on her the entire time! And now, once again, she’s paying the price! She’s carrying another monster in her belly and taking insults from those who should be supporting her!”

      I felt the blood draining from my face as I heard Viking refer to my unborn child as a monster. Sean, on the other hand, flushed bright red.

      “Olympia, I didn’t know … I’m s-sorry …” he stammered, but I just gave him a cold stare. “Jackson, why didn’t you say anything?! You knew the whole truth and kept it to yourself?! That’s insane! And most of all—not fair!” My ex-fiancé clearly decided to take out his frustration on the other man.

      Viking shook his head and calmed down a bit.

      “I didn’t know the whole truth.” He glanced at me, not even trying to hide the sadness in his eyes. “I had no idea she was pregnant. She told me yesterday.”

      “Get rid of it! There must be a doctor amongst us who can help you!” Sean raised his voice again, and I felt like slapping him in the face for what he’d just suggested.

      But honestly, it was the reaction I had expected from him. From all of them, so no surprise there.

      “No.” I looked at him with disgust. “You forget that the child is also mine. I won’t kill it. Besides—as cold as it may sound—the child is our only leverage over the aliens. If Adlamerei becomes emperor, it’ll pave the way for a lasting truce.” I kept holding onto Viking’s arm. Maybe a bit tighter than I should have, but he didn’t say a word.

      “If. That’s a big unknown. Are you really willing to risk your life for that?”

      “Not your problem anymore, Sean. What I choose to do or not do is no longer any of your business. It’s in the best interest of humanity that the child stays alive. I hope I don’t have to explain that any further.”

      The silence in the room was almost deafening. Or was it my heart pounding so hard? I could see a mix of pity and disgust in the looks the people were giving me. It doesn’t matter. The most important thing right now is my child and its safety … Hopefully, I will be able to provide it, at least from the humans. I don’t even want to guess what’s happening in Grastrialena right now.

      A female voice, kind yet somehow uncertain, drew me from my musings.

      “I’m Clarisse Whelan, and I am an OB-GYN. If you’d like, I can examine you …”

      I took a closer look at her. She was tall, strikingly thin, and seemed to be in her forties. The glossy, ebony skin on Clarisse’s scalp reflected the dim light from the flickering lamps. I suspected that the choice of hairstyle wasn’t accidental. Most survivors shaved their heads to eliminate the lice problem as quickly as possible. Her eyes appeared unnaturally large against her thin, drawn face, yet all they revealed was a deep kindness and a raw, almost tangible sadness.

      I cleared my throat. “Yes, please. I’d like that very much.” I tried to wipe the practiced-to-perfection cold expression off my face. Judging by the looks on everyone’s faces, it didn’t work out that well. “Thank you,” I added quickly, realizing that simple, polite small talk had suddenly become a challenge for me.

      Being around other people felt almost unnatural now. The fact that I no longer had to pretend 24/7 seemed strangely unsettling. But then again, interacting with the inhabitants of Borgomom could have such an effect on anyone. Still, didn’t I really have to act anymore? Or was it just something I wanted to believe?

      “Let’s go to the infirmary then. I’ve managed to gather some gear there. Yesterday, when we were scavenging for supplies in the neighboring town, I picked up a few things from a hospital we came across. I even found a working portable ultrasound there.” She smiled.

      “Great.” I nodded and then turned to the rest of the Council. “Ladies and gentlemen, the posts around the perimeter are to be maintained around the clock; watch change every four hours, as before. We are all too weak and tired to handle longer shifts. I volunteer for the second evening shift by the airborne equipment. I hope to reset their scanners for a wider range and enable the cloaking function just in case the aliens decide to pay us an unexpected visit. And I’ll keep saying this: remember their radars—they can literally see every move we make.”

      “I will help you with it,” Jackson assured.

      “Thanks. General Akins, I am still waiting for the work schedules for the most urgent tasks that need to be done ASAP. The bunker needs to be expanded so that at least twice as many people can fit in if such a necessity arises. After all, it’s our headquarters now.”

      “I’m working on it.”

      “Work faster. Do not forget that the external lighting is still out, but that’s not the priority. There are other utilities that need a thorough check, too. Also, can someone please fix the power generator already? Without it, we’ll suffocate in here. Thank you all. You’re dismissed.”

      Viking stepped into my path just as I was about to leave the room with the others.

      “I want to come to the medical exam with you,” he said calmly, though his gaze was determined.

      I knew he wouldn’t take “no” for an answer. He’d been acting like this more and more often ever since we got back to Earth.

      “All right, come along. But first, I need air and something to eat.” I shrugged and the man immediately placed his hand on the small of my back. With his other hand, he opened the door and let me go first. And that was when my stomach grumbled loudly.

      “Right! The meeting took so long, you must be starving by now!”

      “Yeah, I really need to grab a bite.”

      “Let’s get you something then. Oh, that reminds me—we need to sort out the supply of fresh fruit from Africa and Asia. Ever since we started bringing it in, people have been all over it. Doesn’t matter how much we bring—it’s gone in no time. We need to find a way to keep the deliveries steady.”

      “I know, and I am selfishly leaving the matter to you. I’m swamped today, you know: first food, then the doctor, and after that, a nap. So, as you can see …”

      Jackson smirked.

      “You volunteered for the second shift tonight, remember? How do you plan to get any sleep then?”

      “A short nap before the second shift is totally doable. And just so you know, I volunteered deliberately. I couldn’t sleep much last night, so I planned a few things out. I need to finally figure out how to set up the equipment to monitor extraterrestrial activity. An early warning system is exactly what we need right now. I think I’m on the right track, and I hope I can get it configured properly.”

      “Stay positive. In the meantime, I’ll see what I can do about the supplies. I guess we still need to agree on the most important thing, which is what do you feel like right now? Something sweet? Salty?”

      I sighed, then grinned. “Saltine crackers. Definitely.”

      “All right. I’ll grab some from storage. Wait here?”

      I shook my head; my whole body felt heavy. “I need air. I’m going to surface for a moment. Meet me here in five?”

      “I don’t think you should be wandering around by yourself right now.”

      “I’ll be fine. I just need to get some oxygen.”

      “Yeah, I know the feeling. The air in here … I wonder if we all stink like it, too?”

      “I’m afraid you might be right.” I waved at him and made my way through the endless gray concrete staircases and corridors toward the bunker’s exit.

      Next thing I knew, Akins appeared by the exit door. I was startled, and he grinned when he saw me press my palms to my chest and slowly exhale.

      “Did I frighten you?” The sweet tone of his voice almost made me nauseous.

      “Obviously,” I mumbled, taking another deep breath. “Is there something particular you want from me?” I asked when he didn’t let me pass.

      “Are you heading to the good doctor for a checkup?” The general pointed at my bump with a gross smile on his thin lips, and my jaw almost landed on the floor. “Since your pregnancy seems to be a public matter now, you will share the news, whatever it might be, with the rest of the Council members, won’t you?”

      I leaned toward him, crushing him with an icy stare.

      “My. Child. Is. None. Of. Your. Business. Do we understand each other? Now, let me through.” I stared him down until he backed out of my way.

      “Really? So, when can we expect the daddy to come and claim his heir?”

      I didn’t know him well enough to figure out immediately what he was up to, so I didn’t drop my guard for a second. “What’s on your mind?” I finally asked.

      “Nothing. I was just curious.”

      Yeah, right … I narrowed my eyes. “Oh, please.”

      “Honestly. I’m not joking!” he assured me, and, already quite irritated by his duplicity, I shoved him aside. The man slammed into the wall, astonished. His eyes widened unnaturally, and the corners of his mouth dropped.

      Hmm, that’s fear. Guess I pushed him a bit too hard … I watched Akins for a few more seconds and saw his chest moving again. All right, he’s gonna live. I got on my way again, leaving the scared man behind. He is up to something, no doubt about it. I’ll have to figure out what it is. Yet another problem I have to deal with. Just what I need right now—more stress and work.
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      The chilly winter air hit me in the face as I opened the bunker’s door. Even though it was snowing again, and the temperature had dropped even lower, standing there on the facility’s threshold felt incredible. I didn’t go far, only a few steps from the entrance, before stopping beside a large yellow-and-white sign that read “Eingang”, which simply meant “entrance”. I purposely left the door open so the light from the shelter could illuminate the area just enough for me to move around safely.

      I looked up at the sky and breathed in the crisp, refreshing air. Here and there, through breaks in the clouds, I caught glimpses of twinkling stars. And just like that, I thought of Adlai again. He haunted my thoughts from the moment I opened my eyes each morning to the second I closed them at night. I missed him—the warmth of his body, the scent of his hands, the sound of his voice when he whispered my name, even though I knew the only thing I should feel was fear. But then again, my mind drifted back to those striking dark blue eyes and that perfect face of the war criminal I loved so much.

      Damn it … I just can’t shake it off. I cannot snap out of it … I drew in another deep breath. Too soon. Just too soon. Be patient, girl. One step at a time. What haunted me most was the pain in his eyes when I stabbed him … and the shock on his face when I told him I was pregnant. Yeah … and the self-torment continues … The confusion reigning in my head was beyond words.

      I had to admit that the winter silence had a soothing effect on me. The snow was falling heavily, and the drifts were starting to form again. It reminded me of the moment when we finally returned to Earth.

      The astonishment on people’s faces when we landed, and my own surprise that we actually made it … I just couldn’t believe it. We reached our destination: a town called Lucerne, located in the central part of beautiful Switzerland. Not so long ago, I dreamed of visiting this place, and now I was searching for refuge there for myself and tens of thousands of others.

      We scanned the entire area for any signs of life. We hoped that some people might still be hiding there, but unfortunately, we found no evidence of that—only some wild animals like deer and boars.

      When I landed my machine in a clearing at the edge of the forest, it felt as if I were in the heart of a fairy tale. The stark contrast between the ugliness of the alien planet where I spent the past year and the natural beauty of Earth and the landscape around me was shocking.

      I opened the hatch and as I stepped outside, snowflakes swirled around me like tiny diamonds. It was a chilly morning, and shy sunbeams barely reached the treetops. Feeling overwhelmed, I sat in the snow and cried until I had no tears left and could finally breathe again. I just had to let it all out.

      Soon, other ships began to land on the meadow beside me, causing a genuine whirlwind. I covered my face with my sleeve to breathe and let the snow settle over me. It felt incredibly refreshing—exactly what I needed for the swelling on my face caused by the last encounter with my alien lover.

      At one point, I heard Jackson’s loud laughter and saw him running toward me. Well, maybe not running; he was stubbornly wading through the waist-deep snowdrifts, happily calling my name and throwing snowballs. When he finally reached me, his laughter instantly faded, and he wrapped his arms around me.

      “Olympia … what the hell did he do to you?! Can you even see me? Hey?! Can you?! Say something, please …” He cupped the back of my head as he tried to look into my almost swollen shut eyes. His hands, now cold from forming snowballs, provided some relief.

      “Well, you’re not exactly a sight for sore eyes either, since we’re handing out compliments,” I rasped. “You’re pretty beat up yourself. And too bad you didn’t see the other guy. Besides, for your information, it’s not that easy to get rid of me. A few blows aren’t going to cut it. So, I’ll live, as long as I finally get some sleep because I haven’t been able to close my eyes for over two days, so …”

      “Not. Fricking. Funny,” he interrupted, emphasizing each word.

      “Do I look like I’m laughing? There was a problem with the main cargo hatch. I guess it got damaged when I blew up the nuclear power plant in the Southern Quadrant. It kept trying to open, so I had to make damn sure we didn’t get sucked out into space. My passenger tirelessly guarded the hand lever while I monitored the ship’s pressure. And there was no one to take over for us.”

      “Why haven’t you said anything?”

      “And exactly what good would that do? It was enough that I was on the verge of panic a few times myself. If you had started panicking, too, the whole situation would’ve become even more tense. Don’t you think?”

      He nodded.

      “You need a doctor.”

      I scooped up handfuls of snow and pressed them gently to my swollen eyes.

      “What I need most right now is sleep. Like a year of it … but what about Josh? Is he alive?”

      “He’s alive but unconscious. Grief hit him so hard, he had a complete meltdown and tried to open the airlocks. We had no choice but to sedate him. I found some heavy-duty stuff in the ship’s infirmary. Just one pill knocks a grown man out like a baby for at least twelve hours. Every time he woke up, we forced some food and water into him, and as soon as he started losing it again, we shoved another pill down his throat. It was brutal. Hard to watch him like this.”

      “No wonder. Jürgen was the love of his life. We have to take care of him. He can’t be alone now, because who knows what grief like that could drive him to next.” I tossed the melting snow away, and Viking pulled me into his arms again, sharing his body heat with me.

      “Yeah, I know. Leave it to me.”

      “Have you, by any chance, seen Babette?”

      “No, but I’m sure she’ll turn up soon. Try not to worry.”

      We didn’t want to waste time, so a small group of volunteers set out to explore the town. Not everyone who made it back could handle that kind of physical effort. Most people were barely hanging on after the flight home. So, they stayed on board the machines, under the watchful eye of caring volunteers who attended to their needs. We were lucky the aliens had well-stocked their fleet with food, water, and medicine. It kept us going during the journey and the first few days back on Earth.

      Fortunately, one of the survivors knew the area. He led us through the city to the Sonnenberg bunker, which I had hoped to claim and adapt since we had planned our escape from Borgomom. He also confirmed my suspicions that there were enough houses with private shelters in Lucerne and the surrounding area to accommodate all of us. What a relief …

      Once we reached the bunker, we broke into it to assess its potential. Our guide told us everything he knew about the facility. Long story short: it was built in the seventies as a nuclear fallout shelter originally designed for twenty thousand civilians. Around thirty years later, the bunker was scaled down to accommodate just two thousand. Only the central seven-story cavern remained, ergo the underground command center carved into the rock. The reason? Money, of course. To be exact, the cost of keeping it operational had become too high.

      After reviewing the documentation and discussing the matter with all the rescued engineers, we concluded that expanding the bunker was possible and decided to go ahead with it. We knew we had a lot of work ahead of us, given that the facility was old and currently functioning as a tourist attraction, but we were more than eager to adapt it to our needs.

      Spread over several floors were rooms such as a technical center, a plenary hall where our meetings would later take place, a medical section, and even a kitchen, not to mention sleeping compartments, a tiny jail, and many more. This place had absolutely everything we needed to establish a command center and start life anew on Earth.

      We saved over eighty thousand humans from Borgomom, so the pressure was high. The conditions we found ourselves in were difficult—it was the middle of winter, and there was no running water, electricity, or heating. Still, we did everything we could to make them as bearable as possible. Of course, we continued facing problems of all sorts, mostly in the bunker, yet the town started to feel like home. Lucerne was now our new headquarters, and we fell for it quickly. It was gorgeous, almost magical looking in the winter, but also sad because of what had already happened there over a year before.

      Fortunately, the town wasn’t nearly as badly damaged by the alien attack as we initially feared. Of course, some buildings were no longer suitable except for demolition, but we could handle the rest. This was precisely what most of our people had been working on in the Northern Quadrant of Borgomom recently, and they had become pretty good at it.

      Until the houses became habitable again, most of us spent the nights on the ships. Equipped with numerous sleeping compartments, a heating system, and an atomic power source, they proved essential to us. Moreover, the machines gave people some sort of sense of security. I often heard folks say that as long as they were aboard the ships, the aliens couldn’t get them in any way. I had to admit that, knowing the kinds of weapons we had at our disposal, I also slept better myself.

      The sound of joyful laughter echoing through the concrete corridor brought me back from my musings. I peeked inside and saw Jackson chatting with another survivor. Viking waved at me, grinning, while holding a warm jacket in one hand and a pack of crackers in the other. He was like a guardian angel to me, always thinking of everything I might need and never focusing on himself. I nodded in gratitude and returned his smile. I had to admit I was exhausted and hungry, and couldn’t wait to lie down in my bed, which waited for me in the house I had chosen during my first walk through the town.

      I was just about to step back in the bunker and put on the jacket when, all of a sudden, massive arms closed around me from behind. Shock took over my entire body, especially when I caught the all-too-familiar scent of sweet fruit perfume. I couldn’t even scream. For a split second, I saw Viking’s reaction, as if the whole thing were happening in slow motion. He saw the alien. His eyes widened; he threw everything he was holding to the ground and ran toward me, shouting my name.

      “Hello, my love.” The familiar, deep voice sounded in my ear, and a soft kiss landed on my cheek.

      The arms around me tightened, and in an instant, we were pulled upward.
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      The fear spreading throughout my body like poison nearly paralyzed me. My heart was pounding so hard that every beat resonated in my ears. I focused entirely on the strong hands wrapped around my waist and the warm breath on my neck.

      Adlai’s iron grip didn’t loosen until we were aboard the hovering machine. It didn’t take long, just a few seconds, and the hatch sealed shut behind us. The prince set me down, made sure I could stand on my own, then unclipped the rope from his belt. All the while, he kept his gaze on me.

      I backed away, my eyes fixed on the alien, until I reached the metal wall. I looked into those huge, dark blue eyes, framed by thick black lashes, and realized I couldn’t read a thing in them. Mine, on the other hand, undeniably betrayed pure fear. And those damn tears, which started streaming down my cheeks as if someone had cued them with the snap of their fingers, only made everything worse.

      His rigid stance, textbook defensive behavior for the Grastrialenian species, and the full arsenal strapped to his belt hanging on his hips, only intensified the sense of danger. Combined with Adlai’s overwhelming Herculean physique, he seemed impossibly tall. And knowing full well he was just over seven-and-a-half feet did nothing to help. Even the absolute certainty that I knew at least a dozen ways to take down someone like him quickly and effortlessly didn’t calm me in the slightest.

      He, too, studied me openly, scanning me from head to toe, and sniffing the air without a hint of shame; I couldn’t help but frown. His curious gaze seemed to linger the longest on my belly, so I instinctively wrapped my arms around it, as if trying to shield the child from him. It only made him smirk oddly.

      Suddenly, I realized that the sleeve of my sweater had slipped up, revealing the slim tracker strap on my wrist, and that he could see it. I forced myself to take on a cold expression and straightened, calm and steady. Unhurriedly, I clasped my hands behind my back, tore the tracker off my wrist, and tucked it into the back pocket of my pants. Hang in there, girl! The cavalry is on its way! Just keep him busy until they do. Deep breath in!

      “What are you doing here?” I finally asked, as calmly as I could. Surprisingly, despite the rising terror, I managed to steady my voice, though my hands were another story.

      “Easy. Just breathe,” he answered softly. “You have to calm down, for the baby.”

      “For the baby? Don’t insult my intelligence. That’s a cheap move. We’re long past the point where either of us can afford to lie.”

      “That’s true. So don’t pretend you have no idea what I am doing here.”

      “There are too many possibilities for guessing games. However, only two seem likely, and neither of them spells anything good. Not for me.”

      Adlai shook his head and took a step forward, and I instinctively backed away and almost hit the wall. He stopped at once, raising his hands in a calming gesture. “I came to take you home.”

      “Home? You mean Borgomom? That’s no home. Not to me. Borgomom is torture, slavery, and starvation. I demand you let me go! Now!”

      I had no idea how I was still holding it together at this point. I almost automatically switched into a state of false calm. And then it hit me. The whole facade is my defensive reaction, even though I am about to coo-coo inside! The Stockholm Syndrome … Of course! He’s the trigger …

      “No,” he said calmly. Silence followed.

      Perhaps it was the lack of his usual cockiness, but the longer I stared at him, the more convinced I became that something about Adlai had changed. He wasn’t puffing out his chest the way he used to, and his eyes weren’t gleaming with that familiar arrogance. I didn’t know what he was planning or how he intended to pull it off, so I decided not to prolong the torment and ask him directly. “No more deception and manipulation, Adlamerei. Are you planning to execute me in public the moment we arrive, or wait until after I’ve given birth?”

      He shook his head slightly. “I will not kill you, although I know I should. You betrayed me. You killed and nearly burned down half of my planet, and yet I still can’t bring myself to do the right thing. I can’t even hate you for what you did.”

      “You struck the first blow. If it weren’t for you and your species of killers, this world would be safe. The whole universe would be a better place,” I riposted quickly.

      Adlai narrowed his eyes. “Is that what you think of me?”

      “It’s not even the tip of the iceberg. I think you are a monster. A mass murderer, a true beast …”

      Adlamerei suddenly grabbed me and pulled me into his arms. He moved so fast that I had no chance to dodge. He pressed his cheek against mine and whispered into my ear. “Is that right?”

      The next moment, he closed his lips on mine and kissed me like never before. In that kiss, I didn’t feel desire, but an overwhelming sense of loneliness and pain. I was overwhelmed by the sensation and instinctively wrapped my arms around his waist, but that was exactly the moment when I felt the ship move. In sheer panic, I bit his lip, and he recoiled in surprise. He touched his mouth with the back of his hand, then shook his head slowly in disbelief.

      “A true wild cat. This one’s on me. I should’ve seen it coming.”

      He looked at me seriously, and I felt blood drain from my face. It happened just as the ship began to tremble slightly, which inevitably meant we were leaving Earth’s atmosphere.

      “This cannot be happening … You cannot do this to me! Or to your own child! I demand you turn around and let us go!”

      He pointed at my bump, completely ignoring my screams. “It’s a boy, isn’t it?”

      “What? Are you a doctor now?”

      “You haven’t had it checked? No exams after the trauma you put both of you through? After endangering your lives so recklessly?” Adlai pointed at my belly again. “You are carrying my heir, and you think I could ever do anything to hurt my own flesh and blood? Do you really? You can push me away, fear me, abhor me, even be disgusted by the thought of me touching you again, but none of that changes the fact that you’re carrying my future. That’s why we are going home now. As a family.”

      “No. Earth is my home. I do not want to go back to your vile world. You know very well that if I go back, they will kill me and the child.”

      Adlai shook his head again.

      “Do not worry, you are safe. Everyone, except my father, bought your little kidnapping act, so you’ve got nothing to fear from them. Emuldereson and the troops took care of that. They all reported witnessing they saw it happen with their own eyes.”

      I snorted. “And what about your father? What about his loyal allies? Your family will never accept me. I refuse to believe that. And more importantly, I do not believe in your intentions. And not even a single word you’ve said so far.”

      “Then don’t. See for yourself. And just so you know, my father’s days are numbered. Literally. Thanks to you.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, shocked by the news.

      “Oh, yes. When you blew up the communication towers, he was there. He chased after us and got his fair share of shrapnel. If he had only let the physicians remove it and fix the damage it caused, he might’ve had a chance. But instead, he made sure his successor was safe and handled the crisis, like any true king would. Like I would have done, too, if I were in his place, for my son and my people. Now, nearly a month later, it’s too far gone. As soon as his body began to shut down, the doctors decided to remove the shrapnel and attempted to save his life, but it didn’t work. Yesterday, on my way here, I received a message that they failed. The injuries were too severe, and there wasn’t much they could do for him.”

      “I am sorry⁠—”

      “Are you? Really?” He looked at me closely. “Blowing up the Southern Quadrant was your doing, wasn’t it? No one else would have been reckless or vengeful enough to pull something like that off.”

      I only nodded. I promised myself that if it came to this, I would face the consequences of my actions so that no one else would be held responsible for what I did or ordered to be done.

      “That’s what I thought. I won’t even get into what the radiation from it did to all of us. My troops have already managed to evacuate all the nuclear storage and production to the north, and as we speak, they are sealing off the nuclear plants permanently. Many of them died, and many more will soon suffer the same fate. They sacrificed their lives so the nuclear storage wouldn’t explode and prevent the worst. If that had happened, Borgomom would be no more.”

      “Why are you telling me this? Do you want me to apologize?”

      “Apologize? As if that would change anything. No, I want you to listen to me. I want you to grasp what you’ve done to us. The South is no longer habitable. When you struck, two hundred and ninety-eight thousand of my people were living there. It was the most densely populated area in all of Borgomom, as the South always had plenty of well-paying jobs. Only two hundred and seven survived, along with a few members of the royal family who were in the North, attending my birthday gala when it happened. That’s it. Now, they all permanently live in our Quadrant.”

      Tears filled my eyes, and the shock slowly gave way to guilt. I didn’t expect the death toll to be so high …

      Sweet Jesus, what have I done …?

      “Do not cry. You have no right to. You’re the one who killed all the southerners, so now you must face it. In the East, there were ninety casualties, and in the West, seventy-five, all due to the radiation. As of yesterday, our Quadrant mourns the loss of one hundred and one lives. Now, whether you want it or not, you will fulfill your duty and lead them by my side. My child will inherit the throne as the rightful heir, and his mother will be his pillar in everything he does. Is that understood?”

      I wiped my cheeks with my sleeve, cleared my throat, and straightened. “Unbelievable … Who do you think you are? Haven’t you learned anything from everything that has happened? Don’t you think you have caused enough tragedy already? You throw the number of the casualties who died by my hands in my face, but you won’t even mention my people? As far as I know, at the time of your attack on Earth, our population was over eight billion. How many of us did you kill? How many tragedies have you caused? Are you even capable of counting their number? Moreover, you forget that this is my child, too. You will not force me to do anything again.”

      Adlamerei snorted. “That is an order!” he emphasized, clearly convinced of his right to command.

      His insolence helped me regain some control over my nerves.

      “You are not my superior! You have no right to interfere in my life! You have no right to give me orders anymore! If you treat me with civility, I will let you visit the child and try to build a healthy relationship between you two, but if you dare to as much as look at me funny, you will never see the kid! I will make sure of that!”

      “You’ve made similar threats before and look where that led! You cannot deny me the right to care for my own family! And whether you like it or not, we are in this together! So, cry if you must, but you will fulfill your duty as my wife and the mother of my heir!”

      Deep breath in and control yourself, girl. You don’t want to escalate the situation. It’s only a matter of time until the cavalry shows up.

      “You have made this mistake once by ignoring my warnings, Adlai. Don’t make it again. I mean it. You’ve taken billions of lives, if not even more, and you have the audacity to come here and lecture me? You dare issue demands to me? All those people, from both your kind and mine, were killed because of you. My life is in ruins; my family is probably dead. My soul and dignity are long gone, and you think you have the right to command me?! You might be a prince or even the emperor of your galaxy, but I do not give a damn! You have no authority over me or my people, so don’t delude yourself into thinking we’ll ever serve you again! You made us do this through torture and murder, robbing us of our pride and freedom, but no more!”

      “You talk as if you were any different from me! Billions or hundreds—it makes no difference when it comes to taking lives! If you can pull the trigger without hesitation, you’re just as ruthless as I am! That is the burden a true leader must bear. Sometimes, when it’s absolutely necessary, we have no choice but to take lives! We, the broken ones with the duty to rule and protect, are the only ones who can truly understand each other! And you do understand me! You just hate the fact that you, too, are capable of doing all those terrible things that need to be done! Like it or not, you and I, Opium, are exactly alike and clearly made for each other!”

      It stung, but I had to agree with him. I was capable of committing truly horrific acts when necessary … The thought made me even angrier.

      “And who turned me into this morally rotten wreck?! I used to be a normal, kind person! I used to plan my work and life for weeks, even months ahead, and look at me now! Fuck! Now, I plan whom to kill and whom to spare! You did this to me! You turned me into this fucking monster!”

      Adlai looked taken aback. “A fucking monster? Is that how you see yourself? And me?”

      “That is how I see all of us now.”
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