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Liar, traitor, those were the words that hung over Lieutenant Eden Brown’s head. Now all she had to do was make sense of what was happening to her. Somehow, she woke up in the Hybrid City. The military wanted her court-martialed. The Hybrids wanted her loyalty, or they would turn her over to the government. She wanted...and therein laid the problem. Time was running out and what she really wanted to know was why Jaziel made her heart beat faster. Did she believe in the Hybrid cause, or did she simply want one of them as her own?

Jaziel was given the duty of guarding the prisoner. It was not one he wanted, but the lives of his people were at stake. Watching her would have been easier if she didn’t remind him of sunshine. She was one strange quirk after another, soft yet harder than steel. His lips wanted to tilt up when he was around her. Was she a hero or a traitor to the American people? Had she come to kill the Hybrids? Could she be trusted? He needed an answer before he went and did something foolish like falling for the enemy.

Time was running out, and a target was placed on Eden and Jaziel’s heads. They were wanted dead or alive. There was no time left, and they had to decide if the first bloom of romance and the possibility of a relationship was enough to establish trust. If not, someone would die. Was love worth placing your life on the line for?

Tags’ I’m about to die sex is a thing, right? You and me against the world. Who bioengineers a freakin’ virus? Did they just try to control my mind? Alien trackers. Oh hell, are those real aliens? Stop can I get off this ride? You want me to kill that with this? The people who were supposed to be my ride and die betrayed me. Opposites attract. Overcoming your neurosis. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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“God is within her, she will not fall;

God will help her at break of day.”

Psalms 46:5

If might made right, the world

would never want for anything.

Jaziel

––––––––
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Lucien stepped into the elevator that would take him topside. It was rarely used. When they went topside, it was because they were leaving, going into the city. The military had just bombed their underground city. No doubt on the word of X. It had taken Lucien hours to reset the air filtration system. There was no telling how many died during that time. Now he was going up into the toxic air he worked so hard to get out of Trisel, the Hybrid city.

His very human mate could be dead, and he was going through the toxic dust and debris looking for something because a mirage, an aberration, showed up and walked him through getting the air filtration system back online.

He couldn’t see anything, but he could hear something. It was faint, a hitched breath, or cough, the sound of a dying heartbeat? He listened, closing his eyes and allowing his ears to lead him to the sound.

There in the area, laughingly called the living room was a form draped over a couch as if it had been thrown there like so much garbage. Whoever it was, was human. What was a human doing here?

Lucien wanted to walk away to allow the human to perish the same way they wanted his people to die. The realization that he was sent here stopped him. He got a little closer. There were marks on the person's face and arms, on the back of their hands. He couldn’t tell if they were male or female, not that it mattered.

This person would have died if he hadn’t been directed to come above ground. They still may die. He bent down and picked them up. He knew from the minute he spotted them he would. He’d seen those marks before on his mate, and he knew what they meant. This was a setup; the only real question was whether the person in his arms was a victim or part of the plot.

Lucien carried them with the same respect he would have held his mate if she had been left in a desolate, toxic environment to die. Although they seemed close to death, this poor soul would be given a chance to live.
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Chapter One
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“God created man in his own image,

in the image of God he created him;

male and female he created them.”

Genesis 1:27

"That which does not kill us

makes us stronger."

Friedrich Nietzsche

––––––––
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Jaziel stood over a male lying half out of a doorway. He was covered in a cocoon that would hopefully keep him alive. The humans sent a bomb to destroy that which they no longer wanted or needed.

He was... several lights went off at once. One green, the other was red. He was torn, trying to figure out which to answer. Taking off, he went in the direction of the red light. It indicated a Hybrid was waking, but he had been damaged somehow in the blast meant to kill them all.

He came to a sudden stop as he watched a Hybrid male with fire in his eyes search his surroundings. There was no light of intelligence.

Lucien was there, the high royal. He insisted on putting down any Hybrid who didn’t make it through the bombing. The humans could afford to cage their people who might cause them harm. The Hybrids didn’t have that luxury.

“You’re not alone. I am here with you.” Lucien’s mental voice called out to their brother. “Stay with us; we need you. You are a part of us, and we you.”

A call to brotherhood, to unity.

The affected Hybrid tried to rise above what was happening in his body. There was a struggle behind his eyes. What the human scientists had done had not been applied equally to all. Some of them would not survive this new incarnation.

“Brother, citizen.” Lucien took a step closer to him.

Jaziel wanted to scream when the male lost the fight. The male knew he was losing but drowned in the anguish that was tearing him apart.

“You haven’t lost, my brother. You’re simply choosing to become one with the light. I will help you on your way.” Lucien’s voice was soft as he prepared for the fight to come.

This is where Jaziel should have come into play. His hand should be the one to extinguish the light in his brother’s eyes, but Lucien would not give him that job. He took it upon himself. Each Hybrid that woke up wrong Lucien sent to the light. It was his way of telling them they mattered, and whether they are here or on the other side, they were still a part of Trisel.

“Go find the one that wakes. I will take care of our brother.”

Knowing there was nothing else to do, Jaziel started his search for the one coming back. Green indicated that the cocoon he was in was opening. The male Lucien was sending into the light didn’t have a cocoon. They were the ones that could come back damaged.

The male waking up was lying on the walkway, preventing it from moving. It was spectacular to watch the cocoon come off. It came off in layers, shedding around him like dried, useless skin, and then it dissolved like the city's very foundation was soaking it up. The last layer was retracted back into the body, adding a sheen to the male.

“How are you feeling?” Jaziel spoke softly not wanting to take the male by surprise.

“What happened?” The male blinked silver eyes at him. 

That was new too. The Hybrid had a caste system: royal, council, enforcers, and citizens. They each had a color to go with them, lavender, rose, green, and regular eyes. Now, anyone who was a citizen had silver eyes. They’d either love it or hate it.

“We were bombed.”

That ‘what the fuck’ look in his eyes made Jaziel feel good. Every time someone gave him that look, he thought it was not only him who felt this way.

“I’m going to help you to the med bay. Galen’s going to come to find me and bring the biggest needle he has if I don’t show up soon.” Galen was one of their doctor’s and Jaziel’s friend.

The male laughed while Jaziel helped him up. 

Jaziel had passed out coming from Lucien’s house and woke up sooner than most. He didn’t know why but thought it was because he’d been caught in what happened when they tried to kill Lucien the first time.

The doors to the med bay slid open. It was chaos, but Galen seemed to be the ringleader with everything well in hand.

“Put him in bed three,” Galen snapped. “I want you in bed one.” His voice was the only indication of how much stress he was under.

Jaziel helped the male to bed three then stopped as he scented the room. “What’s that smell?”

“Smell? What smell?” Galen pointed to bed one before he went to check on the patient in the next bed. “I have a room full of males suffering from different medical conditions and in various stages of waking up. We’re Hybrids, not some odorless enigma.”

Jaziel would have smiled if the scent of sunshine and flowers weren’t taking over his senses. Logically he knew sunshine didn’t have a scent, and most flowers didn’t appeal to him. This was a heady mix, maybe some alcoholic beverage he never tasted, or he thought of humans who called things ambrosia. Was this what they were referring to? He almost knew instinctively that this scent would taste like heaven on his tongue.

“Sit.”

“I have to—” One look at Galen’s face was enough to bite off his words. Enraging the male that planned on sticking him didn’t make good sense. Galen would never hurt him, but he could be evil enough to push him to the end of the line and keep him waiting. He sat; the smile that played around Galen’s mouth for a few seconds made Jaziel feel better. Bringing light to the doctor in the midst of this should give him special privileges.

Galen pulled out his Atul. It was wand-like, although it looked more like a... Well, hell. When did he start comparing things to a penis? Hell, he only knew he had one because he used it to piss. When the scientists realized their creations couldn’t reproduce, they gave them something that stopped them from enjoying any stimuli. That might have been cruel, no might about it. It also stopped them from wanting stimuli. It was like the pleasure center in their brains had been turned off.

Now, Jaziel was well aware that he had a cock. Much like those human teenagers he’d watched on television, he wanted to snicker at the Atul and rub his penis at the same time.

“Jaziel!” Galen’s loud voice brought him back. He looked down to find his hand too close to his penis.

“I’m fine.”

“I’m well aware of that.” Galen didn’t miss much, and he obviously caught the undeniable tent in his pants.

Jaziel averted his eyes, not sure how he was supposed to react or feel.

“It’s normal; it’s natural. If you don’t believe me, ask Lucien.”

His head came up so fast he gave himself a headache. Galen laughed. Everyone in the pod looked at him. The tension relaxed in the room when he relaxed.

“Don’t look so stunned. You didn’t think Lucien was giving Avery chaste goodnight kisses, did you?”

He honestly never thought about it. He lay back on the bed when Galen told him to and then recounted waking up to find most of their people still out in a cocoon. He hadn’t stopped since he woke, going around and checking on them. Had they been cooking when it happened? Did they need help they weren’t getting? There had been many minor emergencies. From water overflowing to ovens that had gone off and gas was leaking. He recruited anyone awake and stable to help him comb the city and put out any fires or other emergencies.

“What happened?” Jaziel directed the question back at Gallen.

“I don’t know more than you do. A bomb, they hit us with a bomb.” The anger in his voice made everyone in the medical pod tense. Galen took deep breaths, plastering a smile on his face. “Most of us lived. The air filtration system went out. Lucien managed to bring it back online.”

He’d have to ask later how Lucien managed that. They toured that section of the city once, acknowledging that they were out of luck if something happened to it. It was more advanced than they were.

“The toxic air accelerated the metamorphosis that was slowly progressing on a cellular level.” 

“English, Doc.”

“Your alien and human DNA fully merged.”

“I think I liked the medical jargon better.”

“Yeah? Too late for that. You are whatever you were meant to be. Expect some changes like the one that’s happening below the belt. I expect that your sense of smell and the ability to taste what you scent will increase.”

“Perfect, because right now, I am scenting sunlight and flowers.”

“How does sunlight smell?”

“It’s sweetness, light, and warmth all wrapped together. The flowers give it a kick. You’ve seen the flower that’s a deep green with petals that are edged in red and black. It smells like that flower, and yeah, I know I’ve never smelled it before. Am I going crazy?”

“When all this is over and everything finally settles down, I’m going to do a deep dive into genetic memory. I think you're fine.”

“Am I free to search for the source of the scent?”

Galen stood with his mouth open for a few seconds.

“I need to talk to you. Why don’t I follow along and see where you end up?”

Jaziel nodded then stood. He left the pod and passed the other four until he finally came to a private room. He stopped to look at Galen, who opened the door. On the bed was a human.

“What?” He was looking at a female. He thought she was female. It could have been a male, but the length of the hair said female to him, and he wasn’t sure why since his hair touched his rear end.

“Lucien found her in his house,” Galen said pointing toward the female on the bed.

“Topside?”

“Yeah. He was directed to go there before he came to the med bay. She was there, dying.”

“Traitor.” Jaziel snarled the word, not liking the fact that she smelled like sunshine and flowers.

“Do you think so?” Jaziel and Galen turned to a darkened corner where Lucien was standing. He blended in with his surroundings, keeping them from seeing him until he spoke.

“That’s going to take some getting used to.” Galen looked between Lucien and Jaziel. With a deep sigh, he decided to let them figure it out. “I’ve got patients to care for. No one is to touch her. If there’s an emergency, call me.”

Jaziel stepped closer to the bed. He could see the soft upturn of her lips, the way her lashes laid against her skin. The softness of her cheeks and even the lushness of her small breasts under the covers. How could he have ever mistaken her for a man?

“I want someone to pay for what happened here.” Jaziel spoke but couldn’t take his eyes off the female.

“We all do. Avery put it this way. The woman said, oh look, I’m deep in the Pentagon war room, and here are the bombs with no one around to protect them. I’ll arm one, and then send it to where I think the Hybrids are making camp. Then she said, wait, that’s not enough. Let me jump into my car and race the bomb across several states and then get there first so I can watch it do its destructive work.”

“What did you say to that?”

“Nothing.”

“What did Avery say?”

“Don’t pout, Lucien. You’re too old for that.” Jaziel laughed, and Lucien cracked a smile. “She’s right, of course. This was a set-up, but why this female or any female. Did they think we would really think she instigated the bombing of our city?”

“Avery?” Jaziel knew she had come out of it, but he hadn’t seen her, and that made him a little nervous. He’d been one of her primary protectors, and she meant the world to him.

“She’s alive, even if she’s a little different. I can’t explain it, and no one has the time to look any deeper into what happened to her. Simon is still out. Galen says he’s touch and go. One day he looks like he will wake any moment; the next he looks like he’s one step away from death.

“The military has cordoned off this area and called the bombing an accident. They were testing a reaction to forces overseas. No name just forces overseas, and someone inadvertently armed the war head, and they will pay. Unfortunately, the only person who could give us insight into what happened died a painful death in the blast. I believe that’s where she probably comes in. They will conveniently forget to say that she was tortured before she was placed here.”

“Tortured?” Jaziel stood straight when he heard that word. It was something they were all familiar with. The military also tortured Avery Lucien’s mate.

“The same way Avery was.”

“I hate humans.”

“Don’t hate all of them. I’m moving around assignments. Tobias is going to be Avery’s enforcer. Dakari is going to take over the leg work you were doing. You get to watch her. I don’t want her to wake up alone or be unsupervised until what we believe true is proven.”

Jaziel took a deep breath and thought maybe he was the wrong person to guard her. One look at Lucien told him he wasn’t getting a chance to decline the assignment.

“Yes, sir.”
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Chapter Two



[image: ]




“There will come a time when you

believe everything is finished;

that will be the beginning.”

Louis L'Amour

“Hell is feeling something

crawl up your nose

and not be able to get it out.”

Lt. Eden Brown

––––––––
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If Eden had known death was this calm floating feeling, she might have signed on earlier. The drop into a nightmare was something she could have done without. A scream scrambled its way up her throat, but she couldn’t get it out as the MPs tortured her repeatedly by almost drowning her. She would have promised her firstborn to get them to stop, but they didn’t want anything except the joy of her terror.

Then there was the room. If she had known, if she had even suspected on the day she signed up, her feet would have run and probably still be running. She’d given her life to the military and the protection of the American people. This corruption, the cruelty, wasn’t rife in all the circles, but she was beginning to think it was permeating the head. It would have nowhere to go except down.

She whimpered as the insects began to crawl on her. They were invading her body, her mouth, her nose, between her legs. They were everywhere. When she was finally able to thrash, she thought there was a chance. Could she escape? She ran but didn’t get anywhere, and then darkness came.

Once again, she was in that dark floaty space. This is where she was going to stay. There was no pain or bad memories to haunt her.

“You’re a fighter.” 

When the voice came, she wasn’t surprised. Maybe a little surprised. Commander Burke liked to tell them that God didn’t like ugly, and not listening to those in charge was ugly. The sound of the musical voice that tinkled in her head instead of her ears told her she’d made it to the heavenly realm, finally.

“Are you Michael or Gabriel?” God probably wouldn’t send the big leagues to greet little ol’ me.

“You’re delightful. We’ve been watching you for a while now.”

“We?” She looked around, not seeing anyone.

“My two.” He stopped, searching for a word. “Brothers. You can call us brothers.”

“Have you been watching me since the day I was born?”

“No, it’s hard to get a read on human newborns. You are filled with potential, and your course is unknown until you pass certain milestones. They are different for each individual.”

“I guess you have to wait on God like the rest of us.”

“Utterly delightful. You have a choice. Free will is something that humans enjoy, and I would not take yours away. You can stay here if you want, or you can fight.”

“I’m a soldier. Did you know that?” Silence greeted her question. “I’ve been fighting since I turned twenty-one. That’s when I signed up. I turned thirty-one the day they tried to kill me.” The last came out in a whisper as if she were in confession.

What was there to fight for? If she lived, they would court-martial her on a trumped up a charge and argue she should be put to death. She liked her recent death no need to ask for more. That’s when she caught it. It was gone so fast, but it was a promise, a kiss of the future if she dared reach for it. 

Was she broken? It would make sense to think she was after all this time, but her heart still yearned. The little girl was there with wide eyes and dreams of the stars. The young woman who wanted more than to dedicate her whole life to the military was looking upward. 

“I want more than I have.”

“That’s where most dreams start. Hold on tight.”

Pain like lightning or electricity went through her body. She screamed and thought she heard sirens and men yelling. The pain pulled her back down, but it told her in no uncertain terms that she was alive.

Then there was darkness. She embraced it, her body relaxing.

_____

“What happened?” Jaziel demanded. He was standing against the wall, feeling helpless as she suffered while Galen worked on her.

“She came back online.” Galen shook his head. The tiredness he was feeling was showing. “Lucien gives me that same look. All I can tell you is that it didn’t feel like she was there. Now she’s back, and the instruments monitoring her can finally get a lock on what is happening in her body. Her chances went from a three percent survival rate to sixty percent. Now it’s all up to her.” He took one last look before leaving the room.

“I think what he means, Sunshine, is that if you want to live, you’re going to have to fight. Not that I’d blame you if you wanted to slip away. If your bruises are consistent with what happened to you, your life hasn’t been easy. But don’t you guys have a saying the best revenge is a life well lived?” Jaziel placed his hand over the healing field, wishing he could touch her.

He shook his head and moved back to the corner where he was observing her. He never wanted to touch anyone outside of his people, which wasn’t something he often experienced.

He called Dakari to come and take over. He needed some time to understand what was happening and why he referred to a human female as Sunshine.

_____

Eden was rolling in the scent of musk and vanilla. It was a strange combination, but she was getting used to it. When it dissipated, she retreated further into her darkness until she heard it. Honestly, it shouldn’t have made her perk up, but it was the first time she heard a female voice in what felt like forever. Her natural curiosity fought with her need for strict order. Curiosity won; that never boded well in her life. No matter, she swam through the layers of suffocating darkness until she finally broke free. 

The light hurt her half-opened eyes. She slammed her lids closed and made a grunting noise as she tried to break free of what was holding her tight. Bells were going off along with other sounds that made no sense to her. Then she was released, and a pair of hands were holding her shoulders. She screamed; water was being poured over her. She kicked and tried to free herself until those hands were replaced with a stronger pair. She fought harder until the scent of musk and vanilla enveloped her making her feel calm despite the terror trying to take control.

“We don’t want to hurt you. Wake up; you’re safe.”

It was that same female voice. She took an experimental breath; there was no water. No insects were crawling or biting her.

“Turn down the lights.” She heard a deeper voice.

Eden’s eyes opened after waiting for a few beats for the light to be turned down. She was surrounded by strangers. Where was she? Why was she here? She closed her eyes, trying to remember what happened.

It came back slowly, and then it rushed in like a tidal wave leaving her with a headache. She jumped looking for the insects when there were none, she scanned the crowd looking for X. He was a pompous ass calling himself by nothing but a letter. He was also a cold-blooded murderer, and she was supposed to be dead.

“I’m alive.” Her brain was sending her streams of information that finally made sense. “He said I was going to die.”

“Who?” 

Her eyes went to the voice. He was standing with a woman by his side. He was tall with black hair and a strip of lavender hair on each side of his head. She knew who he was. Anyone with a television knew him, Lucien, high ruler of the Hybrids. She wasn’t dead yet, but soon would be.

“X, he holds a position in the military, but no one talks about it or addresses him by rank.” If asked to swear that X was part of the military, she wouldn’t be able to do that. She like the others around her assumed he was part of their armed forces. He was always around, and everyone treated him with careful respect.

“How did you get here?” Lucien asked her.

That was harder to answer. “You’re in danger.” That meant she was still in danger. “He has something planned. I don’t know what it is. He said that I was going someplace that would kill me, and I’d be remembered as a martyr making a stand for humans everywhere. Some would love me, and others hate me, but he would always think of me as a necessary evil.”

She had come half off the bed, then dropped back down, weakness taking over her limbs.

“The bomb.” That came from the other woman in the room.

Eden shook her head. “We’re in America; there will be no bomb.”

“I’m Avery,” the woman said, getting closer to the bed. “Welcome to the America no one talks about. I assure you that this X bombed us.”

“That’s impossible. He’s military; this is America. He wouldn’t do that.” The shaking didn’t surprise her. She was gasping, needing reality to offset this dream. The area was too large, the bed too comfortable. This was wrong; she screamed silently, pulling the cover over her head to control the vastness of the room. There was talking all around her, making everything more complicated than quietness. 

The lights were turned completely off, and there was one set of hands tucking a heavy cover over her. Making sure it was around her like a cocoon. The weight of the cover calmed her; it made the room shrink. She was back on the small, hard bunk she slept on. Soon the rest of her platoon would come in, and the spaciousness of the barracks would become small again. She’d be able to breathe.

“Do you have a name?”

The question kicked her mind back into gear. What had she done? Had she given away classified military secrets?

“My name is Eden Brown. Rank – Lieutenant. Service number 98-576-954.

“My name is Jaziel – head enforcer no service number.”

The amusement in his voice, along with the scent of musk and vanilla, made her pull the cover down so she could see the male speaking.

“I shouldn’t be here.”

“No, you shouldn’t, but we should all be dead. I expect that’s why that bomb was sent our way.”

“That’s impossible. We’re the good guys. We don’t bomb our people.”

“Do the good guys torture their own?” She escaped under the cover. “You can hide from the truth, but you’re not the first and probably won’t be the last.”

“What do you mean by that?” Her heart rate picked up, wanting to deny his words.

“Not unless I can see your eyes.”

There was no way she was pulling this cover down again. It’s not like she really wanted to know. She’d stay right here where it was cozy and comfortable. Seconds ticked by feeling like minutes as her curiosity raised its head again. The cover came down until he could see her eyes.

He smiled at her. “The female that was in here, Avery, they tortured her. General Marks had it done.”

“He’s dead.”

“I know.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Did you kill him?”

“No, I wasn’t given that pleasure.”

“Avery, she’s the female 

who deserted the human world for the Hybrid world.”

“We can argue terminology later. She was waterboarded, suffered from water in her lungs like you. They also placed her in a room with insects, snakes, rats, spiders, and I can only imagine what else. Severe bites as well as infection. She almost died the same way you were supposed to die.”

It was on the tip of Eden’s tongue to tell him that they were the good guys, but her experience kept coming back to haunt her. If they would torture someone who proved more than once she was willing to die for the flag, what would they do to others? What other enlisted were experiencing what she had gone through?

The need to place the blanket over her head was overwhelming. Not to hide, she didn’t hide from anything. The blanket gave her space confinement, an order that couldn’t be found in open spaces. It made going to war difficult when she was given an order that took her to those places she would avoid if possible. That was the one time she couldn’t say no. Her life was regimented, giving her brain a sense of being closed in and cared for until the torture. She was in free fall, and there was no one to catch her.

“A bomb? They planted a bomb here when they dropped me off?”

“Do you know how you got here?”

“Car?” It came out as a question because she wasn’t sure. There was a vague memory of being placed in a car, then something that didn’t make sense happened. The memory itself was ragged around the edges like it didn’t belong to her and her mind rejected it every time she tried to access it.

“No, I’ve had someone go through all the surveillance footage. No one approached our land. Other than the bomb intended to kill us all.” Jaziel confirmed her silent thought.

“I can’t help you. I would if I could, but I have no clear memories of what happened.” It was a wake-up call to know the people you were willing to die for didn’t care what happened to you. That smack on the face would haunt her for years to come. What’s worse was the so-called enemy was treating her with the respect that the most powerful nation on earth denied her.

“Is this a simulation?” It could be, right? Well, if it was, she was really going to get court-martialed.

Jaziel laughed; it was a thing of beauty. She was enchanted despite herself. For a minute, the discomfort she was experiencing disappeared, and all she wanted to do was lose herself in a sea of green.

“You have beautiful eyes. I guess you hear that a lot.”

“I don’t.” She grinned at him feeling like she had done something.

Eden, you’re too weird. Stop it.

“Our doctor, Galen, is standing outside the door waiting to get in. Do you think you feel safe enough to see another person?”

Safe enough. Somehow, he guessed what her problem was. It might be written across her forehead. According to the doctors, she was mentally ill. Her brain fired a little differently from most people. Or so she had been told. Her frenemies tended to say she was one french fry shy of taking the short bus to the war. Ugh, whatever that meant.

She gave a head nod, and the door opened, letting in the doctor, she presumed. He had rose-colored eyes, and the strips of color in his hair matched his eyes.

“Eden, this is Galen. Galen, this is Lieutenant Eden Brown.”

“You can call me Galen or Doc. What should I call you?”

“Eden, please.” Reminding them that she worked for the other side didn’t seem wise.

“This is an Atul.” He let her look at it. “It will allow me to access what is happening inside of you and gives me visuals on the screens over the bed you’re lying on if needed.”

“Okay.” Her voice was shaky, but what other choice could she make? Galen hummed as he did his exam. It soothed some parts of her brain, but it fired up other parts. She wished for the impartial, robotic military doctors who kept a straight face and made no noise. She’d wanted to check a few times, thinking they weren’t human.

“The water in your lungs has been expelled. You’ll still need to take it easy. The bites are healed, and there is no more sign of infection. You were exposed to the toxic waste of the bomb. You still have all your hair, and honestly, I’m surprised you’re alive. The technology we have is far superior to anything we’ve developed as humans. It helped to keep you alive. Don’t sigh or sing its praises just yet. What it had to do to keep you alive is still a mystery to me. Some things take time, and those aliens... well, I haven’t decided how I feel about them yet. Lucien will be told that you’re strong enough for whatever he has planned.”

What aliens? Eden wanted to ask but stayed silent. The memory of the voice she encountered in her dreams coming back to her. That was just a dream, right? Her eyes quickly raked over Jaziel before she nodded at the doctor. What more could she do?
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“Arthur woke up and

instantly regretted it.”

Douglas Adams,

The restaurant at the end of the universe

For a minute, I thought all they did

was torture me.

I’m such a dreamer.

Simon

––––––––
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It was a beautiful dream. Simon was swimming in warm waters that belonged to some planet that was a paradise. Every vibrant color he could imagine was in the water. The water flowed through his body, reminding him of stories of Mer people from when he was a child. Strange, the dream stuttered before it started again. There were no childhood memories. He couldn’t remember his mother or father or anyone. Why was that? The warm flowing water helped to take his mind off his lack of memories. Once again, it flowed around him, soothing his soul.

Could he stay here, in this place that only offered peace? The colors were beautiful, but beyond the colors, he could feel them—restless thoughts that belonged to others, not his own. He ducked under the water, staying long past the time his oxygen would allow. He stayed anyway. If he surfaced, he would have to face those calling him. Their stress would become his.

A colorful fish swam past him. When it said hi, he replied. The fish could talk! He would never get bored, but what would happen when he needed to eat one to stay alive?

“You’re an interesting male.”

He turned his head to see a man who looked almost like him except that his eyes were multicolored like a rainbow.

“I’m a man.” Simon floated on his back allowing the gentle current to take him.

“Not according to your world. To be a man, you must be one hundred percent human, and we both know you’re not that.”

The male dived under the water, and Simon followed him.

“How can you say that about me?” He was surprised when he realized he was talking under the water. It felt right, though, good. The feeling of this was who he was meant to be washed over him. He was meant to lose himself in the water.

The male laughed, and he sounded like a brook happily throwing itself over rocks. 

“This is where you start, my son. It was never where you were intended to end.”

“Are you my father?” The missing male Simon couldn’t place in his life.

“In a way, yes. Although I would have never left you. Yours is a long story of pain dealing with the unethical. I have claimed you as mine, thanks to those three meddling aliens.”

He didn’t seem all that happy about it. Simon shrugged: he might feel the same if the situation was reversed.

“Does that mean I can stay here, swim, and eat the fish?”

“We try not to eat the friendly fish. We have a truce with them, and life is just easier to honor it. Something those of your kind would have benefited from doing.”

There was no way in hell he would tell the male who sparkled that humans honored their truces.

“I have to go back.” He was sad at the thought of leaving this wonderful place.

“Yes. Your time here grows short. I have one thing I want you to see before you leave.”

_____

Forget...

Waking was not bliss. Simon’s felt like he was being pulled apart and put back together. He must be in the hands of a sadistic torturer. How else could he experience this level of pain? A scream came out sounding like a gasp; it rent its way into the world.

There were noises of people moving and talking, but he couldn’t concentrate on that. It was taking all his concentration to keep his body from coming apart. He was coaxing his blood to move through his veins and his heart to continue beating. Any slip and he would be dead. The relief, when it came, was overwhelming. The pain was replaced by a floating feeling that allowed him to concentrate.

“Simon, I just administered a sedative. It won’t put you to sleep, but it should help to calm down the feeling of being over sensitized.”

That was Galen. He knew the doctor well, considering that he thought of Simon as his number one test subject.

“You and your needles.” Why was his voice so scratchy, like he hadn’t used it for a while?

“Turn down the lights. Try opening your eyes.” Galen ordered.

Easier said than done. He first needed to locate his eyes. That thought made him frown. Shouldn’t he know where they were? He mentally touched different places on his face until he finally found his eyes. Remembering how to open them took some time. He felt like he was still in the warm water with the colors flowing over and through him.

He opened his eyes to see Galen standing over him. The shock on his face, followed by the small gasp, were things he wasn’t expecting. The shock was quickly replaced by his doctor’s face, and the gasp became his usual hum.

“Is my face still swollen?” He had been taken hostage by someone determined to find out where the Hybrids were located. He remembered Lucien coming to his rescue. He knew the royal didn’t play but to watch him kill that man made him proud and scared him at the same time, but he wouldn’t leave. Lucien was his royal even though he was human.

“The swelling has gone down, you’re still pretty as ever.” Galen winked at him, and he flushed. He never thought of himself as pretty. Hell, he was around men who were not only taller than him but packed with muscle. He had brown curly hair and eyes. No one would confuse him for a Hybrid.

“One of these days, some woman is going to fall for you, and I’m going to tell her that you flirted with me.”

“Stay still and think of all the ways you can get me into trouble with my fictional girlfriend while I check you over.”

Simon smiled while Galen looked him over. He was in a private room, not one of the pods that each had five beds. His bed was wider and softer than the others, and the room had a private bathroom with a great shower. It was nice of them to put him in here.

“Lucien?”

“He’s on his way. Jaziel will probably be with him.” Simon nodded and closed his eyes, taking a brief break while he waited for Lucien.

“Simon.” Avery’s voice reached him, and he couldn’t help smiling. The more he got to know Avery, the better he liked her.

He looked at her and gasped. “Avery.” It was a loud whisper. “Your eyes.” When he went to sleep, she had gray eyes pretty but still gray. Now there was a lavender ring around her gray eyes that one couldn’t miss. She had an exotic look to her that said not quite human.

“We’ll compare notes on eyes later.” She moved back and allowed her mate to stand by the bed.

“Lucien.” He tried to sit up.

“Don’t move. You’ve been out for weeks. What do you remember?”

“Someone took me hostage, and you came for me. You didn’t have to, but you did.”
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