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Remy

I’d never prayed so hard in my life as I did the day I was captured with Tater and Linette by beautiful aliens.

Beautiful aliens. Ha. I nearly laughed out loud in the back of the van where I sat on the cold, metal floor with my wrists and ankles burning from tight rope bindings. At first glance they were beautiful. But it was like meeting a hot guy—at first you’re just dazzled by the attraction—and then he makes a distasteful joke and the spell is broken—suddenly what was beautiful reveals itself to be ugly.

I glanced at Tater, but his eyes kind of scared me. Lately he’d been mentally and emotionally fragile. After watching our parents bombed, then killing a man who held his sister at gunpoint, he hadn’t been right. Being captured and having to pretend we were on the side of the aliens, it could break him. That scared me more than anything in the world right now. Tater was all I had left. Amber and the others who left the underground bunker to go God-knows-where, had no way of knowing we were alive. I tried to make eye contact with Tater, to infuse some of my wavering hope and strength into him, but it was useless. Jacob Tate’s eyes were lost.

In contrast, I caught the fiery look in Linette’s eyes, and it jolted me with a shiver. She was trying to communicate silently, and her fierce calculation freaked me out. It’s because of her quick thinking that we were still alive, but now we would have to live a double life. She’d so easily spouted the story to the Bael aliens about us being rebels, pro-change, and being prisoners of the U.S. military. I never would’ve thought of something like that. But she was an officer, and a strategist. I was a college biology major who wanted to teach middle school. That was a past life, though, and seemed ages away. As optimistic as I’d always been, even I knew there was no going back.

Linette began to wiggle, rubbing her shoulder against her gag, and moving her chin back and forth. Within a minute, the gag was down just enough for her to be able to speak. My heart gave a jump of fear that we’d be caught, and I searched the dark van with my eyes. Tater scooted closer.

“There’s no technology back here that I can see,” Linette whispered. “But I’m not taking the chance of talking too long, so listen up. They’re going to question us, so we need to have our stories straight.”

Tater and I both nodded and listened attentively. When Linette was finished, she shouldered her gag back over her mouth, and we moved apart again.

The van hit a bump that made me bounce and land hard on my tailbone. I cringed against the pain that shot through various parts of my body. My stupid ankle was still swollen and my head still throbbing from where I’d fallen in the greenhouse and knocked myself out when the alarms sounded. It was my clumsy fault that the three of us were here, in this van, instead of on those planes to safety with the others.

My eyes burned and I swallowed back the guilt. It would be so easy to give myself over to despondency. Too easy. Instead, I shut my eyes and prayed again. It was all I had left.
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Amber

I used to find airplanes fun and relaxing. The hum of an engine had always put me at ease. But today . . . this shitty day . . . nothing on Earth could comfort me. In one fell swoop, I’d lost everyone. My brother and best friend never made it to the plane. Why? What the hell happened to Remy and Tater? I wanted to rage and scream. They’d been right there. We’d practiced the raid drills. They knew what to do. It should have been simple.

And then there was Rylen. My brave, stubborn Ry who jumped on a fighter jet to make it safe for us passenger planes to take off. Now there was no sign of him. A dry sob made my chest hiccup, earning me dire looks of pity from Devon and Shavontae in the seats beside me. I turned closer to the window to hide from those looks.

The past twenty minutes since we’d been in the air were the worst moments of my life. Losing Tater, Remy, and Rylen was an even worse sensation than losing Mom, Dad, and Abuela the day of the bombing in Nevada. After our parents were killed, we’d clung to each other. Relied on each other. Those you bond with during times of tragedy become part of you. Now they were all gone.

At the front of the plane in the jumpseat, First Sergeant’s chin raised and his eyebrows furrowed at a shout from the back of the plane. More voices rose now, louder. I turned in the seat, my stomach a pit of nerves. Everyone was looking out the windows.

My God . . . this is it. If the alien’s fighter jets had taken down Rylen and found our trail, there would be no surviving. They were going to take us down too. My whole body trembled. I watched Shavontae grab Devon’s hand and hold tightly. I had nobody to grab. I would die without a loved one. Would it be fast? Please, let it be fast.

A strange sound flitted its way through the cabin—a sound that did not at all fit our circumstances. Laughter. Shouts that were not full of fear. What was wrong with them? Devon and Shavontae shared a confused look with me as cheers sounded from the back of the plane. Soldiers were pushing toward the windows.

“Oh, my God,” I whispered shakily as I sank back into my seat and spun, pressing my face to the window, my heart in my throat.

Through the haze of clouds, a pointed, metal jet nose came into view. The fighter jet hovered beside us as close as it could get, so close I could make out the pilot’s white helmet. My whole body jumped like I’d been prodded by a live wire.

It was Rylen.

A manic laugh tumbled out from deep inside me, my voice mixing with the cacophony of cheers that filled the cabin. Devon grabbed my shoulder and let out a yell of praise. The entire plane was yelling, jumping, punching the air.

“That’s right, Fite! Hell, yeah!” Devon shouted.

I pressed a hand against the window as tears streamed down and I watched the silhouette of my man flying beside us, whole and alive.

“Settle down!” First Sergeant called out to the cabin, but he was smiling. “You’ll take the damn plane down with all that ruckus.”

But I couldn’t be quiet. I buried my face in my hands and bent over, spent, bawling tears of joy with my elbows on my knees. I felt someone in front of me, squatting, rubbing my back, and heard Shavontae’s sweet voice saying, “Let it out, girl, he’s safe.” I reached out and we embraced each other. She held me tight, and I was so thankful.

So damned thankful.
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Remy

I didn’t know how I fell asleep when I’d been so full of fear. Overwhelmed. My body must have shut down. When the van began to slow, I scrambled back up to a sitting position, confused and panicky, my body stiff, my injuries sore. Dim light seeped in through the small windows. Linette and Tater had bags of exhaustion under their eyes.

All three of us pushed to our knees to peer out the windows. The landscape looked familiar, dry with patches of scraggly bushes, like Nevada. High fences with barbed wire stretched as far as I could see. Squat, ugly buildings sat in clusters. Tater mumbled something through the knot of scarf in his mouth that sounded like “Ellis,” and Linette nodded.

Ah . . . Nellis. The Air Force base. A small thrill shot through me at the knowledge that we were so close to home. Or, what used to be home. A pang of resounding loss hit me like a kick to my abdomen, and I sat again, closing my eyes as the van turned and drove a while longer before stopping. My heart picked up rhythm as Tater and Linette shuffled to get back into their sitting positions, knees up, eyes meek as a Disaster Relief Initiative soldier in black opened the back doors, letting in a gust of dust. I raised an arm to shield my eyes, and the man—alien—grabbed my elbow, nearly toppling me out. I landed on my feet with a grunt, quickly shifting my weight to my uninjured ankle.

I turned to see a look of hatred in Tater’s eyes as he glared at the soldier. I gave my head a tiny, quick shake, and Tater seemed to sink into himself, forcing his façade back into place. I heaved out a breath as the other two were pulled out. God help us if Tater lost his temper and gave us away.

Six soldiers surrounded us, walking somewhat robotically with their ungraceful movements. It was so strange. The “DRI” aliens who’d been running the show during the takeover must have had major training to act like humans and fit in, though they couldn’t fake the lack of personalities. These others were just freaky, like robots in human shells.

When we rounded the van, Tater and Linette both gave a surprised, upward jerk of their heads and I followed suit, looking up at a building in the center of it all that did not match its surroundings. First of all, it was huge, like a palace. This was new, beautiful architecture.

While the other military buildings were squat, square, and dull, this looked like a mix of Romanian castle with Victorian rounded edges of stone, brick, and woodwork. Three stories. A mansion in the works. This couldn’t have been on base months ago when the war began. They’d erected this thing in a hot minute, fit for a king. The three of us gawked as we were led through the cold air into a blast of warmth inside.

To be among this kind of luxury felt bizarre after being underground in Utah for so long. Deep red rugs. Elegantly framed mirrors. Metalwork designs adorning the walls and hand-painted vases on pillars. Everything smelled new, like leather, fresh wood, and paint. My mother would be drooling at this interior design work.

My mother.

A hard nudge from behind forced me to put aside the wave of sickening nostalgia at the reminder that I’d never see her again. She’d never help another person stage their home to put on the market. I couldn’t get used to the idea of them gone.

We were pushed into a room with a fancy sofa and two armchairs.

“Sit,” commanded one of the soldiers. “And don’t move.”

One soldier stood guard at the door while the others left us. Tater, Linette, and I shared brief glances, but we didn’t dare try to communicate. It’d be impossible anyway with our gags. The corners of my mouth were feeling raw, and I was so thirsty. Everything was sore, but the couch felt gloriously soft when I fell onto it. All three of us sighed through our noses at the comfort after being on a hard surface for the entire night.

The comfort only lasted a few minutes before the three of us all seemed to become alert and nervous at once. What was about to happen? What would they do with us? What if they asked questions that Linette didn’t cover when she debriefed us in the van during the night? What if I said something that didn’t match the others’ stories? So many things could go wrong.
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Amber

My first impression of Alaska as we flew lower was that it had a lot of trees. Snowy, tall pines everywhere. Endless white forests under a pale morning sky. I don’t think I would have been able to appreciate the beauty of it if Rylen wasn’t alive, landing his jet right ahead of us. But as we passed over what looked like towns and a city, I saw the charred remains of bomb destruction, and worse . . . huge heaps of dirt in fields. When people started whispering to one another about burial mounds, I tasted the sour bile I’d come to know so well.

All of our planes were pulled into industrial garages at the end of a narrow road in the middle of a forest, miles from anything. When we all stared from the windows to First Sergeant, he assured us. “Convoys are coming. Don’t worry.”

I stood with the others and lined up to get off. None of us had anything to carry other than those who held guns. We’d left every single belonging behind in our rush to exit the bunker. I tried really hard not to be pushy, but when my feet hit the ground at the base of the rickety stairs, I bolted in the direction of the fighter jet. Rylen was on the ground, looking up at a place on the wing that looked like it’d been clipped by enemy fire.

“Rylen!”

He spun, getting his helmet off just in time to catch me in his arms as I collided into him, exhaling at the feel of his healthy body against mine. He laughed and held me up, kissing the side of my head.

“I was so scared,” I said, shaking at the memory of thinking he’d been lost.

“I’m right here, Pepper. We’re all safe.”

Not all . . .

He set me down, and I choked up, covering my mouth and shaking my head.

“Amber?” He lifted my chin, and when I saw the worry in his blue-gray eyes, I had to shut mine tight, tears squeezing out. “What is it?”

I took a shuddering breath, my chest heaving. “Remy and Tater didn’t make it.”

He went still and quiet. When I opened my eyes, he was staring at me in shock. Without a word, he let me go and ran to the other passenger plane, pushing his way through our people, yelling, “Tate!” I chased after him, knowing better than to get my hopes up, but every time he shouted my brother’s name, I looked too, half expecting Tater’s smiling face to pop up in the crowd.

“Tater!” He stopped and spun amid the people, his face frantic until his eyes finally landed on mine again, and then he slumped. I knew his pain. His panic. “Wh—what happened?” His disbelief.

I shook my head. “He was with me, and then when we couldn’t find Remy, he ran back.” I swallowed down the moisture of emotion. “They never made it.”

Rylen’s hand was trembling as he ran it over his blond, cropped hair. He looked around once more before taking me in his arms tightly. I squeezed him back. It was just us now. We had new friends, who I was thankful for, but our families were gone.

“Fuck,” he whispered. “I don’t know if I should hope that they were killed or captured.”

Oh, my God. Captured? I didn’t think of that. I just imagined the aliens killing everyone on sight. I pulled away and looked at him. “Why would they capture them?”

His brow creased. “For information.”

Now my stomach was churning. “How can we find out?”

“I don’t know, Pep.” Rylen shook his head, then rubbed his face hard.

“Fite!” We both turned at the sound of New York Josh’s accent. “Nice flying, man.” The two of them clasped hands and pulled each other in, giving a slap on the back.

“Thanks. She got hit in a few places, but I think we can patch her up.”

They both glanced at the plane and nodded.

“Hey,” Josh said, turning to me. “Was Linette on your plane? She wasn’t on either chopper like she was supposed to be.”

“I don’t think so,” I said. “I didn’t see her.” There was no way Linette would miss the convoy out of the bunker. She was too hardcore to make a mistake that big. But Josh looked worried.

“All right. I’m gonna keep checking.” He jogged away, and I shared a glance with Rylen.

“She’s here somewhere,” he assured me.

Before I could respond, we were joined by a string of soldiers congratulating and thanking Rylen, including Top, our First Sergeant. They all wanted details of his flight, and how he’d shot the two jets down, but Rylen was too solemn to oblige yet. I knew, like me, he was thinking of Tater and Remy.

Top cocked his head at Ry. “How’d you get in the pilot seat, anyway? What happened to Captain King flying?”

Both men glanced over at where the redheaded pilot stood by the wall, staring down at the helmet in his hands.

“We had a disagreement on the mission, sir. I didn’t feel like dying.”

Top’s eyebrows went up, and so did mine.

“Well, okay, then.” Top grasped his shoulder and then gave it a hard pat. “I’ll debrief you when we arrive. For now, try to relax.”

“Sir?” Rylen said before he could walk away. “Still no sign of Jacob Tate or Remy Haines?”

Top’s face fell. “No, son. I’m sorry. And it seems First Lieutenant Thompson is unaccounted for, as well.” Linette.

Again, my chest collapsed and I had to reach for Rylen. I just couldn’t believe this was reality. How had it happened? I hated that we would probably never know.

Seconds later, we were surrounded by what was left of our group. Devon, Shavontae, Texas Harry, New York Josh, Short Matt, Skinny Mark, Officer Sean, and J.D.

“Where are Remy and Tater?” J.D. asked, looking around.

I caught Devon giving him a hard shake of his head, and I had to press my lips together as the whole group froze, turning to look at me in shock.

“They didn’t make it,” I whispered.

J.D. covered his mouth and his eyes watered as he moved to hug me. I let him, closing my eyes against the looks of shock.

“We can’t find Linette either,” Josh said.

“What?” Shavontae yelled. They’d been roommates.

A sobering sensation fell over our group.

“Maybe they’re together?” J.D. said in his sweet, hopeful voice.

I shook my head, and whispered. “I hope they’re dead.” This made J.D. cringe, but the others nodded. I knew they were thinking what I was—that it’d be better to die a quick death than to be captured, tortured for intel, or used as experiments. I didn’t want to think about it. I couldn’t. Tater wouldn’t be able to handle it, mentally, and Remy was so kind and tender-hearted. I hated to think of how it would affect her emotionally to be in that position.

As for Linette . . . she could probably take on the whole Baelese Army. But as tough as she was, and as much grief as she gave me, I wouldn’t wish it on her.

A side door to the massive garage opened, and a man in an Air Force uniform of navy blue marched in with five guys in Army camo behind him. Top came forward and shook his hand. A hush fell over the room.

“I’m Colonel Latham. Welcome to the outskirts of Anchorage.” He paused to look over our quiet ranks. “It’ll be a tight squeeze, but you’ll all fit in the bunker. We brought six vehicles, and we have to move quick. We’ve got a small group of local DRI at Elmendorf base—they’re scouting north of the city right now—but they’re diligent.”

Just the mention of DRI gave me the shivers. Disaster Relieve Initiative was what the aliens called themselves while they were taking over Earth, masquerading as humans pretending to help people back on their feet, to fight against the “unknown enemy”. But they were the enemy all along. It was DRI who shot my grandpa right in our living room. It was DRI who called for Captain King to bomb the innocent people of towns, killing my parents and Abuela. And it was DRI who gave women shots to cripple their reproductive systems, me and Remy included.

All I wanted in life now was to help find a way to stop them, and to use my paramedic skills to keep humans healthy enough to win back this Earth. Knowing Colonel Latham had an entire team here, humans just like us, gave me hope. If there were cells of people like us all over the world, it was just a matter of time until we could fight back. And when the time came, I would be ready.
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Remy

We waited so long on that comfy couch that I started to doze again. I swear, I wasn’t usually so lazy, but my body wasn’t handling the excitement and injury very well. It just kept shutting down. But I sat up straight when Tater gave me a small jab in the side with his elbow. I glanced over at Linette’s mewling face of innocence and held back a burst of untimely laughter just as a woman in a sharp, black skirt suit came in.

She was one of the aliens. I used to envy their slender perfection, hair coifed like gorgeous fifties pinup girls, but now I saw it for the fakeness it was. Her mechanical movements and lack of expression. Tater went rigid beside me, and I tried to will him to relax. It was hard as she stood in front of us and peered down her nose, surveying us like objects.

“Welcome to the Baelese Base. You will each be interviewed. You are expected to answer all questions fully and truthfully. If you are found being disloyal or dishonest, your time here will be terminated.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Linette said, almost worshipful.

“Yes, ma’am,” I said quietly.

Tater nodded and said, “Of course.”

She eyed us a moment longer before calling for three men in black uniforms to come in and take each of us by an arm. Judging by the weird, stiff movements of the men, I don’t think they were human. In fact, I hadn’t seen a human here yet.

I caught a glance of encouragement from Tater before he was tugged in the other direction, out of the room. He was bigger than the soldier pulling him, and I knew it killed him not to overpower the jerk.

Be strong, Tater.

Linette and I were taken in another direction down the hall and led into separate rooms. Mine was sparse and immaculately clean. Lush maroon carpets. Bare walls. One ornate, dark table. Cushioned, matching chairs on each side. In the corner of the ceiling was a tiny camera. He sat me in the far chair and said, “Wait here.”

As if I had a choice. He locked the door on his way out. I sat there, bound wrists in my lap, wishing I could fix my messy ponytail, which was surely frizzy and drooping down my head.

I was pondering how stupid it was to feel vain in these circumstances when the door opened, and the very last face I expected to see stood there, staring back at me with a familiar, handsome smile.

“Senator Navis!” I cried.

If possible, his smile warmed his face further, and my heart gave a start. This man. I had admired him so long, since I was a teen. I followed his career in politics, tearing up at his heartfelt speeches to the people of Nevada. I cried so hard when he lost his wife in the car accident. The funeral coverage wrecked me. That was right before Thanksgiving. Right before the bombs killed all the other world leaders. He would have been president someday, before all of this happened, I was sure of it.

The others believed he was working with the enemy—that he was even their leader—but looking at him now, in person, there was no way. He had to be human. But he was able to walk freely . . . was he working with them? But why? Maybe he was faking allegiance, like me.

“I won’t bother you for long, but prefer to meet all of the new arrivals,” he said. I couldn’t help but smile. He was so laid back. Calming. But he didn’t attempt to come into the room. He stood in the doorway, thoughtfully surveying me, just as I surveyed him.

His face showed emotion. His movements were smooth, and he spoke more casually, using contractions and stuff. He was as good looking as any Baelese, but he let loose, where the others felt the need to appear perfect. What was his story?

“I understand you’re probably scared,” he said. “What is your name?”

“Remy Haines,” I responded.

“Ms. Haines.” He seemed to taste my name in his mouth, and I had to swallow to wet my throat. “Don’t be afraid. Just answer their questions honestly. Nobody will hurt you. And then we can talk more afterward. Okay?”

I nodded, sort of mesmerized. How could I be fangirling at a time like this?

His smile widened, and I had to swallow again, because whoa. How many times had I shivered when I saw that grin on television? It was so much more powerful in real life.

He closed the door behind himself and I was still reeling when a sharp dressed woman came in, her hair bone straight to her shoulders with a perfect part. She moved stiffly, like a badly animated character, as she sat in the seat before me and set down her paper.

“Remy Haines, I am Vahni, top advisor to Bahntan—”

“Bon-ton?” I asked.

“Our leader,” she said curtly, and I shut my mouth. “I understand you were found imprisoned at Dugway Proving Ground?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And how did that come to be?” She pulled out a piece of paper with a list of names. “You signed in at the high school in Lincoln County, Nevada on December twentieth, nearly four months ago, along with Rylen Fite, and Jacob and Amber Tate. But the four of you did not make it to the safety camp with the rest of your town.”

Safety camp? As Amber would say, that’s some bullshit right there. They bombed that camp with our parents and every other innocent person in our town. I had to grind my teeth together to keep from scowling. And thank God Linette gave us a common story to use.

“The four of us were having a disagreement,” I explained. “We stepped out the side door of the building so we wouldn’t draw attention, and when we went back, everyone was gone. It happened fast.”

Vahni kept a bored look on her face. “A disagreement about what?”

“About what we were told by the DRI. Tater—I mean Jacob—and I believed them, but Amber and Rylen were skeptical and wanted to run away. When we found out the busses left without us, we went our separate ways. Jacob and I wanted to find the camp. We wanted to help the DRI look for outliers. We came across a truck with two Army guys—”

“What were their names?”

“Texas Harry and New York Josh.”

If possible, her bored look intensified.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “That’s what we called them. We didn’t talk much. They were on their way to Dugway—”

“How did they hear about the bunker there?”

“I’m not sure,” I lied. “They were weird and secretive. I didn’t trust them, and I wanted to tell them to let me out of the truck, but then it started snowing.”

She didn’t look pleased by my lack of information. I hoped Tater and Linette were faring better. It was easy for me to play dumb, but they were military and would obviously know more than me.

“What happened when you arrived at Dugway?”

“I was so happy to see all of those people, you know? I thought for sure one of them would be willing to help me find the camp, and to get ahold of the DRI, but they were all like Amber and Rylen. Crazy! Saying the DRI wants to wipe out humanity, and that you guys are . . .”

“Are what?”

“Aliens.”

“And how did you react to that?”

I let out a breathy laugh to steel myself for the biggest, most disgusting lie I’d ever told in my life. “I told them humanity deserved whatever it got.” I nearly choked on the words. “I’m more afraid of people than anything else that’s out there. I mean, the fact that you didn’t kill me proves you’re willing to work with reasonable people.” I paused, looking at her nervously. “Are you?” I wet my lips. “Not from Earth?”

I was shaking, having no idea if my lame speech was believable or not. Especially since this lady creature had only one facial expression.

“We are not from Earth.”

I knew the answer before she said it, but the coldness in her voice made the blood drain from my face.

“Wow,” I breathed, looking down at my hands like I wasn’t worthy.

“Does that frighten you?” she asked.

I gave a small shrug and shake of my head. “Kind of. I mean, if you guys were able to make it here to Earth, that means you’re way more advanced than us. I’ve always kind of believed. Growing up near Area 51 and all.”

I never believed.

“And you are willing to help us?”

I looked straight at her. “In any way I can. This is reality now. We have to find a way to work together for the best of everyone who’s left. Maybe we can make things . . . I don’t know . . . better than before.” My eyes welled with moisture, and I prayed she saw it as hope and gratefulness rather than the pain of loss that I felt. I couldn’t imagine things being better than before. So many people were gone.

“Tell me about yourself, Miss Haines. Your family. Your education. Your skills.”

Okay, I could do this. It took me ten minutes to highlight my small town suburbia life. Daughter of a preacher and stay-at-home-mom turned realtor and interior decorator. Eight years of homeschooling, and four of public. College biology classes to become a science teacher.

The woman—thing—watched me with dead eyes as I talked. After a long, hard stare, she gave a stiff dip of her chin.

“I will recommend that you be admitted into Bael’s Primo Town.” Primo Town? “We have need for a school teacher.”

“Wow, okay.” Relief was cool and sweet. “That would be great! Thank you.”

“One last thing,” she said, pulling something from her pocket. She placed a tiny, luminescent metal thing on the table. It was about an inch long and thin, with miniscule joints, like a robotic worm, and a sharp, needle tip. The hairs on my arms went straight up.

“We call this mechanism The Helper. It helps to keep the peace. If ever you feel—how do you say it?—out of sorts, and think that the rules no longer apply to you, this tiny Helper will get you back on track.”

My mouth went completely dry and I clasped my trembling hands in my lap. I remembered First Sergeant telling us about this. That creepy little thing would go in through your ear or nose, and make its way to your brain. Then hook into your frontal lobe, taking over your personality center, basically turning you into a robot.

“W-what are the rules?” I asked hoarsely.

“You are not to attempt to leave Primo Town. For your own safety, of course. It is dangerous out there, and we want to keep you safe.” Right. “You will find that the town has everything you need. A daily schedule is in effect. Breakfast at seven in the morning. Work at eight. Lunch at noon. Fifteen-minute break at three. Work ends at six. You will report to work and meals promptly. In your off time, you will help to clean the community rooms, such as the kitchen and dining hall. Laundry will be done every third day. There will be no idle time. Everyone has work to do. At nine o’clock at night it is lights out.”

That early? Geez. Okay. I nodded. I could do all of that.

“Other rules that will be strictly enforced are no marriage, no sexual acts of any kind, and no relationships outside of friendly and professional community togetherness. In general, no touching.”

I gawked. Did she know nothing about humanity? Relationships were life. Not just marriage and sex, but friendship. Bonding. Trusting. Laughter. Affection. Where would these creatures draw the line? I had to shut my mouth and force myself to keep nodding.

“You appear concerned.”

Dang it. I cleared my dry throat. “I . . . are friendships okay? I’m a social person, by nature.”

“Just so long as it does not affect your work. But there will be no parties. No group gatherings for social purposes. No late nights. No secretive whispering or suspicious conversations of any kind. Each person will retreat to their barracks room in the evening and remain quiet. Bael soldiers will patrol.”

“I understand,” I whispered.

“Wait here for your escort.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I wanted to close my eyes and let out a huge, groaning sigh when she left, but I was fully aware of the camera in the corner. Internally, I rejoiced. She bought my ruse.

I’m in.
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Amber

I never thought I’d say this, but the Dugway bunker in Utah was luxury compared to the setup in Anchorage. Again, we were in the middle of nowhere, which was good. The door looked like a tornado shelter, and there was enough tree cover to hide it from scouting planes. But unfortunately, the inside felt claustrophobic. Rooms were smaller and fewer. Ceilings lower. People . . . more numerous.

We walked into the main room to find soldiers smashed around tables, some standing or sitting on the ground. And what I noticed first was that they were almost all men, all with desperation and hunger in their eyes. When Colonel Latham led us into the room, sardine style, everyone stopped what they’re doing and turned to us. Their eyes immediately found me, Shavontae, and the handful of other women we came with. The virile atmosphere was chilling.

Less than a year ago, these young soldiers and officers probably had wives and girlfriends at home, or they were going out and meeting women, or men, anytime they wanted. Now they were stuck underground, fighting for their lives, with no hope of a relationship or sexual release anytime soon.

Rylen took my hand and I squeezed my fingers between his, holding tight.

Judging by the Colonel’s lack of a speech, everyone here was expecting us. He led us next to a small wing with offices filled with tech equipment. I looked for medical stuff, but didn’t see any. He took us next to another large room, this one filled with cots, sleeping bags, and ratty blankets filling three quarters of the room.

“This is the men’s quarters,” Colonel Latham said. “It’s a tight squeeze, but we’ll make it work.”

Wow. I realized at that moment just how spoiled we’d been with the attached hotel.

Top spoke up too, looking around at us. “We came prepared with sleeping bags in the planes, and as many rations as we could spare. They’re being brought over on another convoy now.”

I was thankful he’d been ready, but wished I’d thought to carry a bag with me wherever I went with my own essentials and medical stuff. This sucked.

The next doorway made me crinkle my nose at the smell of human waste. We passed a line of men waiting.

“This is our only restroom. The bunker was created during the Cold War, and was never meant to sustain this many people. The plumbing is hit or miss, so if it’s yellow, let it mellow. In other words, don’t bother flushing urine. Always wash your hands, but keep it extremely brief. As for showering, each person gets a five-minute shower allowance every three days.”

Ugh, so many bodies crammed this close with questionable sanitation was not a good thing. I knew they were doing the best they could, but I hoped we wouldn’t have to stay here long. If any kind of infection hit, it could be catastrophic.

As we moved past, we took turns glancing in at the four stalls and two wall urinals.

“Damn,” Texas Harry muttered. “This is gonna fuck up my shitting routine.”

Several of the guys laughed.

“Y’all nasty,” Shavontae said.

“Like you don’t shit, princess?” Tex joked.

“That’s right, I don’t,” Shavontae shot back, and everyone laughed again.

Colonel Latham glanced back at us with his eyebrows drawn, like he hadn’t heard laughter in a long time and wondered what could be going on to cause such a sound. We all hushed and shared nervous looks. Ry raised his eyebrows at me, and I knew how he felt. If we couldn’t laugh and joke, what was there worth living for? We squeezed hands at the same time.

“This is the women’s quarters,” said Colonel Latham, stopping at the end of the hall. It was tiny. I saw some major snuggling in my future, and not with the person I wanted to snuggle. The Colonel cleared his throat, looking guilty. “To be honest, it was a storage room and we converted it when we heard that you had eleven women in your company.”

“Only nine now,” Top said quietly. The reminder made me tense and shudder.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” the Colonel said. “We have four, and nearly double the number of men as you.” He scanned us for reactions, then cleared his throat again and marched back down the hall. Our group, which was considerably more somber now after the mention of Remy and Linette, followed in silence. I caught sight of Matt’s face, usually smiling and jovial, now downcast and pale. He’d had it bad for Remy.

My heart ached, a physical pain in my chest. I equally hated the thought of her being dead and her being captured. Had my brother made it to her? Please, God, let them have had a moment together before whatever happened. Rylen gave my hand a slight pull and I looked to find him staring at where I rubbed my chest with my palm. I let my arm drop.

“I’m okay,” I whispered. A rush of love and gratefulness pummeled me when I remembered how it felt to think that Rylen was dead too. I moved closer to him as we walked, and he seemed to understand.

Before our group spilled back out into the common area, Top and the Colonel turned to us one last time.

“It’s spring,” the Colonel said. “Snow will be starting to melt. We’ve got a plan that we’re going to debrief you about. If all goes well, we’ll be out of this hole by mid-summer, on the road to taking back our planet.”

“Hooah!” we all shouted. Yes, that’s right, even me.


[image: ]

Remy

No matter how well things seemed to go with that Vahni alien lady, I refused to let my guard down. Normally I was an overly trusting person. Gullible even. But I couldn’t be like that anymore. So when the Bael soldier led me by the elbow out of the building, my hands still bound, I kept my eyes open, taking in all the details.

Most of the Baelese walked funny. Clunky. Hard on their heels. Fast, abrupt movements. There were a few here and there who had more smoothness to their gaits. More grace. Those ones must have trained long and hard to be able to blend in as humans during the takeover, masquerading as the so-called Disaster Relief Initiative. I was still ashamed at how hard I’d fallen for it. Even when all my friends were skeptical, I believed the best.

He led me to an open Jeep-style military vehicle, and told me to get in and wait. I looked around at all of the squat, plain government buildings. It was odd to have the massive, beautiful Bael structure among them. My bet was that they would demolish all of this and turn the area into their haven as soon as time and resources allowed.

A scuffle of feet had me turning my head to see Baelese soldiers leading out Tater and Linette, their hands also bound. My heart leapt to see that they were okay. If they were being taken to the encampment—Primo Town—then they must have passed the test too! Linette still appeared meek, but I could see the unhappy set of Tater’s jaw. He was not liking this. I hoped the worst part was over. Now we could work and blend in, and then . . . I don’t know what. Spy? Just the thought sent a shiver through me. I wasn’t cut out for this.

They put Linette in the back seat with me, and Tater on the back end with another guard, fully armed. No matter what pretty words Vahni had used, we were clearly not equals. We, humans, were not free. We were captives. Workers. Our usefulness would determine our value.

They took us to an area fenced with barbed wire and two locked gates with guards. My stomach turned as they opened a gate for the vehicle to pass through. How were we supposed to do any spying if we were trapped in this area? I glanced at Linette, but she stared straight forward, so I looked away. We’d talk later.

Inside Primo Town were squat buildings and a barn. A barracks for women, and one for men. A long dining hall with a kitchen. The largest building was for indoor work. They called it The Factory. In front of the buildings was a cleared area of dirt, and then acres of farm land that looked freshly tilled with dirt mounds in straight rows. Human men and women were crouched in the rows, planting seeds of some sort. It would probably be enough to feed all of the humans and Baelese on this base. Along with the pinned pasture area with cows, pigs, and chickens that left an unpleasant smell lingering around “town.” I saw two women collecting eggs from a large coop, and three men squatting under cows, milking them into buckets.

With spring under way, southern Nevada was much warmer than the Utah plains we’d just left behind. And dustier. It was home . . . but not.

One of the soldiers tugged my arm, and I stumbled out of the vehicle, wincing when I landed too hard on my ankle. I walked gingerly next to Linette as they led us to the women’s barracks and unbound our hands. I let out a contented sigh and rolled my wrists, feeling the air sting where the rope had rubbed raw spots into my skin.

The huge room was dim and full of rows of twin bunk beds. Each had a fitted sheet over the mattress, and a thin, off-white blanket. No pillows. Still, I could have curled up in one and passed out that very minute. The room was empty at the moment except for a middle-aged woman in the back, sweeping. She never stopped, but she looked up at us and stared while the soldier pointed to the upper and lower bunk Linette and I would take. Then he showed us to the bathroom with four door-less shower stalls, three toilet stalls, and three sinks. I felt like I was back in high school gym class, only dingier.

Next we were shown the dining hall, where several women cleaned up after breakfast. It smelled like oats. The women all paused to look us over, but quickly got back to work wiping counters and taking out trash. I couldn’t wait to hear their stories and find out what all these humans thought about this situation. Were they rebels, like us? Would they be willing to fight when it was time? If it was ever time? I had to believe and hope that the others had made it away safely, and that they would save us. Somehow. Someday.

Tater and his guard met back up with us as we came to the Factory. I noticed Tater glance at the guard’s high-powered rifle. I knew he was taking stock of what he was up against, and it made me nervous. The Baelese were fully armed and they had mind control capabilities. On our own, it was hopeless. I had no idea how long Tater would be able to last under these conditions, as a servant to the enemy. My neck felt tight with nerves.

When we walked through the huge factory doors, I sucked in a surprised breath. It was like a gymnasium. There had to be a hundred people here, ranging from ten years old to fifty. There seemed to be work stations. Tons of sewing machines. It looked like they were working on red curtains or something. Probably special made dimensions for the Baelese palace. There were also two long tables with people working on some sort of metalwork. Weapons, maybe? I couldn’t tell. Linette and Tater were staring hard, so I knew they’d figure it out.

The children, about ten of them, seemed to be in charge of carrying items between stations. So these would be my students? It warmed my heart to think of working with them. I wondered how many hours they’d be expected to work in this factory once lessons began?

The guards ushered us outside the doors again into the sunshine.

“You.” One of them pointed at Tater. “You will be a field worker.”

Tater pursed his lips, but nodded. I was sure he wanted to be inside getting his hands on whatever the people were building.

They looked to Linette next. “You will help with the livestock.”

For a second her eyes widened and that fake smile stuck there, like a creepy mask. I nearly snorted with inappropriate laughter at the thought of Linette with farm animals before she nodded and thanked them.

They turned to me. “You will help in the kitchens until it is time for schooling to begin.”

“Yes, sir,” I said, my throat feeling dry.

“Go,” he told us. “Introduce yourselves to the others in your areas and get to work.”

There would be no time to talk right now, so we didn’t linger. We went.
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Amber

We were put to work right away. Rylen was whisked off into the secret places. At this point I couldn’t understand why there was any secretiveness, but whatever. There were so many sick soldiers that I didn’t have time to wonder too much.

Most of the guys were suffering from malnutrition and vitamin deficiencies, which began to lower their immune systems. First Sergeant had a box of multivitamins in his surplus of goods, so I gave each soldier one pill. They had to be rationed, so they could only have one every two days, and they had to get them from me. I had a list of names. After a couple of days, though, I started to wonder if some of the guys were coming for the vitamins, or to stare at my tits. It’s not like I had them on display. I was wearing a loose T-shirt. But these guys were seriously deprived. Even their flirtations were weak and desperate. I decided that as long as everyone kept their hands to themselves, I wouldn’t tell Rylen.

To be honest, everyone seemed on edge. A constant state of tension loomed over the ranks. Not enough food. Not enough space. Not enough sleep. According to Texas Harry there was “a lot of monkey business” going on in the men’s room, and even the sleeping quarters. And by that, New York Josh helpfully clarified that he meant “a lot of monkey spanking business.”

Gross.

I’d always gotten along well with guys, so as much as I didn’t want to flirt or lead anyone on, it was hard not to be friendly to them when they were nice to me.

“A Señorita, am I right?” asked a dark-haired guy when it was his turn in line. He appeared Hispanic, like me. Well, half of me.

“Yep,” I said. “What’s your name, soldier?”

“Corporal Luis Rodriguez, at your service.” His grin was cute, and his cockiness reminded me of my brother, which made my heart twinge.

I found his name and checked it off, handing him a vitamin. He grabbed hold of my hand, and I gently pulled away.

He tilted his head, not giving up. “Una muchacha hermosa com ousted necesita un amante latino.” A beautiful girl like you needs a Latin lover.

I smirked and rested my palms on the table between us. “Lo siento, Cassanova, but I have a man.”

“That gringo pilot I seen you with? What’s he got that I don’t?” He stood back and motioned down his body, making the guys behind him laugh.

“My heart,” I said, giving him a wink. “Now, move along.”

He grabbed his chest and the other guys pushed him out of the way. At least Luis Rodriguez took his rejection with grace. Not all of them did.

I was happy to see J.D. show up to my designated medical table on the third day. I went around and hugged him, but his shoulders were stooped and he was frowning hard. I glanced around but didn’t see Sean.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

He gave a shrug. “You know they’ve made me the barber, right?”

“Yeah. That’s good, right?”

“I mean, that’s fine and great. I don’t mind. I want to be useful. But . . .” He looked away.

My heart rate shot up. “Is someone giving you a hard time?” None of our group would put up with it if someone was pushing homophobic hate on him.

“No,” he said. “It’s not that. It’s just weird.” He swallowed and I could see his hands shaking. “A lot them are . . . hitting on me.”

My eyebrows hiked up. “Oh! That’s flattering, right? Have you told Sean?”

“Hell, no. I don’t answer to him.” He put a hand on his hip, and I held back a smile. “And it’s not exactly flattering because they’re not gay.”

“Wait, I’m confused.”

“Men are vile creatures, Amber, surely you know that.”

“Yeah, but I need some details here.” I crossed my arms.

“They’re not gay, they’re just extremely horny. And they think since I’m queer, any dick will do.”

“Oh.” I shriveled my nose. “What are you telling them?”

“To fuck off. I’m not scared of these jarheads.”

“I think only about ten of the guys here are Marines,” I told him.

He gave me a funny look. “What?”

“Jarheads are . . . never mind. Do you want me to talk to Top? He can assign someone to stay with you while you’re working. Or you can give me a list of names. You don’t have to put up with that.”

“No.” He adamantly shook his head. “Everyone is too busy, and I can handle myself. I just needed to vent to a girlfriend, you know?”

“I know. Guys can be such pigs.” I took his hand and we swung our arms between us until a small smile graced his smooth face.

“Ry-Ry was super sweet when I cut his hair today, though. That’s one guy I wouldn’t turn down.” He winked, and I snorted.

I sure as hell wouldn’t turn him down either, but we’d barely shared a kiss since we got here.

“What is it?” he asked. “No nookie time for you two?”

I blushed, I couldn’t help it, and it made J.D. giggle.

“Just wait your turn for the closet,” he said.

“What closet?”

His eyes bugged. “Hel-lo! The closet is where people go to get it on. Across the hall from the bathrooms? That’s where all the men keep asking me to meet them.”

“Where they keep the brooms and mops?” I asked, and he nodded. “That room’s barely big enough for one person to stand!” Gah, all I could think about were the amount of STD germs that were ironically living with the cleaning supplies.

“I’m never going back in the closet, if you know what I mean, but there’s nothing wrong with tight quarters,” he teased. “I’m sure Ry can make it work.”

Now I blushed even harder. God, J.D.’s bantering made me miss Remy. Just the thought of her crushed my chest.

“All right,” J.D. said with a sigh. “I better get back.”

“Here,” I told him, holding out a vitamin. “And I think you should tell Sean about the other guys propositioning.”

J.D. took the vitamin and crossed his arms. “Look, that man is stubborn, and he does not get jealous. He’s a freak of nature. Although, he did cuddle me a little in his sleep last night, and he boldfaced denied it when I told him. He makes me sleep against the wall, you know. Always Mr. So-Called Protector.” J.D. said it like he was annoyed, rolling his eyes, and I had to smile.

J.D. had been angry at Sean ever since Sean forced him to leave his boyfriend’s cabin in the wilderness where he’d been living on ramen. J.D insisted that his boyfriend went into town and would be coming back, but Sean was not about to leave him. I’m pretty sure J.D. knew by then that there’s no way his boyfriend was really coming back, but the faux-anger game they played worked for them.

“Go cut some hair,” I said. “I’m getting a line.”

He blew a kiss at me and headed off, leaving me to deal with more lethargic soldiers. I was happy to see Tall Mark and Short Matt in line. I hugged them both when they got to the front. They’d been my jokesters and source of much laughter the past four months, but both of them were sobered lately. Their loss of mirth was direct proof of how much we’d changed.

“I miss you guys,” I said as I gave them both vitamins. “I miss watch duty and playing cards.” We’d been waiting for a turn with the cards last night, but the other guys were all so serious that it ended in a fist fight. I wasn’t sure how long we could live like this.

“There’s a lot I miss,” Matt said, and I wondered if he was thinking of Remy. I couldn’t look at his kind, rounded face without remembering how he gave her the M&M.

“But things are going to happen pretty fast,” Mark promised me. I looked up at gaunt cheeks, interested in what he meant. He went on. “If things go as planned, we’ll only be here another two months.”

I closed my eyes and let out a massive sigh. Two months? We could do that. I wanted to ask how he knew and what the latest intel was, but my line was not getting any shorter.

After I said good-bye to the former goofballs, I cleaned and sealed a hand cut, gave out a dose of ibuprofen and three more vitamins before noticing Rylen, Tex, Josh, Devon, and Shavontae in line. I held back a squeal, but couldn’t stop the smile.

I kissed Rylen smack on the lips when it was his turn, and his grin heated me from the ground up. “Your haircut looks good,” I said.

“Your everything looks good,” he said low enough for only me to hear. The gravel in his voice made images of a dirty closet come to mind, heating my cheeks all over again.

“Where’s my sugar?” Tex asked, pushing in beside Rylen with all his broad height.

I eyed his fuzzy face and frowned when I saw his arm. “Excuse me, cowboy, but where is your sling?” It felt like a lifetime ago that he’d been shot on a goods run and lost a dangerous amount of blood, but in actuality it was only about a week.

“Uh, yeah . . . well, it’s feeling a little better.” He had the decency to look guilty, and the others laughed as I crossed my arms.

“Don’t you dare overdo it. And let me change the bandages tonight.”

He gave me a salute, and I thrust a vitamin at him. “I’m serious. It’ll be much more fun killing aliens if you have two strong arms, won’t it?”

His face sort of morphed into understanding, like I had finally struck a chord. “Hooah, Doc.”

“She’s got you there,” Rylen said. He stayed by my side as Tex left to get back to work and I hugged the other three and gave them their vitamin doses. They all appeared equally fatigued. I wished we could go outside for some fresh air and sunshine, but we couldn’t risk giving away our location. Also, this place didn’t have a gym, so everyone had to make do with cramped workouts in the dining hall. Half of the group did it in the morning before breakfast, the other half at night after dinner. We pushed all of the tables aside, and did a series of stretching followed by squats, pushups, sit-ups, and jumping jacks. It was a half-assed workout compared to what we’d all gotten used to, but there wasn’t enough food to warrant more.

As I finished, and Devon was talking to Rylen, I sidled next to Shavontae and asked, “Have you heard of the closet?”

She craned back her neck to lift an eyebrow at me. “Heard of it? Did you not hear me sneak out the room at three AM?”

My eyes widened, and I whispered, “I thought you were going to the bathroom!”

“Nope. Three o’clock is rendezvous time. It ain’t the Ritz, and it smells like bleach, but you won’t hear me complaining.” She turned to graze Devon’s wide shoulders with her eyes, and he caught her, returning her stare with a look that made me need to fan myself. Even Rylen caught the exchange and had to chuckle as the two of them walked away, hip to hip. And finally, now that it was nearing lunch, my line was gone.

“What were you two talking about?” he asked.

I’d known this boy since I was six. In fact, there was nobody on Earth now who knew us better than we knew each other, so it was stupid that I was too embarrassed to tell him about the closet. I’d craved him constantly since our one and only time together. It hadn’t been nearly enough. I wanted so much more, especially after thinking I’d lost him during the evacuation.

Oh, my God, I needed to stop thinking about it.

But it was kind of hard when he was looming next to me, giving off heat waves that sang to my libido. Every time he looked at me I felt like he was silently saying, “Hey, wanna go to the closet?”

Yeah, I needed to cool off. I cleared my throat and grabbed the box of vitamins, turning and bending down to lock it in the bottom drawer of a filing cabinet. But when I bent, my ass totally rubbed against Rylen’s outer thigh, making him hiss low under his breath. I felt the heat of his hand like fire land on my hip to keep me from backing into him any further.

“Careful where you’re swinging that thing, Pepper.” His voice shot straight to my core like lightening.

I slammed the door and locked it, shoving the key in my pocket and facing him. Neither of us was smiling, and the sudden tension was delicious.

“Or what?” I asked.

His eyes flashed with sexy, animalistic warning, making me tremble.

“Keep it up and you’ll find out.” He leaned forward and kissed me, sucking in my bottom lip and letting it go with a graze of his teeth. The look he gave me before walking away was enough to make me come right there if I weren’t technically in public . . . and if First Sergeant wasn’t coming our way right that second.

Damn.

I clenched my thighs, feeling all kinds of wrong as Rylen nodded at First Sergeant in passing, and I forced a smile.

“Hey, Top,” I said.

“How’s it going, Tate?”

“Okay,” I told him. “Pretty basic so far. Everyone’s a little stir crazy, and that can wreak havoc. You know, the mental and physical are all sort of connected. These guys are lonely and bored and really need to see the sun and stretch their legs.” And get laid.

He nodded, frowning. “We’re working on it. Let me know if you have any issues, though.”

“Yes, sir.” He looked ready to turn and leave me again, but he stopped and put a hand on he table. “How are you? I know it can’t be easy, leaving behind your brother and friend.”

I dropped my eyes, feeling guilty every time my mind waned from that feeling of mourning, but I had to be honest.

“I don’t think they’re dead, Top.”

He eyed me, then nodded slowly. “Those two and Linette are our only people missing. Something tells me they’re together, and if they are, those three would make a fine team.”

I wasn’t so sure of that. Tater was hotheaded. Linette and Remy were total opposites. But stranger things had happened.

“I hope so,” I said.

Top patted my shoulder, and I accepted the fatherly moment, soaking it in as we walked together to a lunch of packaged MREs. Meals Ready to Eat—military rations. Yum.
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Remy

I hadn’t had a chance to talk with Linette or Tater yet. I only saw Tater in passing, and we were worked to the bone each day. I had originally scoffed at the early bedtime, but now I realized it was a necessity. I made eye contact with Linette last night when we got to our bunk, but she gave a small shake of her head. Not yet.

Nobody talked much in Primo Town, and it was starting to wear on me. I was a social person. The lack of interaction made me feel weird and twitchy. There was an air of fear surrounding the people. Nobody seemed to be alien fanatics, which made me hopeful that they were like us, just playing nice. From what little small talk I’d tried to make, I’d found out that all of the women were widows now. And all of the children were orphans. The Baelese had successfully broken down the most basic, essential human relationship: family.

As I served lunch to the children, I couldn’t help but talk to them. Ten-year-olds should not look so sad and weary. I placed a slice of toast on the plate of a thin blond with a messy bob cut.

“What’s your name, sweetie?” I whispered.

She jumped a little and looked at me with surprise. The children in line after her watched our interaction with big eyes.

“Macy.”

“Hi, Macy. I’m Remy.”

The girl looked around at where the guards stood, too far away to hear, before saying, “H-hi.”

I smiled and nodded for her to move on. Then I introduced myself to every child in the line. Each seemed eager to get to me and share their names. To see their hunger for attention made me surge with anger toward the Baelese. These kids needed to be working less and having time to play and learn. When were our classes supposed to start?

After everyone was finished, and I was helping with dishes, one of the women who looked about ten years older than me, whispered as she scrubbed a pot.

“There’s no use trying to get close to the kids. You won’t be allowed.”

I tensed and shoved a frying pan too hard into the cupboard. “I can’t help it. I won’t make it obvious. Plus, I’m going to be their teacher.”

Her head swung to me in surprise, then quickly away again. “They’re going to take classes?”

“Yes, but I’m not sure when.”

A small smile graced her lips as she finished scrubbing and began to rinse.

“Remy Haines?” The loud female voice in the doorway startled us all. I turned to see Vahni’s perfect face, hair, and creased slacks with a silk blouse.

“Yes, ma’am?”

“Come with me.”

Was I in trouble for talking to the kids? My heart raced as I followed her out of the dining hall and into the back seat of a Jeep. An armed guard sat behind me, watching me. I closed my eyes and let the air blow back my hair as we drove to the palace. Once we parked I started to feel nervous again. I followed Vahni inside in silence with the guard close behind me.

I was led to a double set of ornate doors at the end of a hall, where Vahni turned and surveyed me with distaste. I looked ragged compared to her. My jeans were splattered with spaghetti sauce from last night, and my T-shirt was wet from doing dishes. And don’t get me started on my frizzy blond hair. I attempted to smooth it back.

“You will begin your teaching duties today.”

Oh! Warm happiness filled me. I wondered what I was doing at the palace, though. Some sort of training?

“The children are right inside. Today you will meet them and review the materials. Classes will begin tomorrow.” They brought the kids here? That was nice. Surprising, but nice. I was sure the children were excited about a change of scenery.

I followed her inside with nervous jitters, and what I saw made me stop midstep, my mind reeling with confusion.

At least fifty children, all brown haired, ranging from toddlers to tweens, each with jerky movements. Oh. My. Lord. The small bit of food I’d eaten rose into my throat and I felt dizzy. I’d known that the Baelese were reproducing, of course they were, but to see it . . . to see these future killers freaked me out more than anything had in a long time. I felt ashamed at being repulsed by their young. And oh my gosh, was I expected to teach them? I put a hand over my mouth.

“Is there a problem?” Vahni asked, annoyed. I realized she’d been moving forward and I had stopped.

“N-no,” I forced myself. “So many . . .” Get it together, Remy.

“Fifty three at this location. And do not worry about the number. You will be given a schedule. Reading will be taught to the younger group in the mornings. Math and science to the older ones in the afternoons.”

I opened my mouth and closed it again.

“As you see, we have many soldiers.” She pointed around at the Baelese men who oversaw the children now. “But we cannot spare any of them to teach at this time. You do not need to be concerned with behavioral issues from the children. That is not a problem for our kind.” She said it with absolute venom, and I had to school my face not to reveal the disgust and anger I felt. I forced a nod.

The children were all playing. Sort of. Some were building meticulous structures with wooden blocks and Legos. Others worked on more difficult building sets with smaller parts, and beginner circuit boards. The creating they did was all mathematical. Planned. Not just for fun. Not from their imaginations. There was no laughter. No smiling. For a room full of children, it was too quiet.

I wanted to cry.

My body felt stiff as I followed Vahni to an L-shaped lacquered desk with every office supply imaginable displayed neatly. Teaching books and materials were lined on a shelf behind the desk. My heart began to thump at the sight of the books, because I’d never taught reading. I was only halfway through my teaching certification classes. I honestly had no idea what I was doing, and I told Vahni as much.

She pulled the teacher’s edition of the reading book off the shelf and pushed it into my hands. “You have this afternoon and evening to acquaint yourself.”

Gee. Seven hours to learn how to teach. No problem.

Vahni explained her expectations, and I listened, trying really hard to concentrate. When she was finished, she asked, “Any questions?”

I swallowed and took a breath. “What about the human children? Will I be teaching them as well?”

Her face tightened. “Of course not.”

Again, sour, seething disgust trickled through me like acid.

Of course not.

The evilness of Vahni and her race overwhelmed me all over again as an image of the future for humanity swam into my mind. No education. No family units. Just . . . servants.

“Line up, children!” she called out.

Like robots, without a moment of hesitation, every single child stopped what they were doing and lined up from youngest to oldest, I was guessing by their sizes. Even the toddlers and preschoolers made their way, albeit a tiny bit slower than the others. But I refused to let myself be impressed by these obedient creatures. This was not normal. Give me a toddler so wrapped up in playing that they had to be dragged away by an adult. That was normal. Annoying, maybe, but natural.

Vahni led me to the front of the line. “Children, this is your teacher, Ms. Haines. You will say hello.”

“Hello, Ms. Haines,” they said. Shivers popped up on my arms. They sounded like human kids. Small, cute voices.

“Hello,” I said, forcing a smile, which nobody returned. They all just stared at me.

“We will go down the line and each of you will tell Ms. Haines your name.”

I walked down the line, looking each child in the eye as they said their strange names. Bashile. Loden. Midrik. It would take me a while to learn them. When we got to the end of the line, Vahni said, “You may return to your activities. School will begin in the morning.”

At that moment, the double doors opened, and my heart jumped at the sight of Senator Navis striding in, wearing his signature pressed gray slacks and crisp button-up shirt. The top button was undone, and the sleeves were rolled to his elbows. His dark waves lay neatly back. He could have been on the cover of GQ Magazine, for real.

Vahni pursed her lips at the sight of them, and her expression only got tighter as the children yelled, “Bahntan!” and raced over to surround him. I was momentarily stunned that they could raise their voices and move that fast. The Senator laughed and picked up a toddler boy, setting him on his hip. The boy looked at him worshipfully. The other children stared up, as well, as if he might impart some sort of wisdom on them. The entire sight made my insides shake with dread, and I had to clasp my hands together.

“What does that mean?” I whispered. “Bahntan?”

With her disapproving gaze never leaving the Senator, she answered. “Bahntan is our most sacred word. It means leader.”

The dizziness I’d felt earlier smacked me again, and the physical reaction of nausea rolled through me. The Senator was their leader. But . . . how? I couldn’t fathom it. This man, I felt like I knew him, but that was the furthest thing from the truth. Looking at him now, his smile was so bizarre compared to all of the rest of their straight faces. He looked so human.

“He was the key to our success,” Vahni murmured. “Our survival. He has sacrificed much to become like one of you.”

I was staring at him when he looked over and caught my eye. His laughter fell away and he set the toddler down. I dropped my eyes and clasped my hands in front of myself. I felt so betrayed. The urge to cry was heavy behind my eyes, and I scolded myself, frantically trying to get my emotions in check.

“Ms. Haines, good to see you again.”

I lifted my head and gave a shaky smile, but when our eyes connected, the air shot from my lungs. God above, he was so handsome. And he was gazing at me, his head slightly cocked to the side. How could he be one of them? How could he have done this to me? To everyone?

“Are you all right?” he asked.

I tried my best not to stammer. “Yes, sir, hello.”

“And you’re to be the teacher?” he asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“Please,” he said gently. “Call me—”

“She will call you Bahntan,” Vahni cut in, eyeing him. He eyed her back with a press of his lips before looking at me again.

With his eyes still on me, he said, “You are excused, Vahni.”

Her mouth flopped open like a fish, and even I was surprised. For a second I thought she would override him, but instead she raised her knee and marched away. My eyes flitted back to the Senator, and a swirl of strange emotions filled me. His face, his presence, gave me comfort, though in my mind I knew it shouldn’t. I had to look away.

“You’ll have to excuse her rigidness,” he said. “That is the way of our people. Everything is black and white, but they are . . . efficient.”

Judging by the way they’d killed most of the people on our planet, if their goal was absolute cruelty, I’d say efficient was the right word.

“What do you think of the children?” He glanced toward the tiny worker bees with absolute affection, and again I marveled at how different he was.

“They’re so good,” I blurted.

This made him chuckle. “That they are. It is not in the nature of the people of Bael to rebel or go off course.” And then, as he stared out, he said almost to himself, “Though there is something remarkable to be said about wild children who scream and run and laugh when they play. Human young are beautiful when they get carried away by the moment.”

“Yes,” I breathed. He looked at me, and for that split-second we were united in something that once was, but now was lost. It took my breath away, and I had to break our gaze, staring down as I caught my breath.

This man. This alien. He was not like me. I didn’t know what game he was playing, but he was dangerous, and I couldn’t let myself get caught up in his duplicity.

“I overwhelm you,” he said quietly. “I’m sorry.”

And he could read me. Fantastic. I swallowed and swung my head up, plastering on a nervous smile.

“Like I told you, I always admired your work. For years . . .” I shook my head. “It’s just surreal to stand in your presence.”

One side of his lips tipped up. “You flatter me.” But he didn’t look proud or egotistical. He looked humbled. Even sad.

No. There was no way he felt those emotions. He was Baelese. He was incapable. I looked over at the children again.

“Am I supposed to teach them about humans?”

“No,” he said. “Interacting with you will be lesson enough. They are studying English through you, since it will be the universal language for humans, and they will someday oversee Primo Town and workers around the world. They are well-versed in our language and ways.”

The sound of curt high-heels on tile made us both turn toward Vahni.

“Gather your things, Ms. Haines. You will now return to Primo Town.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The Senator tipped his chin down to me. “Best of luck tomorrow.”

“Thank you, sir,” I told him.

I was going to need more than luck. Despite the Senator’s false friendliness, which I couldn’t understand, something told me that if I wasn’t successful at teaching these Baelese children quickly, I would be discarded without a passing thought.
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Amber

The next morning after breakfast, the entire compound was called together for a meeting. We gathered in the only area big enough for everyone, the central room that was used for dining, recreation, working out . . . everything.

I stood against the wall with my whole squad since there weren’t enough seats. Rylen and I were arm to arm, and I loved the contact. Everyone went silent when Colonel Latham and First Sergeant moved to the front of the room.

“We’ve got two things on the agenda today,” the Colonel said. “Both major, so listen up. First off, First Sergeant and his crew learned quite a lot at Dugway. They were able to capture an enemy and squeeze him for information—” Tex sputtered a cough at this, and our whole crew dropped our heads, trying not to laugh at the wording, because yeah . . . Linette had squeezed the Baelese man in all the right places for information. Top shot us a warning look, and we all straightened up as the Colonel continued.

He told the other guys everything we’d learned when Captain Ward escaped the Baelese and made it to us. Of course, the item of the most interest was their sexual habits and upcoming reproduction schedule.

“We need recent intel,” the Colonel said. “We know it’s supposed to happen at some point this summer, but we need to know exactly when their mating season will begin so that we can strike.”

I got a chill as people who’d been lifeless since we arrived finally smiled at the mention of battle. Everyone in the room nodded and murmured, and the thrill of excitement rose throughout the compact space. It was easy to feel stagnant underground, like we’d be stuck here forever and nothing would happen. None of us wanted to die down here like ants. We’d so much rather die above ground, fighting for our way of life. I didn’t want war, but it was inevitable. To know battle was on the horizon was actually a relief.

“Now, as to how we plan to gather that intel . . . we’re going to have to take back Elmendorf Base in a sneak attack, not giving them time to notify their main base of operations, which we believe is in Nevada.”

The murmuring rose louder, and I looked up at Rylen. “Isn’t that the base where all these guys were stationed?” I whispered, motioning my hand out at the room.

“Yeah,” he whispered back. “So we have an advantage since they’re familiar with it.”

“This is no small task,” Top said over the din of noise, quieting everyone again.

“We’re currently twenty miles outside of Elmendorf,” Colonel Latham explained. “By my estimation, there are approximately fifty Baelese there, only about a third of our number. But all it takes is one second for them to notify their counterparts, therefore we cannot take everyone. Our plan is to attack with half our numbers to be sure we overpower them, but that number of soldiers can still make a stealth mission difficult. For that reason we will only use the experienced forces for this mission. I’ll need all others here on lookout and comm duty. And our resident medic will join the attack team, though I need her protected at all times.”

His eyes searched and found me, making my heart jump. “Amber Tate is not military trained, but her paramedic skills are invaluable here. Having her on site could mean the difference of life and death for those injured in the battle.”

I’m going on the mission! Holy shit! Rylen took my hand and squeezed as everyone turned to nod at me.

“As you all know,” the Colonel said. “Since going underground here, we’ve had only one source of intelligence about the goings on at Elmendorf. We were able to hack into the surveillance system in the main comm building, but only the visuals, not the audio. It’s been a challenge, but we’ve been able to ascertain some information about how they communicate with their main base. Our goal is to take over and pretend we are them, so as to receive information from their headquarters. From there, we will organize and send information to other cells worldwide. Everyone got it?”

“Hooah,” we all chimed.

“Good. More info to come soon. Our mission will go down in T-minus-four days at 0300. Prep begins now.”

A tremor had begun inside my abdomen and worked its way to my limbs. Rylen squeezed my hand and turned me to face him.

“You’re going too, aren’t you?” I asked.

He gave me a solemn nod. “Most of our crew is going.”

I shut my eyes, breathing in and out before opening them again. “Okay.”

We were in it together. At this point, that’s all I wanted.


[image: ]

Remy

That morning, as we were making our bunks at dawn, I’d whispered low enough for only Linette to hear.

“How is Jacob?”

“Don’t worry about him,” she snapped under her breath. “Focus on your own self. What have you learned at the big house?”

Her dismissiveness irritated me, but I went on. “Senator Navis is their leader. They call him Bahntan.”

She stilled for a moment, and then without looking at me, continued to tuck her blanket into the mattress. “Figures, the fucking serpent. What exactly are you doing up there?”

I nodded down at my heavy bag laden with materials. “Teaching their children.”

Her face screwed up into a snarl for a fraction of a second and then fell into smoothness again. “Keep your eyes open and your ears alert. Be like a fly on the wall. Then tell me every detail.”

I nodded, and when I turned to go she grabbed my wrist and looked at me with something feral in her eyes. “Every. Single. Detail.”

Nodding again, I yanked my arm away. Just in time too, because a female guard stuck her head into the room at that moment to hurry us along. I wished I could explain to Linette that I wasn’t exactly in the thick of things over at the palace. I was going to be hanging out with the freaking children all day. It’s not like I’d have run of the place. And my mind didn’t work like hers. I wasn’t sneaky and suspicious. Still, I’d do my best.

I met the guards at the gate and they drove me over to the palace. I still found it freakishly odd when I walked into the large children’s room, and every single one of them looked up from what they were doing, stopped without second thought, and came straight over to their desks. There were no hyper movements in their group like you’d have with a bunch of human kids. No swinging legs or fidgeting. They sat still and watched me, ready for instruction.

They were really cute, though, and I was desperate to have this gross feeling go away. I hated being freaked out by them.

“Good morning,” I said.

“Good morning, Ms. Haines,” they chanted in unison.

“While I work on reading with the preschoolers, I’ll have the elementaries working on memorizing the threes and fours on the multiplication charts—here are some flashcards to quiz one another—and the olders will read chapter three in your Earth science book.”

Bam. Books opened. Faces tilted down to read and study. I swallowed and turned my attention to the littles. On the first day when I asked them to sit on the carpet with me, they were confused by my desire for them to be comfortable in the learning setting. They each glanced at the desks, then the Bael overseers around the room, who were busy straightening up. They eventually settled, sitting cross legged like me, and focused as I went through the alphabet. Every one of them was able to recite the alphabet by the end of day one.

Today we were working on simple three and four letter words. When I paused, I heard one of the elementaries politely call my name from the other group, so I looked over.

“What should we do when we finish?”

All of them were sitting there, done. “You memorized the threes and fours already?”

“Yes, Ms. Haines.”

I gaped. Good gosh, they all had genius memories and learning capabilities.

“Well, I suppose you can continue through the chart, memorizing as much as you can until I finish here and get to you.”

They seemed relieved, diving back into their charts.

Meanwhile, the toddlers and preschoolers needed only minor help from me. Once I helped to pronounce something or explain something once, they grasped it and moved on.

When the child closest to me finished, I lowered my voice and asked her, “Milna, do you speak and read a Baelese language, too?”

“Yes, Ms. Haines,” she said in her soft, sweet voice with little variation in tone. “But we are not allowed to speak our language to humans.”

“Oh.” I forced a smile. “Of course not.”

I reached out and touched a piece of her chestnut hair. She went very still at the contact.

“I’m sorry,” I said, pulling away.

“I am not upset, Ms. Haines. If you want, you may touch my hair.”

Maybe it was my imagination, but I thought her invitation held a hint of hope. But still, she looked kind of stiff as I reached out again, taking the strand and twirling it in my fingers. After a moment, her shoulders relaxed. When I released the strand of hair, it was in a perfect, thick spiral. I stared at it, remembering what we’d been told, that their hair was shapable. It was like tiny strands of silky wire. I had an overwhelming desire to play with her hair and do amazing things to it. Instead I clasped my hands in my lap.

“Ms. Haines,” snapped a voice, followed by the clip of high heels. I stood and faced Vahni. Before I could say a word, she said, “Do not touch the children.”

“Oh.” My blood heated with irritation. “I’m sorry—”

“Baelese do not require contact the way humans do. In fact, we find it a distraction.” She shot an angry glance down at little Milna, who tucked her head down in shame, pulling the curled strand into a straight line again. It boiled my blood further.

“How are the studies going?” she asked.

“Great.” As if she had any cause to worry. “They’re all fast learners, as I’m sure you know.”

“Compared to humans, yes.” She looked down at the children, oblivious as to how my skin prickled and my teeth grinded together.

Apparently satisfied, she walked away, leaving me to compose myself with several deep breaths. I left the littles, turning on a learning video so I could focus on the elementaries. It turned out that they really, really loved timed multiplication quizzes. We spent the next hour doing those, and I had to laugh at their enthusiasm and competitiveness.

“Again!” the boy Zorion said after each quiz.

After the fifth one, Zorion paused and said matter-of-factly, “Humans make strange sounds.”

Huh? I pondered this, wondering what sound I had made.

“It is called laughter, Zorion.”

The children and I all raised our gazes to Senator Navis, who’d snuck up on us. Their little mouths parted in their versions of excitement, and even my own heart pounded to see him standing there so close.

He squatted near me, but kept his distance. “When humans are happy and amused, they make a sound called laughter. It is reactionary. And each human’s laughter sounds different. They cannot help the sound they make. It is part of their nature.”

How strange that they don’t understand the concept. And I hadn’t even realized I’d been laughing.

“Did you learn to laugh, Bahntan?” asked another boy.

“I did,” the Senator responded. “I still do on occasion. I have many human habits.”

My stomach soured, remembering that everything about him was a lie. The worst kind of trickery. The children listened with hero worship.

“I have come to tell you it is time for lunch,” he told the children. “You may go.”

The children rose, all jutting joints, and left us. When the Senator turned his eyes on me, I began collecting papers. I felt him watching me.

“All of them are doing very well,” I said.

“And how about you, Ms. Haines?” The genuine kindness in his voice made me pause, and I hated myself for the feelings of longing that filled me, for the urge and desire I had to sit and talk with him. I wanted to soak in his fake interest. I needed to talk to someone. To laugh and touch and be alive.

“I’m fine,” I said.

“Fine.” The Senator moved closer, but still not near enough to touch. “A woman who says she is fine, but will not look you in the eye, is not fine.”

I stopped and looked up at him now, feeling a rush of fierce annoyance. How dare he try to read me, and to pretend to be an expert on human women. He expected me to be honest with him? If I did that, it would give away the fact that I’m not okay with what the aliens had done to Earth and humanity.

“You are having trouble coming to terms with my duplicity,” he said.

This made me drop my eyes. “Your wife,” I asked. “Is she really dead?”

“No . . . it was all planned,” he responded, almost sadly. “We trained together from infancy. Human notions such as holding hands and being exclusive in a crowd—none of that is natural for our people. She was never my mate.”

“Your mate?”

“Well . . .” He blew out a puff of air. “Baelese do not have mates the way humans do—someone we exclusively spend our life with. As you know, it doesn’t always work well for humans either.” I said nothing, refusing to bash marriage with him, or to argue that hundreds of thousands of marriages last. “We mate when it is time to procreate. We raise our young as a community. We find that it is safer and healthier not to claim ownership over other beings. Wife, son, daughter, husband, these labels draw distinctions that can cause friction. Think of how many humans struggle with issues that stem from poor parenting. The pressure is overwhelming. This is something we plan to rectify for the human race.”

Don’t react. “I see.”

“You have doubts that we can be successful?”

I chewed my lip, searching for a satisfying response. “I guess humans can adapt to anything over time.”

“Indeed.” He nodded, appearing relieved that I seemed to understand and agree.

I looked across the room to the children, who were filtering out of the room in a single file line for lunch.

“Are any of them yours?” I asked.

“They are all mine.” He gave me an ironic grin, and I rolled my eyes.

“I mean, biologically. By . . . mating.”

“Zorion. He is eight now. And Milna, who is four.”

I smiled. “They’re both wonderful. I mean, of course, they all are.”

He laughed, just a short sputter, but the beautiful sound coupled with his handsome smile did weird things to my insides. The feeling was gone as quickly as it came, and I hoped it stayed away.

When all the students were gone, Vahni came clomping into the room on her stilettos. “It is time for lunch, Bahntan.”

He gave her a nod. “I will be there in a moment.”

If possible, her face hardened further. “I will not close you into this room with a human female. You know how they are.”

Freaking rude! As if I’d ever make a move on this shady faker!

The Senator remained completely unfazed. “By all means, Vahni, leave the door open.”

Her mouth opened and closed. “It is still inappropriate.”

“I think of Ms. Haines as our human advocate. She will inform me of the goings on in Primo Town. Her input will be key to a healthy working relationship between our two species.” She glared at him, and he ended with, “Not to worry. I will inform the council of Ms. Haines’s input at all of our meetings.”

She stared at him, and after an awkward battle of wills, she marched forward and stopped an arm’s length from me.

“If you are seen touching the Bahntan in any way—”

“Vahni,” the Senator warned, but she continued to stare at me.

“—even an accidental brush of your arm. You will be killed on sight.”

The Senator locked his jaw, appearing irritated. “That is no way to form a positive working environment with the humans.”

She looked away from me to glare straight back at him. “I am giving my orders to the guards now.” And then she clanked away, leaving me trembling.

When the Senator turned his head to say something else to me, I literally jumped away from him and let out a whimper. His lips pursed, displeased. Without saying whatever he was going to say, he walked away with graceful strides, cursing under his breath. For all intents and purposes, when he was pissed off, he appeared decidedly human.
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Amber

As I sat on my sleeping bag that night in the squat, small room with the other women, I started to think about how far underground we were, and how vulnerable that made us, trapped. I had to shake my head and blow out a deep breath.

“You okay?” asked Carmen, an Army woman from northern California.

Our room was dim. We kept a nightlight on in case we had to evacuate. Some of the women were sitting up, leaning against the wall with old books and crossword puzzles.

“Yeah,” I told her. “Just feels claustrophobic down here sometimes.”

“Right? We’re stuck underground while those bastards are enjoying our sunlight and fresh air.”

“Y’all don’t worry,” Shavontae spoke up from my other side. “Not too much longer until we’re outta here and we take back what’s ours.”

“Are you going on the run?” I asked her.

“No,” Shavontae said. We looked at Carmen, who nodded.

“Me too,” I told her. “I can’t believe there’s no other medic here.”

“All our doctors and nurses were officers,” Carmen explained. “They were the first to go when the Baelese did their first roundup, before we knew what the fuck was happening. But they were too hasty, and made a lot of people suspicious. Colonel Latham for one. He’s the one who got me and the others together afterward when we were sort of flailing, not knowing what to do. We were kicked off base, but couldn’t fly anywhere. Half of us were homeless without the barracks. It’s crazy how we let them take us by surprise. We just let them take over.”

“Same thing in Utah,” Shavontae said. “All the officers were suddenly gone, like poof. We thought the DRI were government officials, and we were taking orders.”

“Now we know,” I said. “And now we take it all back.”

“Hell, yeah,” called one of the women from across the room. All of us looked up, sharing nods of camaraderie.

Carmen stuck out her knuckles, and I bumped hers, then Shavontae’s. Then we snuggled down into our sleeping bags for the night.

I jolted awake, groggy, and looked up to see Shavontae moving stealthily across the room and out the door. It must’ve been three AM. Rendezvous time. Not my business. I closed my eyes and tried to relax until I fell asleep again, but it was hard, knowing other people were being intimate in the bunker right now, and Rylen felt a world away.
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The next time I woke, my lady parts throbbed in pain, and a dream of epic sexy proportions still lingered in my memory—pretty sure I’d been riding Ry in the cockpit of a plane. Uuuugh. I squeezed my thighs together and rolled over, biting my bottom lip. Everyone around me was still asleep. It would have been beyond embarrassing if I’d woken the room by moaning.

I lay there now, wide awake, wondering how hard it would be to sneak into the men’s room, find Rylen, and wake him without waking any of the others. Then drag him to the closet and make him give me everything I needed. Again, uuuugh. Blue ovaries was a real thing.

Damn it, damn it, damn it.

It took forever to go back to sleep after that, and I don’t think much time passed before I had to get up for the morning. It was always hard to tell the time when it was dark. No windows.

As I trudged to breakfast with Rylen at my side, smelling like warm sleep and hot man, I was grumpy.

We sat with our gluey oatmeal, which I gratefully choked down every morning, but this morning I picked at it.

“What’s wrong?” Ry asked.

I could have told him the truth, that I was the big H, and wanted to attack him, but I’d never been good at sharing anything even remotely personal. So, instead, I stabbed at the gray, gelatinous blob in front of me and muttered, “I really want some fucking coffee.”

They had none here. None.

Rylen’s hand landed on my thigh under the table, and a heat wave tore through my system, making me jump and then shiver as another throb of pain pulsed between my legs.

“Pep?”

Oh, crap. I think he’d called my name once already while I was in my sensual trance.

“I’m fine,” I said. I felt him looking at me, so I looked at him too. His eyes drifted down to my bowl.

“Eat it all,” he said gently. And I knew I had to. We didn’t get much food, and our bodies needed every morsel. So I forced down the rest and drank my half cup of water.

“I did a lot of thinking last night,” he said when I finished.

My eyes flicked to him. Thinking about what? What position he would have me in the first chance he got?

“It would be best if you stay with the vehicles when we attack.”

He was thinking of the pending takeover while I was pondering sex. Of course. I focused, shaking my head. “That wouldn’t make any sense—”

“We won’t leave anyone behind,” he assured me. “We’ll come get you as soon as the battle is over, and you can tend to the wounded then.”

“Ry, you heard what he said, that having me there could be the difference between life and death for someone.”

“Yes, but even if you’re outside, you’re still technically there. The mission is supposed to be a quick one. I’ll personally come out to get you as soon as it’s over.”

I felt the buzz of indignation under my skin. “I know you want to protect me, but that’s not fair to everyone. And what if you’re injured? I want to be there, to help to you right away. It’s not safe to wait.”

I don’t think either of us realized how much we’d been raising our voices until our crew around us started to stand and peace out, giving us worried backward glances. I let out a frustrated huff as I stood, gathering my dishes.

“Thanks, but I’m going in.”

“Amber!”

I walked away, more pissed off than I needed to be.

I’d lost everyone. There was no way I could sit back and let the only person I had left charge into danger while I stood safely to the side. We were in this together now, for better or worse. He needed to deal with it.
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Remy

The Senator hadn’t come back to the children’s room for the past two days. Either he was really busy, or he’d been ordered to stay away . . . or he was avoiding me. As I stood in line for breakfast, I wondered if I’d see him today. Truth was, I desperately missed human interaction, which was ironic because he wasn’t a freaking human, but he’s the only “person” who wanted to chat me up these days. Nobody at Primo Town would talk to me for more than a few seconds, and I understood their fear.

I sat with my watery scrambled eggs and dense brown bread. We even had weak black coffee, which I didn’t love, but I drank in honor of Amber. I missed sugar though. The loose jeans I’d been wearing when I arrived, were falling off me. When I asked one of the female guards if I could have a belt or a scrap of fabric to use as a belt, she brought me a dress instead. Like, something from Little House on the Prairie minus the neck ruffles. Not even kidding.

I wore it at breakfast, noticing how half the other women wore them too. They looked homemade from random materials, and I realized that some of the Primo Town sewers had made them. Mine was plain, short sleeved, coming down past my knees. Lovely how the Baelese wanted to keep its humans in high fashion.

When a plate landed next to me, I startled and looked up, stomach jumping to see Tater’s stern face. He was sexy, no doubt about it. I could stare at his wavy brown hair, chocolately eyes, tanned skin, and lean muscles all day. The shape of his face was gorgeously squared in all the right places. I just wished I could hear his loud, carefree laugh again—a chortle that always changed his face into something so striking I couldn’t tear my eyes away.

I quickly looked back at my plate, pretending to be disinterested as I took a bite.

“What are you doing here?” I whispered to my food.

“Checking on you,” he said in a low voice to his own food, shoveling in a mouthful.

We had agreed not to sit together. Not to speak. Not to act like we were close. To have him so near, to hear his voice and know he was concerned, it made me tearful. I sniffed and swallowed, taking another bite. We’d left things between us in limbo back at Dugway. Our relationship had been complex anyway, but now I didn’t know where he stood, except that he cared for me and I cared for him. Maybe it was better that way.

“I’m doing okay,” I whispered. “Are you?”

He didn’t answer, instead pressing for more from me. “I heard he’s been talking to you.”

He didn’t need to say Senator Navis’s name. I refused to call him Bahntan. Apparently Tater and Linette found time to talk these days.

“Yeah, but nothing important,” I assured him. We spent the next minute in silence, looking straight forward as the patrol guards passed us. A bout of loneliness overwhelmed me.

“I miss you.” It slipped out of my lips, making my grip tighten on my fork as I waited. I shouldn’t have said that. What was wrong with me? When he didn’t respond, I risked a peek, and my chest squeezed to see his jaw locked, lips pursed. It was the look of anger I’d become acquainted with the past six months, and it scared me more than anything. Tater had to behave. He had to survive this with me.

“Everything is going to work out,” I promised, though I had no idea if it would. “Please don’t give up. Don’t let them see the real you.” His jaw finally loosened, and I exhaled.

We both took another bite. And then another. Others around us were already finishing and washing their dishes. Once Tater and I were done, we would not be allowed to linger.

I slowly chewed my last bite of bread as Tater cleared the rest of his plate. Just before he stood, he said, “Please, be careful,” and then he left me.

Tater was still on my mind when I got to work. I prayed and prayed that he wouldn’t lose it and freak out, getting himself killed. I had no idea if or when we’d ever get out of here. For all I knew, we’d grow old in this encampment, but I had to hope for more. Hope was all I had. I just wished I could give some of that optimism to Tater.

My mind was in a worried fog throughout the morning’s lesson. When it was lunch time, I started to pull out my paper bag with a peanut butter sandwich, until I looked up and saw Senator Navis walking in carrying a tray of food in each hand. I glanced around to see who he might be heading for, but the only person there was me. The children had filtered out, and two guards stood by the open doors.

I got to my feet to greet him, feeling suddenly self conscious of how I might look in the plain, light blue dress. Come to think of it, if they’d given me a white apron, I’d look like Alice in Wonderland. Great.

He walked straight to me, eyeing me up and down before setting down the two trays. I wondered who he was expecting for lunch, and why he’d chosen this room. I remembered passing an ornate dining room on my first day. My mouth watered at the slices of beef with gravy and mashed potatoes with green beans. We definitely weren’t eating like this over at Primo Town. I looked up at him, clasping my hands in front of me.

“Hello, Senator Navis. I hope you’re well.”

“Very well, thank you. I was hoping you’d have lunch with me.”

That food was for me? Hold it together, Remy.

“I . . . are you sure?” I didn’t dare look at the trays again. It was killing me to smell them. I had no doubt they allowed the use of salt for the aliens.

“Of course.” He motioned to my chair. “Please, have a seat.”

I did, feeling awkward. I took the napkin on the tray with a shaking hand and placed it over my lap. I waited for him to begin, and then I took my fork and knife, carefully slicing a bite of meat and bringing it to my mouth.

Oh. . . . holy . . . wow. Flavor! My eyes watered a little, and I felt ashamed. But it tasted like my mom’s Sunday roast. I brought the napkin to my mouth as I chewed, praying the bout of reminiscing would subside quickly.

“Is it okay?” he asked with concern.

I swallowed and gave him a bashful smile. “More than okay. Thank you.”

I managed to eat the rest without getting emotional. It was richer than what I was used to, and a bigger quantity, so I ate slow. He did the same, watching me. I could tell he was thinking. A lot. And normally I’d be creeped out by someone eyeing me in silence. The fact that I felt kind of comfortable with him probably meant I was going crazy. Maybe Primo Town had broken me already. Linette would totally be on her guard, and attempting to get information. Which made me wonder . . . what kind of information could I possibly get from him without being all obvious?

Before I could think of anything, he set down his napkin and said, “I would like to accompany you back to town after your lessons today. Check on the workers. See how everything is coming together.”

“Oh.” I blinked at him. “Yes. That would be good.”

“Wonderful.” He stood and picked up the trays. I blushed when I noticed there was still food on his plate and mine was empty. “I will see you soon.”

I stood and nodded. As he turned to go, I called out, “Thank you for lunch.”

He turned and gave me a smile, then left me. I stood there, spooked at how genuine his smile looked. I knew he was trained to act like a human, but was it all an act, or did he feel the emotion that went along with the actions of smiling and laughing? Could Baelese learn to feel emotions like us by mimicking our behaviors until they became engrained? How about empathy? What emotions did they have in common with us, and which ones were not part of their nature? I shivered as he exited the room.
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I thought for sure Vahni would be able to talk him out of visiting Primo Town, but the Senator was waiting for me when I finished. Guards surrounded us as we walked outside to the Jeep. The Senator was ushered to the front seat, and I was put in the back. When our six-vehicle entourage showed up, workers who were just finishing their day slowly made their ways to the gates to see what was going on. I saw both Linette and Tater on opposite sides of the crowd, moving back to give space for the gates to open.

Guards jumped out, brandishing their guns and yelling, “Get back!” I glanced at the Senator, who watched the interaction of aggressive guards and meek humans with an expression of concern. It was the same look he used to wear when he was shown on television dealing with different crises around Nevada—draught issues, school shootings, crime in Vegas. What was he really feeling, if anything at all?

When we parked, guards swarmed the Jeep. I reached for my handle, but the Senator gracefully jumped out and opened my door for me. I stepped out and smoothed down my dress. The Senator tilted his chin up and gave the workers a confident, small smile as we walked forward.

“Good evening people of Primo Town. Some of you may know me as Senator Navis. Others refer to me as Bahntan, leader of the Baelese people. I have come today to witness the good works you are doing.” And here, he sobered. “I know each of you has lost something. Someone. And I find it immensely hopeful to see you working together, striving for something better. Rebuilding. That is what I want, as well. I want us to work together.”

My gut churned and I had to swallow several times as he went on.

“You are each here because you showed willingness and open minds. It is my promise to you that though things are undoubtedly different, they will continue to get better. The next generation of humans will have no idea what it means to struggle as so many of you have. It is my goal for humanity to thrive without poverty, without crime, finally achieving the true equality that Americans have strived for. You see, the Baelese people have enjoyed those very things for centuries now. Our people are at peace. There is no war among us, and soon, there will be no war on Earth either.”

One of the women let out a sob, covering her mouth. It could have easily been construed as being overwhelmed with gratitude at his words, but I wasn’t so sure. The Senator gave her a comforting glance, then grazed the silent crowd with his eyes. Nervous about the lull of silence, I brought my hands together in applause. Slowly, people began to clap, until the whole crowd was quietly applauding, faces mostly blank. My eyes found Tater again, and saw him glowering at the Senator. Definitely not clapping. I glared until he saw me and schooled his features.

The Senator met my eye and brandished an arm outward. “Show me around?”

“Me? Um . . .” I looked around at the humans looking back and forth between us, and the guards with their menacing stances. “Okay.” I noticed the surprise on Linette’s face, and quickly looked away. “Well, first, over here we have the farm area.”

I began walking, and the crowd parted. Keeping an appropriate distance between us at all times, I showed the Senator around just as I’d been shown my first day. I was pretty sure he’d already been to this compound and seen it, but wanted to appear interested and caring for the newer people. The crowd stayed with us even though dinner was surely ready. Everyone was desperate for a change from the monotony.

When we made our way full circle, ending up at the dining hall, I stopped and clasped my hands in front of me.

“This is the kitchen and dining hall.”

He peered in at the rows and rows of tables and chairs, nodding. Then he looked at me.

“Thank you, Ms. Haines.” He looked out at the crowd again. “Thank you all, and I hope you have a lovely evening.”

He gave me a nod of good-bye, which I returned, and then out of nowhere, someone was pushing their way through the crowd. The guards pointed their weapons, and Linette slipped out, putting her hands up with a look of innocent surprise.

“Don’t come any closer!” a guard shouted.

The Senator chuckled and held up a hand, motioning for the guards to lower their weapons. “She is an unarmed woman.”

“You are not to touch the Bahntan,” a guard warned Linette as he lowered his gun.

“Of course not,” she breathed, looking at him with fanatic adoration. Her hair had grown longer, and she tucked it behind her ears, looking rather ragged from a day of work. But she still had killer cheekbones, intensely sexy eyes, and legs for days.

She smiled at him. “I just couldn’t let you leave without thanking you. I’m so glad to be here.” It was so sickly sweet that I had to refrain from telling her to tone it down. The Senator gave her his generic smile.

“I am glad you are here as well.” Now he glanced at me and the falseness seemed to melt away. “Thank you for the tour, Ms. Haines.” He gave a small bow. “Until tomorrow.”

“Good-bye,” I said.

The Senator turned to go, and the guards gathered around him so tightly I could barely see his head in the center as they moved through the gates, which were tightly sealed shut the moment he was gone.

Everyone shuffled past, hungry now that the excitement was over. Linette gave me a hard stare, and I turned to go inside, ignoring whatever she was up to. I took a small plate of spaghetti from the line and a cup of water, then went to my seat in the far corner. The room felt more energetic than normal, with everyone staring around at each other in question, but hardly anyone spoke.

A few seconds after I sat, Linette took a seat catty-corner across from me. Close enough to whisper without being obvious. Then, to my surprise, Tater sat catty-corner on the other side, down the bench from Linette, making a triangle between the three of us.

For a full two minutes we ate in silence, surrounded by the sounds of metal and plastic clinking, and mouths slurping noodles and water. Then, without looking up from her plate, Linette said, “He likes you.”

I froze, an icky feeling trickling over me. Her words were loaded, and I didn’t like where this was going. I flitted my eyes over to Tater, whose fork had paused mid-twirl on his plate. With his entire body like a statue, just his eyes moved to me, filling with a hatred so deep, so reckless, that the hairs rose on my arms. Hatred for the Senator.

“He doesn’t like me,” I hissed under my breath to both of them. “He’s using me to be a go-between so humans don’t riot or something. A human liaison.”

“Now is not the time to play sweet and innocent,” she hissed right back. “He obviously feels comfortable with you, and has fucking heart eyes for you. He barely looked at me.”

I clenched my teeth and Tater dropped his fork to his half-eaten plate.

“Please eat,” I told him. Then to Linette, “So what if he’s comfortable with me? I am never alone with him. Guards are always around, and his second in command hates me.”

Linette took another bite and chewed, her whole body appearing tense as a guard rounded our table. Tater continued eating until the guard was out of ear shot.

“Find a way to seduce him, Remy. Don’t act like you can’t.”

“So, that’s the only thing I could possibly be good for, huh? Being a whore?”

“Is that what you think I am?” she asked.

I shook my head. No. That’s not what I thought of her, but her situation with the Baelese prisoner in Utah had been different than this. Fear clawed at my belly. “They’ll shoot me if I accidentally brush against him.”

“If you care about saving humanity, find a way,” she reiterated before taking her last bite and standing to leave.

I trembled, appetite completely lost. Tater had gone still again.

“What does she want me to find out?” I whispered. And what could she possibly do with the information? “I wouldn’t even know where to begin! I can’t get him alone, Tater—there’s no way.” The weight of it was like carrying a boulder, the pressure enough to crush me.

“Don’t let that motherfucker touch you, Remy.” He shoveled the last bites into his mouth, his forearms flexed with tension as he chewed and swallowed. “Linette is wrong. You hear me?”

“Yes,” I breathed.

I was still shaking, staring down at my macabre-looking plate as Tater stalked away.
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Amber

The entire underground bunker was on high alert with full energy as we prepared for tomorrow’s mission. We were to be ready to leave at 0300. The atmosphere at dinner was loud and excited. I guess the soldiers who were normally broody about being sexually deprived were now going to get the next best thing: a fight. We were advised to try and get some sleep until at least midnight, but I doubted I’d be able to rest.

I was even being strapped with a gun this time. If Daddy could see me now, he’d be so proud.

Our group was hyper after dinner as we made our way down the narrow hall toward the sleeping quarters. Mark had Matt in a headlock, and Tex was telling stories from boot camp that had the others rolling with laughter. Rylen and I hung back from the others.

“So . . .” Rylen cleared his throat. “I talked to Top.”

I tensed a little. “About what?”

“About the need to have a medic in the middle of battle. He’ll be coming to talk with you tonight.”

I stopped and turned to him, but we were blocking other people, so I pulled him to the wall as they passed. He crossed his arms, making his sexy biceps bulge. Damn him.

“What are you doing, Ry?”

“It doesn’t make sense. He even said it himself, that you’re to be protected, so your presence could be a distraction.”

“That’s bullshit.” I crossed my arms, too.

“You haven’t been trained for combat, Pepper.”

In truth, I was scared as shit about tonight. But this was our new reality. If I had to point and shoot at an alien, that’s what I’d do. To have Rylen try to hold me back from helping felt really annoying. Especially when he was going to be one of the first charging into battle.

“I’m going to be in the last wave of soldiers coming up the rear,” I told him. “You guys will have it under control by then. You’ll outnumber them, and I’ll just be focused on those who got hurt.”

Rylen’s jaw clenched and he looked away. “Top will be over in about an hour—”

“This is fucked up, Ry! I need to be in there!”

“No, you don’t need to be in the fight.”

Ugh! I turned from him, pissed off, and stomped down the hall toward my room with the other girls. I was so on edge, I just wanted to cry and scream.

“Pepper!” he called from behind me.

Nope. He was risking the other soldiers by not wanting me to be there to help them immediately. I kept walking.

“Damn it, Amber, stop.”

His fingers grasped my wrist and tugged me to a stop, but I yanked it back. “Leave me alone!”

I tried to stomp away again, but felt his hands on my waist, pulling me, and then in a moment of confusion I was being stuffed into darkness with Rylen behind me. The door clicked shut and I heard a lock, then both of our loud breathing from being pissed off. It was pitch dark except a sliver of light coming in from under the door. Rylen’s body was completely flush against my back.

Oh my God . . . we’re in the closet.

Rylen’s mouth touched the shell of my ear. “There is no fucking way we’re going on this mission mad at each other.”

Emotion welled inside of me as I felt his hands on my waist, sliding down over my hips and slowly back up, making me shiver all over.

I whispered, “I just want you to have faith in me.”

“I do, Amber. God, I do. But I can’t lose you to those fuckers.”

I covered the tops of his hands with mine and pulled them under my shirt and forward to cover my breasts. We both gasped as he worked me. “I can’t lose you either, but I know it would be wrong to keep you from your job.” I lifted up onto my toes and pressed my ass toward his crotch, which was fully at attention. All of the pent-up desire I’d been tamping down came flooding to the surface, and I could barely breathe.

Outside the door, footsteps and voices sounded, but they seemed miles away.

“I’m a selfish asshole,” Ry murmured into my hair, reaching around to unbutton my pants and rip the zipper down. I shoved them until they were mid-thigh, and reached back to feel Rylen doing the same. I took him into my hand and felt his breath quicken as I stroked him. It only took a second to align our bodies.

I reached forward, shoving aside a broom handle, and leaned my palms against the wall just as Ry pushed into me. The sound I let out was unlike anything I’d ever heard—needy, greedy, overwhelmed. Rylen cupped a hand over my mouth to muffle the moans as he thrust into me over and over, his mouth still at my ear. I was so swollen around him. He cursed and muttered, driving me crazy in every way.

“God, you feel so good, Pepper.”

All I could do was moan and press my body hard against him, craving the connection. I grinded back, circling my hips and feeling my entire core condensing into a small bomb of ecstasy. It’s a really, really good thing Rylen’s hand was securely over my mouth when that bomb went off, because everyone in the compound probably would’ve heard. His hand clamped harder as my entire body quivered with pleasure, and his manly grunts that went along with each fast thrust only added to it. I felt him throb inside of me, and he finally lowered his hand from my mouth. We both breathed hard and he stayed inside me.

Rylen pushed my hair aside and kissed up the side of my neck, his hands roaming to feel me all over again, all the places he’d missed when we were in a hurry.

“I love you,” he whispered. “Please don’t be mad at me.”

All of my anger was gone. Only bliss remained. “I love you too.” I would talk to Top and see what he thought.

Someone outside jangled the handle, and Rylen pulled out, making us both curse and fumble to get dressed again. Then I giggled and he laughed. He turned me and put my back against the door, then kissed me long and deep.

“Oh, shit,” he muttered. “I want you again.”

Feeling evil, I reached down and felt him hard again through his jeans. He groaned. Someone tried the handle again, and Rylen growled.

“How about this?” I whispered. “We take over the base and make it out of there safely, and then we make sure not a day goes by that we don’t make time for this.”

“Deal.” His voice was guttural, sending a bolt of arousal to my core.

When he opened the door and we spilled out, I had to squint at the bright overhead lights. And who was standing there, rushing us? Texas Harry and Carmen. Her eyes widened, and then she grinned.

Tex outright laughed. “You two look like you need a fucking cigarette!”

Rylen shoved him, grinning sexily.

“Be careful of his arm,” I said to Carmen.

She snorted. “Yes, Doc.”

As Tex was holding the closet door open like a gentleman to let Carmen in, Top was coming down the hall, looking very official. I stood up straighter, feeling guilty, though I knew that was just silly. We were all adults here.

“Miss Tate,” he said, nodding. “Sergeant Fite. Can we talk a moment?”

“Sure,” I said. “Let me just run to the restroom, and then—”

Tex’s muffled voice filled the hall. “Aw, hell, yeah, little lady! Woo!”

Both Rylen and I went as still as statues as Top’s face swung toward the closet door and he muttered, “Jesus Christ, Harris.”

I cleared my throat and said, “’Scuse me,” dipping away into the restroom, where I leaned against the wall and laughed silently for the next minute, trying to pull it together.

Ah, yes. We had so much to fight for tonight. Whether I was in the battle or just outside, I would be on site, and I would help however I could. As scared as I was, we had so much to live for. We had to win.
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Remy

When I got into the women’s bunk room that evening, I caught everyone sneaking peeks at me. I smiled when I made eye contact, wondering what they were all thinking. Ultimately, it was one of the children, ten-year-old Macy, who was brave enough to whisper to me.

“Are you friends with Bahntan?”

Linette sent me a snarly look of disgust, which I ignored.

“No,” I said gently. “He’s sort of my boss. He talks to me, and he wants to know how things are going here.”

“What’s it like over there?” asked another one of the girls.

“It’s . . .” I rifled through my dirty clothes. “Nice. But I don’t get to enjoy the nice stuff. I just work and come back.”

“Yeah?” piped up one of the older women. “And what do you do for him?”

I felt myself stiffen a little with guilt. “I teach their kids.”

Everyone went quiet, looking at me. I steeled myself against their judgment, and took my dress off, laying it over the edge of the top bunk. I yanked my faded University of Vegas T-shirt over my head and climbed up into my bunk.

“What do you teach them?” asked Macy. She and the other girl were still standing next to my bed, looking up at me.

“The normal things,” I answered. “Reading, math, science.”

To my surprise, they actually looked . . . sad. Oh, how things had changed. I glanced toward the doorway, but no guards were near.

I whispered, “Do you want me to teach you some stuff?”

The girls nodded, and two other girls got up to come over. Linette jumped out of her bed and glared at me.

“Are you crazy?”

I put a finger to my lips. “I’ll be quiet.”

“They don’t need to learn that shit right now.”

“Yeah, but they want to.” It would help their morale.

“You’ll get them killed, and yourself.”

I bristled at that, and looked at the girls. I expected them to cower at the words, but they were still watching me with hope in their eyes.

“Technically, nobody said it’s not allowed,” I told her.

Linette glared harder and crossed her arms. “I don’t want anything to do with this.” She grabbed all of her things and made a big, dramatic deal of moving to a bunk across the way, sending punishing looks my direction. I had to admit, my insides were jumpy with nervousness. I looked at the woman in the lower bunk next to me, silently asking permission. Without a word, she got up and moved, switching bunks with one of the girls. Within five minutes, I was surrounded by the young girls. Two on either side of me, and one in the lower bunk. Five pupils.

We all shoved ourselves under the thin blankets when we heard the clop of footsteps coming to patrol the room. My heart pounded as they marched through the rooms, checking every nook and cranny for who knows what. Then the female guard shouted, “Lights off!” and it went dark as they left us.

Three long minutes of silence passed before I worked up the nerve to whisper, “What are your names?”

“Macy.”

“Mei.”

“Gaby.”

“Tasheka.”

“Savani.”

I thought about each of these girls who the Baelese had chosen to keep alive. They were all American, of course, but of different races: White, Asian, Hispanic, black, and Middle Eastern. Now that I thought of it, the younger boys in Primo Town were all of different heritages too. I put that thought aside to ponder later.

“Okay, I’m Ms. Remy. We have to stay in our bunks, and we won’t be able to see anything, so we’ll have to do this by talking. What were you learning last in math or science?”

“Multiplying,” said Macy.

“I was learning cell stuff in science,” Gaby said.

I smiled to myself in the darkness. As a kid, I prided myself on the multiplication tables, and as a college student I loved cellular biology.

I got started by going through the basic multiplication rules, then focused on twos. This was tough without being able to write or show anything. I would have to verbally quiz them, like spoken notecards. We did that for fifteen minutes. I didn’t want to keep them up too late.

“We’re going to focus on a different subject each night,” I explained. “And we’ll end with vocabulary. I’m going to tell you a story. If I say a word you don’t know, interrupt me and I’ll give the definition.”

I tried to think of a middle grade or young adult book I really loved that they might not have read yet, and I decided on Cinder by Marissa Meyer—a neat, futuristic sci-fi take on different fairy tales. Each night I’d tell a little of the story, trying to throw in as many big words as possible, until it was time to sleep.

After about fifteen minutes of storytelling, it was so quiet I thought for sure they’d fallen asleep. “Girls?”

“You’re not stopping, are you?” Savani asked.

“Yes, we need to get to sleep,” I whispered.

“Aw!” The moment a few of the girls uttered this sound of disappointment, the door flew open, and several of us gasped.

“What is going on in here?” the female guard asked, shining a bright flashlight.

I covered my eyes. “One of the girls was having a bad dream.”

“I-I’m sorry, Miss,” Gaby stuttered. Wow, well played.

“Go back to sleep,” the woman ordered. Her words washed over me with a calming sensation that made me snuggle down into the thin mattress and close my eyes. When the guard turned and left us, an unnerving sensation of spiders crawled over my skin and I cracked my eyes again. She had just mind-controlled us.

The space around me filled with stifled fear and nervousness, and I wondered if everyone else realized what had happened too. I waited a long time before saying, “We have to be super quiet and careful from now on.”

“Okay,” the girls whispered.

“Good night.”

“Night, Ms. Remy,” they muttered sleepily.

I didn’t relax until I heard them all shuffling around to get comfortable, then going still and breathing regularly. Then I smiled to myself as I turned onto my side. It wasn’t much, and it was far more reckless than I’d normally be, but for the first time since the Baelese attacked our world, I felt like I was making a difference.
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Amber

I wasn’t going to lie—I was scared.

Rylen sat tall next to me in the back of the pickup truck where we were crammed in with six others. A nearly-full moon blazed through the treetops. Only civilian cars were in our convoy, because the military vehicles were all at Elmendorf base. My hair was tied back in a ponytail that whipped my shoulders in the chilly air. I wore a camouflaged combat helmet secured tightly under my chin, with an all-black outfit. Like the others, I had on a heavy bulletproof vest. Most of them carried M14 rifles or whatever other big guns were on hand. I had an M9 pistol, which I wasn’t afraid to use. My medic bag was at my side, filled with scissors, tourniquets, gauze, medical tape, rubbing alcohol, iodine swabs, morphine syringes, and tons of muslin bandages.

I felt Rylen peering at me every so often. I stared straight out at the passing trees in the darkness, because I didn’t want him to see the worry in my face. I wished it was lighter outside so I could take in all the beauty we’d been denied underground, but just breathing in the fresh, crisp air made me feel twice as alive as I had an hour ago. I reached out and took his hand, which he gladly took in return, holding tight.

The guys driving wore night-vision goggles, and the headlights were kept off. Though they drove slow to keep our advancement as quiet as possible, the twenty-mile trek went by too quickly. A bout of nausea rolled over me when we stopped, my palm suddenly sweaty against Rylen’s. He squeezed my fingers and released them. Nobody spoke. I stayed very still, my heart pounding erratically, while everyone climbed out like ninjas. Rylen grabbed my waist to steady me as I jumped out, grabbing my heavy bag. The plan was for me to stay in the treeline, watching and waiting.

Everyone had their orders. Top was in the lead, carrying a walkie-talkie that connected him with Colonel Latham back at the bunker. The Colonel was watching the silent feed inside the primary tech building on base and would let us know when all was clear. By “clear” he didn’t mean no Baelese—there were always Baelese patrolling—but there was a time during the night when less guards were on duty, and that’s when we would strike.

I let out a deep breath as I followed the pack, everyone alert. And for such a large group, they were shockingly stealthy. I had to pay close attention to my footsteps, squinting at the dark ground to avoid twigs. Rylen had to grab my arm to stop me when the troop halted. My heart was steadily drumming. How did soldiers do this on a normal basis? Did they ever get used to it, or were they as nervous as me every time? Not that they looked nervous . . .

The entire group squatted, so I followed suit. An unnerving silence weighed heavily over us as Top held the comm box, waiting. After what seemed like forever, a tiny static sound came on, and Colonel’s voice.

“You’re a go.”

“Roger that,” Top said. He looked over our group, and in that moment he reminded me so much of my dad, so serious, full of pride and concern for his soldiers. He gave a nod and everyone pulled out earplugs, sticking them in to keep from being voice-commanded by the Baelese.

A lump filled my throat as Rylen pulled me aside and pressed his forehead to mine. We didn’t kiss. No hugs either. We just stood there, foreheads touching, eyes closed, breathing each other in, letting the urgency of our hope rise up and twirl between us, spinning until it was a powerful cyclone of unspoken words, holding us together.

Be safe.

Stay alert.

I love you more than life.

Don’t you dare die.

And then he was letting me go, pulling away, dragging my breath with him as he turned to join the others. The only one staying behind with me was Short Matt. Top handed over the walkie talkie to him. Colonel Latham would keep us updated and let us know if we were needed inside. And if, God forbid, we lost, he would tell Matt and I to head back to the bunker.

I’d already warned fate, and the universe at large, that I wasn’t going back without Rylen. We had to win this.

I crouched next to Matt, setting down my bag, but keeping my fingers wrapped around the handle. I felt the ear plugs in my pocket. I would put them in as soon as it was time, but I was paranoid that I wouldn’t be able to hear calls for help with them in.

It was nearly impossible to see what the troop was headed into as they moved forward as one, hunched but agile, guns ready. I knew there was a huge barbed wire fence they had to cut through to get in. Several of the special ops boys would go in first and take out the patrollers as quietly as possible. No gunshots.

The next round would infiltrate the primary building. Once the communications room was secured, they would scour the rest of the building and attached barracks to take out the remaining Baelese as they slept. But if the sneak attack was compromised at any time, and the enemy was able to put out a warning, the mission would be a fail, even if we managed to kill every alien there. It was no use having the base back if we couldn’t use their communications to find out what was going on at the Baelese headquarters.

Now, all Matt and I could do was sit and wait.

We were so still. The soldiers seemed far away. Quiet. But my freaking heart was loud as crap in my chest, booming inside my ears and thrumming every pulse point.

“It’s weird how silent it is,” Matt whispered. “Normally they’d cause a distraction, something to get the enemy out of their element, but they don’t want them to have time to report any suspicious activities.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. We didn’t need the DRI sending any extra aliens up to Alaska to check it out.

Matt stared out into the darkness, both of us crouching. He held the walkie-talkie in one hand and the comm box in the other. His body was alert yet calm, but I saw the guarded fear glistening in his eyes. We waited so long that my knees began to cramp, and I slowly stood, leaning against a tree.

“I feel like it’s taking too long,” I whispered.

“No.” Matt stood too. “They have to take their time on a stealth mission. Don’t worry.”

I rubbed my face. My ears practically throbbed from straining to hear something other than night bugs chirping and snoring. And then I nearly jumped out of my skin when I heard a thump and scuffle behind us in the trees. I grabbed Matt’s arm and spun, reaching for my gun with my other hand.

“It’s okay!” Matt said, pointing. I squinted and could barely make out a huge thing in the trees, moving.

“What the hell is that?”

“It’s just a moose,” he assured me.

Oh, holy shit. I closed my eyes and tried to catch my breath. I could sort of make it out now, the long legs and massive body moving slowly. Matt chuckled low.

A quiet sound of static suddenly zapped, and Matt pulled the walkie-talkie up to his face.

“They’re in,” came a whispered voice. “They’ve paused all media, so we’ve lost visual contact.”

“Roger that,” Matt said back.

“Paused all media?” I asked.

“Yeah, one of our techies broke into the electrical system and paused the cameras, so those on night duty won’t see us. But it also means the one camera we were able to link into is down, too.”

My heart really started racing now as I imagined our troops spilling into doorways, down halls, into rooms, getting the drop on unsuspecting Baelese.

“This is good,” Matt assured me. I nodded, hoping they could do it fast, because waiting was the worst.

From afar, in the direction of the base, I heard a male cry out. I froze and listened.

“What was that?” I whispered.

“I don’t know.”

I heard it again, and panic rose. “Someone’s trying to get to me.”

“Wait,” he whispered. “Stay put a second.”

A small grunt, and the sound of someone trying to drag themselves. If one of our guys was injured, I couldn’t just stand here waiting.

“They’re hurt!” I took off running.

“Amber!” Matt whispered. “Shit!”

Someone needed me, and it could be Ry. It’s all I could think about. I ran as softly as I could, getting slashed by branches too thin to see in the dark. The sounds got louder as the outline of a fence came into view. Then a body, laying, dragging themselves, trying to sit up. Several holes had been made in the fence. I climbed through, scraping the top of my head on a jagged piece, but not stopping.

I got several feet away from the body and heard it say, “Stop.”

My feet skidded to a halt, and my heart slowed as all thoughts softened to a blur. I could make out the face now, and the navy blue uniform of a Baelese man. Blood seeped from his neck.

“Don’t move,” he told me, and it was a perfectly good idea. I stayed still. Even as he raised his gun at me. Nothing computed.

The assaulting bang reverberated through the air.

Several things happened at once. I felt the impact on the right side of my stomach, hard enough to knock me back on my ass, taking the wind out of me. And from nowhere, Matt was there, kicking the gun out of the alien’s hand and putting a knife clear through his neck. In my fogged brain, all I could think was wow . . . sweet, romantic Matt. A killer.

The murkiness began to clear from my head just as Matt scrambled to my side, cupping my face. “Where are you hit?” he demanded.

I sucked in a deep breath, wincing at the pain in my side. I felt for it, and he lifted my ripped shirt to reveal the bulletproof vest, damaged, but in tact. That was going to leave a bruise.

“Jesus, Amber, you scared the shit out of me!”

“I’m sorry,” I said, mind cleared enough for me to begin trembling. My ear plugs! God, if he had shot higher, at my face, or at one of the arteries in my legs or arms . . . I shivered at the thought, and the gross memory of being mind controlled.

“I really hope that gun shot didn’t alert any of them inside,” he muttered.

The horror of realization splashed me like ice water. Yes, I’d been told by Top in my debriefing that I could make my way onto the base once the perimeter was cleared, but in my haste, I might’ve singlehandedly ruined the entire operation. And sure enough, a series of pows echoed out from the building, followed by shouts. My heart jolted as I pushed to my feet, ignoring the sharp pain in my side.

“We have to help them!”

Matt didn’t argue. He ran with me, notifying Top on the handheld that there’d been shots fired inside and we were going in. I let Matt lead the way, but my eyes darted around for other Baelese that might’ve survived the first assault. That last one looked like he’d been stabbed in the neck, but I remembered learning how their skin was much thicker than ours. They were harder to kill by normal means.

We passed two dead guards outside of the doors. Their guns had been stripped from them. Matt stopped and looked over his shoulder at me, pointing to his ears. The earplugs! I dug mine out of my pockets with shaking hands and shoved them into my ears. How could I have been so stupid running to the base without them in? I’d never been more mad at myself.

Matt attached the walkie-talkie to his belt and slung the rifle from his back to his front, then he pushed open the door and let the barrel of the gun lead him. I pulled out my gun in one hand, safety off, and held my medic bag in the other. I wished I could calm my heart. I couldn’t afford another mistake.

Two more pops sounded farther inside the building, followed by cries and someone shouting orders. We started to move that way, and my heart jumped out of my chest as someone came around the corner. Matt froze just as the other person did, and I recognized Carmen’s face under the helmet.

“Don’t shoot!” I said, waving my arms since they had ear plugs in.

She and Matt both let out loud breaths and unplugged their ears to talk.

“What’s going on?” Matt asked.

“Comm room was secured, and then shots were fired outside.” Guilt soured inside my gut as she looked to me. “We need you.”

I pushed past Matt in the narrow hall and followed her, stepping over several Baelese bodies along the way. Matt stayed close behind me. When we rounded a corner to what looked like barracks rooms, I gasped at the familiar lanky body splayed unnaturally on the floor.

“Fuck!” Matt dropped to his knees at the same time as me. I reached for Tall Mark’s bloodied head wound, and Carmen grabbed my shoulder.

“He’s gone, Amber. Come on!”

Gone? Oh, God. Matt pressed his hand to Mark’s chest as I felt for a neck pulse, turning his head to see the gaping injury. He’d taken a gunshot wound to the skull. Already, his face was pasty, eyes glazed. A choking sob stuck in the back of my throat as Matt closed Mark’s eyes one last time. Tall Mark had been our silly, dorky Cali boy. Tex used to swat his head for saying hella. He’d made me laugh during horrible times when I wouldn’t otherwise have been able to fathom a smile. I pressed the back of my hand to my mouth.

“It’s not your fault,” Matt whispered to me.

We both knew that was bullshit.

“Come on,” Carmen urged more gently this time. I don’t even remember getting to my feet. I followed like a zombie to where one of our men lay at the other end of the hall, leaning against the wall and holding his calf. He sagged with relief when he saw me.

“Fucking ricochet to the back of my leg,” he said. I opened my bag, too shaken to speak, until Carmen started to leave.

“Have you seen Rylen?” I asked her.

“No,” she said. “But he was one of the ones securing the comm room, so he should be okay.”

That settled my heart enough to let me concentrate. I cleaned his wound quickly and took a better look. “The bullet went through and took out a piece of your muscle, but no bone was hit. It’s going to hurt like hell, but you’ll definitely recover. We have to keep it super clean.”

He closed his eyes and leaned his head back as I administered a shot of morphine, then swabbed the area and winded a thick bandage over a wad of gauze. I made the mistake of peeking into the room behind him and seeing three of the four bunks had dead Baelese bodies. Blood dripped from the fingertips of one dangling hand.

“We got most of them in their sleep,” he said.

I nodded and closed my bag. Most of them. Except the ones who were woken because of my stupidity. I was guessing that’s what happened to Mark.

New York Josh ran around the corner as I stood. His face was elated.

“The base is ours!”

Cheers rang out down our hall and throughout the building. Matt got on his handheld, unsmiling, and reported to Top. “Elmendorf is secured. All enemy dead. Comm room was uncompromised. Mission was a success. Over.”

“Any casualties? Over.” Top asked.

“One.” Matt swallowed. “Sergeant Mahalchick. Over . . .” He looked down at Mark’s body and his chin trembled until he swallowed and looked away.

Top cursed into the receiver and sighed. “We’re on our way.”

I stood beside Matt, the two of us silent and still while everyone ran around other parts of the building hollering, rejoicing. New York Josh approached, whispering, “Ah, fuck, man,” as he looked down at Mark. Slowly, Devon, Texas Harry, Officer Sean, and Rylen found us in the hall. I reached for Rylen’s hand, and as soon as my fingers were enveloped in his warmth, I let the tears I’d been holding back fall. We took off our hats and helmets.

In the midst of celebration, the seven of us mourned.

“He died a soldier’s death,” Tex said. “He’d be glad to know we won this round. We’re one step closer to taking it all back.”

I’d watched a lot of people I loved die in the past six months, but knowing my actions directly affected this one hurt more than anything. The guilt was paralyzing. I wanted to tell him I was sorry. I’d never been more sorry.

Devon bent down and put his large hand over Mark’s thin one. “Rest in peace, brother. It was an honor to serve with you.”

“Hooah,” the others murmured.

Rest in peace.
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Remy

At breakfast, I noticed that people tended to take the same spots every day, like unofficial assigned seating. So I didn’t feel too nervous when Tater and Linette flanked me once again, across from me with space between them, the three of us forming the familiar triangle. Close enough to hear each other whisper, but far enough not to look too cozy.

I made eye contact with my little learners as they passed, but they knew better than to smile or wave. Eye contact was our silent hello. I caught Linette watching me watch them, and she glowered. I looked down at my oatmeal paste with raisins.

“I hate this place,” Linette muttered into her spoonful of mush. “And I’m fucking bored. I need to get laid or get in a fight.”

Ugh, TMI. I glanced at Tater, who had no reaction other than to shove a bite into his mouth. Then he looked at me, and I swear there was heat there, and I wondered if he was thinking about getting laid too. Did he ever think of our night together in the tent?

I did.

Without a doubt, I’d been tipsy, but I remembered everything. For so many years there was tension between us. It started as annoyance, my best friend’s older brother who always acted like a douche. Then, after he joined the Army and came back to visit, it was like he’d matured just enough to lose that obnoxious edge and I realized for the first time how sexy he was. I wanted him. Back then, pursuing guys had been my vice, but I knew Amber might be weirded out by it.

When I thought back to that night at the nature reserve . . . it was really our last night of true freedom and happiness. It’s strange to think we were happy, especially since our parents had been taken prisoners at that point, and we’d watched his grandfather be killed, but we still had hope. We thought we’d get our parents back. We didn’t have any idea just how horrible things were. Or that aliens were real.

I rubbed the prickly hairs on my arms down and took another bite. I didn’t want to think about that night in the tent. The sound of Tater’s laughter. His wide smile. The way the neck of my loose shirt had slid down while I was arranging my sleeping bag and laughing drunkenly. His warm mouth as he kissed me on my exposed shoulder . . . when I turned to him, Tater had never looked more serious. It had been a look of question, like, “Is this all right?” And I’d responded by sliding my hand behind his neck and pulling him down on top of me.

Now he never smiled or laughed.

“How are things in the fields?” I asked him.

Tater gave a single shrug, not looking up or saying a word.

“If you’re wondering,” Linette said with spite, “Things are amazing with the livestock. I can fill a bucket with milk in record time, and helped a mama swine birth seven piglets yesterday. I’m a regular fucking Farmer Jane.”

Before I could respond, Tater whispered, “I need you to get us a radio.”

Our end of the table went silent and still. I glanced at the guards, who were surveying the room with bland expressions, then I forced another bite into my mouth. When I looked up again, Linette had that crazed look in her eyes, staring straight ahead. Her strategizing look.

“Are there cameras in the room where you teach?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” I whispered.

“How can you not know?” she asked, annoyed. “Look today.”

“Okay, but there’s no way I can take anything. I’m never alone.”

“The guards cannot be staring at you the entire time.” Linette nodded to the bag at my side. “Slip it in there.”

“Remy,” Tater said to his bowl. “If you can get your hands on anything electronic, we can try to use it at night to send or receive signals, and you can return it in the morning.”

My stomach was roiling at the idea. There’s a reason I didn’t join the military. Stealth and danger were not my things. But I was the only one with access to the palace.

“I’ll look,” I promised.

“Have you been alone with him yet?” Linette asked.

My innards seized at this, churning my breakfast. I felt both of their eyes on me as I stared at the pasty contents in my bowl and minutely shook my head.

“Make it happen,” she demanded.

From the corner of my eye it looked like Tater was holding his spoon so hard he might bend it in his fist. I reached out with my leg as far as I could under the table until my foot touched his. The contact, even through our shoes, sent blood whooshing to every nerve in my body. I watched as his hand relaxed on the spoon, and he pressed his foot to mine. Our eyes never met.

We were quiet as we finished.

“Did Remy tell you her fantastically stupid idea to try and teach the girls in our room after hours?”

Tater’s eyes flew up to me, scorching me, and I looked at the guard again. When I found one of them staring straight at me, my demeanor changed to demure and I gave the guard a soft smile before looking back down. From the corner of my eye I saw Tater’s hands clench into fists again, and he brought them under the table to his lap.

“Rem . . .” Tater’s voice was filled with warning.

“It’s fine,” I whispered, grabbing my tray and standing. “Don’t worry.”

I wished Linette hadn’t told him that. As if he didn’t have enough crap on his mind. I sent her a glare, which she returned, and I caught one last look of Tater’s stiff form, hands in his lap, knee bouncing and jaw locked. I wished so badly I could hug him and try to calm him. But all I could do was walk away.
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Amber

The sun was rising over the mountains, a glorious sight, just as the rest of our underground troops rolled in from the bunker. Our entire group stood outside to meet them. The atmosphere was like nothing I’d ever experienced. Happiness wasn’t the right word. This kind of freedom, hard earned, and the sense of safety we felt out in the open like this . . . it could only be described as joy. Elation of the highest magnitude.

Unfortunately, I was the only one not fully partaking in that feeling.

Don’t get me wrong, the others were mourning, too, but after we’d cleaned Mark’s body and wrapped him, bringing him outside for a burial today, the others were silent and thoughtful. But they were also of the mind that Mark would want us to embrace what he died for. I just couldn’t get past my part in it.

We greeted the others, and I hugged Top. As he looked over the base, out at what we’d done, it was the first time I saw him really smile. It made me realize what a huge step this was. The Baelese had overpowered the entire planet with very small numbers. If we could take back Alaska, and manage to contact others and choreograph stealth missions for more bases, we had a chance of winning this war.

“Sergeant Mahalchick’s body is ready for burial, sir,” I told Top. I felt bad when his smile faltered and fell as he nodded.

“Let’s get our comm boys set up for tech infiltration before those bastards in Nevada notice something’s up, and then we’ll take care of him.”

Rylen put an arm around my shoulder as Top walked away. I soaked in his comfort, turning my face into his chest. All around us people celebrated. The men who’d been broody and lackluster since we arrived, were now beaming, laughing, wrestling on the pine-needle strewn ground. I wanted to laugh when Carmen jumped into the fray, but I couldn’t.

“It’s not your fault,” Ry whispered into my hair.

I closed my eyes and swallowed down the burn of emotion, unable to respond. Rylen pulled me aside, taking my hand so we could walk together.

“Listen to me, Pepper. From what I heard, some of the Baelese were already starting to wake and fight back in a couple of the rooms before we heard that shot. It was inevitable that we wouldn’t be able to take them all out in their sleep. The fact that only one of ours went down is a damn near miracle.”

I stopped and put my face against his chest again. All I could think about was Mark’s silly smile. The way he’d tease me about my sensual love for coffee.

“Losing friends in battle is the worst fucking feeling.” His voice was so somber that I knew this wasn’t his first loss. I wrapped my arms around his back, and he held me close. “You can’t help but wonder afterward what you could’ve done differently. How you might’ve been able to keep someone alive. All we can do is learn from it and keep living the best we can.”

I sniffled hard one last time and looked up into his watery blue-gray eyes. There was so much tenderness and compassion there that I had to swallow again.

“I want to help with his grave,” I said.

He gave me a single nod and took my hand. We walked together to the side yard near the fence where some beautiful old pines shot skyward. Tex, New York Josh, Devon, and Matt were already there, digging. No extra shovels were around. Rylen walked up to Josh and said, “Switch out for a minute?”

Josh wiped his brow and nodded, handing the shovel over. But instead of digging, Rylen handed the shovel to me and kissed my forehead. The guys all exchanged looks that I ignored as I stepped up and began digging. It wasn’t as easy as it looked. The ground was compacted hard.

I dug and dug until my arms, legs, and back were sore and my hands were stinging with blisters. As the guys continued to take turns, nobody bothered me or tried to switch. They probably assumed I would refuse, and they were right. By the time we were done, I was covered in dirt and sweating like a sow. I lifted the shovel from where I stood inside the six-foot grave, my arms like spaghetti, and Rylen grabbed it. Then he stuck out his hand and pulled me up as Tex helped out Matt.

Looking around, we were all a mess. Matt’s dirty face was streaked with tears that he’d shed and wiped while we were down there. And though our group had been through so much together, this moment solidified us as a family unit. We stood close and remained quiet as Top and the chaplain walked out, followed by a mass of soldiers, whispering like something had happened.

“What’s going on?” Rylen asked Top.

The First Sergeant sighed. “We did a scout of the base and found a mass burial mound. We think it’s the officers.”

Everyone silenced as that sank in. My stomach turned, and I had to exhale slowly.

“Let’s honor Mahalchick,” Top said, nodding to the fresh grave.

In all my time as an Army brat, I’d blessedly never had to attend a military funeral. I’d seen them on television, but nothing on a screen could convey the absolute reverence and seriousness surrounding us like a shroud. I thought I was out of tears, but there were always more, and I wasn’t the only one to cry. Wet eyes surrounded me on the faces of tough men and women.

When the last word was spoken, Tex hopped down into the grave, and the others helped slide Mark’s body down to him. I reached for a shovel, and Top grabbed my arm, turning it over to reveal my bloodied, swollen palms.

“Tate . . .” he started, but I shook my head and grabbed the shovel.

“I’ve got it.”

He sighed and stepped up to grab a shovel himself. Devon and Rylen got the other two. I gritted my teeth against the stinging pain, and choked back more damned tears as I tossed the first shovelful of dirt onto Mark’s long, still body, wrapped tightly.

I might’ve overdone it, because I almost passed out at the end, tilting to the side until Tex righted me from behind.

“Whoa, nelly.”

“I’m okay,” I whispered, letting the shovel fall. There was a layer of dark blood on the handle from my palms.

Rylen took my shoulder. “How about a hot shower? Top says there’s no need to conserve water.” He leaned in so only I could hear. “He also said there are plenty of rooms, and we’re welcome to have one to ourselves . . . if you want.”

I pulled back to look up at him, and to my surprise he looked nervous. Was this the equivalent of him asking me to move in with him? Despite my pain and exhaustion, I managed a small smile.

“I want that.”

God, his returning grin was so adorable. My heart ached with love. We walked together to one of the barracks buildings. While we’d been digging and burying, other soldiers had been busy taking inventory of supplies, goods, and rooms. There was so much space. Being able to walk around outside and breathe deeply without smelling bodily fluids and cleaning supplies was surreal. Wonderful. Something I never wanted to take for granted, because there was no telling if or when we’d have to go underground again. Especially when Rylen told me about the rogue humans that the DRI had been using.

“From what we can tell from the surveillance, they checked in with the Baelese on base every Saturday afternoon and Wednesday morning.”

“What’s today?” How sad that I couldn’t keep track anymore.

“It’s Monday. They provided them with food and other necessities if they kept an eye out for straggler humans and turned them in.”

I shook my head. “What are we going to do about them?”

“That’s the next mission. When they come Wednesday, we have to pretend to be Baelese when we let them in. Then they have the choice to work with us or die. Hopefully some of them still have their humanity and will make the right choice.”

I tensed as we walked. The thought of killing humans when there were so few of us left . . . what a waste.

We stopped at a linens room for sheets, towels, and soap. Then I followed Rylen to a room on the second floor at the end of the hall. It was plain, but beautiful in my eyes. Two twin beds with striped mattresses, two basic dressers, and two metal desks with chairs. All we had was us, and the clothes on our backs, so to have this space to call our own felt like heaven. I peeked into the bathroom made up of small, white tiles that had turned dingy off-white over the years. One sink. One toilet. One standing shower. All in a compacted space.

Yep, heaven.

Rylen turned the water on, and we both stripped down. He didn’t make a move. We stepped into the shower together. I cleaned him with the bar of soap, and he cleaned me, kissing both of my shoulders in turn. He watched as I held my torn palms under the water, my teeth clenching in a wince. When we got out, he helped to dry me. I could barely keep my eyes open. We went into the room, wrapped in towels. I reached for my medic bag, but Rylen grabbed it and pointed to the nearest chair.

“Let me.”

I sat and let Rylen tend my wounds. Once they were wrapped, we made the beds and pushed them together. I flopped onto mine, my eyes drooping. Ry threw the blanket over me, then dropped his towel and climbed in, pulling me into a spooning position. The room was chilly, but he was so warm against me. I wondered if he would make a move, because I would totally wake up for that, but he never did. He just kissed me under my ear and said, “I love you. Sleep.”

So, I did.
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Remy

What Tater asked me to do was impossible. I’d searched the room as best as I could, but there was no sign of a radio or anything technological. Also, there was a security camera in one of the corners. The learning room was sort of like a small auditorium, but nicer. It had fancy carpeting and grand light fixtures between the windows on the walls. Just a big, open space, like a room at a hotel that could be rented for weddings or proms. The desks and shelves of learning materials were the only things in there.

I’d tried peeking into other rooms as I was brought in this morning, but the guards were speed-walkers, and most of the doors were shut. The Baelese were not stupid. Just the opposite. If I got anything from them it would be by dumb luck. As for what Linette expected of me, to get the Senator alone and seduce him? Even more ridiculously impossible. Plus . . . I had no idea if I could pull that off. I’d be a wreck, which was not sexy.

After lunch, before it was time to begin the afternoon lesson, little Milna, the Senator’s daughter, came up to my desk with her notebook. She opened it up like she had a question, but then she took a careful look around her.

“How can I help you, Milna?”

She wouldn’t look at me. She stared at the desk, and gingerly brought her fingers to a lock of her hair.

In a small whisper, she said, “Do you remember when you touched my hair? That was . . . nice.”

My spine went rigid, and I shot glances toward the guards. Milna still would not look at me. Was this a trap? Or was she being rebellious?

“Milna,” I said gently. “You know that’s not allowed—”

“I know, Miss.” She began to gather her notebook, looking terrified. “I am sorry.”

I put my hand on the notebook to stop her, careful not to touch her, and she finally looked at me, showing more emotion than normal, like a cornered cat. My God, she was so small. Only four—too young to have such concerns. I smiled and whispered back.

“I am not upset with you. In my culture, we’re allowed to touch, and it feels very nice. I love to have my hair played with. My mom did it all the time.”

“Your mom?”

“Yes. The woman who gave birth to me.”

She cocked her head. “The woman who birthed me is Mimasol, a soldier.”

“Ah. Do you ever spend time with her?”

“No.” She didn’t sound sad, just matter of fact.

I cleared my throat. “I’m trying my best to adhere to the Baelese rules, so I can’t touch you again. I don’t want to get you in trouble, okay?”

“Okay. And I do not want you to die,” she said straight-faced, sending a sharp tingle down my spine. “However . . . I wanted you to know. That is all.”

She liked being touched. Noted. I blinked at her and nodded.

I’d been so focused on Milna, barely aware of the other students filtering over and finishing their work, that I didn’t notice the Senator and Vahni approaching until they were mere feet away. My chair scraped back as I stood, smoothing down my dress.

“Hello,” I said, clasping my hands in front of me.

The Senator gave me a warm smile and Vahni nodded robotically.

“Beginning tomorrow,” she stated, “an exercise regime will be implemented for the children outdoors. We’ve been awaiting the completion of the area, and it will be finished this evening. You and a guard will escort them out at nine o’clock for one hour, and again at three o’clock for one hour. You will be met by a Baelese instructor. Adjust your teaching schedule accordingly.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said.

Her response was to turn and click her heels away, but the Senator remained. It took about three steps for Vahni to realize he wasn’t following.

“Bahntan?”

“I’ll be along shortly,” he told her, then looked at me. “How are you, Ms. Haines?”

“Fine, thank you.” Other than Vahni staring venomous rays at me. I tried to focus on him and not her, but it was hard. How was he so unbothered by her evil intensity?

“I will give you a tour of the new outdoor area so you are familiar,” he began, only to be verbally slapped by Vahni.

“That is not necessary, Bahntan.”

He looked at her now. “Is it not? I will say what is necessary.”

“It is not safe.” She gave me a snarly look, as if I was planning to assassinate him.

“I can overpower this female both physically and mentally, so what is it that you are doubting, Vahni?” he asked. “My willpower? My allegiance?”

“Perhaps both,” she muttered, chin high.

He fully turned to her so quickly, I got temporary whiplash. And then I was thoroughly confused when he began to talk to her and it sounded like a mix of garbled words and hissing. I realized with horror that he was speaking to her in Baelese.

I’d never heard anything so creepy.

It only got worse as the two of them squared off, his voice sharp, and her eyes bulging as she went off on him.

The last thing he said made her mouth drop open on a silent gasp.

“You have pushed my hand,” the Senator told her, switching back to English with polite strength.

“You would do that?” she asked. “Over a human?”

His tone strengthened further. “Not over a human. Over your continued insubordinance of my role.” They faced off at arm’s length, and I’d never wanted so badly to slink away from a conversation. “I have already spoken to the board, and they agreed you were to be given one last chance.”

“It is my place to advise you—”

“To advise, not to overrule me at every turn. Your second chance has come and gone.”

“Bahntan, please.”

“My word is final. It is beneath you to beg. Gather your belongings.”

She stared, and I swear there was something like a promise of revenge in her eyes before she turned from him as dramatically and jerkily as a tween having a tantrum, stomping away. He signaled for a guard to follow her. My heart was in my throat as the Senator pivoted back to me, frowning. He didn’t speak until she was gone.

“I apologize that you had to witness that.”

I probably shouldn’t have asked anything, but . . .”You’re not going to, um . . .”

“She will not be killed,” he told me.

Well, that was unfortunate. I let out a breath and cocked my head like I was trying to understand their culture. “So, just fired?”

“Restationed. She needs to be in a leadership position, and the East is in need of her skills.”

“Okay,” I said, feeling relieved that the biggest witch of the west would now be gone, though I felt sorry for the east.

“It’s not your fault,” he said, as if he thought I felt bad. Ha!

I stared down at my twined fingers, biting my lip a few seconds before looking up.

“Do you find me to be a cruel leader?” he asked.

My mouth opened in surprise. “No. I thought you handled that well. You can’t have someone constantly undermining you.” As far as leaders go, he seemed good to his people. As far as enemies go, though, he’d definitely been cruel to humans. I couldn’t let myself forget that.

He nodded, thoughtful. “Let us take that walk now.”

My stomach jumped nervously as he started toward the door with me at a safe distance behind. I glanced back to see all the children diligently working. I followed the Senator through the building. He stopped at one room, and opened the door, letting a group of soldiers know where he would be. A few of them glanced at me with curiosity. I kept my fingers clasped as they spoke, and I tried to peek into the room.

On a desk was one of those huge desk calendars open to July. The third week had a dark line drawn through it.

“Thank you,” the Senator told them before continuing his walk down the hall. I hadn’t been paying full attention, but I knew he’d been telling them about Vahni’s departure.

“Walk beside me,” he said, so I did. He led us to a side door, and out into the gorgeous sunshine. A guard followed us, standing at the doorway to oversee us. My eyes widened as I looked out at the sight of the—what was it, exactly? An athletic area, but definitely not a playground. A huge plot had been fenced in, and the craziest obstacle course I’d ever seen had been put up. It looked complicated, and it seemed to go on forever.

Is this what the kids would be doing for two hours a day? Training to be mini-ninja Olympians along with their freakishly smart minds? Lord, help us all.

“Extraordinary, isn’t it?” he asked.

That was one word for it. I made an accidental croaking sound, and cleared my throat. “Yes, sir.”

We slowly walked the perimeter. I grimaced at a long set of monkey bars that went up and down, zigging side to side. What child could hold on that long? Would they be punished if they weren’t strong enough? I felt ill at the thought of them being shouted at and made to feel bad. Not that I should care, but ugh. Some of them were practically babies. Linette would throw up if she ever heard me say that.

“What do you think?” he asked.

I let out a dry laugh through my nose. “I would never be able to do this now, much less when I was a child.” For a moment I felt like I’d failed the human race by admitting that, but the Senator only chuckled in return.

“Of course not, because you weren’t made to try it over and over again each day, building strength. But you could if it were part of your daily life.”

“Can you do it?” I asked.

He grinned, then rolled up his sleeves. I couldn’t help but smile in anticipation. Was he really going to do it? The Senator walked to the end, jumped with grace and ease to grab the first bar, and then proceeded to work his way down the path, knees and elbows bent, every muscle in his arms bulging. He never slowed or paused. At the end he dropped, breathing only slightly harder than normal, and the big smile he gave me made me laugh and applaud.

“Wow,” I said. “I would give you a high five, but . . . yeah.” No touching.

I grasped my hands behind my back as he brushed his hands together, still smiling. “Well, I appreciate the thought.”

As he neared, I gathered every ounce of bravery to ask, “Senator?”

“Yes, Ms. Haines?” He stopped three feet from me.

“I don’t want to make you uncomfortable or be inappropriate, but I’d like to know.” I swallowed and he waited patiently. “Why don’t the Baelese allow casual touching?”

I could hear my heartbeat in my eardrums.

The Senator put his hands in his pockets, and I tore my eyes away from his forearms.

“That’s a perfectly understandable question. It’s a major difference between our cultures. My people have much thicker skin than humans, over ten times thicker. And in our skin we have more nerves and nerve endings. A simple touch is not so simple. The smallest brush of a hand across our skin can drive us to distraction. It makes us want more. Do you understand?”

Literally, all I could do was nod, because at some point during his explanation, I swear he moved closer. Not close enough to touch, but close enough to make us both overly aware. It wasn’t until my eyes darted in the direction of the doors to check for the guard that the Senator grasped the back of his neck and took a step back, looking away from me and back out at the obstacle course.

“And that is why it is better to leave touching for mating. No other time.”

“Oh.” My heart went crazy inside me.

I heard the little devil of Linette on my shoulder, pushing me to do something or say something seductive. Now, you idiot, while the guard is out of sight! It was hard to be sexy on command.

My voice trembled a little. “I thought maybe it was because it was unpleasant. That you didn’t like being touched.”

“No, Ms. Haines.” He looked straight at me now. “We like it too much.”
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Amber

I woke to the strange sensation of something hurting my eyes. I moaned and turned my head to the pillow as everything came back to me—the stinging in my hands, the feel of the bed beneath me, sunshine coming through the blinds. Wow . . . we hadn’t been underground that long, but I’d nearly forgotten how it felt to be naturally woken by the sun.

Wait, what time was it? I sat up, feeling groggy and sore all over. Rylen was gone. I spied a piece of paper on the desk, and got out of bed buck naked to read it.

Wanted to let you rest. When you’re up, we’ll go on a scouting run with the crew.

Really? He must be confident in the area’s safety if he’s inviting me on the run. The idea of driving through Alaska was thrilling. Of course we’d have to be on guard the whole time, but still. It brought a smile to my lips, which was quickly wiped away when I caught sight of my pile of filthy clothes. Surely there were other clothes on base that I could find, but I loathed the idea of climbing back into those things. With a groan, I did just that.

I found Carmen going through a pile of uniforms when I got to the hall, and she pointed at me.

“You’re up! Everyone’s gone to check out the Exchange. Fite said to bring you when you got up.”

“Yes!” I nearly clapped my hands like Remy used to do when she got excited. The Exchange was like a mini mall found at a lot of military bases. They sold everything from clothes to makeup to electronics, and usually had a food court. I followed her out to a car. It was just a regular car, not a military vehicle, and I had to wonder whose it was before the war.

“How far is it?” I asked, buckling my seatbelt.

Carmen looked at the strap across my chest and laughed. “Click it or ticket?”

I blushed. “Yeah, old habits and all that.”

“It’s about two miles. We could walk it, but this base is fully loaded. They’ve got vehicles, gasoline, electricity in most of the buildings. It’s crazy.”

Amazing. There was one thing, besides clothing, that I needed, and my mouth was watering just thinking about its fresh-brewed goodness. We pulled up in the parking lot, and despite the other vehicles parked at any old angle, Carmen pulled neatly into a spot.

“Look at you parking all perfect.” Now it was my turn to laugh and her turn to blush.

“Yeah, yeah,” she said. When we got out, we literally ran to the doors of the Exchange. Then we stopped in the doorway and just laughed. It was filled with our men and women, running around like they’d been given a shopping spree. My eyes went straight to the food court, and when I saw that emblem, the one for the famous strong roast, I ran.

At least ten other people were there, trying to figure out the machines, and the smell of freshly brewed coffee hit me, nearly bringing me to my knees. Oh, if Mark could see me now in all my dramatics. The first person I recognized was Tex’s big, shaved head. He turned at the sound of my running, and pointed at me, holding up a cup.

“Taaaate!”

“Amber, here!” Matt was behind the counter wearing a green barista apron. I let out a cackle and accepted the paper cup. All refrigerated items were long gone, but there was sugar. I took a sip and closed my eyes as the flavor burst all of my senses. I think I even made an embarrassing noise and danced a little.

“I thought I’d find you here.” Rylen’s quiet voice against my ear made me warm all over. I turned to him with a smile, and he grinned back at me.

“For Mahalchick!” Tex shouted.

I turned and held up my coffee as we all shouted. “To Mark!”

Rylen twined his fingers through mine. “Come on.”

You would have thought we were all at Disneyland by the way we ran around the store, smiling like a bunch of kids. Rylen took me straight to the Ladies and Juniors clothing section. I threw shirts and jeans over my arms, then started grabbing undergarments and socks.

Rylen grabbed a loose cart and I lugged everything inside, happily sipping my coffee. He chuckled at me, which made me giggle.

“How about shoes?” he asked.

We both found ourselves boots and sneakers. Then I raided the toiletries section for shampoos, a razor, and soaps that smelled girly and made me happy. It was so weird to bag our own items at the checkout desk without paying.

J.D. and Sean came up behind us carrying armfuls of items.

“Not exactly Saks,” said J.D. with a wink. “But it’ll do.”

I held open a large bag for him. J.D. lifted his nose and sniffed.

“Oh, my God, is that coffee?!”

“Yes!” I said. “Come on, let’s get you some!”

Yeah, J.D. and I totally ran off to the coffee shop, leaving our stuff with Rylen and Sean. I think I heard Ry laugh and say, “Dude!” as we sprinted away.

My stomach was not very happy about the first cup I’d downed, but I would survive. J.D. bent at the waist and laughed uproariously when he saw Matt in the apron.

“What can I get you, sir?” Matt said. “We had to 86 our latte menu, because no milk, but you have your choice of all these fine flavored syrups.”

I felt a bump against my bottom and turned to see Rylen pushing the cart like Mr. Mom or something. I mouthed sorry for leaving him in the dust, and he shrugged. Matt handed me a vanilla coffee. J.D. stood in front of Sean with his cup and did a little happy jig. Sean rolled his eyes, but couldn’t hold back a smile. Then J.D. caught sight of the darkened barber shop and gasped, running.

“It shall be mine!”

As he ran his hands over the black and white chair, then the silver scissors, Top and Colonel Latham came into the Exchange. Both looked as satisfied as cats who’d just moused a barn.

“Enjoy,” said Top to everyone in earshot. “But don’t get too comfortable. This place is only temporary for us. We’ve got a meeting tomorrow morning at 0800. Everyone’s got their orders between now and then. Otherwise, enjoy your day.” He looked at Matt and smirked. Everyone else laughed at how Matt suddenly stiffened, at attention in his apron.

“At ease, son. And gimme one of them caramel espresso thingies, would you?”
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Remy

Dinner. Time for our awkward triangle again, made even more awkward by the weird feelings I was having. I could never tell Linette and Tater about my conversation with the Senator. Linette would curse me for not pushing for more. Tater would read right through me and know my emotions were getting in the way. Because no matter how hard I tried to see the Senator as an enemy—the evil, alien leader—my stupid, tender heart still felt the tiniest bit bad for him. When I was in his presence, it was nearly impossible to imagine him capable of atrocities.

I’d spent the afternoon telling myself exactly what Tater would say to me. He killed your parents. He killed my family. He gave the order to kill billions of people, including innocent children, all over the globe.

That did the trick to temporarily sour my stomach.

But there was one thing I could tell them.

“Third week of July,” I whispered.

They both paused midway through their sips of tomato soup, and then kept eating as if they hadn’t heard.

After a minute, Linette asked in a low voice, “How do you know?”

“I got a look at a calendar in a room. That week is blacked out.” I dipped dry toast into my soup.

A small, smug smile of victory graced Linette’s pretty lips. “Can’t wait.”

I took a bite and whispered, “Do you think anyone here will be willing to fight?”

“Yes,” Tater answered for her. That was all he said, and it made me relieved. I began to stand when Linette quietly cleared her throat.

“Find out if the head roach is mating too.”

I swallowed down the rising bile in my throat, and met Tater’s intense brown eyes. His gaze held a warning, a silent plea to be careful. I nodded down at my tray and left them to do my kitchen chores before it was time to meet the four girls in the dorm for our lesson.
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The next morning, accompanied by a guard, I led the children outside to meet an extremely fit Baelese woman. She wore gym shorts and a sports tank, and every muscle on display was cut. I felt extremely soft, in more ways than one, when she gave me a sneer up and down before barking orders at the children to line up.

I stood against the wall, knowing this was going to be awful.

And it was.

Yes, they were aliens, and their minds were beyond intelligent, but their bodies were small. They were just kids. She pushed them so hard with no build-up. They kept falling and slipping. Their little faces were scrunched up. A few of them, who dared to cry, were shouted at so thoroughly everyone in Primo Town probably heard.

I kept my eyes averted and my jaw locked, biting my tongue harder than I ever had in my life. She was like a drill sergeant on crack.

When I heard a tiny scream, followed by a crack, I had to look. Little Milna was laying at the base of the ladder, holding her head. The instructor was bent over her, screaming, and the little girl was struggling to sit up.

“Get up! Get up!”

I ran and skidded to a stop next to them. “Milna! Are you o—”

A thump against my cheekbone, followed by a bloom of vicious pain, sent me flying back on my butt, covering my cheek with my hand.

“How dare you!” The way her head jerked toward me, and the predatorial look in her eyes was like something out of a horror movie. “Go to the wall. Stand there and do not move.”

Every ounce of fear and worry that had been pumping through my blood fizzled and settled into an eerie calm as I pushed to my feet and walked unsteadily to the wall. I pressed my cheek and chest to the wall, arms at my sides, and I remained there for the next twenty minutes until I heard the instructor’s voice again.

“Take them back to class.” Followed by a mumbled, “Worthless human.”

When I pulled away from the wall, I felt my forehead. A rough spot was there from how hard I pressed myself into the stonework. What the heck?

I could barely think as I followed the guard back to our room. It wasn’t until we got to the doors that I thought to turn and find Milna. It took all of my willpower not to touch her and feel her head. Instead I said gently, “Turn around.”

I squatted enough to peer at the spot on the back of her head that appeared raised through the hair. I glanced up at the guard.

“She was hurt during the exercises. Do you have a nurse?”

The guard looked at her. “Are you bleeding, Milna?”

She felt it, and her fingers were dry. “It just hurts a little.”

“She will heal quickly,” the guard said. “Much quicker than you would.” He jerked his head toward the room, so I went in.

As we walked, Milna whispered, “It is okay, Ms. Remy.” She looked up at me with huge doe eyes. “Do not worry for me. Pain is only temporary.”

“I know,” I whispered, very aware of my throbbing cheek. “But it made me sad to see you hurt, and when you were crying.”

“I cried because I am so weak and small. It is frustrating. But I will get stronger.” She looked right at me, serious, never smiling.

I glanced around, but nobody was near. “Does it scare you when the instructor yells at you?”

Her head tilted in confusion. “Of course not. She wants us to get stronger and be the best we can.”

Oh, my gosh. My abdomen clenched as if I’d been struck.

They weren’t human. They weren’t anything like us. How many reminders did I need before it would sink in?
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Amber

On Wednesday morning, we were up before the butt crack of dawn, preparing for the arrival of the Alaskan humans who worked for the Baelese. They used to call them the DRP—Disaster Relief Personnel—or Derps, as we named them. They were basically the sellouts who worked for the DRI to round up other humans. But they didn’t know they were aliens. At least, I’m pretty sure they didn’t know back then. Did they know now? Were they working for them because they were evil bastards, or because it was the only way to stay alive?

That’s what we would find out today. And we’d either have some new allies, or we’d have a fight on our hands.

I was finally feeling rested this morning, and had more energy than I’d had in a long while. My hands had healed over. Food and coffee probably had something to do with that. And a comfortable mattress with a sexy man keeping me warm. But in my exhaustion the past couple nights I hadn’t really had a chance to take full advantage of that yet, something I planned to remedy tonight. So, I was really hoping for peaceful proceedings today.

Everyone on base was armed and ready by sun up. We had people lying in wait outdoors, and people at every window facing the gate. The men and women who would be going out to greet them wore the uniforms of dead Baelese. So creepy. Carmen was one of them. She usually wore her chestnut hair back in a simple ponytail, but Shavontae and I had to curl it and dab on some makeup to make her look like one of them. It was bizarre seeing her all done up, but at least she didn’t have to fake the scowl.

I sat between Tex and Rylen with my medic bag at the ready. We watched as Top, New York Josh, Carmen, and several others approached the gate and waited. The next ten minutes felt like an eternity before three civilian vehicles rolled up slowly to the gate. My heart pounded and the tension in the room thickened. Ry and Tex both had their guns aimed through an opening in the window.

We watched as Top approached the first vehicle’s window. After the briefest chat ever, he waved the truck in, followed by an SUV and a sedan. All three parked and people began to file out. Like, literally file out and form a line facing our fake Baelese. I counted ten human men and three women. They looked weird. I’m not sure why. I kept staring, trying to figure out what felt so . . . off.

Top pointed to our building, and the thirteen humans turned as one and walked.

“Something ain’t right,” Tex said.

“Yeah,” Rylen agreed, and I nodded. I felt edgier now than I had before they arrived.

A minute later, Top came in our room and looked at me. “Tate. Come with me.”

I shared a confused look with the guys, and they followed as I went. We met the dentist, Captain Ward, in the hall, also appearing perplexed. We joined Top inside a larger room where the thirteen humans stood. A chill slipped up my spine as I took in the sight of their glazed expressions. Their limp arms. Almost like they were all in shock, yet still functional. What was wrong with them?

Top approached the first person, a bearded man. “What is your name?”

“My name is Bill Richards.”

“And what is your job, Bill Richards?”

“To collect outliers and bring them to you. We have found nobody since Sunday, sir. We have no new news to report.”

Everyone’s eyebrows went up, and I felt a wave of nausea.

“Oh, my God,” Captain Ward whispered. “They have it don’t they? The worm mechanism?” He pointed to his head.

All at once I remembered.

“That’s what I’m thinking,” Top answered. “But how the fuck do we get them out?”

I shook my head. What they were talking about was brain surgery. “I don’t think that’s something I can do, sir.”

Everyone looked at Captain Ward, who was staring at the humans with his brow furrowed. He lifted his arms up to rest on top of his head and blew out a deep breath.

“I’ll need to do some research and run some x-rays on them. But this is out of my area of expertise, so I make no promises.”

I could tell the thought of experimenting on any of these people frightened him. A necessary evil that could end in their deaths.

He looked at me now. “If I do this, I’ll need your help.”

Now it was my time to let out a deep breath. I looked at the people. If they’d been given the worm treatment, they must not have been completely willing to bow to the Baelese. Each of these people was trapped in a prison in their own mind, like having the Baelese voice in their ear all day. I shuddered at the thought. We didn’t know what we were doing, but we had to try. I would rather die than have that worm in my head.

“Okay,” said. “I’ll do whatever you need.”
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Remy

While the children were away at lunch, I nibbled my peanut butter sandwich and stared down at my pile of perfectly answered quizzes about the solar system. The kids sometimes got their facts mixed up, but they never made the same mistake twice. Their memories were like nothing I’d ever seen. Their bodies were small factories, their brains like little machines. And though I shouldn’t feel a sense of pride at their accomplishments, I couldn’t help it. I’d come to recognize signs of their happiness. They didn’t need to smile for me to see it in their eyes—that glow of gladness. And the way they looked up to me, each one of them hungry for my words of praise, like verbal hugs. Eye contact was their intimacy. If they were ashamed or unhappy, they would not look at anyone.

I heard the doors open, and glanced up to see the Senator coming in. A blush rose to my cheeks as I stood and brushed crumbs from my peach-colored dress with white trim. The high neckline was itchy, but I’d never dare tell the ladies working in the sewing room that.

Senator Navis’s smile was small and warm, but it started to fall as he got nearer. I glanced down, smoothing my dress again and wondering what was wrong. He stopped several feet from me, staring hard at my face.

“You were injured? How?”

Oh. I lifted a hand to touch my tender cheekbone. It must’ve been a bad bruise. We had no mirrors in the Primo Town bathrooms. Shame rose in me like acid at the memory of being hit by that woman.

“I interfered during the exercises yesterday, so it was my fault. Milna fell and hit her head. My instinct was to run to her, and . . . I almost touched her.” I looked down at my twined fingers.

He made a clucking sound and when I glanced up he was staring at the wall, holding his composure together.

“I’m all right,” I told him. “I won’t make that mistake again.”

He looked at me and gave a small, tight smile. “I apologize that you were struck. Your methods with the children are far more gentle than the Baelese methods. I should have warned you.”

“It’s okay,” I assured him. “Thank you.”

“The children are quite fond of you,” he said now. “They ask of you when you are gone.”

I couldn’t help but smile. “I’m glad to hear that. The cultural differences have been . . . I don’t know.” I hushed, pulling my lips between my teeth.

“A challenge?” he offered.

His understanding made me relax. “Yes. They don’t respond how I’m used to. No calling out or laughing or jumping up and down. And it’s been really hard for me not to touch them. A pat on the shoulder, even. Everything that was normal for me is different. I’m learning, but—” I stopped and looked at him, feeling alarmed as Linette’s voice rang out in my brain to keep going.

“But you miss touching.” His eyes bore into me, and I tilted a little as a wave of heat crashed into my cheeks.

“Yes.” I glanced away from his gaze, only to look back up and find him still watching me. “I’m sorry.” I shook my head.

“Do not apologize for your honesty. The primary difference between humans and Baelese is our deference for self-control. We pride ourselves in it. Humans allow themselves to fall for temptation over and over, even knowing the problems it might cause. People expect one another to fail, so humans hold each other to low standards. But self-control is power. And power is everything.”

I said nothing, just stared at him as he stared back. Only one guard was in the room. He watched us from a distance, so I couldn’t move closer. All I had were my words.

“Senator.” I wet my lips. “Have you ever lost control?”

I was so nervous. Would he be angry at my forwardness?

If anything, he softened.

“Only at the right time and place, Ms. Haines.”

“Like . . . when you mate?”

My chest thumped, and neither of us broke eye contact.

“Yes.” His voice went husky and low. I fought the urge to cross my arms, breathing harder, my chest sort of heaving. I waited for his eyes to dip down for a peek at my boobs, the way a normal man’s might, but he remained in complete control of himself.

Of course he did.

“It is my goal to help humans achieve power over themselves as individuals. To see how much more satisfying life can be in a controlled environment, when you know you can trust the people around you. When everyone is truly equal.”

He was deliberately turning the conversation to safer ground.

“How will you make us equal?” I asked.

“One race, to start.”

I felt my forehead scrunch. There were all races of humans in Primo Town.

He went on. “We will control the reproduction of humans going forward. No two people of the same race will mate.”

My neck craned back and I fought to remain curious-sounding and not aghast. “You’re going to choose who makes babies together?”

“We will use artificial insemination if the pairs we choose do not wish to procreate naturally.”

Oh. My. Lord.

And just as I wondered who they’d have me mate with, I was smacked hard by the memory of my own fate. The fate this creature chose for me.

“I can’t have children,” I whispered. “I was given a shot at one of the DRI clinics before our town was rounded up. Then I was told at Dugway, when I was captive, that those shots caused infertility.”

The Senator watched me, going very still, all but his breathing, which seemed to quicken.

“I am surprised to hear that,” he said. “The orders were to give shots only to those who were socially inept, openly rebellious, or closed-minded to the idea of interracial mating. You don’t seem close-minded.”

“I’m not.”

He had the decency to look ashamed for a split second. “Well, while your eggs might have been depleted, which is a shame, your uterus should still be able to carry an embryo.”

The fire of injustice burned me from within. I tried really freaking hard not to show it. “What an honor.”

The way he stared at me, dissecting my words, I knew he wasn’t buying my syrupy sweet response.

“In the end, it will be better, Ms. Haines. I swear it will.”

How could he think that? We weren’t wired like them. To be controlled was not living. We were created to have free will and thrive by making choices and learning from them. People should love who they wanted to love, and have babies, or not, with the partner of their choice.

The door to the room opened, and children began to file in. The Senator looked crestfallen as he glanced at them and back at me, his voice earnest.

“I want to continue this conversation.”

I swallowed and nodded, though I’d be happy to never talk about it again.

“Tonight?” he asked. “Will you join me for dinner before you return to Town?”

Dinner together? My jaw went slack with surprise and I forced myself to respond. “I . . . yes. Thank you.”

“I will collect you after your lesson.”

Holy crap. All I could do was nod again, and then he left me standing there in shock with rows of Baelese children anxiously awaiting my instruction.
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Amber

“Are you sure it’s safe to go off base?” I asked Rylen as we left the barracks.

“No. That’s why we’re headed to strap up. Our orders are to scout for any stores that haven’t been raided, and to look for stray humans in need of help.”

We both knew humans could be as dangerous as the enemy, but if there were any out there who would actually be willing to join us, that would be awesome. We were met in the supply room by Tex, Devon, Shavontae, New York Josh, and Matt. The seven of us were outfitted with weapons and vests, and given keys to one of the larger vehicles. We each had a set of earplugs, too, even though Top and the Colonel were fairly certain the only Baelese in Alaska had been on this base.

“Is Officer Sean joining us?” I asked.

Tex shook his head. “He’s working with the tactical team.”

I wondered what they’d found out by taking over the communications from the Baelese headquarters, and what we were planning on doing. I guess we’d find out tomorrow. The thought of going up against the Baelese again turned my stomach. That guy had been able to control my mind so easily. Granted, I would never make the mistake of going near them again without my earplugs, but it was still going to be scary.

Tex started for the driver’s side, and I snatched the keys from between his fingers. He turned on me with eyebrows drawn.

“No driving with that bum shoulder, Tex.” I tossed the keys to Ry, whose eyes were lit with amusement.

“Damn, why you so hard on me, Doc?” Tex whined. “Does she bust your balls like that too, man?” he asked Rylen.

“I plead the fifth.” Smart man.

Rylen climbed behind the wheel, and Tex made his way around to the passenger seat. Shavontae and I took the smaller seats in the far back while Devon, Josh, and Matt sat in the middle.

“How you doin’?” she asked me.

“Good, I had coffee.”

“Aw, Lord. Watch out,” she laughed. “My first day at the Exchange I went straight to the candy aisle and found myself every bar of dark chocolate in sight.”

“You gonna share that, right baby?” Devon asked.

“Boy, you better think again.” Everyone laughed at this, even Devon.

When we passed through the gates and out onto the main road, the mood in the vehicle got heavier. Each of us scanned the surroundings. My eyes couldn’t help but wander to the snow-capped mountain ranges. And trees. So many tall trees, like dark green bristles shooting skyward. I’d always liked gazing at the mountainscape in Nevada, but these were so much more majestic.

We stopped at two gas stations, both of which were out of gasoline and had been raided of all goods. Shavontae and I were on lookout at the vehicle each time. The third place we stopped was a little farther out, a small food mart near a smattering of older, rundown homes. Devon stayed with us as the other guys went to check it out. I stared around, eyes peeled, as the creepy sensation of being watched settled over me.

Shavontae let out a small gasp and hiked her gun to her shoulder, making Devon brandish his gun too. My heart jumped violently in my rib cage as I stared where they were staring toward one of the houses. I clutched my handgun and flicked the safety off.

“What’d you see?” Devon asked.

“That cellar door went up, then closed again. I thought I saw a face.” Her voice was no-nonsense.

From the front of the store, Rylen saw us and jogged over, gun out. “What’s going on?”

“We might have company,” Devon told him. “Cellar of that house.”

Rylen stared out as a crash sounded, making us all jump.

Our heads spun toward the minimart where Texas Harry had just smashed a window and they made their way inside, oblivious. My eyes darted back to that cellar door at ground level. The four of us stared until it cracked open again. Air stuck in my chest and I stared like a statue as the cellar door raised about a foot, and sure enough, someone was looking out at us. A face in shadow.

“Fuck, get down!” Rylen grabbed my arm. The four of us fell on our stomachs, elbows propped up to hold our guns.

I stared at the shadowed face as the cellar door went up a few inches more and our entire group sucked in a breath at the sight of the small form.

“Shit,” Shavontae breathed. “It’s a kid.”

My heart lurched.

“He’s probably not alone,” Rylen said.

I shook my head. “If his parents were with him, do you think they’d let him open the door and stare out at people? No way. They’d make him stay low until we were gone.”

Rylen and Devon shared a look, but quickly turned back to the house when the cellar opened further, revealing the chest, shoulders, and head of a young boy. With more light shining on him, I could make out the fear on his gaunt, brown face.

“We have to help him,” I whispered, but Shavontae was already getting to her feet. We walked together, guns pointed.

“Tae!” Devon said through clenched teeth. Rylen cursed and the two of them jumped to their feet, following.

The boy spooked, crouching again, so we slowly lowered our guns and held up our free hands.

My heart was going crazy. Please, don’t let this be a trick. The boy had partially closed the cellar again, but it was open enough for him to see out. He was watching to see what we’d do.

“Damn it,” Devon said. “Keep your guns up!”

“Hush!” Shavontae said back without looking away from the cellar.

Rylen’s jaw clenched, but he responded, “We’ll have your back.”

Shavontae and I stood arm to arm, inching our way forward. Behind me, I heard the jangle of the shop doors open, and feet pounding the pavement as the other guys realized there was a situation, but I was too focused to look back.

We got about fifteen feet away, and Shavontae was the first to speak.

“Hey now. We’re not gonna hurt you. Are you alone?”

The boy stared hard at her, then at her gun, which she held downward as we inched forward.

“We’re not going to shoot,” I assured him. “I promise.”

He didn’t move or speak.

“That’s close enough,” Rylen warned.

Ten feet away, we crouched down.

“I’m Shavontae, and this is my friend Amber. Those guys behind us are Devon and Rylen. We want to help you.”

I watched closely. It seemed like forever before the boy’s mouth moved.

“Why they look so mad?” he asked, referring to the men.

Shavontae, well trained, never took her eyes off him. “They ain’t mad, don’t worry.”

“They’re just looking out for bad guys,” I said. “Is anyone with you?”

He slowly shook his head.

I felt Devon and Rylen crouch behind us, giving off a slightly less aggressive air. The boy raised the cellar door a bit more, and Shavontae moved forward a few feet. She held out a hand. The next minute seemed to drag on forever until the boy opened the hatch door all the way and took a tentative step out. God, he was so thin. She set down her gun, holding out both hands now, and he slowly went to her.

“He ain’t nothin’ but skin and bones,” Devon whispered, taking the words out of my mouth.

“Amber, take her back to the car while we check it out,” Ry whispered. I nodded and walked next to Shavontae, who held the boy in her arms. One glance behind me found Devon picking up her discarded weapon as Rylen lifted open the cellar door with his foot, pointing his gun in. Texas Harry and New York Josh rushed forward while Matt escorted us to the vehicle, pointing his gun out in all directions as he crouched. My eyes went back and forth between the boy with dark skin and dusty black curls, to the guys dipping down into the cellar. If this was a trap, it was cruel.

“What’s your name?” Shavontae asked him.

“Tyree,” he whispered. He sounded lethargic. “You in the Air Force? My mama’s in the Air Force.”

“I’m in the Army,” Shavontae told him. “And Amber’s a paramedic.”

“How old are you?” I asked.

“Nine.” He peered at me with wary brown eyes, trembling.

When we got to the vehicle, he seemed to wake up, and he wiggled out of her arms, looking around.

“Where my mama?”

Shavontae knelt before him. “When’s the last time you saw her?”

“When them people came to get us eleven days ago. I got a calendar down there. Mama told me stay put. She’s coming back.”

Shavontae’s eyes were full of knowing sadness. Oh, my heart.

The ground seemed to shake as the five guys jogged over. Tyree went behind Shavontae and peered around her arm at them. He was as tall as her elbow.

“They’re nice,” she told him. “Nobody’s gonna hurt you.”

“All clear,” Tex said. The five men circled us, all looking for answers, so I caught them up on the little I’d just learned.

“Hey, big man.” Devon crouched down to face Tyree. “You seen anyone else since your mama told you to stay here?”

The boy shook his head.

“This your house?” he asked him.

“Nah, they kicked us out our house. Mama’s best friend lives here. Me and her kids were supposed to stay down there, but they left last week and didn’t come back.”

“They left to look for your mamas?”

“Yeah.” Tyree wiped his nose. “And to look for food.”

“You ain’t got food and water down there?”

“I got some water, yeah, but I ran out of food.” His glassy, hopeful eyes slowly went around our group.

Devon gave a bemused smile and rubbed the boy’s arm. “We got some food. But first, I need you to listen up.” Devon looked up at Shavontae, then me, as if asking for permission to say something. We nodded, trusting him with wherever he was going with this.

“You can’t stay here.”

“I gotta wait for my mama.”

Devon’s voice was gentle, but firm. “And I know this is hard, bro, but the DRI—you know who that is?”

Tyree nodded.

“They took all the people away, and they’re not letting them come back.” Tyree began to tremble harder and his chin quavered. “All of us here got separated from our families, so we know how you’re feeling. We’re on our way to someplace safe. You’re not safe here, my man.”

The boy sniffed now and wiped his nose and eyes on his sleeve. His voice got stronger. “I’m not leaving her.”

We looked around helplessly at one another.

“I can’t leave. I don’t have my stuff. We didn’t have time to get nothing.”

Shavontae gave me a heartbroken glance as she lifted the crying boy into her arms and held him while he sobbed. Every single one of us was at a loss.

“I have an idea,” I said, then looked at Tyree. “Can you show us how to get to your house?” He gave a small nod.

“I don’t know,” New York Josh said. “We need to get him back as soon as possible. Doesn’t feel right having a kid around when we might run into rebels.”

Shavontae pulled back and looked at Tyree. “You can be super fast, right? Run in and get a couple of your favorite things? Something that reminds you of your mama? And then we can go somewhere safer?”

He snuffled and nodded.

“Did you leave anything in the cellar?” Rylen asked him.

Tyree shook his head, so we all climbed in the vehicle. He settled onto Shavontae’s lap, and Devon turned around to hand him an opened granola bar.

“Eat it nice and slow.”

Tyree shoved it in.

“Whoa, whoa,” Devon gently scolded. “Smaller bites than that.” Tyree watched Devon as he took his next smaller bite and chewed slowly. “That’s it.” Devon smiled and Shavontae rubbed the boy’s back.

After a few wrong turns, we ended up at the gates to Elmendorf base.

“You live on base?” Devon asked.

Tyree nodded. “Aurora.”

“That’s one of the neighborhoods,” Rylen said.

It was easy enough to find his old place, but walking through it with him broke my heart all over again. Pictures of Tyree with his mom in her uniform. It had been just the two of them. She had sacrificed herself to keep him safe.

We packed a bag and grabbed his bedding and some pictures, but hearing Tyree’s mournful, innocent wailing as we left the apartment had all seven of us drooping with weariness. Sometimes the emotional strain was worse than the physical. Today was definitely one of those days. But at least one boy, one precious human, had been brought to safety. I considered that a win.
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Remy

I was more nervous about dinner with the Senator than I’d ever been for a date. And I’d been on a lot of dates. Not that this was a date. It was decidedly not a date, not even close.

But it felt weirdly like a date.

I didn’t need Linette to tell me that Senator Navis was seeking my approval for his grand scheme of things. I knew he wanted to explain his master plan and win me over. He wanted me to be his human cheerleader as he tore our values and foundations out from under us. I knew I had to do my best to act as if his madman rantings were logical and appreciated. I had to. Being a Baelese sympathizer was the only thing that got me into Primo Town. There was no going back now.

My heart was in my throat when I concluded my lesson and was met by a guard at my desk.

“Follow me.”

I obeyed, slinging my teaching bag over my shoulder. He stopped at a restroom and pointed at the door.

“Wash up.”

“Yes, thank you.” I shook all over as I went in and did all my business, washing my hands and letting down my hair. I ran my fingers through the loose curls, which were longer than I’d ever let them grow before. Looking in the mirror was strange, and it made me realize I didn’t miss seeing my reflection. As I stood there, I wanted to examine every crevice of my face, and put some makeup on that bruise. Also, I looked freaking ridiculous in this dress. Like some Swiss Alps girl with huge boobs.

I sighed and exited the restroom, following the guard down a wing I hadn’t been in before. This hall felt stiffer and more secluded. I was led into a grand, plush library with an ornate table and chairs in the middle. They’d been set with fancy china and silverware. It made me miss my little black dress and heels from a former life.

The Senator stood when I entered. He was business casual, as usual. Slacks and shirt neatly pressed, but rolled to his elbows, tie loose, lock of hair across his brow. It was strange knowing that if I brushed that lock aside, it would stay there. So he’d chosen this easy, boyish look on purpose.

“You may leave us,” he told the guard.

“I will be outside of the doors if you need me, Bahntan.”

The Senator nodded. When the door clicked shut, a warm chill brushed over me, raising goose flesh. We were alone.

“Please,” he said, pulling out my chair. “Relax.”

I sat, pretending to admire the shelves of books, but really taking stealthy glances in all the corners for cameras, seeing none. Was it possible that we were truly alone and not being watched? The thought was thrilling, yet terrifying.

“This is an honor, sir. Thank you.”

“The pleasure is mine,” he said. “Let me serve you.”

I felt flushed as he walked over to a cart and pushed it over. He raised the lids off steaming plates of food, making my mouth water, and he poured wine. I really did not need to drink that. Alcohol plus Remy equaled danger.

As he sat and we both placed napkins on our laps, I had an emotional flashback to Sunday dinners with my parents. The old habit rose up and I bowed my head to pray, closing my eyes. As soon as I realized what I was doing, I yanked my head up to find him watching. I nervously pushed curls behind my ears.

“Your father was a pastor, correct?”

“Yes.” I cleared my throat and reached for the ice water. “Habit.”

“You still pray?” he asked.

I did, but I wasn’t sure if I should admit that. Still, as I sipped my water I found myself shrugging, then nodding.

“Religion is a fascinating concept,” he said. “How people’s passionate beliefs, often about similar things, just with different names, can drive such a fervent wedge between cultures.”

True. Sadly.

I followed his lead as he picked up his fork and knife and began to cut into the most perfectly cooked filet of beef I’d ever seen.

Eat slow. Small bites.

We dined. And for approximately ten minutes I felt quasi normal. Maybe even a little pretty.

“Senator, are the meals like this on Bael?”

He wiped his mouth with the napkin. “I wouldn’t know. I was born on Earth.”

Duh. I knew that. “Do you have pictures of Bael? Or stories that have been passed down?”

“Nothing. Our people are not sentimental about things that are lost. We retain pertinent information only, and focus on the future.”

“Oh.” So different. Was nothing sacred to them? I took another small bite.

“We maintain the memory of certain historical facts, only for the purpose of not allowing those events and circumstances to be repeated. On Bael, we once had an ancient text very much like your Bible. It spoke of one creator.”

“Really?” I brought my utensils down and watched as he took another delicate bite and chewed.

“And much like yours, its vagueness led to different interpretations, which led to war after war. We were very much like humans at one time in our history. Divided by many issues. Multicultural. Over two thousand years ago our planet had The Last War, and new rules were implemented. Religious doctrines were eliminated. Monogamy abolished. New laws were enacted to make sexual contact illegal outside of mating time. And the government chose who mated. Within four generations our people were one race with one language.”

My bites of steak soured in my belly and I looked down at the blood that seeped into my potatoes. I forced a look of interest.

“It seems to work well for you.”

“It does.” He leaned forward on his arms, as if to garner every bit of my attention. “And it will work for humans, too, Ms. Haines. I know it. Future generations will not know how things once were. They will not know their people once had the freedom to do horrible, hurtful things to themselves and one another. To eat unhealthy and be lazy. They will not crave what they do not know. We can achieve what the best of humans have always wished for. Peace. I believe it with all my might that humanity can be better, stronger, more fulfilled.”

“I know you do,” I whispered. I forced more words. “And it’s a beautiful dream.”

“But do you believe it, Ms. Haines?”

No. I would tell him what I said before. “I know humans can adapt to anything.” But at the end of they day, we’d be zombies with no emotion, just like them.

He sat back in his chair now, studying me. I watched, my pulse quickening, as he slowly unknotted his tie and pulled it off. I imagined him unbuttoning his shirt. My mouth went completely dry until he stopped and tossed his tie to a nearby chair.

“I’ve spent my entire life studying humans. Learning to interpret their every move, what they say, what they don’t say.”

Dear God. I looked away and took a drink of ice water. I should’ve probably poured it over my head.

“Human women are so very different from Baelese women.”

Truth. I let out a dry laugh. “If only I could be so strong.”

“You do not find yourself to be strong?”

I thought of Vahni’s sharp mouth, and how she was willing to boss around her leader. And that Rambo exercise teacher. “I’ve always thought of compassion as my strength, but . . .” They saw it as a weakness. I guess some humans did too.

“Ah, Ms. Haines, you have brought up the primary difference in our cultures. My people find compassion to be a useless trait, but it is the one thing I have clung to in my time with humans. The one thing I will miss if it goes extinct.”

I had no idea how to respond to that, but it made my heart flutter.

He went on. “The Baelese are like individual islands. Even when we are near, we are alone, separated. Humans, they cannot help but build bridges to one another. It is my secret hope that even when your people are one race, truly united, that their compassion will remain.”

Damn him. He had sympathies for humans. He admired us. But those feelings were not enough to stop his ultimate plan to change us. My eyes watered, and I forced a smile as I nodded. He sipped his wine and motioned for me to do the same.

Screw it.

I picked up my glass and took a drink. The delicate pungency made my mouth pucker for a moment. We both sipped, lost in quiet thought. Next thing I knew, my glass was empty and his was still half full. How human of me. I knew I should feel afraid or embarrassed at my lack of self-control, but with my lowered tolerance, the wine hit me full blast, making me buoyant.

He made no comment about my tacky wine chugging. Instead, he made a statement that felt like a smack.

“You take meals with the two humans you were imprisoned with.”

My mouth hung open for a full second. “Uh, yes. Another habit, I guess. Just having them near.”

“The male. Jacob Tate? What is your relationship?”

If I had another glass of wine I would glug that sucker right now.

“He was my friend’s brother.”

“So, the two of you have a history?” He sipped his wine again.

“No,” I assured him. “He was older, so I didn’t see him much. And when I did, we fought a lot. Our personalities are very different.”

“Opposites attract. Isn’t that what humans say?” His eyes were watchful, but his demeanor was still calm.

“Opposites make for annoyance,” I told him, though when I thought of Tater these days, I felt warm concern, not annoyance at all.

He made a temple of his fingers. “The three of you are the only people in Primo Town who know each other from before. We were careful about this factor.”

Blood drained from my face, chilling me. I clasped my hands in my lap. “I can understand why. But when it comes to the three of us, we don’t talk or anything. I hope you’re not worried. We were stuck in that prison together, betrayed by other humans. I’m sure they feel the same as I do—grateful to be given a second chance—and willing to do whatever you need.”

My heart banged until he gave me a slow nod, as if I’d passed a test.

“Would you tell me if anything were awry in the Town?” he asked.

“Of course.”

“Have you heard of any misconduct?”

I shook my head, glad to be sitting because I might’ve passed out otherwise. “No, sir. But I can be your eyes and ears.”

Could he tell how nervous I was? That I was sweating a little? That I was the one breaking rules?

I reached for my water and accidently knocked over my stupid wineglass with a clatter. We both reached for it, and his hand touched the top of mine. I froze with a silent gasp, and he went completely still. I stared at his hand on mine, feeling the urgency to pull away and run, but knowing something huge was happening.

Because after several seconds, he was still not pulling away.

I made myself look up at him, and we were both breathing hard. His hand was warm and strong on top of mine. Slowly, so slowly, I turned my palm toward his, and I pushed the back of his hand to the table. I lay my palm softly against his, then straightened my fingers to touch as much of his hand and wrist as possible. Ever so slowly, I dragged my fingers down his, letting my nails scratch lightly, and then I swirled my pointer fingertip in a circle around his palm.

When I looked at him again, he had a bead of sweat running down his neck and into his shirt. His whole body was tense.

I nearly came out of my skin at the sound of a knock at the door.

“Bahntan? I heard a noise. Is everything well?”

I stared at the Senator, whose eyes were now on fire as he stared at me, his eyes blazing a trail down over my chest.

“Senator?” I whispered. “Answer him.”

“Bahntan?” The guard called.

I leaned across the table and smacked the Senator on the cheek. “Answer him!”

He blinked and rocked back, yanking his hand to his lap. His eyes cleared. “All is well, yes. I knocked over a glass.”

I sat back in my seat with my hands clasped tightly, trembling all over. From the corner of my eye I saw him wipe his forehead and neck with the napkin and throw it down on the table.

“I apologize,” he said in that low, husky voice. He wouldn’t look at me now.

“Please don’t,” I told him. “It was my fault. I should go.” I stood, taking deep breaths to settle my trembling before the guard saw me.

Without a word, the Senator stood and walked me to the door, opening it.

“See Ms. Haines back to Primo Town,” he ordered, then turned away and did not glance back.

I left him, still feeling the warmth of his hand against my palm and fingertips, and wondering if I’d just ruined everything.
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Amber

We spent all day at the medical facility doing x-rays, inventorying surgical supplies and anesthesia, and reading anything we could get our hands on about surgeries performed on the anterior portion of the frontal lobe. What we found was that every worm had attached itself to the prefrontal cortex. They didn’t appear to be imbedded, so we hoped it was a matter of simply plucking them off. I supposed “simply” was not a good word, though. Nothing about it would be simple.

When Captain Ward was deep into learning how to perform a Craniotomy to open a skull, he dropped the book to the floor and grabbed his head, rocking in his chair.

“Oh, God. I can’t do this. I can’t.”

I put a hand on his shoulder. “Captain—”

“No!” He stood, his eyes wild. “I do root canals, not brain surgeries. I’m going to kill them, Amber! There has to be another way.”

I chewed my lip and paced. In a way, I was relieved, because I’d been freaking out about how we would pull it off. Even if they lived, one tiny wrong slip could leave them without emotions or creative thinking capabilities for the rest of their lives.

“Maybe the Baelese left behind some sort of instructions about the worms,” I said. “I wonder if the tech guys have gone through everything.”

“It’s worth a try.”

We walked together to the tech building, where we found Top and Matt with the technical and communications teams. Top took one look at our defeated faces and pressed his lips together.

“Not gonna happen?” he asked.

“Not if we want them in better shape than they are now,” Captain Ward told him.

I glanced around at the papers everywhere. “I’m guessing you haven’t come across anything about the worms in their papers?”

Top crossed his arms and shook his head. “They didn’t leave behind a paper trail of any sort. We’re sorting through written communications via satellite systems now. All these papers are from before.”

We were all quiet as we thought.

“Can I talk to the humans?” I asked. “Maybe they remember something.”

Top shrugged. “Worth a shot. I’ll come with you.”

Captain Ward and I were led by Top and Matt to the holding room where the thirteen sat. It was beyond creepy how they stared at the wall, barely interested when we walked in.

“This is our medic, Amber Tate, and our dentist, Captain Ward,” Top told the room. “They have some questions. Answer as best as you can.”

“Hi,” I said, stepping forward. “Do any of you recall when you received the, um, apparatus in your brain?”

“Yes,” they all responded, raising the hairs on my arms. Captain Ward and I shared a hopeful glance.

He stepped closer, pointing to the woman on the end, and said, “What is your name?”

“Marilee Green.”

“Mrs. Green, please tell us what you remember about it.”

She stared blankly up at him. “I was strapped to a hospital bed. A DRI female held The Helper to my nose while a man held something metal to the top of my forehead.”

I scrunched my forehead. “The Helper?”

“That is the name of the worm device,” she clarified.

Now all four of us shared looks. Maybe we could search the Baelese communications for that name.

“What did the metal thing look like?” Matt asked her. “The one they held to your forehead?”

“It was black. Rectangular.”

Top’s eyebrows rose, and he motioned to Matt, who took off, out of the room. Hope sparked inside of me, because it seemed as if they knew what she was talking about.

Morbid curiosity got the best of me. “Do you remember how it felt?” I asked. “Or were you sedated?”

“I was not sedated. There was pain, all day, headaches. I vomited many times.”

Oh, my God. Those complete assholes. Monsters. I clenched my hands into fists.

“We’re going to do our best to get The Helpers out of you,” I promised.

They said nothing. No responses.

A few minutes passed before Matt sprinted back into the room, huffing as he passed the rectangular box to Top.

“Was this it?” Top asked the woman.

“Yes,” she said. “The magnet.”

“Is that what they called it?” I asked.

“Yes,” she answered.

The four of us gathered around as Top turned it over in his hand. Nothing was written on it, but on one side was a switch that could slide right or left. At the moment, it was in the middle.

“Do you think it controls it?” Captain Ward asked.

I nodded. “I think so. Do we have something that can check the magnetic field of it?”

“Yeah,” Matt said. “I’ll need about an hour.”

“We’ll meet at the tech room after dinner,” Top said.

As we were leaving the room, two soldiers were coming up the stairs outside with trays of food for the humans. I really hoped we could figure this out quickly, and I hoped even more that if we could get these things out, the people would be allies.
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I barely ate because I was so busy telling Rylen and the others what was going on. Matt wasn’t there. The mess hall was like a cafeteria. Right now it was bustling and loud.

Shavontae and Devon were at the end of the table with Tyree, who ate and ate, not paying any attention to our conversation.

“Up their noses?” J.D. exclaimed with a shiver. “That is disgusting.” He put a hand over his nose.

“It’s cruel that they can remember,” Officer Sean said. “But if they’d been put under, they wouldn’t have been able to give you that information.”

“We’ll make sure they’re under anesthesia when we try to get them out,” I promised.

The front door flew open, and Matt stood there swiveling his head. I jumped to my feet as Captain Ward did the same at his table. Matt caught sight of us both and waved hurriedly.

Before I could step away, Rylen grabbed my hand and I looked into his proud eyes.

“Good luck, Pepper.”

I leaned down and kissed him before running for the doors.

We took the woman who’d given us the information first. Sedating her was easy. Matt explained that the switch controlled the positive and negative magnetisms, and we all believed negative was needed to send a signal to the worm to disengage and exit.

So many things could go wrong, but we had to try.

Captain Ward held the magnet to her forehead and flipped the switch. I stood behind her, holding the sides of her face. It took a full thirty seconds of nervous waiting before her body jolted, and I sucked in a breath, holding her tighter.

Her body began to lightly convulse, sending my heart racing. I looked at the monitor to be sure she wasn’t seizing. Her heart rate was fast, but still in the safe zone. Again, her body jerked, back arching more violently than before, and Captain Ward gaped.

“It’s coming out!”

As a paramedic, I’d seen too many gory scenes to count, but something about the sight of the bloody mechanical worm slithering out of her nostril almost made me lose what little bit of dinner I’d eaten.

I grabbed it with a set of surgical tongs and placed it on gauze. Then I set to cleaning her nose and waiting for her to wake. We hadn’t done much, but the Captain and I both appeared as if we’d just run a marathon. It was out, and now all we could do was wait to see how she’d be affected.

Her hand was cool in mine as I sat at the side of her bed. It took forty-five minutes before she stirred. Maybe stirred was the wrong word. She turned to the side and violently puked. I quickly grabbed a bin and held it beneath her chin. Captain Ward leapt to his feet from where he’d been half-asleep by the window, and rushed over to hold her shoulder.

“It’s okay,” I told her as she breathed hard, looking wildly around the room. “You’re safe. I’m Amber Tate, and this is Captain Ward. We’ve taken The Helper out of you.”

A sobbing gasp ripped from her throat and she grabbed her head, heaving into the bin again.

“John?” she asked.

“You were one of thirteen people,” I told her. “Was John with you?”

“John . . . my son.”

Oh, no. She didn’t look more than thirty. “How old is your son?”

“Eight.” She closed her eyes against another bout of pain as my own stomach turned.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “All of the people you came with were adults.”

The mourning wail that came out made her grab her head and shake. Captain Ward came forward and injected drugs into her IV to calm her and help with the pain. I held her hand as she cried.

“I’m so sorry,” I said again, though I knew they were the most useless words in the world. “When was the last time you saw John?”

Her eyes were shut tight. “I left him with my sister and her kids when I went to see if I could join the DRP so I could get food. They wouldn’t let me leave because they were rounding people up for a safe camp. They promised me he would be safe, and I would be brought to him after the procedure.”

My jaw locked in angry pity. Her eyes cracked open. “Tell me what you know. They never talked about it in front of us. What happened while I was working for them? What happened to all the people I helped round up?”

I heaved a breath in and out. “I’m not sure of the exact details here, but where I was from in Nevada, they bombed them. It was over fast.”

She made a choking sound and turned to the side, curling into herself.

“We’ve taken over the base, Mrs. Green. We’re working to fight back.”

“I want to kill them!” she cried.

I rubbed her back, remembering when my own loss was fresh and raw, like hers is now.

“We all do,” I assured her. “And we will.”
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Remy

The entire month of May, and half of June, came and went without speaking to the Senator, only seeing glimpses of him in passing. I was a mess every day, nervous, waiting, wondering. I’d told Linette about my conversation—well, the part of it where he mentioned we were the only people in Primo Town who’d known each other “before.” We decided it would be best to sit apart.

Not being allowed to touch anyone was bad enough. I didn’t realize how much comfort I was taking just by being near Tater until we lost that too. Sometimes I searched him out in the dining hall, and it always left me with one of two sensations. Either I’d find him sitting alone, sullen, staring off with his jaw locked, in which case my heart would ache horribly and I’d pray he wasn’t giving up or planning something reckless. Or I’d find him staring right back at me, wearing his need baldly across his face for all to see. In those moments I would flush head to toe, feeling dizzy, and look away before the guards could sense our connection.

Much to Linette’s chagrin, I ended up sitting with the children instead. I felt their warmth toward me, and I needed it. They knew better than to laugh or smile or touch one another, but we’d gotten bolder in the dormitory when the guards weren’t around. I would brush and braid their hair in the bathroom, and give each of them a quick squeeze before bed. I couldn’t help myself. I kept my eyes on the door the entire time. The thought of these girls growing up without any affection nearly broke me. I couldn’t even let myself think of the boys over in the male dormitory and whether or not anyone was loving on them. Especially now that I knew the Baelese had chosen each of them, from different backgrounds, for the sole purpose of breeding with who they chose, and working to further their cause.

Being away from the Senator allowed me some clarity. Anger had risen from the depths of my soul. It was easy to hate him and his methods when I didn’t have to see him. But all of those feelings came crashing down, clanking and clashing when he showed up at Primo Town after dinner, flanked by guards, asking for me.

Whenever the Senator arrived, everyone in Primo Town came out to see. We couldn’t help ourselves. Every day was so mundane. Any change of routine was beyond exciting. My heart pounded when the guard called my name in the dining hall, and I stood.

“Bahntan is here to speak with you. Follow me.”

I dared not look toward Linette or Tater, though I knew their attention was on me, like everyone else’s.

This was it. The moment I’d been contemplating and dreading. Seeing him again. I’d run through every possible scenario of what he’d do to me. I’d seen him lose control. Not fully, but enough. I’d been too brazen, and yet not brazen enough.

I was mentally preparing myself for the worst when I looked up and saw him standing there with two young human children. And I swear, when I met his eyes, his tense shoulders lowered in comfort. He worked his jaw, and I wet my lips, stopping when I was close enough. A crowd formed behind us, but everyone knew to keep their distance. They couldn’t hear, but they were satisfied to watch.

“Ms. Haines,” he murmured.

“Senator.” I looked away from the intensity of his eyes to see the boy and girl. No more than four years old each. The girl had spirally black curls past her shoulders and creamy light brown skin. They boy’s hair was dark brown and his skin was a shade lighter—Hispanic, perhaps? Both of their faces were marred by dried tear streaks.

“This is Kelsey and Ronaldo. They are younger than the usual Primo Town citizens, but they were found today in a raid, and I assured my soldiers that you would care for these two until they are old enough to work. Ronaldo, of course, will bunk with the males. Perhaps your companion who works with the livestock will allow them to shadow her during the day while you teach.”

My eyebrows went up and I nodded. “Yes, I’m sure Linette would be happy to keep them.” Ha! I squatted to the children’s level. “Have you ever gathered eggs or milked cows?”

The boy shook his head, and the tiny girl nodded. “I used to get the eggs when I was little.” The Senator chuckled at that, seeing as she was so tiny, and I smiled. I couldn’t believe this. I thought he’d want me banished to a different colony of humans at the very least.

I held my hands out to the children, and as they reached for me, I suddenly yanked my hands back, staring up at the Senator. His jaw locked in contemplation.

“Small touches with these children will be allowed because of their age,” he said, glancing around at the guards. “For now.”

Relief hit me, and I held out my trembling hands. Each of the children readily stepped forward to take my fingers and gather close to me. I stood with my head up, defiantly ready to argue with the Senator or any guard who told me to let them go. Everyone was quiet, watching, waiting for the Senator to respond.

Finally, he spoke, keeping his eyes on the children. “They will be in good hands here.” He looked at his scowling guards now. “Come along, then.”

My breaths were coming too quickly when they turned and left us, locking the swinging gates. I smiled warmly down at the children, though they both looked wary, clinging to me.

“It’s okay,” I promised them. “I’m going to keep you safe. My name is Remy.”

“Where Mama?” Ronaldo asked, his chin quivering.

I clenched my teeth, silently cursing the Baelese.

“She’s not here, Ronaldo,” I said gently. “I’m so sorry. We’ll take care of you.”

The other humans remained where they were in the open courtyard while I walked up and introduced the children. I ushered forward Linette and Tater.

“This is Ms. Linette. She’s going to take you with her during the days to learn how to take care of the animals. You like animals, right?” The children inched closer to me, looking up at Linette suspiciously.

Linette’s eyes bulged, and I said, “Senator’s orders.” This made her blink and a smile appeared.

“Of course. How . . . fun.”

I waved Tater closer. “Ronaldo, this is Jacob. He’ll take care of you at night when you go with the boys.”

A fiery burn of affection filled my heart when Tater kneeled and gave the boy a genuine grin. “Hablas español chico?”

“Sí,” Ronaldo said quietly. “Y ingles.”

Tater ruffled his hair. “Good. You’ll be fine with me, okay?”

The boy gave a shy nod, but still clung to me. When Tater stood again, his eyes went back to being serious, making that heat spread from my chest to my limbs and core. I wanted to hug him. I wanted to run my hands up his chest and over his neck, up to his cheeks, and just hold his face as I drowned in those eyes.

“All right,” one of the guards yelled. “Disperse!”

Tater stepped away and I inhaled to clear my mind. Linette gave me and the kids one last glance before walking away. I looked down at them.

“Are you guys hungry?” They both nodded. “We don’t have much here, but I’ll see if there’s anything left over from dinner. Do you like chicken and rice?”

Again, they both nodded, so I led them to the dining hall. They ate well, even devouring the mushy peas. I wondered where they’d been hiding out, and how many insurgents there’d been in their group.

“I find Mama and Papa now?” Ronaldo asked the second he finished.

Again, my insides sank to a sickening low.

“No. We have to stay here. Nobody is allowed in or out. This is your home now. I know this is hard and it’s confusing, but your parents are not allowed in. I’m sorry.”

“But why?” he asked, his eyes welling.

“I want my mommy too!” Now Kelsey’s eyes filled, and both of them began wailing. They looked exhausted. I stood when the two door guards came in, weapons out, looking at the kids like they were dangerous wild animals.

“They’re tired and overwhelmed,” I explained to the male and female Baelese. “This is normal for human children.”

They looked disgusted by the outburst, and the kids only gained momentum, crying louder at the sight of the guards with their guns.

“It’s okay,” I tried to soothe them. “Let’s go find your beds. Do you want a comfy bed and a blankey?”

Ronaldo stood, still crying, but I had to pick Kelsey up in my arms. She went limp before we even got out of the dining hall. The guards watched me suspiciously as I walked out carrying one, holding the other by the hand.

I took Ronaldo to the men’s barracks, stopping ten feet from the door at the sight of the guards. “I’m looking for Jacob Tate. He’ll be taking care of this boy.”

“Tate!” one of them shouted.

Tater came out, his hair wet from a shower, and I had to swallow. His eyes skimmed me with their normal, hungry aggression before seeking Ronaldo and softening.

“Okay, come with me,” he told him. “Bien?”

“English only!” a guard yelled.

Tater’s jaw clenched. “Sorry. I forgot.”

One language. That was one of their goals for humanity, though they still got to keep their own language. I thought about Tater and Amber’s mom, Juanita, and their Abuela. Their language. Their culture. As Tater took Ronaldo into the men’s dorm, I turned away and walked fast, holding Kelsey securely. How long would it take for every memory of Spanish and other languages to be forgotten? One generation? The wrongness of it shattered every sense of value I had inside.

Damn the Baelese for all the beauty they were killing and erasing. And damn the Senator for being the monster who allowed it.
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Amber

All of the humans under the influence of the worm were saved, and each of them agreed to join us and help. We’d been on numerous scouting missions and found twenty more people. These were mostly wilderness people, who were accustomed to hunting and living with the elements. They didn’t want to join us, but they were willing to fight for their land and lives, if necessary. And they were glad to know they didn’t have to hide anymore.

We printed and posted hundreds of flyers around Anchorage and surrounding towns, letting people in hiding know that Elmendorf base was no longer under DRI control, and that they could come to us for help. And to prove ourselves we left boxes of nonperishables and bottled water. After a few days, we went back to find everything gone, but nobody had come to us. I didn’t blame them for not trusting, and it thrilled me to know there were people out there, hiding, waiting. I talked Top into letting us make weekly runs to certain drop points with food.

We were lucky we hadn’t run into any rebel groups of thieves like we had in Utah and Nevada. All in all, everyone on base was feeling settled, which was unsettling. We knew the danger of getting comfortable, but Alaska was a beautiful, peaceful place. The scenery itself was enough to put us at ease. But every day Top told us, “Don’t let your guards down. Don’t be fooled by the peace of downtime.”

We all knew what was coming in two weeks’ time. War. We just didn’t know the details.

As soon as we finished breakfast, Rylen turned to me. “Top says you can have the day off to scout with me. You interested?”

“Just the two of us?”

“Yep.” He grinned, and I smiled back.

“Then of course I’m interested.”

We hopped up and I followed him to get strapped with weapons, then outside to one of the vehicles. To my confusion, he drove us farther into base instead of the entrance.

“Where are we going?”

Again, he grinned, but this one was mischievous. “We’re doing an aerial scout.”

I gaped at him. “We’re flying?”

“You scared?” He challenged me with a bounce of his eyebrows.

“No.” I crossed my arms. The last time we were both in planes, he was being shot at, and I thought for sure he was dead. He reached across the seat and pried my arms apart to take my hand.

“Don’t worry, Pepper. Nobody else will be in the sky.”

I exhaled, feeling stupid for worrying.

And then we got to the hanger and I saw the plane. Could it even be called a plane? More like a two person go-cart with propellers. Rylen had the nerve to laugh at the look on my face.

“Come on.” He held out a hand and I took it, climbing up into the back seat and putting on the helmet that was there. Rylen jumped into the front with total grace and had his helmet on in half a second while I still fiddled with mine, then the seatbelt straps. My heart was galloping, and all I could think was, Well, at least if we crash, we die together. How sad that that consoled me.

The engine was a loud buzz, and my stomach swooped wildly as he gained speed and left the ground. This was nothing like riding in a passenger plane. The whole contraption shook and bounced, and I couldn’t hear anything but the whir of propellers and growl of the motor. When Rylen turned around to check on me, I nearly panicked, pointing for him to watch where he was going.

He threw his head back in laughter, shouting, “There’s nothing up here!”

All right, fine. I eased back and held the side straps, letting myself relax a little and look out. What I saw was breathtaking.

So. Many. Trees. And from up here they looked like rich, green fluffiness. I wanted to run my hand over them. And the mountains looked fuller and wider than they did from the ground. Bodies of water glistened in the sunshine. It was perfect. This time when I sensed Rylen glancing back to check on me, I let him. And I smiled.

The place he decided to make a landing was not anywhere I’d expected. We were literally on a gravel road that led into a gorgeous valley. Mountains surrounded it on all sides, and a lake sat in the middle, so still that it mirrored the clouds and landscape like a painting. I was silent as I got out, taking his hand, and letting him lead me to the edge of the water. What could I say? I felt . . . small. At one with nature. And then it hit me.

This is our Earth. Ours. We hadn’t always appreciated it, and we definitely hadn’t treated it right. But I couldn’t stand the thought of those Baelese bastards having her. Rylen took my hand and turned me toward him. Both of our hands twined now as I looked up into his cloudy eyes, made brighter as they reflected the sky.

“In two weeks, we go back to Nevada,” he said.

I nodded, sad and scared, but then I lifted my chin against those useless feelings.

“They’ve tried to break us.” Rylen released my hands and brought his fingers to my neck, weaving them through and down my hair. “They wanted to break us apart.”

“And they failed,” I said.

Rylen lowered his face, touching his nose to mine as he closed his eyes, whispering against my lips.

“Will you marry me, Pepper?”

I sucked in a surprised breath, and his eyes crept open. He kept his mouth close to mine, cupping my face now. I brought my hands up to his, holding on to keep from swaying.

“Today?” I asked. “Because I think it should happen today.”

He let out a deep laugh that felt like a shiver rippling under my skin.

“I’m betting we can make that happen,” he said. “But first . . .”

His lips met mine, warm and soft, then hot and firm as we pulled each other closer. Outside, with nobody to witness but Mother Earth herself, Rylen stripped me down and lay me on the cool, smooth pebbles by the shore of the lake. Then we made love, kissing every time our faces neared. Every inch of my skin was bathed in his love and the crisp, fresh air surrounding us. I turned him so he’d have a turn with the pebbles, while I rode him, making a memory that nobody could take from us.

Two more weeks.

That night, in an impromptu ceremony at the mess hall, I married Rylen in front of our friends and allies. We officially declared everything in our hearts. J.D. cried, and Sean took his hand. Even Tex’s eyes got misty. Then Devon fell to his knee and said to Shavontae, “Marry me, baby. Right now!” And she dragged him forward to the Chaplain with a smile, as everyone laughed and cheered, rejoicing for all we held dear. We clung to all of the ideals our enemy would see torn away. And we vowed to love fiercely for as long as we had left.
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Rylen drove us to a lodge-style mansion on the side of a local mountain. We sat in the vehicle staring up at its beauty as he turned off the ignition.

“The boys found it on a scouting run,” he said quietly. “It’s ours tonight.”

Morbid sadness consumed me. “This was someone’s home.”

Rylen took my hand. “I think the owners would be happy that two newlyweds are going to respect their home and think it’s beautiful enough for a honeymoon. Especially when those two newlyweds have sworn to kill the fuckers who murdered them.”

Well, when he put it that way. I squeezed his hand, nodding. “Okay.”

Still holding my hand, he led me through the breathtaking foyer and down a corridor with pictures. I came to a halt in front of a framed family photo, emotions welling in my chest. It was one of those cheesy professional pictures taken on a beach, where everyone was in matching white shirts. A mom with her hair blowing in the beach breeze, and a smiling dad. Three kids ranging from about eight years old to teen. And a golden retriever. It was the dog that finally made the burning turn to tears. I imagined the animal running down these halls, barking, with the kids chasing it. Less than a year ago, this home had been full of life.

Rylen touched the corner of the picture with reverence and squeezed my hand again. When he gently tugged me, I went.

We came to a set of French doors. Before he opened them, he kissed the side of my head and made me look at him.

“You okay, Pep?”

“Yeah,” I whispered. I was as okay as I possibly could be. He opened the doors, and I sucked in a breath at the sight of the indoor pool and Jacuzzi. The room was glass, and warm inside, like a greenhouse.

“They tested the waters,” Rylen told me. “No poison. And then all of their dumb asses went swimming.” He crouched down and broke the crystal clear surface with his fingers, sending ripples. “It’s saltwater.”

Rylen stood and I stared at him. My husband. Holy shit. That was crazy.

“Ever been skinny dipping?” I asked.

“Uh . . .” He looked down sheepishly, and jealousy stabbed me at the thought of him swimming naked with some other girl.

“Never mind,” I said. “Don’t answer that.”

The jealousy passed as quickly as it came, with the sickening realization that whoever he swam with was probably dead now.

But we were still here, and I intended to live.

I pulled off my shirt, tossing it on a nearby lounger. Rylen crossed his arms, his eyes becoming hooded as he watched me remove my jeans, then my bra and underwear. My nakedness in the huge, open room felt exhilarating and naughty.

“Damn,” he murmured under his breath. His voice and heated gaze made my skin tighten all over.

“Race you to the other side,” I said. He shouted something with laughter as I dove in, relishing the burn in my arms as I swam as fast as I could to the other side. A few seconds later his splash sounded, and he moved like a rocket under the water. I screamed, laughing, when he got to me and tickled my thighs before bursting through the surface.

His smile. His white teeth. His cloudy, gray eyes. My Rylen.

He walked me backwards until my heels hit the steps of the shallow end, and then he gently pushed me back until I was sitting, holding the handrail. Rylen took a breath and went under, his face finding my core underwater. The feel of his tongue made me cry out, tightening my thighs around his head. He pulled my thighs apart and came up for air. Rylen picked me up and moved me to the next highest step, where he could kiss a trail up my wet belly, taking the tip of each salty breast into his mouth as I scratched my fingernails through his hair.

“Mrs. Fite,” he said against my skin. “My wife.”

“My husband.”

He kissed me, pulling me into his arms in the water, where I was so buoyant that my legs went around him without any effort. My back hit the side of the pool wall as he kissed me, rubbing his lower abs against my core to drive me insane, knowing the hard length of him was right there, ready, pressing up against my ass.

I took matters into my own hands, lifting up onto my elbows on his shoulders to align us, and then lowering myself with aching slowness. Rylen cursed against my neck, biting lightly until I’d taken the whole length of him. The water made fast movements difficult, so each thrust was pronounced, his strong hips pressing hard. It didn’t take long for my whole body to tense, and then detonate. My cries of pleasure echoed through the room, and Rylen grinned as he pressed again, making me shiver and whimper with sensitivity.

“Can you even hear how sexy you are, Pepper?”

I held him and took his wet earlobe into my mouth. “I think it’s my turn to go underwater.”

He kissed me, his lips lingering. “If you insist.”

I did. In fact, I’d insist on quite a few things that evening, and my wonderful hubby would deliver without complaint.
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Remy

“No sign of a radio?” Tater asked me in the breakfast line as we pushed our trays down the counter. His sudden nearness beside me caused me to feel lightheaded.

“No,” I whispered without looking at him. Kelsey was ahead of me, and Ronaldo tucked into line behind Tater. I sent the boy a smile, and he gave me a small one in return.

I felt Tater’s tension. His dire need for something to happen. He took a cup of canned peaches and flung it to his tray, then one on Ronaldo’s.

“Be patient,” I said, trying not to move my lips.

“Has he touched you?”

His bold question took me by surprise and I thought about how Tater and I had left things at Dugway, about how I’d told both him and Matt that I didn’t want or need a man. That I needed to be alone. Did I still feel that way? As much as I cared for Tater, the more complicated things became, the more I found myself pulling away all over again, to spare us both. If Tater saw us as a couple, his jealousy toward the Senator would only grow.

I hesitated too long, and heard his sharp exhale and saw the clench of his fist.

“Nothing happened,” I swore. “Our hands touched once. That’s all.”

He huffed humorlessly through his nose. “I saw the way he looked at you when he brought them.” He jutted his chin down to Kelsey. “It’s only a matter of time.”

“Well, he’ll never make a move.”

“Do you want him to?”

“No.” I didn’t hesitate this time, but the answer left me feeling a pit of disgusting guilt. Did I want him to? No. In my mind I knew that was the right answer. No.

“And it’s not something you need to worry about or ask me about ever again,” I said firmly.

I placed a cup of water on my tray for Kelsey, and coffee on mine. Then I touched the girl’s shoulder. “Follow me, sweetie. Hold your tray nice and tight.” I didn’t glance back at Tater because guards stood at the end of the line.

Kelsey was so small she practically had to stretch her arms all the way out to hold the tray. I could tell it was heavy for her, but she did it. We sat with the other young girls, who’d been paramount in showing Kelsey how to be tough and more independent throughout the day. Not to mention her time with Linette, who did not treat the child with warm and fuzzies. Kelsey still liked her, though, probably because she felt safe.

Nights were harder. Kelsey cried when we tried to put her in her own bed. Now, Kelsey would fall asleep in bed with Macy while I whispered our lessons and story time. And then I’d silently climb down and move Kelsey to her own bed. So far it hadn’t been a problem, but each time felt like a small victory.

I passed her off to Linette after breakfast, ignoring the woman’s scowl warning that she’d taken to giving me every morning. If I had to translate, I was betting she said something like, “Make yourself useful and find out some information, or screw the leader so we can get out of here.” Both of which left me feeling terrified and slimy.

Imagine my surprise when I walked into the school room at the palace and found the Senator already there, speaking with the children as they stared up at him.

I paused in the doorway, surprised, until the guard nudged me forward with the butt of her gun. I went in and placed my bag on the desk, giving him a polite smile when he approached.

“Are the new children acclimating to Primo Town?”

“Yes, sir. Thank you.” I made myself keep eye contact, though I felt shy and embarrassed. His eyes were deceptively gentle as he tried to read me.

“We should speak after the lessons.”

Oh, no. My belly bottomed out, swooping.

“Okay.” I tried to smile, pushing hair nervously behind my ears. He nodded and hesitated a moment before turning to leave. It took me a full minute to compose myself enough to address the waiting children. This was going to be a long day.

I was a bundle of nerves as I stood outside against the wall during the children’s afternoon exercise time. I’d learned not to watch, ignoring the thumps of kids falling, the shouts of pain. If the instructor needed me, she would call for me, but otherwise I stood there staring at the ground.

Outside of the fence, two vehicles zoomed past at top speed, making both the instructor and I look up. They rounded the corner, out of sight, but I heard them squeal to a stop, doors opening and slamming shut, feet hitting the ground at a sprint, voices shouting.

My heart kicked up inside my chest. What was going on? My first instinct was to get the children inside to safety, but they were under the instructor’s care, and she’d already gotten back to business. I stared around, and my heart nearly stopped. From afar, a plume of smoke rose into the sky. Fire outside of the base.

The doors burst open and a guard shouted at the instructor. “Get the children inside!”

She didn’t ask questions, and it only took a few seconds to gather all of the children and get them lined up. I took the front of the line and the instructor took the back. Once we were inside, the guard locked the door and ushered the children down a private hall. They stopped me when I tried to follow.

“You are to return to Primo Town.”

I nodded and did as I was told, following the female guard who was to drive me. My ears were peeled, catching snippets of conversations as we hurried down the hall.

Insurgents.

Rebels.

Humans.

Under attack.

Oh, my gosh.

Outside, we ran to the nearest Jeep. They always left the keys in the ignition. We climbed in, and I held on tight as she peeled off. Our camp was at the far end of base, away from where the action was apparently taking place. I stared back, heart racing, as Baelese ran with machine guns and ammo. And some, to my horror, were driving past us to the hangars where the fighter jets were kept.

Who was attacking? Was it Top and all the others from Dugway? I covered my mouth against a sob. The Baelese were numerous here, and so heavily armed. Would we stand a chance?

“Are they going to kill us?” I asked the driver, trying to get information.

“Do not be stupid,” she shouted back at me. “It is a small cell. They are starving. We will end it quickly.”

Damn.

The guard skidded to a stop and we both jumped out. She pressed a code on the lock box, and opened the gates. The inside guards were running forward.

“Lock them in and come with me!” the driver shouted.

Without hesitation, the Primo Town guards abandoned their posts and locked the gates behind them, racing away. I stood there in shock, looking all around as people began peeking out from where they were working.

No guards. But we were locked in and surrounded by high fences with wicked barbed wire.

Linette and one of the men in the barn came sprinting out, and I ran to them.

“I think a local cell of rebels is attacking,” I told them.

Linette looked around wildly. “Where are the guards?”

“They all left!”

“Holy shit,” she breathed. “This is our chance!”

“They think they’ll squash it fast, whatever it is,” I told her.

“Now, wait just a damn minute,” the man said. “We can’t make it over that fence without mangling ourselves, and if we get caught trying to escape . . .”

As the two of them argued, a woman from the kitchen came out to see what was going on.

“Get all of the children into the dorms!” I told her, then I took off running toward the fields.

I was gasping. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d run so fast. The corn stalks were as tall as me.

“Tater!”

I looked down each row as I passed, and I nearly screamed when he stepped out from behind the giant pull cart, full of hay and grabbed my arm.

“What is it?” His eyes darted around, immediately at attention and ready to fight. He took my hand, hurrying us behind the cart where nobody could see us, and corn surrounded us on all sides.

I panted. “The guards are gone!” I told him everything I’d heard.

“A small cell?” he asked.

“Yeah.” I nodded, panicking, waiting to hear his plan. Would he want to try to escape, like Linette?

“It’s probably the same people they took the kids from,” he said, his jaw locking.

“What should we do?”

“It’s not enough time to plan an escape.” He raked a hand through his hair. “You said the guards are gone?”

“Yes.”

“Then all we can do is make the most of the break.”

What? His eyes burned into me as understanding hit and I flushed.

I held a palm out. “That is not a good idea. W-we don’t have time.”

He prowled one step closer. “I don’t need much time.”

“Tater,” I said, shaking with anticipation. “We’re not supposed to touch.” I sounded lame, even to my own ears.

“You don’t want me to touch you, Remy?”

I let my palm fall.

Tater’s hand came around the back of my head and he kissed me, shocking me with the force of it. My entire body reacted, as if I’d been touched by a live wire. He pressed me back against the side of the cart, the wheel cover digging into my back. I surprised my own self by grasping him around the shoulders with all of my strength and lifting up onto the step, wrapping my legs around his waist.

We didn’t waste any time. Tater panted now, too, as he yanked his pants open, and pushed my panties aside. We were so hungry, so desperate. I pulled him into me, pressing his backside with my heels and moaning into his mouth.

He murmured a stream of curses against my lips as we moved together, fast, then faster. I wished there were no clothes between us, but feeling the power of his hands on my hips, his tender mouth working mine, the entire length of him deep inside of me, was overload on my senses.

I came in tiny, powerful blasts, trying desperately to stay quiet. My arms and legs gripped him, and his face came down to my shoulder as he throbbed inside of me, gasping for breath. And when we were finished, we didn’t stop. He continued to move his hips, slower now, never pulling out, until he was fully hard again and I grinded my hips to his, desperate for every single sensation.

“Don’t stop, Tater.” I moaned and chanted his name as my body shuddered around him again. He nipped my neck and earlobe, pressing me hard against the cart as he pumped into me hard all over again, driving us both over the edge.

We remained like that, trembling against the cart until we caught our breath, and our senses returned.

“Tater, oh, my God.” So much for not needing much time. I pushed away and straightened my dress, still feeling breathless.

Tater redid his pants, his usual frown returning.

I looked up at him with the sudden urge to cry. “That can never happen again!”

“Rem.” He reached for my face, but I pulled away, running, angry at myself for putting us in danger and making our already-messed-up relationship even more complex.

I ran through the corn fields with Tater close behind. It wasn’t until we neared the barns that I sensed something was off. It felt too quiet. I saw a mass of people standing there, staring toward the gates. When Tater and I jogged out to join them, my heart stuttered and nearly failed.

The Senator stood at the gate with all of our guards. His eyes flickered over to me at the back, then to Tater. Every drop of blood drained from my face. My hands prickled as an ominous feeling invaded. I caught Linette’s panicked eyes for one second before she turned back to the Senator.

“As I was saying,” he continued. “There is nothing to fear. You are all safe. The skirmish was short-lived. You may resume work for the remainder of the day.”

I didn’t dare look at Tater again as he turned and disappeared back into the fields, but I took the time to quickly smooth down my hair and dress as I was temporarily lost in the crowd. I heard Linette hiss as she passed me, “Go see him, you fucking idiot!”

Yeah, thanks for that.

I walked toward the gate, shaking inside.

The Senator was not smiling, but I forced myself to keep walking. I stopped even further from him than usual. Could he sense what had happened? Was I wearing the glow of a woman who’d just been blissed out twice by a man? I would have given anything not to be standing before him right now.

“Senator. I’m glad everything’s okay. Were the children scared?”

“They are fine. We’ve cancelled their last hour of lessons, though, so you may remain here for the evening.”

I gave a small bow of my head. “Whatever you want, sir. I’ll make myself useful in the kitchen.”

He glanced past me to the fields, making my heart pound erratically again, but he said nothing. When he looked back at me, I swear, his eyes held the same heat I’d just seen in Tater’s. He knew something was up. And he didn’t like it. What kind of person did it make me to feel a tiny thrill at that fact? I swallowed hard and took a step back. I was beginning to hate myself more than ever before.

“I hope you have a good evening, sir.”

“And you,” he said.

When the Senator turned to leave, I headed straight for the showers, feeling every single feeling a girl possibly could.
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Amber

Something was up, because they called Rylen in before sunrise, and the atmosphere at breakfast was quiet and tense. I slid into a seat next to J.D. Sean was gone, too.

“What’s going on?” he asked me.

“I have no idea.” I sipped my coffee and peered around at the soldiers, downing their food and rushing to put their trays away. Devon came in and grabbed a muffin to go.

“D!” I called. He turned and came over to us. “What’s going on?”

“They received contact from headquarters during the night.”

“As in alien headquarters? In Nevada?”

“Yep.”

“Oh, my God,” J.D. whispered, setting down his spoon with a clatter.

“We’re all meeting this morning.”

I wiped my mouth and stood. “Well, then, we’re going too.”

J.D. looked up at me with a nod, and we followed Devon to the main building for the briefing. Rylen saw me and jogged over.

“I just checked for you in the room. I thought you’d sleep in.”

“I was restless after you left early.”

“I’m sorry.” He gave me a quick kiss. “Glad you’re here.”

Rylen went back to the front, and I took a seat with J.D. in the far back of the small auditorium.

From across the room, Officer Sean looked over with his stylish red hair and gave J.D. a nod.

“His hair’s looking awesome,” I said.

“He has amazing hair. Thank God they don’t make him buzz it off.”

“One benefit of the apocalypse, I guess.” Less stringent rules about appearance.

J.D. gave a dry snort. “So wrong.”

I lowered my voice. “How are things with you guys?”

A mischievous grin crossed his lips. “Let’s just say, your impromptu wedding caused some squishy feelings in me, which led to forgiveness on my part for when he so rudely manhandled me into leaving the cabin, and, well . . .”

My eyes widened. “You finally kissed?”

He sipped his coffee. “And stuff.”

I turned to the front, smiling, as Colonel Latham took the podium. He looked like he hadn’t slept all night, disheveled salt and pepper hair, collar slightly crumpled. I scooted forward in my seat.

“We have two major points of discussion. As most of you know, the Baelese believe that this base is still under their control, and they have been communicating with us. Up until last evening, all comm was fairly straight forward, yes or no type answers. Last night they confirmed that the breeding time for their people is in two weeks. Because their numbers were so small here, they’ve ordered that only forty percent of their Alaska crew mate. And they’ll need a list of who is fucking who by the end of the day.”

My heart thumped hard as a loud hum of whispers rose up.

“We believe we have found a list of the Baelese who were stationed here. At least, we hope like hell that’s what the list is. And we hope like hell that we are making correct guesses about which names are male and which are female. Because if we get this wrong, folks, they will know this base has been compromised. One simple suspicion could be all it takes for the shit to hit the fan. Comprende?”

Everyone nodded. J.D. whispered a curse beside me.

“On the plus side,” the Colonel went on. “This base is fully stocked with weapons, ammunition, and most importantly . . . planes. F16 fighters. A pristine AC130 Gunship that can shoot pinpoint rounds at painted targets. And a handful of pilots with balls of steel who are ready to fly them.”

A round of “Hooahs” rose loud into the room, and my arms prickled with goosebumps. I was both proud and terrified to hear Rylen’s balls spoken of that way.

“Now,” Colonel Latham shouted over the din. “For our other issue. As if the first was not pressing enough. We’ve received word that the three final ships from Bael will be arriving this summer. They referred to them as the Master Vessels. We are led to believe that these three ships carry their remaining population. Think massive. Upwards of ten thousand.”

Ew. My stomach could hardly handle the thought of so many of them crawling the Earth.

“They could be arriving during mating week, or weeks after. It is our goal to stop those ships before they can touch a single blade of grass. If they are allowed to set down and release their people and whatever stockpile of weapons they’ve got, it could be over for us. It could be over for humanity.”

Complete silence. We had less than two hundred people here. Versus ten thousand? And that wasn’t counting the Baelese spread across the world in small, powerful cells. I sat back heavily in my chair, feeling ill. J.D. reached over and took my hand. We held tight.

“We’ve been in contact with others like us. Rebels. Military personnel who found one another and banded together. To keep you, and them, safe, I will not say how many, or their whereabouts. Just know we are not alone in our efforts. If all goes well, when those bastards mate, we will attack. There will be a power shift throughout the nations, and we will be stronger and more able to take on whatever these master vessels throw at us.”

Hope mingled with fear of the unknown, a dreaded anticipation swirling around the room. Mine and J.D.’s palms were sweating now.

It was happening. Come what may, the battle for our world was just around the corner, and there would be no escaping it.
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Remy

After hardly sleeping, I sat up at dawn with the tiny snuggle bug, Kelsey, curled in my arms. As quietly as possible, I carried her to her own bed and smoothed back the curls from her face. She’d climbed up into my bed during the night after a disturbance—shouting and a scuffle—from the direction of the men’s dormitory, followed by some awful moaning sounds. It was over with quickly, but left me feeling edgy. Several of us women had sat straight up and listened. Nights were so quiet. It was bizarre to hear any sort of commotion.

I’d been unable to sleep even before that, caught between wondering what I’d been thinking to lose my mind with Tater like that yesterday, and then marveling at every single touch we’d shared. The way he’d looked at me, like I was all that mattered, the only person in the world. My heart ached remembering that look, and I shoved every single feeling away. Men muddled the mind. I had to keep a clear head.

Linette was going to ask Tater at breakfast what had happened over at the men’s block, since I needed to keep my distance in front of the guards. They’d all seen us come out of the field. Thankfully, I found out from Linette that the meeting had just started, but she told me last night in the bathroom that we’d both looked “freshly fucked” when we came running out of the cornfield. Nice.

“It’ll either drive him to jealousy, or make him be done with you,” she’d said. “On one hand you might have helped our operation, and on the other . . . you screwed your chance to win him over. Therefore you screwed me—” She’d come forward like she was contemplating choking me, but two guards unknowingly saved me by checking the room, and giving me a chance to leave.

What’s done was done.

I stealthily searched for Tater as I came in, and saw him in the far corner, sitting alone with his plate of food, staring off but looking oddly relaxed. Okay.

Little Ronaldo came in behind Kelsey and me, and I cocked my head at the boy.

“Hey, I thought you’d be with Jacob,” I said.

He looked up at me with glistening brown eyes. “He had a bloody nose and he didn’t want to talk to me.”

Acid slid up my throat and I swallowed it down. Was that the commotion from last night? It was too coincidental that he’d be in an altercation. Paranoia rose up. It had something to do with us.

“I’m sorry. You can get in line with me and sit with us if you want.”

He nodded and followed me, walking quietly beside Kelsey. My hands trembled as I took the tray. I ushered the kids in front of me and Linette slid into line behind us. I whispered under my breath what Ronaldo told me.

“There’s your answer,” she said stiffly. “Congratulations. He’s under suspicion.”

The acid was back, and harder to swallow now. The watery grits on my plate nearly made me vomit right there. How could I have been so reckless? For once, why couldn’t I have controlled myself?

The kids and I went one way, and Linette headed for Tater’s table. We sat quietly, and it drove me crazy that I couldn’t see from where I was. I knew I needed to eat; we were given very little, so nobody’s body could afford to skip a meal, but my stomach was not having it. I waited for the guards to look the other direction, and I scooped mine into Ronaldo and Kelsey’s bowls. They stared at me, surprised, and I forced a small smile.

“Go ahead. Eat up.”

They gladly dug in, and I concentrated on my breathing. What would happen to Tater? Would he be able to control his emotions enough to fly under the radar until the suspicion waned? I needed to see the Senator. I could reassure him. Even flirt with him. I would do whatever it took.

Oh, shit, shit, shit. I couldn’t stop shaking.

When we got up to put our trays away, Linette walked past me and bumped my arm.

“Room. Now,” she whispered.

I handed off the children to one of the women working in the kitchen, and kept my head down as I walked the dusty footpath to the women’s building. The guard who usually escorted me to the vehicle was waiting there.

“One moment, please,” I told him. “I forgot something.”

He gave me a silent glare, and I rushed past, closing the door behind me.

Linette came straight up, inches from my face, looking like a wild animal.

“They gave him the fucking worm,” she hissed.

The world rocked beneath my feet. I covered my mouth and tried to stay balanced. Then I was shaking my head, shaking it, shaking it, because no. No.

“Yes, little dark angel,” Linette whispered vehemently. “You did this.”

“Shut up!” Pure, crazed anger rushed into every blood vessel, every pore of my body, and I grabbed her shirt in my fists, shoving her until we ran into a trunk and fell into a heap of limbs on the floor. A scream wrenched from my throat as she yanked my hair.

“Get off me, you crazy bitch!” she said. I couldn’t let go of her shirt. It was like my fists were rusted into that position, and my face was snarling. A scream tore from my throat as I completely lost control of myself.

I felt arms come around me as a female voice reverberated through the room, “Enough! On your feet!”

In a quick whoosh, the blood beneath my skin cooled, and my hands loosened. I got to my feet, swaying, breathing hard, wondering what I’d been so upset about a few seconds before. Linette stood beside me, also having calmed.

“Ms. Haines,” said the woman. “We leave now.” She looked at the other guard and jutted her chin toward Linette with menace. “You deal with that one.”

It wasn’t until I was exiting the gates and climbing into the vehicle that it hit me what I’d just done. What the actual hell had come over me? Pure, crazed fear for Tater, was what, but fighting? It’s the worst thing I could’ve done. What would happen to Linette? Guilt soured my stomach all over again, and I closed my eyes.

“Are you going to be ill?” the driver asked me.

I pried my eyes open and shook my head. “No.”

Then I forced myself to think about Tater. I wanted to deny it and tell myself that Linette had been mistaken, but I knew she was right. I thought about how strangely calm he’d been at breakfast. How he’d left Ronaldo behind that morning. The skirmish in the night that ended in a bloody nose and yelling.

Dear God . . . Tater’s mind was no longer his own, and Linette was right. It was my fault. I turned my head as far to the side as I could manage so that the driver wouldn’t catch sight of my wet eyes. And then I fought the urge to cry, swallowing and taking deep breaths, blinking rapidly.

I had to see Senator Navis. I had to assure him that Tater wasn’t a threat, and that there was nothing between us. My dress was damp with sweat by the time we arrived at the Palace. To my surprise, the Senator was waiting at the entrance, hands in the pockets of his slacks, backed by an entourage of guards.

When I approached, he pushed his sleeves up to his elbows and examined me.

“I understand you were in a physical altercation with another female this morning?” He’d already heard? Stupid walkie-talkies. I dropped my eyes and clasped my hands in front of me. Lack of breakfast was making me shake harder.

“I’m sorry, sir. It was a misunderstanding.”

“Hm.” Long pause, then, “Come with me, Ms. Haines.”

I wasn’t sure how my feet moved, but I followed. He held out a hand toward an office, and I entered, surprised when he closed us up in the room together, alone. Once again. This time, the tension immediately zinged between us, and the combined emotions of fear, distrust, and lust was like a live wire in the room. My chest heaved with nervousness as I watched him, standing there looking as calm as ever.

“You are no longer safe in Primo Town.”

My forehead pinched. “What?”

“When you were brought there yesterday during the small skirmish with rebels, your first instinct was to seek out an old friend, am I correct?”

My skin went hot then cold, and I gave a small nod. “He makes me think of my best friend. I was just making sure he knew of the danger . . . so he could help the town and the Baelese if it got out of hand.”

The Senator’s smile was warm. “Your reasons are noble, Ms. Haines, but I fear the nature of Mr. Tate’s reasons are not as respectable.”

“No.” I shook my head. “He is an innocent. I swear—”

“I have seen him watch you. As have my guards. His eyes follow you.”

“No.” More head shaking.

The Senator stepped closer. “I know the urges of human men, and their lack of self-control when it comes to such things.”

A sob rose up and I covered my mouth against it. “Please!” I sobbed again. “It’s not like that. He would never hurt me, or—or take advantage of me. I swear.”

“And the woman? An officer of the former U.S. Army? Did she attack you?”

I was full on sobbing now, terrified and humiliated.

“We . . . she . . .” Oh, my gosh. I had no idea what to say!

“She is jealous of you?” he offered.

Er . . . doubtful. I wiped my face, as he nodded.

“I’m sorry, sir. Neither of us slept well after the uprising yesterday, and then the noise from the men’s dormitory.”

I glanced up, and his face was like steel, giving nothing away.

“You will not return to Primo Town.”

Blood drained too quickly from my head. I steadied myself on the desk. “But—”

“You will remain here.”

We stared at one another. A million things went through my head.

“But, the children. I mean, Kelsey, the newest girl. She’s so young; she needs me.”

The Senator stepped closer, and his voice softened to a reassuring tone. “The women will combine efforts to raise her. That will be the way of things, Ms. Haines. I know it is different for you, but I need you to trust the process.”

Screw the process! Poor Kelsey was going to think I’d abandoned her!

“Senator, what will happen to Linette? I started it. S-she called me weak, said I was pampering the children, and I . . . I don’t know what came over me. I pushed her, and we accidentally fell.”

“That one,” the Senator said. “She has qualities of a Baelese female.”

“Please forgive her.”

I looked down as a hiccup of leftover crying made my chest bounce.

He finally let out a breath. “I will speak to the guards. She will not be killed, but she will be punished.” What would happen to her?

“And me?” I asked. “Will I be punished?”

His eyes bore into mine. “Your guilt, and being away from the children is punishment enough.”

I dropped my eyes, trying not to freak out. I was going to be surrounded by aliens all the freaking time, with no human interaction.

“You will be safe here.”

What could I say? He’d made his mind up and was treating me with kindness that was uncharacteristic of his people. “Thank you.”

He continued to study me. “Humans do have interesting ways of releasing tension.”

His word choices made my core tingle. I had no reply, but forced myself to make eye contact.

“So much tension, all of the time,” he murmured.

“And how do you do it?” I asked, turning the tables. “When you’re tense?”

He paced the room now, talking as he took thoughtful steps. “We don’t get wound as tightly as humans. The voice control we’re able to use? We have a sort of internal version of that. We can talk ourselves down to a calmer level in most cases. It requires a certain level of maturity, of course.”

“That must be nice,” I said. “To have that ability.”

“It is not foolproof, unfortunately.” He put his hands in his pockets. “Some tensions are more difficult to mentally release than others.”

The live wire between us was snapping and crackling, making my pulse race.

He cocked his head. “I’m surprised to know you deal with tension by fighting.”

I shook my head. “No. I don’t. Actually, that’s the first time that’s ever happened. My way of dealing used to be drinking.”

“Self medicating.” He nodded as he paced around his desk, rearranging items here and there. “And did you ever try self-pleasure?”

My mouth popped open and my cheeks flamed. I let out an embarrassed sound of air, unable to look at him. I never would have expected him to ask something like that.

“I’ve made you uncomfortable,” he said. “Forgive me. My curiosities about human behavior should be kept to myself.” He took a bottle of water from a mini fridge and handed it to me. The cold against my skin shocked me into alertness. I needed to respond. I needed to get closer to the Senator, in any way possible, if I wanted him to release Tater from that Helper thing.

“It’s okay,” I said, fiddling with the ends of my hair. “I . . . used to, until all of this happened. It’s not as easy when you’re surrounded by other people at night.” Saying it out loud made my cheeks flame all over again. I pulled my hair over my shoulder, trying to sidetrack my mind from the awkwardness of oversharing.

“Well.” His voice was husky. I brought my eyes up to meet his. “You will have a room to yourself now.”

Holy crap. I was seriously about to pass out from this conversation. If I’d had any doubts before, it was clear now. The Senator was having naughty thoughts about me.

In my nervousness, I let out a laugh, still blushing and twirling my mane of hair in my hands. For a second, I considered firing back with an invitation to my room, because that’s what Linette would tell me to do, but I didn’t think that’s what the Senator wanted. I think he liked being the one to push the boundaries, little by little, pursuing me and making my cheeks bloom with his small, sensual mentions. So, I would play his game.

“I appreciate your concern for my well-being,” I said softly, keeping eye contact. “And since we’re being open . . .” I bit my lip, not needing to fake my nervousness. “Have you ever—”

His eyebrows rose, and I rushed on.

“No, not that. I was going to ask if you’d ever . . . been with a human woman?”

He shook his head slowly. “No. Never. And as for the other thing, that is a no, as well.” He walked to the door, and now it was my turn to raise my eyebrows. “I will let you get to work. And afterward, a guard will take you to your room.”

He opened the door, and I met his powerful eyes one last time before being escorted away.
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Amber

Doomsday was coming, but all of us here in Alaska were strangely euphoric. I think it was the absolute freedom and beauty out here, far away from everything.

It probably also had something to do with the fact that our correspondence team had sent over the list of “maters” and been approved. Huzzah.

Today, we were headed to the drop zone to watch our paratroopers practice. Three planes were going up, and Rylen was flying the last one. I sat in a set of small bleachers in a local football stadium with Devon, Shavontae, little Tyree, Carmen, J.D., Officer Sean, and Matt. Both Texas Harry and New York Josh were learning to jump. I’d warned them both not to break a leg.

And just in case, I brought a stretcher, slings, and splints with all my regular medical supplies.

It was the most gorgeous day. Summer in Alaska was like fall in Nevada, weather-wise, but so much prettier. And the sky . . . Earth was just showing off with that dazzling bright blue and stacks of clouds moving across the horizon. When Rylen woke this morning, he stood at the window and said, “It’s a perfect day for flying.”

He’d been naked, by the way, chiseled peach bottom on display. Turns out it was a perfect day for things other than flying, too.

“I think I see one!” J.D. exclaimed.

Our heads turned at once toward the south. I shielded the sun with my hand. Sure enough, there was the black dot coming, with two trailing at a distance. I had to admit, seeing planes still freaked me out. And though I knew those were ours, I still couldn’t shake the gloomy feeling of things to come.

“Look!” Shavontae leaned closer to Tyree and pointed until he smiled and nodded, sitting taller to watch.

As they got closer, the planes slightly lowered, and tiny men and women dropped out, dotting the sky. Within seconds, one by one, their chutes opened. Tyree cheered. The next plane did the same. And then Rylen’s. I stared up at his plane, smiling, remembering the first time I’d ever seen him fly when I’d been a teen, and he was on the cusp of manhood. I remembered the smiles on my mom and dad’s faces, the wonder on Tater’s. My chest pinched with a deep ache for them.

“Ah, shit,” Carmen muttered.

I looked up. Every soldier was in a perfect slanted line in the sky, from the small dots a distance away, to the closer ones who jumped first, and were making their way to the dropzone in the middle of the stadium. But one tiny dot from the third plane was sort of veering off.

“I think that’s Tex,” Carmen said. “He was supposed to be the fifth jumper.”

“What’s wrong with him?” J.D. asked.

Carmen chewed her lip, worried. I whispered to her. “Did he say something before he jumped?”

She hesitated. “He might be a little afraid of heights.”

Oh, no. I looked up and my heart turned over to see he was going even more off course. He was freaking out up there.

“You fuckin’ serious?” Devon asked, laughing. “Dude’s afraid of heights?”

Shavontae whacked his arm and hitched her head toward Tyree, making Devon pull a whoops face.

Sean stood, keys in hand. “Let’s watch his progress and then go after him when he gets closer to the ground.”

“He is not gonna be fun to deal with in the vehicle,” Matt said.

I nodded, and we all got to our feet. One by one, the soldiers came down, running as their feet hit the ground, some of them rolling. I watched carefully, looking for any limping or turned ankles. Once the second plane’s soldiers were on the ground, I turned to Captain Ward, who was up a few rows. He’d brought his own med bag, too.

“I’ll leave you in charge for the rest. We’re going after Sergeant Harris.”

“Good luck,” he said with a smile. Everyone in the stands was chuckling.

“I’m staying here with Tyree,” Shavontae said.

Devon kissed her. “See you back at base.” He put a hand on Tyree’s head and jogged to catch up to the rest of us.

“Is this normal?” I asked Sean as we speed walked. “Because nobody seems worried.”

“Honestly, yes. People go off course. They land somewhere else. Sometimes get stuck in a tree, scraped up. The worst thing is dealing with the shit talking afterward, but he can handle it.”

I let out a deep breath as we got to the open-topped Humvee. Sean drove with J.D. in the passenger seat. Carmen and I took the middle, and Matt and Devon jumped in the back cargo area. We headed for the evergreen hills nearby.

Carmen and I saw his chute in the northern part of the biggest hill’s forest, and pointed.

“Damn, that boy must be shook,” Devon said, still chuckling about it, with Matt nodding and grinning his face off.

Poor Tex.

Matt walkie-talkied our coordinates to base when we had to stop because the foliage was too thick to drive further. We got out and I grabbed my medical bag. Tex’s chute was no longer in sight, but he couldn’t be far. If he got stuck in a tree, he could disconnect the chute and drop, or climb down.

It was funny to see a handgun in the back of J.D.’s pants as he walked alongside Sean ahead of us. I knew they’d been to the range. J.D. was not a fighter, but Sean wanted him to be able to defend himself if it came down to it, which it probably would in the end. For all of us.

We walked for about five minutes up the incline, which was steeper than it looked. Lots of fallen trees and dead limbs.

“Tex!” I called.

The others started calling too. A few minutes passed before Carmen stopped about fifteen feet away from me, tilting her head to listen.

“Hey, guys?” she said. Everyone stopped, turning to look. The sound came first—sprinting footsteps pounding the leaves, and a deep male voice, hollering. The hairs went up all over my body.

We each froze, staring up the incline. And then Tex appeared, running straight for us, his face screwed up in fear. What the hell? Was it rebels?

Everyone one of us pulled out our guns, pointing.

And then Tex’s voice rang down the hill, making his adversary very clear.

“Bear!”

Sure enough, not forty steps behind him, was a huge brown grizzly, bounding down the mountainous incline with quick ease, making angry growling sounds.

All at once, our group turned and ran, screaming, panting, leaping fallen logs. A crack and shout had me skidding and looking around to find Sean on the ground. He waved J.D. away when he tried to give him a hand.

“My ankle! And where’s my gun?”

The others kept sprinting, and Tex flew past us down the hill at top speed. I looked up and felt myself pale. The bear was too close, and was making a beeline right for Sean, who was scrambling around in the leaf litter to find his gun.

I pointed my gun at the bear, but before I could shoot, J.D. jumped out into its path and began waving his arms wildly around, yelling like a damned fool, and he shot his gun once, twice into the sky, making me cower. The bear stopped, lowering its head to watch them.

“Get!” J.D. shouted, roaring in his cute voice. “Get out of here!!” He shot again, this time in the direction of the bear, but missed. The bear sniffed the air and grunted, then turned and swished its furry butt back up the hill.

I ran to Sean and fell to my knees, lifting his pant leg. His ankle was already becoming discolored and swollen. J.D. crouched with us and let out a whine when he saw the injury. I opened my med bag, but Sean shook his head.

“Let’s get back to the Humvee first, then you can wrap it on the way back to base.”

“Okay.” I spotted his gun a few feet away. It had slid under some leaves, and I grabbed it.

J.D. and I put our guns away, and got under Sean’s shoulders. It was awkward with our height differences, and with me carrying my medical bag in my free hand, but we managed to make it all the way back down.

Tex, Matt, and Devon were coming back up the hill to find us, but not looking like they were in any rush, though they did appear relieved to see all three of us. Followed by alarm at the fact that we were carrying Sean.

“Hey, you good-for-nothing sacks of shit who left us to be eaten by a bear!” I said. “Come help!”

The three of them ran up and took Sean from us. J.D. and I slumped the rest of the way down. When we got to the Humvee, Carmen was standing there, her lips pressed together, with something I couldn’t read in her eyes.

“What?” I asked, feeling pissed off.

She brought the back of her hand up to her mouth, and tried to turn away, but just as the others got to us, she exploded with laughter.

For real, though? I put a hand on my hip.

“Did you see how fast Tex was running?” she asked, bending over and grabbing her side.

“Yeah, I saw it when he sprinted past us without stopping to help.”

Tex’s eyes got big and he brought his free hand up. “Give me a fucking alien or human asshole any day, but not a damn bear! I don’t do bears! And for the record, I swear to God I didn’t even see Sean on the ground.”

Matt snorted now, turning away like Carmen to try and hide it.

“It’s not like you didn’t have guns!” Tex said. “Which one of y’all shot it?”

J.D.’s lips pulled to the side and he scratched the back of his head. I remembered him flailing around like a rag doll, and suddenly found my own lips lifting into a smile. Our sweet J.D. scaring away the big, mean beast.

“That was J.D.,” I said.

He gave me a warning look as Tex and Matt got Sean to the car and helped lift him in.

“You shot it, man?” Devon asked.

“Um . . .” J.D. peered down at his nails. “Like, warning shots or whatever. To scare it.”

I broke into a full laugh now, sidling up to J.D. to hug him. “You’re our hero! You guys should have seen him!”

“What’d he do?” Carmen asked, wide eyed.

“He started yelling, and Aaahhh!” I jumped around waving my arms, and J.D. put his hands on his hips as everyone broke into laughter. “And it worked! You should have seen how the bear looked at him! All confused, like a freaking cartoon character.” I cocked my head to the side and made a confused sound, making everyone roll.

J.D. glared hard at me, and even Sean was laughing now, piping in.

“It was kind of incredible and brave. That bear knew danger when he saw it.”

“Oh, shut up.” J.D. slapped Sean’s unhurt foot and crossed his arms. “Let’s get out of here. I’ve had enough wilderness for today.” Everyone agreed, and started to climb in until J.D. said, “Oh, and Tex?” Texas Harry peered up at him from the cargo area. “Keep it in the drop zone next time, big guy.”

“Burn,” Sean said, slumping back to rest his head on the window frame.

I swear, Tex blushed as he shook his head and muttered, “Yeah, yeah.”

Carmen and I giggled every time we looked at each other. I fought laughter the whole way back to base as I wrapped Sean’s ankle.

It was a story that would live in infamy, and as it was told to the masses that night, the tale only grew and expanded, becoming more and more entertaining. And as I went to bed that night, snuggled in Rylen’s arms, I wondered how the Baelese would react to being chased by a bear. One thing was for sure: they wouldn’t end up in fits of hilarity by the end of it. And for that reason, I felt like we were the winners already.
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Remy

I’d always struggled with guilt. As the daughter of a pastor, and a girl with a weakness for boys and beer, there had been guilt since I hit puberty. Now the guilt was piled high for more reasons than just my rebellious behaviors. Standing in my new room after work, knowing Tater had a mechanical bug in his head because of me, and all of the humans in Primo Town were sharing rooms and dingy bathrooms, thin mattresses with no pillows . . . yeah.

Meanwhile I had been placed in a grand, high-ceilinged room with a four-poster king bed. I hadn’t touched it yet, hadn’t even moved since I walked in, but with the thick mattress, bustling comforter, and plush pillows, I could only imagine it would be heavenly. The only thing the room was missing was a window. Through the open bathroom door I saw a glistening sink and sunken tub. My God . . . the guilt was so heavy that I would never be able to enjoy these things. I wanted to beg for Kelsey and the other girls to come here with me. I wanted to demand that Tater be released from his mental prison. I wanted to tell the Senator that if they had the resources for this kind of luxury, they could do better for Primo Town.

But I couldn’t say any of that, because despite the pretty room, I was still a prisoner like the others. A prisoner with some sort of weird hold over her captor—I couldn’t forget that—and I couldn’t let whatever power I had go to waste. But using it required extreme delicacy. The Senator was not dumb. And I wasn’t sure he completely trusted me after seeing me come out of the cornfield with Tater.

My eyes stopped their scanning when I spotted an alarm clock radio, and my heart began to patter with nervousness. I approached it and turned it over, opening the battery compartment. Now my heart gave an even greater bang because it had batteries. I stared at it, then glanced at my closed door. I couldn’t hear anyone in the hall, so I sat on the floor and turned the volume down, then set it to AM radio and slowly began moving the dial. Static. More static. I barely breathed as I listened. I went from the lowest station number to the highest, painfully slow, three times, staring at my door with my heart in my throat.

Not a single signal. I tried FM next, and it was the same. No radio waves. My hope sank. Still, I wanted to somehow get this to Linette. Maybe she knew where to look. Or maybe there was a certain time of day when allies would go live on the air. I set the radio back on my side table and placed my hands flat on the bed, pushing down several inches into the softness. Tears burned my eyes. I shouldn’t have this. I took a cleansing breath and let it out. Time to let go of the guilt and focus on making the most of my place here at the palace.

[image: ]

Amber

My medical office was in the same building as communications. When my shift ended, I went down to check for news. Matt and Top were busy looking at a screen.

“How’s it going?” I asked them, leaning against a desk.

“Still no word on exactly when the ships will be arriving,” Top said. “But we’ve been able to contact our allies in several places.”

I chewed my lip. “Aren’t you worried they’ll intercept your messages or whatever?”

“Eventually, they probably will,” Top said. “The Baelese are technologically advanced. Everything they do and use is the best of the best, so we’re taking advantage of that fact by going old school. Technology from twenty years ago isn’t on their radar. AM radio with amplitude modulation transmission. Landline telephones. Telegraphs. We’re trying everything we can to reach others around the world and fly under the radar.”

“Are you using Morse code?” I asked.

“Pig Latin.” Matt winked and grinned.

I made a face. “Are you serious?”

“Yeah.” He laughed. “Morse code takes longer and we’re trying to keep comms as short as possible. Most of the Baelese in charge of their tech and comm seem to be the ones who weren’t raised in human society, so they wouldn’t have learned it.”

I had to laugh and shake my head. “Okay.” They were taking a risk, but I guess at this point it was as good as any other idea.

“Believe it or not,” Top said, “it’s working. We choose a twenty-minute interval at different times each night, and pray that word will spread.”

“Good.” I pushed off the desk. “Have a good night, guys.”

“Ou-yay Oo-tay,” Matt said.

I paused as my mind sorted out the sounds, then smiled to myself and left.
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Remy

Nearly two days passed before I saw the Senator again.

“Hello, Ms. Haines,” he said as the kids filed out. “I hope you found your room welcoming.”

“Very much so,” I said, smiling up at him. “I can’t thank you enough.”

This seemed to please him and make him relax a fraction.

So, I asked, “I do have one request, though?”

His eyes narrowed. “What do you need?”

I looked down at my twined fingers, then back up at him with all the emotion I could muster in my eyes. “I can’t stop thinking of little Kelsey. I’m worried because I didn’t get to say good-bye. I think if I said good-bye, I could move on and know she’s okay, you know?” I tilted my head. “Do you think I’d be able to make a really quick visit?”

He set his jaw and glanced toward the windows for a long while before responding. “I don’t suppose it could hurt anything. But it must be brief.”

“Thank you!” I clasped my hands under my chin and watched him soften again.

“During lunch tomorrow, I’ll have two guards take you to Primo Town and escort you inside. You will have ten minutes.”

I couldn’t stop smiling.
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The next morning, with a pounding pulse, I wrapped the power cord around the small radio and put it in the bottom of my teaching bag, then piled other things on top. It didn’t escape me how dangerous this was. If I was found smuggling a radio into Primo Town, I would be executed. Surely even the Senator would agree to that. A twinge of guilt soured my stomach at the thought of him feeling betrayed by me, but I shoved it away. Stupid, stupid feelings.

The time between breakfast and lunch break dragged on forever. When it was time, I clung to my bag and climbed into the back of the Jeep with the Nevada sun blazing down on me. I really missed my sunglasses.

At Primo Town, I was led to the dining hall and ushered in. I held back a smile at the sight of a frowning Linette surrounded by all of my girls and Ronaldo.

“Make it quick,” the female guard said, nudging me forward with the side of her rifle. “And no touching.”

Kelsey gasped and smiled big enough to break my heart when she saw me. She started to get up, but I motioned her to stay seated, and I squatted beside her. The other girls moved closer to hear.

“Hi, sweetie.”

“You’re back!”

“No,” I said gently. “I’m only visiting. I came to say good-bye, because they want me to live in a different place now.” She opened her mouth to object, and I rushed on. “Everyone here will take care of you and make sure you have everything you need.” I almost choked up when her eyes started to water, but I swallowed it down.

“What about our story?” Macy whispered. “You never finished.”

I looked into her sad eyes. “All you need to know is that the Earthlings win in the end.”

All of the girls smiled. I stood and looked at Linette, barely whispering. “I’m visiting the dorm.”

Her eyes narrowed, but she said nothing and made no move to acknowledge what I’d said. She was smart. She would find the radio wherever I ended up leaving it.

“Good-bye, girls.” I gave each of them one last smile before looking over to see Tater at the corner table, alone and lifeless. Everything inside of me turned over as I left the dining hall.

On our way to the gates, as we neared the women’s dormitory, I asked, “May I stop in the room and get my other dress?”

The guards exchanged a questioning look, and the female nodded. “Quickly.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I rushed into the room. I couldn’t close the door without raising suspicion, so it remained open several inches, but the moment I was out of their sight, I sprinted to Linette’s bed. My hands quaked as I dug out the radio, all the while staring at the door. I got it in my fingers and shoved it under Linette’s mattress. Oh, God. There was a small lump. I pushed it and crumpled her blanket a little to make it less noticeable. Then I rushed to the joint cabinet and stared in. My dress was gone.

The door flung open and I let out a yelp, holding my chest.

“Finished?” the female asked.

“I think my dress was recycled to another tenant, but that’s all right. I’ll clean this one each day.”

The guard gave me a disgusted once over and said, “Come on.”

I thought about the radio. It could be Primo Town’s sole means of information on what was happening outside of this town. But it was a death sentence to me and Linette, if caught. I prayed it would be useful, and that the risk was worth it.

That’s for you, Tater. I’m sorry it took so long.
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Amber

Six days before mating season began, the base was buzzing with high energy and a sense of purpose. Nervousness invaded my system, and I spent my days trying to stay busy inventorying medical supplies and training a male and female soldier to be medics. Rylen was gone from before sunrise most mornings, and only sometimes made it back in time for dinner. I knew he would be pivotal in this invasion of the invaders, and that made me both proud and terrified.

I was surprised to see Shavontae drag herself into my office and fall into a chair, her head leaning back against the wall. Her skin was ashen. I immediately went forward and felt her forehead. No fever, but she sure was clammy.

“What’s wrong, hun?” I asked.

“Stomach bug.”

Oh, no. Momentary panic struck me. The last thing we needed was some sort of illness outbreak right before this battle.

“Have you heard about anyone else being sick?” I asked.

She shook her head, eyes still closed. “I could barely drag my ass outta bed this morning.”

“Vomiting? Diarrhea?”

“Neither. But I’m dizzy and I feel like I’m gonna throw up. All I want to do is sleep.”

“When did it start?”

“Yesterday.”

I did a full exam, and everything looked good. I had her pee in a cup, and passed it to my junior medic to test for high sugars and bacterial strains.

“Have you tried to eat or drink anything today?”

“I had some water. Small sips. And Devon got me some crackers. Everything stayed down, but I had to force myself to eat it.”

“Okay. I’m going to let Top know that you need to stay in bed for the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours. Only me or Devon can bring you food. But I’m going to tell D not to touch you.”

“Fine. But can you give me anything?”

I sighed, feeling horrible for her. “Stomach bugs just have to run their course. If I try to give you anything, it could make you puke. Rest is the best thing for you.”

“I don’t have time for this,” she said weakly.

“I know.”

A short knock, and then the door opened. My female infantry medic looked at me with big eyes.

“Ms. Fite, can you come here one sec?”

A weird feeling crawled over me as I told Shavontae I’d be right back.

In the hall, the girl showed me the urine reading, and my heart lurched. That couldn’t be right . . . but then again . . . I thought about it. How long had it been since we were at the bunker in Utah? Months. How long had it been since I gave Tae her last Depo-shot? The blood drained from my face. She was due for one in June. It was July third. And unlike me, Shavontae had not been in the civilian world while DRP were running it, giving out those shots that would cause infertility.

Shavontae was pregnant.

“Thank you,” I whispered to the medic. “It’s fine. I’ll talk to her.”

I walked back in, slowly closing the door, and pulling up a chair close to her.

“Tae?”

“Yeah?” she whispered, cracking open her eyes at me.

“You’re pregnant.”

Her eyes popped open and she sat up like a spring, ramrod straight. “Shut the hell up.”

“We forgot your shot last month.”

“It hasn’t been that long.” Then, if possible, she became even more ashen as she did the math in her head, and she covered her mouth. Her abdomen heaved. I grabbed the trash can and put it in her hands just in time. “I need . . .” She panted into the trashcan. “D.”

I rushed to the door and called out for one of the medics to find Devon, but not to say a word, just to reassure him that everyone was okay. In the next ten minutes, Shavontae had begun shaking and murmuring, “I can’t do this. I gotta fight. But I can’t fight. I can barely stand. What am I gonna do?”

“I don’t know,” I told her honestly. She held out her hand and I went to her, taking it and rubbing her back.

Devon burst through the doors and came straight to Tae, crouching at her knees. “What’s wrong, baby? You still feeling sick?” He looked her over, clearly worried.

“I—” She glanced at me, as if for support, so I nodded. Devon looked at me, terrified.

“What?” he demanded.

“Get this.” Shavontae let out a small laugh, garnering his full attention again. “You’re gonna be a daddy.”

His severely drawn eyebrows would have been comical if it weren’t so serious.

“You fuckin’ with me right now?”

“Nope.” She laughed again, but this time her chin trembled, and he pulled her into his arms. I opened the door and slipped out, giving them privacy.

Top was standing in the hall with his arms crossed. He must have come when Devon was called.

“Something serious?” he asked.

I was sure Devon and Tae wouldn’t mind me telling him. Top knew everything about everybody here. “She’s pregnant.”

His eyebrows went up. “Well.” He nodded. “I suppose the Earth will need to be repopulated once we take out the parasites. The timing could be better . . .”

I wanted to smile or laugh at his dry humor, but the thought of a baby amidst all of this madness was terrifying. I couldn’t imagine how they were feeling.

“She’s in the early stages, and she’s already feeling sick,” I said. “She wants to fight, though. I know her.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Top said. “Don’t worry. We do have positions that don’t require being on the front lines. I’ll talk to them.”

I nodded. We stood in silence a moment before he patted my shoulder.

“Things are coming together, Tate. I mean, Fite.” I smiled, and he chuckled. “Just a handful more days, and everything’s going to be different. Better. And we’ll all get a new start.”

I nodded and closed my eyes, imagining. It really would be a brand new life. That morning at breakfast, as I’d put my rationed scoop of sugar in my coffee, I couldn’t help but think about how there were currently limited amounts of mass produced items on Earth. We would have to re-learn things that our society had taken for granted for decades, because eventually, things like roasted coffee beans and granulated sugar were going to run out. Things would be more simple, which I wouldn’t mind as long as we had freedom to grow again. It would be hard work, but we would rise to it. If we survived.

That gloomy thought had settled over me when Devon opened the door and looked surprised.

“Top,” he said. “I was just coming to look for you.” Devon opened the door, and First Sergeant stepped in. Devon sent me a grateful look, and I gave him a small smile before he closed the door.

As much as I hated the Baelese for taking away my ability to become a mother, I didn’t envy those two and the timing of their news.
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Remy

One thing I hadn’t taken into account when I gave Linette the radio was that I now had no alarm. No natural light to wake me. No idea what time it was. Thankfully my internal clock woke at the same time every day, but without the assurance of sunlight or a clock, I woke at all hours of the night, anxious. At some point in the morning, I got dressed, brushed my teeth, and lay on the floor in front of the door. When the guards came for me, they would give one knock and then open the door. I had to be ready.

Apparently it had been earlier than I thought, because I fell back asleep, leaning against the wall, and nearly had a heart attack when the door opened and hit my foot. I yelped and jumped to my feet as the guards looked at me like I was crazy.

“Sorry,” I said, smoothing back my hair. I picked up my teaching bag and went out, closing the door behind me.

When I got to the teaching auditorium, the lighting was dim, and I noticed how dark it was outside. Then I heard the steady white noise of rain. It didn’t rain much in Nevada, but during the summers we sometimes got huge downpours that caused flooding. Seeing the sheets of water coming down the windows, I worried for everyone in Primo Town.

It was hard to concentrate through my lesson, and when the physical instructor came in, I got exhausted watching the kids run sprints up and down the length of the room for an hour. Two of them vomited, which I rushed to clean up, and then they jumped right back in. I’d learned not to get emotional about it, but it never stopped being difficult to watch. I was surprised their instructor didn’t make them do the obstacle course in the monsoon. Crazy psycho.

At the end of the day, the guards met me at the door.

“You are to dine with Bahntan,” the female said, sounding snide, like I wasn’t at all worthy.

“What an honor,” I said brightly.

They marched, stiff, the female leading us, and the male behind me, until we got to the same library room where the Senator and I had touched hands. My nerves ratcheted up as I entered and saw him sitting handsomely, lost in thought. He stood and pulled out my chair, which I took, thanking him.

When the doors closed, our aloneness spread like a thick blanket of awareness through the room. Candles flickered, casting romantic shadows in the dim lighting. Through the window I saw that the rain had nearly stopped, but the skies were still dark.

The Senator lifted the cover off my plate, revealing stuffed chicken with pasta. It took all of my might not to tear into it. My hands shook as I cut it.

“Are you feeling well?” he asked.

“A little hungry and tired, but very well. Thank you.” I took a bite and held back a moan.

We ate in silence. He waited until I was nearly finished to ask me another question.

“Why are you sleeping on the floor?”

“Oh . . . I . . .” I shook my head. Did the guards tell him every mundane detail about what they saw me do?

“Is the bed not to your liking?” He was sincere. “Too soft?”

“No.” I set down my utensils. “I’ve been restless. I guess I got used to sleeping with others around me, and it feels weird to be alone. I was only sitting on the floor while I waited for the guards to come, and I accidentally dozed off.”

“It’s because of the girl, isn’t it?” he asked. “You miss her.”

I swallowed down a bout of emotion, and nodded.

“Your maternal instincts are strong.” He said it like a compliment, then sipped his wine. “I worry that if you become a mother by in vitro, you will have a difficult time allowing others to help you raise the child.”

Hot acid suddenly filled my veins. I knew I needed to get my emotions in check before I responded. I looked away, staring out of the window.

“I apologize,” he said gently. “This subject upsets you. It upsets me as well that you were given the treatment.” The treatment that killed my eggs.

I couldn’t help myself, I took my glass of wine and downed half of it. “I think some of the DRI have minds of their own outside of the Baelese cause.”

His jaw tensed, and he looked away. “Indeed. Some have wanted to undermine me from the beginning. They think I am . . . too soft. You see,” he twined his fingers on the tabletop. “After I was used as the face of our movement, many of my kind thought to be rid of me. To promote Vahni or another female in my place. I think many are irritated that I have fought to keep my position. But I am the only one who understands humanity.”

I took another gulp of the white wine and felt heady already. I had to be careful.

“I know you are sad,” the Senator said in a melancholy voice. “And when I take care of a few things, you will be able to visit Primo Town more frequently.”

Take care of what “things?” Tater and Linette?

I couldn’t look at him. I stared at my wineglass as he went on.

“The beauty of our way of life is that you will still be a mother. Each child is your adopted son or daughter. Please, Ms. Haines . . .” He leaned forward across the table, and his warm thumb swiped a tear from under my eye. Shoot. I’d gotten so good at holding tears back. And oh, my gosh. He’d touched me.

I shivered and looked at him. He had gone still again as he watched me. We stared for a long, tense moment before he sighed and sat back, looking away in thought. I downed the rest of my wine and wiped my mouth.

“Thank you for dinner.” As much as I knew I should take advantage of our time alone together, I was not in the mood.

He tapped his bottom lip. “Do you like riddles, Ms. Haines?”

I gave him a questioning look. “Sometimes.”

“Let’s see if you can figure this one out.” He sat up and cleared his throat. “Epare-pray or-fay ar-way.”

I snorted a laugh. “What?”

He repeated it for me twice more, a look of mild amusement on his face. I rolled the nonsense around in my head. All of the–ay sounds at the ends triggered a memory, which I thought about for a minute before blurting, “Pig Latin!”

A slow, tight grin came to him. “Very good, Ms. Haines. Now, tell me what I said.”

I rearranged the sounds, still smiling as I told him, “Prepare for . . . war.” My smile slowly faded. The Senator nodded, thinking, his jaw grinding as my abdomen suddenly tightened with awareness.

What had I just done?

“Smart girl,” he said softly.

Oh, no. Oh, no. I pulled my shaking hands into my lap. Where had he heard that? He’d tricked me! Whose communications had he intercepted?

“It is all right, Ms. Haines,” he promised me. “You have nothing to worry about. Just a riddle.”

I forced a smile and nod, though I knew I had just helped him with something he wasn’t supposed to know. My hands trembled fiercely without my permission, and my chest struggled to contain my short breaths.

“Look at me, Ms. Haines.” The Senator’s voice rubbed my anxiety like a balm, calming me immediately. A breath slowly released my lungs like a sigh, and I met his eyes. His passion-filled eyes.

“Tell me how my voice makes you feel.” The nerves in my body were frazzled, having gone from one extreme to another. The soothing sensation of his voice sent a rush of warmth to my core, like a massage to my soul. My inhibitions shattered and fell like rubble.

“I feel safe when you talk to me like that,” I told him. “And . . .”

“And?” He leaned forward.

“And turned on.”

His eyes sharpened, and his hands gripped the chair handles. We stared at one another so long that my sense of serenity began to wane, and cool awareness crept back into my head.

Holy . . . he was using that voice command with me!

I broke eye contact with a gasp, looking down and trying to catch my breath.

“W-why?” I stuttered in a broken breath.

“I have always been curious exactly how it affects a human. If it hurts or . . .” He shook his head. “I should not have done that.”

“I’m fine,” I said, sitting up straighter and feeling a streak of boldness coming on, spurred by some pissed off aggression. I wanted to punish him mentally, the way he’d done to me tonight. I gave a coy smile. “It’s a good thing I’ve got a room to myself now, isn’t it, Senator?”

The look on his face as he processed that was priceless.

“Thank you again for dinner, sir.” I stood, putting my napkin across my plate. “Good luck with your riddles.”

He sat very stiffly and made no attempt to stand like he usually did when I left. But that was okay. After tricking me, then mind-screwing me, I had no qualms about leaving him sitting there with his own temporary paralysis of sexual tension. He deserved it.
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Amber

A knock on our door at three AM had Rylen and I scrambling out of bed. We’d already decided that we couldn’t go to sleep naked anymore, because we had to be ready to bolt at a moment’s notice. Hearing that knock sent my senses into overdrive. Rylen had the door open in half a second.

Top stood there, looking grave. “We’re on code red alert. The Baelese know there are bases communicating with one another. They intercepted England’s and they’re under attack now. It’ll take a lot more effort for them to get here if they’re suspicious, and based on their contact it seems like they’re still buying our ruse, but we’re on alert just in case.”

“Fuck.” Rylen ran a hand through his hair and paced. “What does this mean for their mating season? Will they cancel it?”

Top pressed his lips together. “So far as I can tell, it’s still on. They’re only allowing the bare minimum, though. So only about thirty percent of their soldiers will be out of commission.”

Rylen huffed out a breath. “It’ll have to work.”

“They figured out the Pig Latin pretty fast,” Top said. “But they only mentioned hearing one line in their comms—the one from England. Prepare for war.”

“So, they know something’s coming,” I said. “But maybe they don’t know when, or from where.”

“That’s my hope,” Top said. “In the meantime, I’ve added soldiers to more lookout points. If you hear the base sirens sound, you get straight to the hangar,” he told Rylen, then looked at me. “And you go straight to the clinic.”

“Yes, sir,” we both said.

It was hard to fall back asleep after that. We spooned, with Rylen pulling my back tight against every inch of himself. I tried, and failed, not to imagine the sirens going off.

“Five more days,” Rylen whispered into my hair.

I held tight to his arms.

Five more days.
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Remy

Prepare for war.

Dear God, where had that message come from? What was going on behind the scenes? How could I get word to Linette without the Senator or guards getting suspicious? I wracked my brain during the morning’s class.

Just before lunch, somewhat of a disturbance rose outside in the hall. A group of guards and soldiers rushed out of the building, getting in their vehicles and heading toward Primo Town. My heart flew into my throat. It was all I could do to finish my lesson. What was happening in the encampment? Had they found the radio?

By the time the children filed out for lunch, and the Senator walked in, my pulse was racing so fast I could hardly breathe. He looked sullen.

I was so lightheaded I wanted to sit down, but I couldn’t look suspicious. I leaned a hip against the desk and clasped my hands as he approached and stopped.

“Quite the activity today,” I said.

“Yes. Unfortunate activity.”

Breathe, Remy, breathe.

“Is everyone okay?” I asked.

He glanced toward the window, then back at me. “A woman in Primo Town has broken the law, and must be dealt with accordingly.”

I felt the blood drain from my face. No response was adequate. I waited for the rest of the information to drop, knowing we’d come so far. Only four days until the mating time. So close, only to be caught.

“Ms. Oliver, who worked in the kitchens,” he said.

It took two full seconds for my body to respond to what he was saying.

“What?” I whispered.

“Do you know her well?”

“No. I know who she is.” She was a tall, thin, brunette. About thirty, maybe thirty-five. Grumpy, but she’d never been mean to me. Then again, we’d never spoken much either.

“She is pregnant,” he said.

My mouth dropped open as that news hit me. I blinked rapidly, feeling ill.

“What will happen to her?”

“Well, if she reveals who the father is, and he is of a different race than her, we will allow her to live until the child is born.”

I covered my mouth against the harsh brutality of it.

“Do you know who she had relations with?” the Senator asked me.

I shook my head. “No, sir.”

“No matter. My soldiers will find out easily enough.” The Senator swallowed and nodded. “The sooner we can deal with this, the better for all.”

All I could do was stare at him in horror. He did look regretful, but it didn’t matter. He was going to kill her.

“Ms. Haines . . .” The Senator stepped closer. And closer, until we were near enough to touch. “If the child is biracial, I will recommend that you get to tend to it in its infancy.” A small smile crossed his lips, as if, in a morbid way, he were giving me a gift. “It is not generally how we do things, but I can have a crib brought to your accommodations. Just until the child is old enough to begin lessons. Two years? Perhaps three? Then he or she will begin life as a family unit within Primo Town.”

His head cocked, and God help me . . . his eyes were full of affection. He believed this was what I would want. A murdered woman’s child, as a consolation gift for having my own ovaries mutilated. I pressed my lips together against a sob, because I knew when it came down to it, I would raise that baby with all the love in my heart. But it was wrong. So wrong.

The Senator raised a hand, as if to lay it on my shoulder, only to drop his arm in defeat.

“There was a time, in the height of my congressional rule, when I became accustomed to touching. Handshakes, patting of shoulders, even hugs, and kisses on the cheek. But . . .” He looked toward the one guard at the door, then back at me. “This feels different.”

“It feels different for me, too,” I said in a trembling voice, and I meant it. I had never in my life had such ambiguous feelings toward another living creature. My emotions around him were muddied, and my body’s reactions were all over the place.

I feared him. I took comfort from him. I was disgusted by him. I admired him. I pitied him. I was drawn to him.

“Ms. Haines, in four days things will be much quieter around here.”

My breathing faltered and I managed an, “Okay.”

“My people will be celebrating an annual tradition. It is of the highest importance to our race. In years to come, nearly all adults will participate, but we must work up to that level of safety.”

I nodded, waiting for him to use the word “mating,” but he never did.

“I should warn you, those who do not participate will be overly aware of celebrations in the building. There will be high tensions, agitation, even animosity, so you will keep more distance than usual from the guards and be on your best behavior.”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

I met his eyes meekly, my heart hammering as I worked up the courage to ask the question Linette wanted to know. “Will you be celebrating, Senator?”

His eyes bore into mine, and I swear a torrid wave rolled in the space between our bodies.

“No, Ms. Haines. I will not.”

“Okay,” I whispered. “But . . . you’re not expecting any trouble during that time, are you?”

He gave me a small, reassuring smile. “None at all.”

“Good.” I returned his small smile.

A small walkie-talkie bleeped at his waist, and he pulled it out.

“Bahntan, we have the human male’s name. Martin Bishop. Caucasian.”

They were the same race. I closed my eyes and forced them open again.

The Senator’s lips tightened as he spoke into the handheld. “Gather the town members.”

It didn’t matter that he sounded unhappy. It didn’t matter that he clearly didn’t want to do this. He was doing it anyway, and that’s what mattered. I was not feeling drawn to him at this moment.

“We must go.”

“Let me stay. Please.”

His mouth tightened. “Every human is to be present. I cannot make an exception.”

“Senator.” My stomach rolled, and I pressed a hand to it. “I can’t handle watching.”

“Come,” he urged, temporarily stunning my system with a blast of calmness.

I followed.

On the ride to Primo Town, I wiped a trail of tears from my cheeks, and the Senator pretended not to notice. I felt like a automaton, dragging my feet as we went inside the gates. So many guards were present, surrounding the crowd of humans. In the front of the spectacle, Ms. Oliver from the kitchen was standing on a rectangular hay bale, her hands bound in front of her, and a gag in her mouth. Her filthy face was streaked with tears, and worst of all . . . I could see the lump in her thin belly where she was showing.

On a hay bale beside her was Mr. Bishop, his head high, though it looked like he’d been dragged through the dirt, kicking and fighting, earning himself a blackened cheek.

“Remy!” My head spun toward the tiny voice of Kelsey, who was struggling in Linette’s arms. I ran to them, scooping the girl to my chest and forcing her head into the crook of my neck.

“Sh. It’s okay. You’re safe.”

“No touching!” shouted a guard. I released Kelsey and stood, wanting to scream back at the heartless soldier. The guard moved away, staring down the line as the Senator moved to the front of the crowd.

Linette crossed her arms. The tendons in her neck were sticking out from how hard she gritted her teeth as she stared through the crowd at Ms. Oliver. A small body collided into my hip, and I looked down to see Ronaldo, wrapping his arms around my upper leg. I pressed a hand to his head and looked around for a guard, but none of them were watching us.

I found Tater on the other side, staring ahead like a zombie. My insides lurched at the sight. I watched as the Senator got to the front and raised a hand, which hushed the area into complete silence.

“You all know the rules,” he said in his polite voice. “Unfortunately, two members of town have broken those rules. There are to be no sexual relationships until you are given permission. There is a time and place. Humanity can no longer allow itself to lack self-control. Let this be a reminder.”

Tears streaked Ms. Oliver’s face as she closed her eyes. I swallowed hard, and closed my own eyes when I saw two Baelese soldiers lining up in front of them. Screw the rules. I pulled Kelsey tightly to my other leg and pressed my hand into Ronaldo’s back, pulling him closer too. Though I was prepared, I still jumped when the guns sounded and the sound of bodies falling filled the air.

All around me, my fellow humans were jarringly silent, hands covering their mouths, eyes filled with moisture or something stronger . . . anger and disbelief. Yes, malevolence filled the atmosphere. Could the Baelese feel it?

I glanced behind me to see the nearest guard about seven feet away, but ten people stood between us. I stepped closer to Linette’s back.

“Mating begins in four days,” I whispered. “The Senator is not participating.” She made no show of having heard. I smoothed Kelsey’s hair back, then tweaked Ronaldo’s chin. “Be good, both of you. Listen to Ms. Linette.”

They nodded with tearful eyes.

Linette bent to scratch her ankle, whispering without looking at me.

“Find out exactly when the other ships are coming. And the code to the gate.” She walked away, gathering the kids, not looking back.

Unless that information fell into my lap by dumb luck, there was only one way I could obtain it. At the moment, getting close to the Senator was less appealing than ever.

I joined the Senator in the back seat of the vehicle, this time with a steel coat of armor around my heart. I didn’t cry on the way back to the palace. He slumped in his seat, staring out. In his hand, draped across his leg, I saw a slight tremble.

I refused to feel bad for him.
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Amber

The next morning at breakfast, Matt came sprinting into the mess hall faster than I’d ever seen him run. Rylen and I were immediately on our feet.

“Meeting,” Matt said to the room at large. “Now.”

Breakfasts were left right where they were, though some grabbed bites and coffees to go.

Everyone jogged to the main building with the biggest meeting room. It must have been where ceremonies were held, because it had chairs and a small stage. Top and Colonel Latham were waiting when we all piled in.

J.D. sat with me in the back again. I could sit up front with essential personnel, but I liked to keep J.D. company and let the fighters sit together.

“Those who were in the Dugway bunker with me,” Top said, “are going to shit yourselves when you hear this. We received Morse code communications early this morning that we believe was from First Lieutenant Linette Thompson.”

I slid to the end of my seat, not believing my ears. A hum of adrenaline began beneath my skin as chattering rose up in the room.

“Oh, my God,” J.D. said.

“Here is what we know. Her code was not the best.” Small laughter. “There is a human encampment on Nellis Air Force Base. She is joined by Sergeant Jacob Tate and civilian Remy Haines.”

A sound of shock and elation sprang from my chest, and I covered my mouth with both hands. I felt J.D. rubbing my back and laughing with joy as a cheer rang out in the room. My vision swam with tears, and the loudest sobs in history rose from my soul. I fell forward, begging myself to calm down, but finding it utterly impossible. Two seconds later, I was scooped into a pair of strong arms, and Rylen’s voice was laughing in my ear, his voice choking up.

“Pepper, holy shit!”

I looked up to see tears falling from his eyes, too, and I grabbed his cheeks, kissing him, and hugging his neck as hard as I could. I could hear people around the room murmuring brother and best friend.

We wiped our eyes and I saw everyone turned, beaming at us until Top went on.

“If we deciphered her code correctly, the mating definitely begins in three days time. There are approximately one hundred humans on base willing to fight, and there are, or were recently, cells of humans outside of base rebelling. On average, there are ten guards in the encampment, though that number could be lower during mating. She’s not sure of the total number of enemy, but the base is fully stocked. Our plan is to have a handful of paratroopers land inside the camp with weapons for the prisoners.”

I couldn’t stop smiling. Tater and Remy! Other humans! Unbelievable.

“Sir,” New York Josh called out. “Do we know how she was able to communicate if she’s a prisoner?”

Top shook his head and chuckled. “My guess is that she got her hands on a radio and converted it to a transmitter, then used the relay method to bounce the signal.”

Everyone in the room grinned at this, nodding their appreciation. I had no idea what any of that meant, other than Linette was a genius with ovaries of steel.

“We’ve got two days to complete preparations,” Colonel Latham said. “At 0300 on day three, we travel. A handful of soldiers will remain here to man the base. Everyone else will have specific jobs to carry out. Every single man and woman is essential. There will be no wiggle room for mistakes. We train all day today. Hooah.”

“Hooah,” we repeated.

Everyone stood to go, many of them patting my shoulder and shaking Rylen’s hand in congratulations. I couldn’t imagine what Remy and Tater had gone through in their time with the Baelese. My brother was already mentally brittle before he was taken, so it seemed like a miracle that he was still alive.

When Devon and Shavontae came over, I hugged them both. Shavontae looked well, other than dark circles under her eyes.

“How are you feeling?” I asked her.

“Girl.” She shook her head and laughed a little. “Not good. But I’ll be all right. I’m staying here with Tyree and J.D. when y’all go.”

My eyes widened in surprise. “That’s what you want?”

She gave a slow nod. “Not at first, but yeah. This base needs protecting too.”

“Yes, it does,” I said, hugging her again.

She held me tight and said into my ear, “If my man gets hurt, you fix him, okay?”

My heart squeezed. “He’ll be a first priority. I promise.”
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Remy

Lack of concentration and shot nerves had become a way of life while I worked with the children. It was the day before the “mating celebration”—gag—and I had no idea what was going to happen. I hadn’t talked to the Senator one-on-one since the day the prisoners were killed. All of the Baelese were tense, rushing around, whispering, shutting themselves inside of offices and board rooms.

“My goodness,” I said to little Milna when she turned in her timed Algebra worksheet. “There seems to be a lot of excitement in the palace today!”

“Yes,” she said, jerking her head toward the doorway where two soldiers ran past. “The Master Vessels are coming early.”

My heart slammed, and I leaned both palms on the desk to steady myself. She had no idea not to tell me that. I think the Baelese often forgot that the children had access to a human. If someone had told her not to tell me, she wouldn’t have. This is exactly the dumb luck I’d been hoping for.

“That is exciting,” I said. “Do you know when?”

“Three days,” she told me, making my heart slam even harder.

“Will the . . . celebrations still continue?”

“Oh, yes. They must. The remaining adults have formed greeting committees. Even us children will help.”

“How wonderful,” I said. “Enjoy your lunch.”

Milna left me, and my skin tingled head to toe. I had to find a way to get this information to Linette. Three days? I pressed a hand to my abdomen and forced myself to stand straight. In three days, the United States would be overrun with aliens. Once they arrived, our chances of ever getting this place back was slim. In two days, we would have no hope.

I jumped, startled at the sound of the Senator’s voice, calling my name as his dress shoes clacked against the tiles.

“Sir, hello.” I stood taller, but one of my hands still held the desk.

He looked preoccupied, in a rush.

“We have decided to give you and the children a small break for the next four days. No school.” He cleared his throat. “Things will be busy here. It might even be best for you to temporarily return to Primo Town, at least for a couple days.”

Dumb-freaking-luck.

“Oh,” I said. “Of course. Whatever you need. Will I go today?”

“Um . . .” His eyes darted around, in thought. It was the most frazzled I’d ever seen him. Even his hair was mussed. “No. You will remain one more day. Tomorrow evening you return to Primo Town.”

Crap! I tried keep the panic I felt from reflecting on my face. I need to warn Linette ASAP. And that meant I’d be stuck in the palace on the first day of mating. Gross. I wanted to be far away from there.

“You have nothing to worry about,” he assured me.

I stood straighter and gave him a small smile. “Of course not. Will I be working tomorrow?”

“No. The children will be in a special lesson with a Baelese teacher.”“Okay.” I twined my fingers and tilted my head. “What will I be doing, then? If I’m staying here?”

He tugged the collar of his shirt and cleared his throat. “Your presence calms me, Ms. Haines, so I’ll have need of you in my office.”

My eyebrows went up, and he swallowed, looking away.

“We will share meals, and talk.”

“Of course,” I repeated, suddenly nervous.

He lifted his chin, taking a breath. “Good. I’ll retrieve you from your room in the morning.”

He left me wondering what the hell I’d gotten myself into, and how I could possibly fix it.
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Amber

I hated not being in the same plane as Rylen, but he was flying a fighter, of course. The plan was to land at an abandoned regional airport a hundred miles north of Nellis Air Force Base. Matt’s job was to scramble signals that would warn the Baelese of air traffic. Our fighters were ready if it didn’t work, and hopefully we would be joined by other teams from around the U.S., if gas supplies worked out. Around the world, other human ally groups would be doing the same, trying to take back their bases and kill the Baelese while they were vulnerable.

All of the stars had to align perfectly for us to win this.

Afterward, we’d focus on taking down their ships when it was time for them to arrive. That part gave me the creeps.

Emotion burned the back of my eyes as we entered Nevada air space at sunrise. Looking down at that naturally scorched land, miles of dirt and hills and piles of rubbles where stadiums, hospitals, and homes once were. I could practically feel the dry heat on my skin just looking at it. Nostalgia and homesickness overcame me as I touched the window.

The entire cabin was silent, though I knew they were all scanning the skies and ground for enemy aircraft and vehicles. Top was alert up front, listening for news. Absolute tension filled the space as we came in for landing, all of us staring out of the windows. Each minute that passed without any sign of the enemy felt suspiciously miraculous. I didn’t know how military personnel dealt with this kind of mental stress on a regular basis.

Top stood when we came to a stop. “Everyone off to stretch your legs and grab a MRE.” Ugh, more packaged military food. How quickly I’d been spoiled by the fresher stuff on Elmendorf base.

It’d been harder than I expected to leave Alaska. J.D. cried, which made me cry too. Watching him say good-bye to Sean was hard. I couldn’t imagine staying behind if Rylen was going. And don’t get me started on Devon getting teary-eyed as he left Shavontae and Tyree. I would never forget overhearing their last words.

“Kick their asses, baby. You hear me?”

“For our future, Tae. We got this.”

Rylen and I hadn’t said much, just held hands tightly until the very last possible second. Words eluded us both. We just knew we had to win.

I jogged to where Ry was climbing out of his bomber, taking off his helmet and cracking his neck. He took me straight in his arms and kissed my head.

“Welcome home,” he said, and I smiled into his chest, breathing in the hot summer air.

“You too.” I peered up at him. “Maybe I shouldn’t say this, but I have a good feeling. It just feels . . . right, being back here.”

He nodded, looking out at the landscape of rugged mountains and dessert brush. “Yeah. This is our turf.”

Exactly. I took his hand and we joined Tex, Carmen, Josh, Matt, and Devon for our quick meal.

Matt sidled closer to me. “That’s really awesome about your brother and Remy.”

I smiled at him, feeling a warmth of joy all over again as I remembered they were still alive. “I just hope they’re okay emotionally, you know?”

“Yeah,” he agreed. “They’re strong. We’ll get them out.”

My heart fluttered nervously at our fragile situation. I closed my eyes and inhaled, exhaling slowly. The plan was to attack in the middle of the night. We were fairly certain we could keep them off our scent for the duration of today since they’d be busy mating and all. And in the meantime, our troops would scout the area.

Someone from one of the planes called for Matt, so he jogged away. A minute later, he came sprinting down the steps toward Top. Everyone moved closer to hear what was happening.

“—small aircraft coming from the east, making a straight line for Nellis. It’s not one of our allies.”

“Just one?” Top asked.

“Yes, sir. If it keeps its progress as is, and our data scattering tech keeps our location hidden, the aircraft shouldn’t be able to spot us since we’re north of the base.”

Top didn’t look pleased. He gave a terse nod. “Have them keep a constant eye on it. Tell all pilots to refuel and be ready to go at a moment’s notice.”

“Yes, sir.” Matt jogged away.

Top rubbed his jaw. “What are those fuckers up to now?”
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Remy

I jumped at the soft knock at my door. I’d hardly slept last night. My brain would not turn off, and the tossing and turning had made my wavy hair into a wild, blond mane. I opened the door and the Senator peered at me through equally tired looking hooded eyes. His collar was undone. His rolled sleeves looked like he’d pushed them up too many times to count.

He said nothing, just gave me a small incline of his head, and turned, knowing I would follow. I noticed as we walked that he didn’t have an entire entourage of guards. Only one guard stood at the corner where each hall intersected. The female one tensed as the Senator passed. A weird feeling was in the air. Was it always like this when the Baelese made babies? Blech.

It was a relief to get inside his cozy office and close the door. A tray of hot tea and scones was on the coffee table in front of a leather loveseat, and he motioned to it. “Hungry?”

I was too nervous to eat, but I went forward and poured two cups as he sat in the swivel chair at his desk, staring out of his window. The sun was already bright. It would be a hot day.

“Do you take sugar or cream?” I asked him.

He absently shook his head, so I placed a cup in front of him and added one sugar to mine. Sugar was a rare commodity. Cream even rarer. In my old life, I used two sugars, plus cream, but I knew even one sugar would seem super sweet now, and I was right. I sat on the small sofa and took a sip, letting the sweetness and caffeine gently wake me up. I placed a scone on my plate and broke off small bites. The taste of it brought my appetite back to life. As I ate, the Senator continued to stare from the window.

“Is everything okay, sir?” I asked.

“Everything is going according to plan.”

I brushed crumbs from my fingers. “And how long will the, um, celebrations last?”

“Four to five days.”

I took another sip, and he turned to me, absently running his pointer finger over the rim of his cup. The movement was strangely sensual. Unhurried. By his dazed expression, I don’t think he meant it to be.

“Ms. Haines,” he said softly.

“Yes, Senator?”

“I am sure you know your friend Jacob Tate was given The Helper.”

A million emotions surfaced, making me flushed and frazzled. I clenched my hands in my lap and stared at my half-drunken tea on the table. No words came to me.

“I had a word with him after the procedure, when my guards had stepped back.”

Oh, no. My body pressed harder into the loveseat. Where was this conversation going?

“You were there?” I asked.

“I was.” He looked at me now, and my heart accelerated. “He admitted to having relations with you while in Primo Town.”

Oh, God. Help me. My hands went clammy, and though I was sitting, I felt faint. The scone became a brick in my stomach.

Denying what happened would be useless. So, what was he going to do to me? To Tater? Public execution, like the others? Or worse? This was personal. Would he feel like I betrayed him?

I stared at him, unable to drag my eyes away from the sadness in his own. My hands trembled, and I swallowed, looking away and gasping for a breath. I had to explain. I had to do something to try and earn back some portion of his trust.

“Do you love him?” he asked.

My jaw opened. I licked my lips. That was the loaded question of my life since the night in the tent. Did I love him? I didn’t want to. I’d tried to block him out. But he was always there, in my heart, and that’s not something I would tell the Senator. I chose my words carefully.

“It’s always been complicated between us, but there’s a comfort of familiarity and safety there. I was . . . lonely. I went to find him, to tell him about the uprising so he could be ready to fight.” I swallowed hard again, desperate. “I don’t think I’m handling the ‘no touching’ rule very well. For some people, it’s fine, but for others, affection is sort of a necessity. But I know, over time, my self-control will get better—”

“Or worse.” His soft, low voice sent a shiver up my spine.

“Sir,” I whispered, at a complete loss. “I’m sorry I disobeyed your rules. I swear I will never, ever—” I covered my mouth, choking up.

“The only reason he is still alive is because he is young, strong, half-Hispanic, and virile, and because he is a friend of yours.”

Being a friend of mine helped to save his life?

“That’s right,” he said, reading my face. “You are not the only one with weakness. If another Baelese had heard his confession, you would both be dead.”

My insides quaked. Our eyes locked from across the desk.

“Thank you,” I breathed. I pressed the heels of my palms into my eyes, wiping them hard, my head suddenly pounding. Linette’s voice was screaming in my ear. For the first time, I didn’t want to shush her. I understood her need to use any weapon possible to defeat the Baelese. Like it or not, I knew what I had to do.

I had to make an attempt to save us. “It . . . it wasn’t him I wanted. But I can’t have . . .” I couldn’t look at him, but I felt his eyes on me. My chest heaved with nervous breaths. What was I doing? I was out of my league. He would see right through me.

I jolted and looked up when I heard him stand. I’d never been more nervous or scared in all my life. He held my eyes as he walked around the desk, approaching like some sort of predator stalking its timid prey. My breaths were coming in short, shaky spurts by the time he sank into the cushion beside me, our knees an inch apart.

He was going to call me out on my bluff. Did he have a gun? Would he use voice control? And really . . . were my last words to him a complete lie? What did it say about me that Tater was in my heart, and yet I still felt this strange lure toward the Senator?

He draped an arm across the back of the loveseat, his hand inches from my shoulder, and he faced me. That familiar wave of heat circled between us, keeping me unsteady.

“If I were a human male,” he said, “You would never have had the need to break rules. I would have made sure of it.”

Jesus above. I felt like I’d run a marathon, unable to get my senses in check. My eyes fluttered closed and open again.

“But you’re Baelese,” I said softly. “So a simple touch . . .” I looked at his hand, so close.

“A simple touch for the average Baelese male, can drive him to distraction for an entire day. A kiss, and heavy touching would be like partaking in strong recreational drugs, or over indulging in alcohol. Anything beyond that, he must trust his partner completely, because his mind is gone.”

I stared, trying to decipher any hidden meaning. “But you’re not the average Baelese, are you, Senator?”

“Navis,” he said. “I need you to call me Navis.”

“Navis,” I whispered.

“And no. I am not average. I had the opportunity to build a tolerance to touch. But since the war began, I have been out of practice.”

I nodded, pulling my bottom lip between my teeth. He still wanted me. Even knowing I’d been with Tater. I had to take advantage of this. I had to push him. But would he allow it? The ships from Bael were supposed to be arriving in two days. He would never take the chance of being dazed for their arrival. The fact that we were having this conversation showed how weak he must’ve been feeling. Stupid guilt rose up at the thought of taking advantage of him, and I smacked it down.

He’s the enemy.

But he wasn’t looking at me like an enemy.

He killed your parents. He allowed billions of people to be murdered. He tricked everyone.

Those were the thoughts I needed to hear.

“Maybe,” I said. “We can help each other.”

I stayed very still as he considered me, his eyes roaming my face, landing on my lips.

“Ms. Haines—”

“Remy.”

He closed his eyes and tasted my name on his tongue. “Remy.” When he opened them again, he looked fierce and steely, as if he’d made a decision. “I need to relearn my boundaries. One touch at a time. If it seems as though I am losing control—”

“I will pull back,” I assured him, my heart fluttering rapidly.

This was happening. I couldn’t believe it.

He took my hand first. I watched his breathing quicken as he slowly twined his fingers with mine, rubbing his thumb along my softer skin. This simple touch, and the way he watched our connection with complete fascination, did crazy things to me. I let him take the lead, remaining very still as he set my hand on my lap, and ran the back of his fingers up my forearm until he got to the fabric at my elbows. For a moment, his eyes wandered over to my breasts, but he yanked them back to my arm, trailing the back of his fingers up over my shoulder to my neck.

I let out a small gasp when his warm fingers touched my skin. He stopped there, visibly trying to calm himself. Ever so slowly, his fingers spread over the flesh of my neck, his thumb rising up and down my throat. I closed my eyes. When he whispered my name, I automatically moved toward him, and he grasped both of my shoulders in his strong hands. My eyes flew open, and we stared. He looked wild.

He fought to get out a single word. “Slower.”

I nodded, though I didn’t know how it would be possible to go any slower. All I could do was sit there, taut and edgy, as he explored my skin with complete concentration, almost worshipful. The pulse point in his neck moved rapidly. His jaw was locked tight. Heat flooded me, making sweat bead underneath my dress as Senator Navis took my face into his hands, and I didn’t hate it.

God help me, I wanted to hate it.

“Slow,” he whispered, almost to himself. And he leaned forward. His lips touched mine as softly as two petals moved by a breeze. “Remy . . .”

He was the master of self-control, working his lips onto mine with more pressure, one tiny bit at a time. I reached up and grasped his wrists, needing to anchor myself, and his warm breath across my lips made me moan. He stopped and took gulping breaths, our faces close, more intimate than I’d ever felt with another person. And he was a person. Not a human, but also not a monster. Not to me.

And yet, I still had a job to do. And right or wrong, I was the only one who could do it.

With my heart in my throat, I opened my mouth enough to run the tip of my tongue across his bottom lip. He moaned and pulled back an inch. I clutched his wrists.

“It’s okay,” I whispered. “I’ll take care of you.”

“Remy.” His voice was thick.

“It’s okay.” I wouldn’t let him move away, but neither did I push. “You can handle this, Navis.” I let him catch his breath, and then I whispered, “Look at me.”

He was struggling, and that was exactly what I needed. After thinking all night about what to do, and now knowing what he was willing to do, I had a plan.

He looked at me, and I swear, it looked like he’d smoked a bowl of some seriously strong stuff. I pulled his hands down from my face and took them in mine. He was shaking and staring at me with those predatorial eyes again. Though he looked high, he definitely didn’t look weak. He wanted to pounce.

I needed to get back to Primo Town and tell Linette that the master vessels were coming in two days. I couldn’t get the gate code unless the Senator’s mind was way gone. And if he was that far gone, I’d be stuck here in the palace, so the gate code would have to wait. He had to be able to give his guards the order to take me to Primo Town. If he was out of his mind, even if I got my hands on a weapon, I could not singlehandedly shoot my way past all of the guards. I’m idealistic, but not that dumb.

“We need a short break,” I told him. “That’s how we can build your tolerance. Short breaks, and we’ll build up to more.”

“You want more.” It was a statement, practically growled, not a question.

“Yes, Navis.” I dared to touch his face, watching him exhale with desire. I reached to the coffee table where he’d set his walkie-talkie, and I placed it in his palm. “Let your guard know that I can visit little Kelsey in Primo Town. Just between us, she was shaken up after the people were punished. You don’t mind if I go, do you? Just for ten or fifteen minutes? And then when I get back, you’ll be calmer, and we can have more time together.”

He swallowed, lifting the device to his mouth with a shaking hand. Oh, my gosh. Was it working? His voice came out thicker than usual, but still clear enough.

“Escort Ms. Haines to Primo Town for a ten minute visitation with the girl child.”

I beamed at him. “Thank you.”

I stood and smoothed my dress down, then looked at him, legs spread wide, staring up at me with that chiseled face. He looked like some sexy millionaire on a book cover. Ugh. We didn’t have time for sexy staring. If the guard saw him like that, I was dead.

“Senator, sit up,” I hissed.

He blinked, cleared his throat, and got to his feet quicker than I thought possible. He pushed up his sleeves and ran his hands down his hair. Then he moved behind his desk and I sat demurely on the loveseat again.

Seconds later, a guard knocked and opened to let herself in. It wasn’t my imagination that she narrowed her eyes at me, then the Senator, in suspicion. And then her face became a mask of unfiltered jealousy and rage. I scooted to the far side of the sofa. This is what he meant when he said the Baelese who weren’t mating would be edgy.

“Mimasol,” the Senator scolded, standing. “Control yourself!”

Mimasol? Where had I heard that name? I wracked my brain until I remembered. This was Milna’s mother. And was she jealous of me being near the Senator? They had mated and had a child. Was it possible for these people to become attached to lovers like humans did, despite their “no monogamy” laws?

The female guard panted, staring down and clenching her hands into fists. The Senator yelled another name, and a male guard came running in.

“Put Mimasol in a room by herself to calm, and take Ms. Haines to Primo Town.” His voice was steady. “Ten minutes.”

The guard gave him a jerky nod of his head and poked Mimasol with the tip of his rifle. I followed them out at a distance and watched the female crumple into a ball on the floor of the next room before being closed in. I was really glad not to be Baelese, and I wished I could stop feeling bad for them.

As we walked out into the heat, I couldn’t believe my plan worked. Still, my nerves were shot the entire way to the gates. When we arrived, there were definitely less guards than normal. I got out of the vehicle and rushed to the barn to find Linette and Kelsey on short stools, milking a cow. The guard watched me closely from the doorway as I went forward.

Linette saw me, then lowered her head and kept working. Kelsey jumped up and I put a finger to my lips to remind her not to draw attention to herself. When she came forward, I put out a hand to stop her from hugging me.

“Do not touch,” the guard called. Her voice echoed through the barn and Kelsey’s face fell.

“Show me what you’re doing,” I said, purposely moving closer to Linette as Kelsey went back to her spot.

“It looks like you’re doing great with the cows.”

“Ms. Linette taught me.”

I nodded. “Show me how you do it.” Following her over to the cow gave me a better vantage point of the guard, with Linette right behind me. “Oh, very good!” Kelsey leaned her tiny body forward and pulled down, squirting a thin stream of white into the bucket. I leaned to the side and whispered from the corner of my mouth. “Master vessels coming in two days.”

Just as before, Linette continued like she hadn’t heard me. A second later she whispered back, “Be ready tonight. By morning.”

Be ready tonight? For what? Were the people of Primo Town planning an uprising? My stomach turned at the thought. Then she said more.

“Get a weapon and get out of that building. I mean it. Get out.”

Holy crap.

“Ms. Remy, look how much!” Kelsey tipped her bucket to show several inches of milk, and I made an affirmative sound, too distracted to look.

“Ten minutes have passed.” The guard stomped forward a few steps and used her gun to signal me to get up.

I stood. “Good bye,” I said.

Kelsey gave me a sad look and slunk into the stool. My heart would have broken about leaving her again, if my mind wasn’t reeling.

Get a weapon . . . but how?

Get out of that building . . . well, he did say I was to come back to Primo Town. I could make this happen.

I knew Linette, though, and she didn’t do things small. Whatever was coming was huge, and the last thing I wanted was to be stuck in that building when it happened.
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Amber

Who knew that so much of preparing for battle consisted of sitting around and waiting? It was enough to drive a person mad. But seeing the Nevada skyline and feeling the sharp sting of summer sun on my arms and face helped to pass the time. Alaska had been gorgeous, and would always hold a special place in my heart as the location I became Mrs. Fite, but being “home” filled me with an energy that no other place could.

I was pretty sure Rylen felt it too. In those moments, as we sat around with our friends, all of us quieter than usual, Ry actually looked content. This is where we were meant to be. Right here. Right now. The time to fight had finally come, and we’d done all we could to prepare. Knowing it would go down in less than twelve hours was a relief.

A murmur of voices rose from the area where the comm guys were working. Matt waved Top over, and we all watched, sudden tension in the air. After a minute of listening, Top whistled and waved his arm for everyone to gather. We jumped to our feet and went.

“Looks like we’re preparing for back-to-back battles,” Top said loudly enough for the mass of soldiers to hear. I grabbed Rylen’s hand as we listened, and he pulled me closer to his side.

“We attack the base at 0300. It’s my estimation that we’ll be in control of the base by sunrise. Then we prepare for what they’re calling the Master Vessels in two days’ time. We are fairly certain there are three ships, but what we don’t know is how big they are. Based on the mass numbers they’ve told us, I’m thinking big. And the metal exteriors they use, made of Baelese elements, will not be easy to destroy. We’re going to have to fight dirty, using both ground and air tactics. We cannot let them land. We must take out their ships mid-air. Am I clear?”

“Hooah.”

My insides twisted at the thought of those ships and the sheer numbers of aliens on them. Not to mention whatever high-tech weapons were aboard. I rubbed my face with my free hand.

“As soon as we take over the base, we’ll need to make quick inventory of their stock, and get set up for an offensive attack. We need every single damn one of you, so do me a favor, will you? Don’t get killed.”

I didn’t join the others in their chuckling responses.

“All right, clear out. Except Amber Fite. Where is she?”

I lifted my chin, and he waved me over. Rylen joined us, and Top cleared his throat.

“I’ve been going over the numbers. I think instead of having you infiltrate the base with our secondary crew after their main building is bombed, I’m going to have you drop into the encampment with the paratroopers.”

Um, excuse me, but what? I blinked, shaking my head.

“I’m sorry, I don’t . . . are you saying . . .” My hands went clammy and my throat closed up.

Top nodded. “You’ll be jumping in.”

“I . . . no. I’m sorry, but no.” I shook my head a little too hard. “I’ve never jumped out of an airplane.”

“You’ll be jumping tandem with Sergeant DePaul.” New York Josh stepped up, at attention, with his hands clasped in front of him. He gave me a grin and nod. I blanched further, stepping back.

“You can do it,” Rylen told me with his gentle confidence.

I was literally breaking into a sweat from every pore.

“I’ll take care of everything,” Josh said. “I’ll hold you nice and tight. You’ll just have to hang on and enjoy the ride.”

Rylen crossed his arms and frowned, muttering, “Better not enjoy it too much.”

Ugh. I kept shaking my head.

“Look at me,” Top said, so I did, clenching my teeth. “You’re our best medic. We need you where there’s possibility of the most injuries.”

“Tater and Remy are in the encampment,” Rylen reminded me.

My heart leapt at the sound of their names, and a thrill shot through me. Then I thought of jumping out of an airplane again, and I was lightheaded.

“Come on,” Josh said. “We’ll go over the details and I’ll teach you what to do on the landing.” He hitched his head to the side and walked off toward the nearby field.

I glared at Top, then Rylen. Rylen nodded towards Josh’s back. “Go on. No fear.”

With a cat-like growl, I walked away from them, not happy about this surprise change of plans. The only thing that lightened my heavy steps was imagining being there to liberate my brother and best friend. Were they okay? Healthy? How would they fare this battle? The more I thought about them, the more my steps lightened. By the time I stopped in front of New York Josh, my chin was higher, and I was ready to learn.
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Remy

When I was brought back to the palace and the Senator’s office, he remained standing and didn’t close the door all the way. I listened to the guard’s footsteps going back to the corner at the end of the hall.

I motioned to the door. “Should I . . .”

“No.” He sounded tired. Defeated even. This was not good.

“Navis,” I whispered.

He looked at me for one pained moment, and turned his head away. “This was a mistake.”

“No.” If he pushed me away, my entire plan to get a weapon and the gate code was ruined.

“I cannot allow it.” His voice was low, somber.

“So, I’m going back to Primo Town?”

He shook his head. “You will stay here. I want you near.”

No! Linette’s words kept coming back to me, telling me I had to get out of here. If he wanted me near, I had to try a different tactic. I took one careful step closer.

“Navis, I think being here, in this place, is stressing you out.” I was reaching, I knew, but I had to try. I inched forward. “Let’s go somewhere. Me and you. Drive away for just a couple hours. Nothing is happening here, right? You’re not working. We’ll be safe together. We need this. You work so hard. I promise to keep my hands to myself if that’s what you want.”

“Remy.” He sighed. At least he wasn’t calling me Ms. Haines. “I have obligations and responsibilities that are too important to endanger. And you are far too tempting. I need you to go.”

I lifted my chin. “Then please, if you care for me at all, send me back to town.”

He eyed me. “You’re not safe there with the human men when guards are fewer in number, and the feel of mating is in the air.”

My nostrils flared. “Your mating season is not affecting human men in that way. I can promise you that.”

He smacked a hand to his desk, making me jump as his eyes became fierce. “Why do you want to go so badly?”

“I . . . the kids, of course.” I stepped even closer now, desperate, and saw his chest inflate as he sucked in air. “But only if you insist on not being with me. I don’t want to be alone in my room.” I lowered my voice. “I’d rather be here, with you. I feel like this is our only chance.” Another step closer. “After tonight, I will never try to touch you again.” I pleaded with my eyes, willing him to look at me once more. The tendons in his neck were taut with the effort to keep his head turned.

“You will return to your room,” he said. “Now.”

Damn it! Every hope within me crumpled at the sound of his finality.

He called for the guard, as if afraid he’d give in. I took an ungraceful step back, losing my voice for a moment. Finally, I rasped one last plea.

“Come to me tonight, Navis. Please. We’ll be careful. Just come.”

When he didn’t respond, except to shut his eyes against my voice, I moved away from him. The male guard clicked to a stop and looked at the Senator.

“Her room,” he said thickly.

No, no, no! I was trembling.

The guard escorted me down the hall, and I took peripheral glances at his weapons. He kept a hand on the gun at his waist, as if expecting me to attack at any second. Panic made my heart thunder.

I went into my room, hearing the door close and the click of the lock. I stared at the walls. The fancy paintings of Parisian hills. My ornate bed. If Linette’s warning meant what I thought it did, this pretty room would be my grave.

God, was this it? Suddenly the walls seemed to be closing in like a tomb around me, and panic rose. I launched myself at the door, pounding with my fists, not caring what any of the guards thought.

“Senator Navis! Please!” I screamed, yanking the handle, banging and smacking the door until I felt hoarse and my hands throbbed. Nobody was coming. I spread my palms on the door and rested my forehead on it, catching my breath as reality crashed down, smothering, making me gasp for air.

Then I thought of everyone else in the building. The children. Little Milna, who wanted me to play with her hair. The tiny perfectionists with their brilliant minds. Did they deserve death, just because of what they were?

My heart ached. If spared, someday those Baelese children would be grown. Would they rise up to try and take over again? If they were raised differently than other Baelese, maybe they could learn compassion and empathy, like the Senator had.

Or had he? In my heart, I truly believed he had, but his sense of honor and loyalty to his people clouded his better judgment. He was too easily influenced by others. But not by me, it seemed. It figures the first time a guy turned down sex with me would be the one time it really mattered. Granted, I always went for the kind of jerks who didn’t care about anyone but themselves.

Except Tater, who I failed.

My last words to him had been that we couldn’t be together. We couldn’t touch again. Why didn’t I just let myself love him? Why couldn’t those have been my last words to him?

I fell onto the bed face first and curled into a ball. My dress was too confining in the chest, suffocating me. I sat up and yanked it over my head, throwing it at the wall. Next I tore off my uncomfortable bra and thinning, stretched underwear before curling back into myself. This is how I would die. Naked. The same way I was born.
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How exactly does a person fall asleep when they know they’re about to die? And not just a small doze, but a hard, dead-to-the-world, deep sleep? I don’t know, but when I heard my door open, I was groggy and confused, and I panicked.

I made an inhuman yelping sound as I leaped backward into the headboard, yanking the covers over my nakedness. For a few seconds I didn’t even know where I was.

And then the Senator slipped in, closing the door by leaning against it, filling my whole room with his presence.

Holy . . .

My life and situation came into clarity with a single realization: I was naked. And even with the blanket pulled up, he was staring, his eyes ravishing me. I immediately started panting, unable to look away. What time was it? We had to get out of here!

“Navis,” I whispered, too afraid to move. His eyes weren’t the way they were when I left him today. They now had laser beam focus. Had he been thinking about me all this time? Driven to distraction, as he called it? Because this was the look of a man with a woman on his mind.

His hands reached up and undid a button of his shirt. My entire body went slack with surprise. I couldn’t move as he slowly prowled forward, undoing buttons, pulling off his shirt. Damn.

When he made it to the side of my bed, we both stared. I wanted to ask what time it was, but I was afraid to bring attention to the fact that I didn’t have a clock.

So, instead, I whispered, “Navis, let’s leave.”

He reached for my hand, and placed it on his chest. He closed his eyes as I felt the warmth of his skin. I sensed his need—not just a physical need to be touched and satisfied, but a need for connection, for emotion, for something—and maybe it made me a bad person, but my heart hurt for him. I pushed that thought aside. In order for me to get what I wanted, he had to be under my control.

I scooted forward, dragging the blanket to keep myself covered, and I went up on my knees, placing my lips against his chest. His hands went into my hair, and the sound he made was of pure bliss.

With my heart pounding, I let the blanket drop so I could take his hands into mine, and lead them to my breasts. Aliens were not immune to the lure of boobs, apparently, because his laser beam focus turned to euphoria as he cupped my soft skin. I gasped when he ran his thumbs over my nipples.

“There are things,” he said in a seductively low voice, “that Baelese women do not allow. Many things.”

He gently pushed me down and pulled the blanket away, looking down my body until his gaze stopped at my core. His hands ran over my hips to my inner thighs, and my breathing hitched. This was crazy, and my thoughts were a mess. Everything that made me who I was, my morals and emotions, were unraveling and tangling. I was coming undone.

“Tell me what you want, Navis,” I breathed.

Instead, he showed me, lowering his face between my legs. When his hot lips touched me, I grasped his hair, fighting the moan that begged to escape my throat. There were surely guards nearby. He was taking a huge risk coming here.

Frantic fear swirled with my longing to be needed and touched, becoming a cyclone of confusion in my head. This was wrong.

I sat up and pulled him forward onto the bed, pushing him to sit against the headboard so I could take control. I straddled him, and his arms went behind my back, pulling my chest against his as our lips crashed together. The feel of him . . . physically, he could very much pass for a human. His slacks were rough against my softness as he jutted his strong hips up against mine. The growl that came out of him scared me. He was getting too far gone. Focus, Remy! I needed his help. If I let this go further, he would be of no use to me.

In the back of my mind were emotions of wrongness, thoughts of Tater, and the nagging question . . . what time was it? Why had Linette wanted me out of the building—what was going to happen? I knew what I had to do. His walkie-talkie was on his hip. He could give an order, and I would be taken back to Primo Town. Perhaps I could make a visit to his office for a weapon first. In his current frame of mind, I had no doubt he’d give me the code to his weapon case against the wall.

But then what? He’d stay here, in the same building where all the Baelese kids were. If someone was coming to attack, they would all die. But they’re the enemy, right? I held Navis tighter, pressing my forehead to his as we panted for air. Oh, God, help me. I didn’t want them to die. If I could get them to safety, we could have a new reality. The Baelese were brilliant. The children could be raised the right way. They could help us rebuild, and we could work together, two species, the best of both worlds.

My words came out breathless. “Let’s take the children on one of the busses and leave. A night astronomy lesson.”

“Remy.” He growled again and took one of my nipples in his mouth, making me shudder and fight to think straight. He pressed his hips upward and I clenched my thighs to stop him.

“Look at me.” I took his face, lifting onto my knees so that our damned crotches couldn’t touch. His eyes were bleary. I started to shake as my mind cleared.

“We need to leave,” I said sternly. “I have a bad feeling, okay? There’s danger. Let’s get the kids out of here. Now.”

“Danger,” he whispered, eyes glazed.

“Yes.” I jumped off him and snatched up all of my clothes. “But we can’t tell anyone. It’s our secret.” I pulled my clothes on and rushed over to help him put his shirt on. It was like dealing with someone who’d had a few too many tequila shots. Blessedly, he wasn’t likely to puke.

My heart was slamming now. I patted his cheeks hard, trying to clear his eyes. I shouldn’t have let things go so far. I had to get him out of here. But the guards would not be okay with this. I looked up at the ceiling. What the heck was I going to do?

I backed away from where Navis sat sloppily on the edge of the bed.

“I need you to call your guard and tell him you decided to have a night lesson with the children. Tell them to pull a bus around and wake the kids. I’ll drive it.”

“I . . .” He pinched the skin between his eyes. “A bus?”

“Stand up.” I started to feel frantic. His hair was sticking straight out in all directions, and I quickly combed it down with my fingers, trying not to be seductive with my touches. “You need to be able to walk straight.”

“Yes.” He was slowly pushing to his feet when the door burst open and I screamed, hitting the wall.

Five Baelese guards rushed in, brandishing their rifles. Senator Navis blinked and stood, wavering slightly. Before he could say a word, a familiar woman marched through the center, and a chill fell over the room.

The Senator stared, taking far too long to process before whispering, “Vahni?”

She cocked her head with a morbid jerk. “Did you think we would let you play house with the human forever?”

My heart nearly stopped. She couldn’t talk to him like that. What was she doing here?

He stood taller, and I was proud to see how quickly he was snapping out of his stupor. “You have been banished from these headquarters. Guards, take her into custody.” None of them moved or took their rifles off of us. I leaned heavily against the wall as dread crawled over my skin.

Vahni merely blinked. “I am Bahntan now, Navis. It has been decided. You have dishonored yourself and our people. You served your purpose feigning to be a human leader, but you are not fit to rule our kind. You were never fit to rule.”

No, no, no, this couldn’t be happening!

Navis gave her a hard glare. “Your greed has gone too far. Do you know what humans call those like you? Narcissistic.”

“Do you know what they call those like you? Weak.” She lifted a handgun. “And dead.” A deafening shot rang out, echoing against the walls with my screams.

I covered my ears and slid down the wall as Navis fell back and crumbled into a heap.

“No.” I crawled toward him, but blood flowed faster than I thought possible. Before I could touch his still body, Vahni shouted in Baelese, and the guards converged. I screamed as they lifted me to my feet to face her.

“Each of these guest quarters was given an alarm clock,” she said. “How interesting that yours is missing, and that my soldiers came across a strange signal coming from Primo Town this evening.”

I shook my head, blood draining from my face as fast as it drained from the Senator’s chest. I couldn’t help but take one last look down at him, a sob rising from deep inside me. He was dead, a pawn of the Baelese.

“Apparently two executions was not enough to strike fear into human hearts this week,” she said. “We will have to make this one more memorable.”

She marched from the room, and the guards yanked me out, their fingers digging into my flesh.
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Amber

The airplane was small, and it felt unsafe to be standing up, bumping into one another as we bounced along. I wanted to throw up as Josh and I buckled ourselves into the tandem system. I wished I could be facing him so I could attach myself like a tree frog and bury my face until it was over. But I had to face forward.

Every now and then Josh would put his hands on my shoulder and squeeze, reassuring me that I’d be fine. His laidback confidence helped.

Letting Rylen go had been harder than ever before. No matter how awful things on Earth were, I couldn’t imagine it without him. Every few minutes I had to remind myself that he was an amazing pilot, and that this was a stealth mission. If all went well, our fighters would be in and out in a blink, dropping bombs and paratroopers, then circling the fight to see if they were needed for additional targeting.

As for me, what I’d be jumping into was more dangerous. All we could do was hope it truly was a surprise, and that they wouldn’t be waiting to pick us off one by one.

“You’re pulling the cord with this hand, right?” I asked, patting his right hand.

“Yeah.”

I felt really stupid, but . . .”Would it be okay if you put the other one right here?” I grabbed his left hand and pulled it tight around my abdomen, taking a deep breath.

Josh chuckled. “I mean, Rylen might kick my ass, but I’m not gonna say no to holding you closer if you want it.”

His arm settled securely around my waist, and I grasped his forearm, leaning my head back against his shoulder and closing my eyes.

“Scared?” Texas Harry asked from beside us, grinning. “’Cause if my scaredy-cat ass can do it, you definitely can.”

Before I could respond, Top gave the signal and opened the door, sending in a deafening sound and whoosh of air through the cabin. It was pitch dark outside. I held onto the plane’s hanging straps with one hand and practically clawed Josh’s arm with the other.

“Don’t let me go!” I shouted up at him.

He laughed near my ear, holding me tighter. “I got you, girl. Let’s do this!”
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Remy

If I had to guess how I’d react to certain death, I would have said hysterical crying, but I didn’t shed a single tear or make a sound as we drove to Primo Town. I knew what she had planned for me was worse than the fate of Ms. Oliver. I would not receive a gunshot. My death would not be quick. And why should it be? I deceived the Baelese in the worst way and tried to seduce their leader.

It was funny to think that if Navis had taken me up on it earlier today instead of coming to me tonight, we might have avoided all of this. Or maybe not. Who knew how long Vahni had ben waiting for him to fail so she could swoop in. Perhaps all of these guards and other Baelese had been on her side all along, letting him pretend to be in power, playing the fool. What assholes.

I wanted to rub my eyes, but my wrists were securely bound, the sting reminding me of pain that was to come. I wished there was a way to warn Linette—wait . . . my pulse jumped inside my skin as I remembered what she’d told me. Something was supposed to happen tonight. I slowly turned my head, but all I saw was darkness, and all I heard was quiet. It had to be the middle of the night by now. Whatever Linette thought might be happening clearly wasn’t.

I hoped one of the other women would take Kelsey under her care and protect her from seeing whatever was supposed to happen. Maybe Linette had been smart enough to get rid of the radio. Maybe they would never know who—

“Ms. Haines.” Vahni’s shrewd voice hurt my ears as we neared the encampment. I turned my eyes to her with hesitation. “To whom did you give the radio?”

Oh, shhi . . .

I relaxed down into the seat, my emotions flattened. “Linette Thompson.”

“As I thought,” she said. She motioned to a guard, and the female tightly tied a gag around my mouth, between my teeth.

Emotions came back to me as I was yanked from the car and dragged toward the gates. Vahni said something to the guards in Baelese, and five of them jogged to the women’s dormitory. I held my breath as they banged the door open, and ran in. The sounds of girls screaming ripped my heart to shreds. I heard Linette shout, and a soldier shouted back at her, using the calming control voice. An immediate hush filled the air, and moments later Linette came out between two guards, stumbling. She was bleeding from her eyebrow, bound and gagged like me.

The rest of the guards went into the men’s dorm, and brought out every member of Primo Town. Using their controlling voices, they forced me and Linette to the front, and all of the town members went to their knees in the dirt, eyes on us like drugged sleepwalkers. Tater was on the end. Lifeless eyes. The fog in my mind began to clear. For the first time since Vahni had taken me, I felt the urge to cry.

Linette gave me an annoyed look, as if to say, “This is not how tonight was supposed to go down.”

Vahni marched to the front of the silent crowd, her heels clicking on the hard, dirt ground.

“You all have been coddled. In a matter of three days we discovered four of you breaking the rules. Simple rules. First, giving in to lusts. And now these two have been caught lying, stealing, and worst of all—” she shot me a steely glare, “—putting hands on a Baelese.” She paced up and down the front line, staring at people as they watched her in fear. “I am quite aware of your lack of intelligence, but I thought these rules were quite clear, even for humans.”

She stopped and pivoted, marching to stand in front of Linette and me. Without looking away from us, she shouted, “Come forward, Jacob Tate.”

What in the world?

Tater moved forward, eyes as soulless as ever, and stopped in front of her. My stomach rolled as Vahni pulled a wickedly sharp, curved knife from her belt.

“Take this blade, Mr. Tate, and do exactly what you are told.”

Oh, no. Oh, God.

I tried to squirm back, but two guards held me firm.

Vahni’s voice split the air again. “Ms. Haines is no longer in need of her tongue, her ears, or her pinky fingers.” She looked at Tater. “You will begin by removing the fingers.”

I pushed backward, shaking my head and screaming through my gag.

“Be still!” one of the guards shouted, and with one last quiver, I settled. “Do not move. Hold out your hand.”

A whirring sound began in my ears, a buzzing that had to be mental, my body trying to cope with the trauma that was to come.

Tater stared at my hand as I lifted it.

“You will remove the finger, Mr. Tate,” Vahni said, but Tater’s movements were so slow. He raised the knife in one hand and took my hand in the other. He held my pinky, so small in his strong, firm fingers, and he stared at it like he’d never seen a hand before.

He looked physically ill, and when I whimpered, his dead, confused eyes lifted to mine.

Don’t do it, Tater, I silently begged. You don’t have to do this.

The buzzing got louder. Tater’s eyebrows drew together as he touched the sharp edge to my skin.

“Do it!” Vahni shouted.

The ground beneath our feet rocked as a bright flash lit the sky. For a moment it looked like daylight, and then a sound I’d heard once before in my life assaulted my ears. It was a sound I still had nightmares about. Like the rumbling of an earthquake while a train crashed at top speed.

The sound of a bomb.

Terror glowed in Vahni’s eyes as she turned toward the plume of flames and smoke coming from the other side of base. For a moment I was stunned and stared too. It had to be the palace. All the children . . . little Milna.

“Angels!” Kelsey yelled. We all looked where she was pointing, up at the sky, and I gasped, freaked out at the sight of white, round things floating down. Then my heart leapt. Parachutes!

The last thing I heard before hell broke loose was the knife slipping from Tater’s fingers as he fell to his knees with a thunk, grabbing his head and letting out a low yell that split the air.
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Amber

Oh, my God! As glad as I was to see the ground, it was coming at us way too fast! This could not be normal.

Hit the ground running, they said. More like sprinting. Josh had to let go of my waist to reach up and grab the handles to guide us. I braced myself as we touched down, and tried to take spritely, fast steps to keep from tripping or twisting an ankle. I let Josh take the brunt of the weight, like he told me to.

“Nice!” he whispered.

And then I heard the gunshots.

Josh did exactly what the troopers in front of us had done. When we came to a stop, he released our cords and we sprinted low into the corn field. The next thing floating down wasn’t a person, but a trunk with weapons, ammo, and my med bag. When it was nearly at the ground, Josh and Tex, who had miraculously made a perfect landing, ran out and grabbed the handles, jogging awkwardly into the corn.

Screams and gunshots were getting louder. Somewhere amid that madness were Tater and Remy.

“We have to hurry!” I said. Tex grunted as he wrenched the stuck latch open and I grabbed my bag, flinging it across my chest, along with a gun. They both grabbed as many as they could carry, and we ran toward the sounds. Corn leaves smacked my face in the near darkness. The sky had taken on a spooky, smoky glow.

Behind us, paratroopers landed and ran our direction, but every second felt like time wasted. We had to get there faster! We sprinted past a large cart filled with hay, and I could see a break in the stalks ahead—a clearing. My heart hammered against my rib cage when I saw people sprinting past, more gunfire splitting the air.

A Baelese woman shouted, “Stop!” and the human male in sight of us came skidding to a shaky halt, his whole demeanor going from tense to slack. I was so thankful for my ear plugs. Josh put out his arm to stop me, and he poked his gun through the stalks, taking aim as the Baelese woman pointed her gun at the human who’d been running. Josh shot before she did, and the female soldier let out a gargled sound as she collapsed, writhing.

Tex ran to the human man, and gave him a hard shake. “Take this.” He pressed a gun into the man’s hands, and his eyes slowly cleared. He looked around, confused.

“We’re U.S. military. Either get yourself to safety or help us kill these bastards.”

The man’s mouth gaped for a second, and then he ran a hand over his face, nodding and standing taller, taking stock of his gun.

“Atta boy,” Tex said. He moved forward, motioning for me to stay behind him, and Josh took the rear.

In the clearing was chaos. U.S. soldiers came out of the stalks in a freaky wave. Most of the humans had scattered, chased by Baelese. But far head, by two hay bales, was a figure on its knees, grasping his head and rocking. I would recognize him anywhere.

“Tater!” I started to run to him, but Tex, grabbed my arm.

“Behind me!”

I forced myself to stay behind him as he moved forward, pointing his gun right, then left. I felt Josh right behind me. When we got to Tater, my heart was in my throat. What was wrong with him? Was he shot?

I started to bend down, but Tex grabbed him from under his arm.

“Not here in the open,” Tex said. “Let’s move him into one of these buildings.”

I got under the other arm, and we were able to drag him into the closest building. It had rows of bunk beds. Tex went through the room, looking for Baelese, and speaking to humans that he found hiding. Josh guarded the door while I fell to my knees next to my brother. He sat, leaning against the wall, his eyes shut. It was too dark in the room to make out details, but we didn’t want to turn on a light and alert the enemy.

“Are you shot? Hurt?”

He didn’t answer.

“Tater!” I patted his cheek. “Open your eyes!”

He did, blearily, but looked unfocused.

“Do you know who I am?” I asked.

“Amber Maria Tate,” he whispered. A disgusting sensation filled my belly. Why did he sound so formal?

“Actually, it’s Fite now,” I said. He didn’t react and the feeling inside me worsened. I’d met others who acted like this, and I didn’t want to believe it.

“We are under attack,” he whispered.

“Attack? Tater, it’s us. We’re taking back the base.”

“I . . .” He flinched and grabbed his head, pulling up his knees. “I am to obey the Baelese.”

Oh, shit . . .

“What’s wrong with him?” Josh asked from the doorway.

“He’s got the fucking worm,” I told him.

Now it was Josh’s turn to curse. I shook all over as I reached for my bag, fumbling with the zipper. “It’s okay, Tater. I’ll fix you.”

My brother. My poor Tater. That thing in his head. I wanted to puke as I remembered what the humans in Alaska had gone through when I took them out. But it had to be done. I found the rectangular device and pulled it out.

“You have to stay very still,” I told him. “This is going to hurt.”

I held the device to his forehead and pressed the button hard with my thumb. It took a few seconds before Tater’s back arched and he let out a terrible sound. He pushed me, and I pressed forward, sitting on his bucking knees, but he shoved me and bucked.

“I need help holding him down!”

Tex and a human male and female rushed over, grabbing him and sitting on parts of him. I used all of my strength to help hold him down and keep the device in place. Another man came over and grasped his head. It was a painfully slow process, his shouts of pain killing me every second. I let out a cry of relief when the bloodied metal tip became visible from his nostril. I dropped the magnetic device, and pinched the tip of the worm with my fingers, yanking it out and throwing it. Josh gave it a hard stomp.

Tater’s body began to seize, and I leaned over him, taking his face.

“It’s okay,” I murmured. “You’re going to be okay. Look at me.”

I held his face hard, and he slowly stilled.

“Amb,” he whispered groggily.

I let out a sob and pulled him into my arms. He was sweating and limp. Tex helped him sit up.

“I’m here,” I said.

His arms went around me, and I held him tight, feeling lighter as his embrace strengthened.

“What . . .” he whispered. “Oh, God, my fucking head.”

“I know,” I said. “Listen. We’re all here. We’re taking back this base. Everything is going to be all right.”

“Tex.” Tater turned his sweaty head to peer at his friend.

“Right here, bud.”

“Where the fuck is my weapon?”

I shook my head as Tex and Josh both laughed.

Tex pulled a rifle over his shoulder and pressed it into Tater’s hands. We stood, unsteady, and Tater wiped his nose, sniffing and grimacing. I knew what he wasn’t saying—that he had a killer migraine, like the others had—but I doubted he was going to let it stop him.

“Where is Remy?” he asked, making my heart jump.

“I haven’t seen her yet,” I admitted, hoping like hell that she was okay.

“We need to find her,” he whispered.

Running steps approached from outside and Josh reported, “It’s Sean and Carmen.”

Sean was one of the head officers for this operation. Josh waved them in.

Sean squinted into the dimness. “Is that Tate?”

“Yes, sir,” Tater said, sounding pained.

“Holy shit.” Sean stuck out his hand and they shook, then the officer looked at me. “There’s another room like this, with beds, just across the way, and we have three injured in there. Can you head over?”

“Yes, sir,” I said. “Any sign of Remy out there?”

Sean shook his head.

“I’ll take Amber,” Josh said. “How many more of the enemy are out there?”

“We’ve got most of them holed up in the big warehouse building,” he told us. “But they’re using voice control to make the humans surround them as shields and fire at anyone who tries to come through the door. We’re going to have to surround the building from all sides and try to cause a skirmish in the front while we break in through the back.”

“Aw, yeah,” Tex said with a dirty chuckle. “I’ll go in from the back side any day.”

Carmen gave him a glare, and he grinned at her with his scruffy beard as Josh snickered.

Sean, always the professional, didn’t react, but what he said next sobered Tex right up. “They’ve got a bunch of kids in there too, man. Armed kids under voice control.”

Silence rose in the room as our horror set in. Using kids was low, and it made the mission much more delicate.

“Fuck the back side,” Tex said. “Let’s get our asses on the roof and pick ’em off from above.”

Sean nodded. “There’s a thought. Let’s see what we can do.”

Before I could ask how the hell they planned to do that, Sean gave a motion for them to follow. Tex left weapons with the humans, along with a handful of ear plugs, and Josh cocked his head for me to follow. Carmen grabbed my hand as she passed and we both squeezed, wishing each other luck.

But before Tater could leave my sight again, I wrapped my arms around his waist for a quick hug.

“It’s good to see you,” he whispered. “You have no idea.”

“I have a pretty good idea,” I told him. “Be safe, okay?”

“Yeah.” He started to pull away when he looked at me, suddenly aware. “Wait . . . was I dreaming or did I hear you say your name was Fite?”

“Tate, come on,” Officer Sean called.

I smiled. “Yeah. Mrs. Fite. Now go on. We’ll talk soon.”

He smiled back, just a small one, but it was enough to boost me with a shot of pure joy before we parted.
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Remy

When everyone had scattered, I grabbed Kelsey and ran, following Linette to the barn. To my complete shock and awe, I watched Linette jump on a Baelese male’s back as he cornered two humans, hold on to his waist with her thighs and use her entire upper body and all her weight to snap his neck with a ferocious yell. That’s right. Linette killed an alien with her bare hands. When he crumpled in a heap, she slung his rifle over her head and grabbed a handgun from his waist, sliding it toward me through the dirt.

“Go!” She pointed to the barn.

I squatted, setting down Kelsey to grab the gun, then took the girl by the hand and ran into the barn. I took her to the farthest stall and set Kelsey in a corner filled with hay.

“I need you to sit and be very still and very quiet, okay, sweetie?” As she sat, her back in the corner, I piled hay around her. “It’s going to be like hide-and-seek. You stay hidden until I come get you.”

“Don’t leave me,” she said in her tiny voice.

“I’m going to be right here, keeping watch,” I promised. Then I thought of something. Voice control. I grabbed the edge of my dress, the part of the seam that was about to unravel, and I tore. Small strips ripped off, and I bunched them with my fingers, wetting them with saliva.

“Let’s put these in your ears,” I told her. Kelsey was a good sport. She let me do it, pressing the cloth as far in as I could, and then piling more hay around her.

My whole body was trembling as I finished covering her and went to the stall’s door to watch and listen. I balled up tiny strips of cloth and wet them pushing them into my ears and praying it would work. Through the cloth, I heard muffled running and shouting, and gunfire ringing out, making me jump. When footsteps got too close, I cowered into my stall door, peeking through a crack to see Linette.

“Psst!” I said, waving my arm. She ran over and I gave her to two pieces of cloth, pointing to my ears.

She nodded, grinning wickedly, and grabbed them from me, then went into the stall beside me. I looked down at my gun, checking to make sure the safety was off. I’d never been good with guns. When I was at Dugway, the guys tried to teach me, using blanks in a makeshift underground range. My main issues were that I always closed my eyes in anticipation of the noise as I pulled the trigger, and I couldn’t hold it steady when I shot. My arms always jerked upward. So I never once hit the target. It was laughable.

Almost as laughable as my ability to hear somebody coming.

The stall door beside me suddenly burst open and a female voice yelled, “Freeze!” followed immediately by a shot, and Linette’s shout of pain. A loud clatter sounded as if her rifle had been dropped, then a sliding sound.

I covered my mouth. It was Vahni. Oh, my gosh. She was in Linette’s stall. Had Linette not had time to put her ear plugs in? Mine seemed to be working. I glanced over at Kelsey’s pile of hay, and she was very still. She had to be terrified.

Please, don’t let her make a sound.

In the darkness, I tried to survey what was around me. The stall wall between us went all the way to the ground, but was only about six feet high. Beside me was a water trough, and a wooden bucket for feed. Very slowly, I bent and felt inside the bucket. It was empty.

“I saw you come in here,” Vahni said to Linette. “And I had to follow. Do you know why? Because I admire you. In a society of weakling females, you are strong. A rare find. Both mind and body, very much like a Baelese female. So, tell me. How were you able to communicate with the radio?”

Linette must have been under voice control, because she robotically began to chronicle every detail from when she received the radio. I had to do something. Using painstakingly slow movements, I turned the bucket upside down. I was glad for my soft, slipper-like shoes as I placed them silently on the bucket and stood. Keeping my breathing under control was a feat of its own. I straightened enough to peek over the edge with just my eyes.

Linette was on the ground, leaning against the wall. Blood had soaked her shirt from the shoulder, all the way down. It looked bad. Linette had to see me from where she was, but she never once glanced up at me or did anything to give me away.

Her rifle was close to Vahni, as though the Baelese woman had slid it over with her foot. Vahni was about four feet away, her rifle pointed as Linette spoke.

I’d never shot anyone, or any thing for that matter. But I raised my gun and balanced it on the edge of the wall, pointing it downward and aiming. Not a single part of my body was not shaking. I’d begun to sweat from obscure places, like the backs of my knees.

“Fascinating,” Vahni breathed as Linette concluded. “How could you stomach living among your kind, surrounded by mediocrity? They could not possibly have appreciated you in a society that values feminine frailty.”

“I used to think like that,” Linette whispered. “But you shouldn’t underestimate the soft ones. I did, and I was wrong.”

“Do not be ridiculous,” Vahni said.

“They’re like mama bears,” Linette told her. “When their claws come out—”

I shot. Just like always, my eyes automatically clamped shut at the last second, and I stumbled, nearly falling off the bucket.

Then I heard Linette say, “Took you long enough.”

I pulled myself back to standing and peered over, heart racing. Vahni was on the ground, her head surrounded by a pool of darkness. I let out a shocked whimper as Linette pushed to her feet. She peered up at me, and in the dimness I saw the whites of her teeth as she smiled.

And then she fell.

“Oh, my God!” I jumped from the bucket and rushed out of my stall, running into hers. I leapt over Vahni’s body and knelt next to Linette. She still had a pulse, so she must have passed out. She’d lost a lot of blood, and I had no idea what to do. I reached for the bottom of my dress and tore off a larger strip, then balled it up and pressed it to her wound, holding my hand hard over it.

Through my muffled ears I heard footsteps coming nearer, and I pulled Linette into the corner, trying to keep pressure on. At the same time, from across the camp I heard a series of shots and voices. Something big was going on near the warehouse. The footsteps got to the barn and I held Linette’s wound with one hand while my other hand pointed my gun at the doorway.

“U.S. Marines!” I heard someone yell just as a dark figure appeared around the corner brandishing a rifle.

“It’s me!” I stupidly shouted, as if they’d know who I was.

But the deep voice said, “Remy?” and my heart jumped.

I squinted, making out his tall shape. “Devon?” A sound of elation ripped from my chest, something between a laugh and a sob.

“It is you—hot damn!” He stepped over Vahni and squatted beside us.

“Linette’s shot.”

“I got her.” He scooped Linette into his arms. “Follow me. Keep your gun out.” We stepped over the dead body. The body of the creature I killed. And for once in my life, I had no guilt.

“Kelsey!” I called. “You can come out!” Then I explained to Devon. “It’s a little girl.”

He nodded. I heard the shuffle of hay and patter of small feet running to me. I scooped her into my arms and held her tight. “You were so good.”

Together, we ran from the barn to the women’s dormitory, passing bodies. When we got to the door I recognized New York Josh, but there was no time to stop. We beamed at each other, and I rushed inside, looking around. I’d expected to see the younger girls, but they weren’t here. On the floor was a row of bodies, all bleeding from various places, and two medics working over them. The sight of brown waves, tanned skin, and efficient movements made everything inside me swell with joy. I immediately choked up.

“Amber?”

Her head swung around. “Remy! Thank God!”

I stood back while Devon rushed to Amber’s side and set down Linette.

“Rem, come wrap this wound,” Amber said, motioning to the gauze in her hand as she peered down at Linette’s still form.

I set down Kelsey and ran over to grab the gauze. I didn’t recognize the soldier with the bleeding arm, but he nodded at me, gritting his teeth, and I nodded back before getting to work.

Amber was able to quickly dig the bullet out of Linette’s shoulder.

“She is so fucking lucky,” Amber murmured. “Shot just under her collarbone. Missed her heart and main arteries.” She poured something on the wound, I was guessing to sterilize it, and Linette gasped out a croak, her eyes shooting open. Devon had to hold her down as she cursed from the pain.

“Good to see you haven’t lost your fire,” Amber said.

“Oh, it’s you.” Linette closed her eyes and leaned back against Devon, her forehead pinched with pain. “How bad is it?”

“I was just saying how lucky you are. It’s going to take a couple months to heal, but you’ll be good to go.”

Linette cracked open a single eye and looked right at me. “Thanks.”

I shrugged, feeling an unfamiliar sense of pride. Amber shot me a questioning look.

Linette closed her eye and grunted. “She saved my life. Killed the alien bitch.”

Amber’s eyes widened and she smiled. I had so much to tell her.

As soon as she shot Linette up with morphine, she started working on the next guy, but I couldn’t wait any longer. I threw my arms around her neck. She couldn’t hug me back, but her voice got thick.

“Shit, now I can’t see,” she said, trying to wipe her eyes against her shoulders. I pulled up the skirt of my dress and dabbed her eyes while she laughed.

“I thought we were besties now, Remy,” Linette said, eyes still closed. Amber scoffed, but I had to smile.

“I can never have too many friends.”

Kelsey slunk over to my side and leaned against me, needing to be close. I put an arm around her.

“You’re okay, sweetie. This is my friend, Amber. Amb, this is Kelsey.”

“Hi,” Amber said, giving her a quick smile. Kelsey stared down at the injured soldier while Amber finished wrapping.

“You’re a doctor,” Kelsey said. “My mommy was a doctor.”

Amber and I both smiled at her. I rubbed Kelsey’s back, then looked toward the door at Josh. “Have you seen Tater?”

“Yeah, he’s over at the warehouse. Amber got the worm out of him.”

I let out a sigh of relief. “Is he okay?”

“He looked rough, but wanted to fight.” Josh glanced over at the warehouse. “Looks like it’s almost over. Some of our guys pulled out the kids.”

I stood and went to the door. A female soldier was running our way with my girls. I embraced each of them as they came in.

“I’m Carmen,” said the woman.

“Hi. Remy.”

She nodded. “Heard all about you.”

“What’s going on over there?” Josh asked her.

“They won’t stand down, even though they’re surrounded. They’re using humans as shields and guards. But we’ve sniped the majority and only three are left. Top is ready to ambush.”

“Showdown,” Josh said. “How about the rest of the area?”

“Far as I know, clear.”

Devon stood. “I’m going back out.” He left us to help the others, and I shouted at his back.

“Be careful!”

Everything outside was eerily quiet. I stood near the door so I could see to the warehouse at the end of the clearing. I had to squint. After a few minutes, a rush of soldiers burst through the doors and I covered my mouth as rapid firing rang out. We all watched, holding our breath.

Amber finished and came to my side, watching with us. We immediately grabbed hands. After several minutes of firing and shouting, a cheer filled the air.

“Hell, yeah!” Josh said. Everyone in our room cheered too.

Then voices began shouting, “Medic!”

My stomach dropped. Who was hurt? I tried to think of who all would’ve been over there: Top, Devon, Tex, Tater. I grabbed ahold of a bed rail to steady myself against a wave of dread.

Amber rushed over for her bag. She, the other medic, and I ran toward the warehouse. I halted when we reached the entrance. Someone had turned on the light and it was a bloody mess. Bodies everywhere, mostly Baelese, but a handful of humans too. And a bunch of our men were standing in a circle over one body in particular.

Amber pushed her way into the fray and yelled in a trembling voice, “Top!” I saw Devon, Tater, and Tex crouching over him. My tummy fluttered with happy relief to see that they were fine, and then nausea at the sight of Top splayed out, so still. Tater looked up with mournful eyes and shook his head as Amber fell to her knees and took Top’s pulse. Then her head fell and a cry broke through my lips. I’d always respected the First Sergeant, who we first met as “Dog Balls,” but I knew Amber loved him. He’d treated her like a daughter, and kind of reminded me of her real dad.

All around us, soldiers began to file in, surrounding Top in a circle of remorse. “He’s gone,” people whispered. “Top didn’t make it.” And one word reverberated in my mind as I looked around at the reverence on everyone’s faces.

Hero.
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Amber

Taking back Nellis Air Force Base had been a textbook mission, by all accounts, but it was a huge loss for me. We’d lost a few more soldiers than expected, worst of all our fearless leader, because extra Baelese personnel happened to be at the encampment for a punishment. We hadn’t been expecting that. It was good that we’d gotten there when we did, though. Remy’s account of what had been about to happen gave me chills.

There would be no rest that night. At sun up, we immediately took stock of the base and what was left, making sure no straggler aliens remained. Unfortunately, a good portion of the amazing Baelese communications equipment had been in the obnoxious palace they’d built. But Matt and the other tech guys were busy in the older buildings getting us back online to communicate with our people in Alaska, and other allies around the world.

It was strange not to have Top in control. Colonel Latham was good at planning the overall picture, but it felt a little like we were flailing as we tried to prepare the small details. Thankfully, Officer Sean rose to the occasion and had natural, even-keeled leadership qualities. I stuck close to Rylen, not wanting him out of my sight. He hadn’t had to battle anyone in the Nellis takeover, but what was to come was a mystery. We had no idea if the Baelese ships would just be traveling vessels, or if they would have firing capabilities.

“Look at this,” Sean said, leaning over an area map. I wasn’t good at reading maps, but it looked like he was pointing at a place outside of the base lines.

“Area 51,” said Rylen. He squinted and leaned in. “They’ve got it marked as an underground weapons silo.”

“For years they’ve said there’s nothing out there,” Sean said. “That they use it for weapon testing and nothing else.”

Matt crossed his arms. “Well, let’s check it out.”

I was shocked when they let me pile into the vehicle with them. The drive through the dusty desert should have felt peaceful, but we were all edgy. Maybe we always would be, even after whatever was to come was over. No peace for our generation.

We slowed when we got to the middle of nowhere, and noticed the glimmering shine of a manmade surface on the ground, painted the same color as the dirt. A massive square. Was it a landing area?

Matt found a cellar door at the corner and opened it, whispering when he peered in. “Holy shit.”

Sean and Devon followed him down, followed by Rylen and me. We went down about three flights of stairs in the darkness until Matt found light switches. What I saw made me grasp Rylen’s hand hard enough to cut off his circulation.

A spaceship. It was rounded with a domelike top, just like pictures often depicted of UFOs. The whole thing was sleek. It looked light and airy, not heavy like one of our spaceships. I was frozen to the spot and freaked out.

“Just like the one at Dugway,” Rylen murmured. He gently tugged me forward, mesmerized.

“Let’s get inside it,” Sean said.

My fight-or-flight instinct was screaming for me to take flight, as in, run. I didn’t want to be near this creepy thing.

“It’s all right, Pepper,” Rylen said, urging me to come with him. He knew exactly what place to touch on the bottom of the vessel to make a set of steps whoosh down.

“What if aliens are in it?” I hissed.

Everyone took out their guns to appease me. I took mine out, too, and followed them up the stupid steps. When we got inside, it was like something at Epcot center. For a second, I went slack and just stared around.

“How old is this thing?” I whispered.

“Roswell era,” Rylen said.

“Been on Earth eighty to a hundred years,” Sean whispered.

Matt stared at a wall panel of buttons and screens in awe. “Who knows how long it was made before that, and how long it traveled to get here.”

So freaking weird. This ship was practically ancient, and it looked like futuristic technology.

“Okay, this is cool and all,” I said. “But does this thing have weapons? And does anyone know how to work it? Otherwise, I feel like we’re wasting our time.”

“Amber,” Rylen said from what appeared to be the pilot seat. “This thing is their equivalent of a comfort fighter jet. And yes . . .” He looked at me and my heart dropped. “In theory, I know how to fly it.”
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In theory.

I crossed my arms and grumbled the entire way back to base. The Baelese mother ships were coming tomorrow and my husband was like a kid with a big, dangerous, unknown toy. It was going to be hard enough with him in a fighter jet with missiles and high powered guns. To think of him on an alien ship that he kinda sorta maybe knew how to operate made me want to vomit.

Remy found me the second we got back, and the two of us walked off together to find something to eat.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

I told her, and the look of dismay on her face told me I wasn’t being crazy in my worry. We sat in a corner of the mess hall with two bowls of canned chicken and rice soup.

“I barely escaped Linette,” Remy said, taking a sip. “It’s so weird. She legit wants to hang with me, and I keep waiting for her to make fun of me. It’s hard to take her friendliness seriously.”

“Who knew,” I said. “That the way to win her over was to kill for her?”

Remy laughed and rolled her eyes. “It was a lucky shot in the dark.”

“Doesn’t matter. And you shouldn’t underestimate yourself.”

She swirled her spoon around in the soup. “I’m glad she’s alive. The friendship thing is just going to take some getting used to.”

As I ate, she kept staring down at her soup, stirring, lost in thought. I wondered what all she’d been through in that camp. She definitely seemed . . . off. Not herself. She told me she’d been a teacher to the alien children, and I knew Remy. I knew her heart always got involved.

I braced myself to ask her. “Do you miss the, uh, Baelese kids?”

She sucked her bottom lip in and set down the spoon, holding her hands in her lap and staring away. My heart ached. I rubbed her back, and Remy flinched.

I dropped my hand. “I’m sorry.”

“No.” Her voice shook. “I’m sorry. We weren’t allowed to touch. Ever.”

“What else happened in there?” Remy wouldn’t look at me. “I won’t tell anyone.”

She looked at me now, and the remorse in her eyes gutted me. “Senator Navis made me his liaison to the humans.”

“Okay,” I said.

Remy looked down again, and realization smacked me with an open hand.

“He liked you, didn’t he?” I shuddered with a gasp. “And you . . .” She hunched, and I couldn’t help myself. I put a hand on her back again, and she let me. “It’s okay, Remy.”

“No, it’s not.” She shook her head. “I’m, like, a traitor. Linette told me to get out of there, so I knew something was about to happen, and I wanted to save him and the kids. I wanted to get them to safety. I tried, and then—” She choked up, bringing her fingertips to her lips.

Remy’s heart had always been big and soft. She saw gray, malleable space where other people saw rigid black and white.

“You’re not a traitor,” I said in a firm voice. “Don’t ever say that again, and don’t think it for a second longer. You’re a good person with a tender heart, and you got to see a side of the enemy that nobody else did.”

Her shoulders remained slumped, jaw quivering, and I knew there was more to the story than she was letting on. Remy usually told me everything, so if she was holding back, it had to be huge. Maybe she’d confide in me someday, but I wouldn’t press her. Instead, I twined my fingers with hers and made her look at me.

“Eat, okay?”

She nodded and picked up her spoon. At that moment, Tater and New York Josh walked into the room. Something electric seemed to stretch across the space as my brother and Remy made eye contact. Tater stopped mid-step to stare at her, making Josh go around him.

For too long there had been games between Remy and Tater. Things left unsaid. I’d come to expect it. So imagine my surprise when Remy stood without looking back and went straight to him, sliding her arms around his neck. His went around her waist and his eyes closed as he pulled her close. And right there in front of everyone, they held each other.
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Remy didn’t want to watch the final battle. She opted to go to the safety of a bomb shelter with other civilians. They were given food, weapons, and several vehicles to try and escape and fend for themselves if things went south. It surprised me that she didn’t want to stay with me, but knowing she’d come to feel compassion for some of the Baelese, maybe it would be too hard to watch thousands of them extinguished. Maybe it felt like genocide to her. And perhaps it was.

I wanted to be more like Remy. I wanted to be able to give the benefit of the doubt and work together with our alien neighbors, but after everything that had happened, we couldn’t trust them as a whole. They’d killed almost our entire population. Something told me they wouldn’t be happy as our “equals.” As sad as it was, and a massive waste of intelligent life, we couldn’t take the chance. Everyone on those ships was under the impression that Earth was theirs, and that the humans who were left could be used as slaves.

Not happening.

Our soldiers had worked straight through the day and night, allowing each other one-hour cat naps in shifts. They had stockpiled all weapons, gotten every missile, bomb, and other flying deadly things pointed upward, gassed up the jets, and had passenger planes ready to go if we lost and needed to escape. According to Matt, the three enormous ships had entered Earth’s orbit during the night. But they’d surprised us by going three different directions.

One seemed to be headed for France. The other for Russia. And the last for Nevada. Everyone around the world was ready, and as far as we could tell, the Baelese had no idea what was about to greet them.

I joined Matt and Officer Sean with the tech-comm crew at the top of a nearby mountain. We had a great view for miles, and clear signal radius. Our jets were lined up, and allied forces from around the U.S. had shown up mere hours before with jets of their own. But Rylen was not in one of them.

During his cat nap, I’d joined him in a room. He fell asleep the instant his head hit my lap. I ran my fingers through his short, blond hair, gently scratching his scalp. Ry slept like a rock as I ran a finger over the lines of his jaw and face. His breath hit my inner thigh, and I let myself stare at him. I loved him so much, it ached, because I knew tomorrow wasn’t guaranteed. And there could never be another for me.

Now, he was on his way to Area 51. He’d spent hours there yesterday, and reassured me all was well. This ship, unlike the one at Dugway, had not been damaged, and was an earlier model, therefore easier to maneuver. Still, when he left two hours ago, I dry heaved, thankful I hadn’t eaten anything yet.

His parting words still filled my ears. “I’ll see you soon, Pepper.”

I was holding him to it.

Our lookout place reminded me of the watch tower at Dugway, only much, much higher. I looked out through the glass with high-powered binoculars. Even early in the morning, as soon as the sun came up, the air became hazy with heat. The land on the horizon shimmered like a mirage. I stared out at the sky, heart in my throat, but so far nothing happened.

Waiting was the worst. At least I thought it was. And then Officer Sean said, “It’s time,” and I realized that was the worst.

Tension crystalized in the warm air, making our breaths brittle as all of us stared out, standing. Before I could spot anything in the air, all of our jets lifted off and shot up, the sound splitting the air. Where was it? And then Matt cursed low and I swung my binoculars toward the horizon. I would never, ever forget what I saw. The stuff of nightmares.

It came slowly, blocking the sun like a turtle shell stretching across a huge expanse of the horizon. As it moved into view, I couldn’t even breathe. That thing . . . it was too big. Humans could not even fathom putting something like that into the air, something the size of a freaking town. How the hell was it hovering?

Our guys didn’t waste any time. I jumped and let out a small yelp as the jets flew by, hitting both sides of the mother vessel. Orange fireballs lit up, but when they subsided, nothing was there. No damage. Our flyers were nothing more than mosquitos on a horse.

Sean let out a string of cusswords, very unlike him. That was my sign that this was not good. The craft suddenly shifted higher, as if it were thinking of taking off, but the jets came around again, and along with a secondary assault from land, explosions covered the bottom, sides, and top of the ship. There’s no way it could survive that. But just like before, when the flare-ups cleared, no damage.

“Oh, my God,” I cried. “How do we break into it?”

And then something truly awful happened. Two laser beams of fiery light shot out of the massive craft, and jets on either side went into tailspins, crashing into the desert terrain. I screamed and covered my mouth as everyone around me yelled and scrambled, trying to send comms and figure out what to do next.

“We have to get inside,” Sean said. “That’s the only way. We might have to let the damn thing land or we’ll waste all of our munitions.”

Those jets smoking on the ground. I couldn’t stop trembling. I’d wanted Rylen to fly one. That could have so easily been him.

On a crackly speaker came a familiar voice. “I’m going up.” Oh, no.

“Look,” Matt said, pointing. “He’s really flying that thing! Holy shit . . .”

I lifted my binoculars, bouncing against my eyes with the shake of my hands. And sure enough, the ship we’d found at Area 51 was in the sky. It looked so small compared to the other one.

“Fite,” Sean called into the transmitter. “Fire when ready.”

I held my breath as Rylen’s ship tilted and a cylindrical gun protruded from the side. He shot, and the Baelese ship moved faster than I thought possible. The round of fire missed it, just barely, and hit the side of a mountain, sending up dirt and debris.

Rylen cursed on the radio.

“Fire again!” Sean ordered. But all he got in return was a static sound.

I pressed a hand to the glass, frantic. “Rylen!” Why wasn’t he firing?

A crackly sound came at us, his words breaking up. “—an’t shoot . . . locked up.”

“They’ve overridden his system,” Matt said. “He can’t shoot.”

“I’m going in,” Rylen said. “I’ve got the ICBM.”

I’m sorry, but what the actual hell did he just say?

“Fite,” Sean said. “Hold on, man.”

“There’s no other way, sir. And you know it.”

“Going in?” I asked. “What is he talking about?”

Sean’s response was grave. “He’s got an intercontinental ballistic missile on board.”

“What is that?” I asked.

“A nuclear weapon,” Matt said. I made a choking sound. This could not be happening.

“We put it on his ship as a last resort,” Sean told me.

“But he can’t even shoot anything,” I said.

“It can be detonated by a remote location.”

We stared as Rylen’s ship began to gravitate toward the master ship’s belly and upward.

“No,” I whispered, then cried, “Rylen, get out of there!”

“It’s opening its hatch for him,” Matt said. “Maybe we can shoot.”

That was the most helpless moment of my life. The man I loved was flying a fucking spaceship right into the mouth of a monster. Other jets circled the vessel at a distance, but Sean told them to stand down.

“Damn it, his craft is right in the way of the opening. We can’t get a missile past without hitting his ship. It’s all on him now.”

“—ontrols—dow—” Rylen said. “—aking me in.”

Matt shook his head. “Controls are down? They’ve taken over his system completely.”

I held the heavy binoculars and couldn’t stop watching. Why? Why did he have to play the hero? There had to be another way. If he’d just given us another minute to think. But now he was being sucked toward the underbelly of their ship like a magnetic beacon.

“We have to get him off there,” I said, desperate.

“What can we do?” Matt said. “We can’t fire again with his ship that close.”

“His ship is aligning with theirs,” Sean said.

My body became heavy. So heavy. I didn’t know how I was still standing.

“The master vessel is lifting,” Matt said, and he was right. I thought it was a trick of my eyes, but as it pulled Rylen’s ship upward, it got higher in the sky, like it was going to take off.

I couldn’t stop staring. Rylen’s ship was halfway inside the belly, and I was more than halfway to a breakdown. I had to raise my binoculars as the two vessels raised upward. And then I squinted. The bottom of Rylen’s small ship had something dangling from it.

“What is that?” I asked. Then the dangling thing fell.

“He’s jumping!” Matt yelled. “But he’s too low for his chute to open!”

It happened so fast. Rylen, dropping like a dot in the sky, then his chute opening partway and him sailing down out of sight. It didn’t fully open. My stomach clenched. The Baelese mother vessel closed its belly around the smaller ship and shot heavenward.

I dropped the binoculars and grabbed my medic bag.

“We’re going to find Sergeant Fite,” Sean told the others. “When that ship is far enough away, give the signal to detonate.”

I ran for the door with the others at my heels. We jumped into the Jeep Sean had brought, and raced down the narrow path of the mountain. My heart was beating too hard when we got to the bottom and took off across the expanse of desert. I felt like I was having a heart attack, or a massive panic attack at the very least. I could see one of the downed jets, half disintegrated and smoking.

When we got to the area where Rylen had been dropping, we had to stop the Jeep because boulders and cacti were everywhere.

“Rylen!” I screamed, running.

And then, as if my heart could handle another horrible sight, I spotted a booted foot beside one of the larger boulders.

“Over here!” I yelled for the others. I sprinted and skidded in the dirt next to Rylen, taking in the facts. He was whole. One side of his body was badly scraped, half his clothes hanging off, as if he hit the ground and skidded. I felt for his pulse and it was slow, but there. I felt each arm, and the one on his scraped side definitely had a broken radius. Miraculously both legs felt in tact, but his ankle on the bad side looked twisted.

Matt cursed when he saw him. I was already getting under one of his arms, but Matt told me to take the feet.

“Watch his left arm,” I warned him. He and Sean hauled Rylen’s body up, and we awkwardly ran to the Jeep, pushing his body into the back seat.

I opened my medic bag and started treatment on the side of his face first. From his forehead down to his jaw were bright red, filled with dirt, and already peeling. He would have scars for life.

I murmured to him the whole time, shaking like a bush in a sandstorm. “You’ll be fine. I’ve got you, babe. Here’s a little morphine for the sting.”

We made it to base in record time and people ran out to help us get him inside to a medical bed. I got his clothing off and it wasn’t as bad where his uniform had protected parts, like his chest, hips, and upper legs. But his face, neck, shoulder, and arm were raw and nasty. It took almost two hours to get him cleaned up and treated. During that time Remy came rushing in to help me, taking orders like a rockstar nurse.

“What happened out there?” she asked as we bustled around the room.

I told her everything, and she shook her head. People shouted outside in the hall, and Remy ran to see what was going on.

“Look out the window!”

We ran to the window, and far out in the sky was a ball of fire, like a second sun, but so much closer. Within seconds, the ground shook, and the sound of wind and sand hitting the side of the building filled the room. It was done. Cheers sounded, echoing through the building, and Remy and I beamed.

She went to Rylen’s groggy form and kissed the side of his head that wasn’t burned.

“You saved us all,” Remy whispered to him. It made my eyes burn, but I had no time for tears right now. I planned to have a good ugly cry later though.

Tater busted into the room, making us both jump.

“He fucking did it! Did you see?”

“Yes,” I told him. “He’s so lucky.”

“Is he okay?”

“He will be.” I gazed down at him. “The stubborn ass.” Rylen stirred, wincing and stilling again.

Tater laughed with wet eyes and went to his friend’s side. “Damn, bro, look at you. Chuleta. Guess I’m the handsomest now.”

“Nope,” Rylen whispered, surprising us. “I’ve got that rugged man look.”

We all laughed and I bent to gently kiss Rylen’s good cheek. “You’ll always be the handsomest in my eyes.” I kissed him again. “Now get some rest. You’ve got a lot of healing ahead of you.”

So much for rest. The door opened again, and Matt, Sean, Devon, Tex, and Josh pushed their way in, looking at Rylen.

Tex let out a low whistle.

Devon eyed Ry. “I heard you tried to get abducted and shit.”

Rylen laughed, which turned to a cough and he flinched. “Something like that.”

“He did.” I crossed my arms. “I saw it. He’s out of his mind.”

“I didn’t know it was going to suck me in like that and turn off my equipment.”

“Ain’t you ever seen the movies?” Tex asked.

A calming sense of rightness came over me as everyone smiled and laughed, talking over one another.

The door opened again, and this time it was Colonel Latham, there to congratulate and thank Rylen himself.

“Also,” the Colonel said. “There’s someone from the Baelese encampment who thinks she knows you. She recognized your name.”

She? Rylen’s eyebrows came together.

The Colonel looked toward the door and called, “Come on in.”

A young, waif of a girl with short blond hair came in, clasping her hands in front of herself. I stared hard, feeling like I’d seen her face before. But where?

“Macy?” Remy said, coming forward to take her hand. “You know Rylen?”

The girl nodded, and my heart jumped. Macy? It couldn’t be.

Suddenly, Rylen was trying to sit up, his eyes widening. “Mace?”

“Ry?” The girl’s eyes filled with tears, and she ran to him. He reached out with his good arm to pull her in.

I covered my mouth against a cry, remembering him holding this tiny child when I was a teen.

“How?” Remy asked.

“This is my baby cousin,” Rylen said, and his voice was a mix of emotions. The whole room was either grinning or crying at this surprise. Ry waved me over to meet her again. I hugged her and wiped the tears from her face, then kissed Rylen again. Macy smiled up at Remy.

When there was finally a lull, Colonel Latham spoke again.

“The ship in France was smaller and apparently not as sturdy. They were able to take it down much faster and easier. But the Russians had a tougher time. We’re still awaiting the final word, but last I heard the ship had touched down and it was hand-to-hand. Others in Europe and Asia were on their way to help.”

“Damn,” Josh said. “That sucks.”

“They’ll beat ’em,” I said with a sense of sureness.

Devon stuck out his fist and I bumped it with mine.

“Oohrah, girl,” he told me, using the Marine version of the battle cry charge.

“Hooah,” I said back.
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One Year Later . . . Ash Meadows National Wildlife Refuge

Rylen and I were quiet as we stood in front of Mom’s sedan, right where we’d left it over a year and a half ago. Weeds had grown up around the tires, and the body was covered in a thick layer of dirt and dust, but it was a beautiful sight. Macy drew a heart on the dirty back window with her finger, and it sent a shot of love through me.

Behind us, Remy and Tater stood with their two little ones, Ronaldo and Kelsey. Beside them were Josh and Linette, J.D. and Sean, Tex and Carmen, Devon and Shavontae with Tyree and their infant daughter Moira, and Matt. Here we were, Earth’s new generation, staring at this relic that, for me, symbolized the old generation. My mom. My family. A time when things were fast paced and busy.

We’d been forced to downgrade, to start from scratch, to decide what we wanted to reinvent, and what was best left behind. Our first priorities had been electricity, water, and landlines for phones. I didn’t mind the simplicity so much, though I did miss the speed and convenience of cell phones and internet. We used walkie-talkies a lot. It did the trick for now.

“Ready to take her home?” Josh asked. They’d already added air to the tires and jolted the battery.

I gave him a nod, and he climbed inside to hotwire her. I smiled when she sputtered, then rev’d up. Everyone clapped. We’d brought gas and filled her up. Now I hugged everyone and climbed in the driver’s seat with Rylen beside me and Macy on his lap, even though she was probably too big for that. Tater and Remy squeezed in the back with their kids. No seatbelt laws, and all.

It was beyond strange to hold the wheel, running my hands over where Mom had touched. I’d done the same thing when we went back to our old house, but where that had felt kind of sad with memories of Grandpa dying there, this felt nice, like I’d been reconnected to her. Only happy memories.

Rylen reached over and rested his hand on my leg as I accelerated too fast, making us all yell and grab ahold of whatever we could, laughing. For too long, I’d let others chauffer me around. I needed to reacclimate myself to driving.

“This is weird,” I whispered.

Ry rubbed my leg. “You look like her right now. Your mom.”

I smiled at him, jerking the car a little to the side, and Remy yelled with a laugh, “Keep your eyes on the road!”

“Sorry!” I couldn’t stop smiling.

The others were behind me in their vehicles. We’d decided to make a day trip of it, to see the place where our core group had met. We’d dredged up strange, hard, bittersweet memories that we each needed to face.

Not a single alien from the planet of Bael was alive on Earth now. At least, none that we knew of, and we had scoured. Things were far from perfect. We were humans, flawed in every way, disagreeing about the simplest things. How people ever came together to form a nation of rules among infighting and uprisings, I had no idea.

But we had one thing in common: our pursuit of happiness. And what made us happy, for the most part, was love. Laughter. Helping each other. Forming a sense of trusted community. Accepting our personality differences, despite the griping, and still being there for one another.

Humanity was amazing, and so was the human body. I glanced at Rylen for a quick second—at the light scarring along the side of his face—at the bones that had perfectly healed. It turned out that my own body had partially healed itself, as well, in a way that none of us had expected.

I was five months pregnant.

An ultrasound showed that part of one ovary and fallopian tube had survived and further healed. After the mother ships were taken down and Rylen was on a healing course, my body relaxed for the first time in eight months, and I started to bleed. Spotting, really. It scared me. I thought I was internally injured or something, but it only lasted a day. The next month when it happened again I realized.

And now . . . I placed a hand on my small baby bump and drove with one hand. Rylen looked at where I touched my belly, and he smiled, squeezing my leg.

From the back seat I heard Tater tickling Kelsey, and her tiny voice filled the car with bubbling laughter that was contagious.

“Stop it, Daddy!”

“Yeah, leave her ‘lone, Papa!” Ronaldo said, trying to take down Tater’s tickle arm, but he kept going, and the entire car filled with laughter. I reached down and took Rylen’s hand, holding it tight. He lifted my fingers to his lips, and Macy smiled as she watched our interaction.

No, things weren’t perfect in the world, and they never would be, but I would savor it. Every minute of it. And never again would I take a single breath of Earth’s air, or touch of a loving hand for granted.

 

The End
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