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      It wasn’t the first time a good idea had come back to bite Sienna Wolfe in the ass, but it could be the last.

      She checked her phone again. No signal. She shoved the phone back into her pocket. Sucking in a breath of autumn air laced with the stench of burning wires, she took one more look at the crashed aircraft. Then she clicked on her flashlight and stepped inside.

      The light sliced through the smoke and fell upon the pilot slumped over the instrument panel. A flight suit and helmet covered him from head to toe, making it impossible to tell if he was still alive or not. Trembling, she stepped closer and checked his pulse.

      Alive.

      A persistent beep echoed through the cylindrical ship, which she tried to ignore. Even though she had a pilot’s license, she’d never been around a plane crash. When she’d heard something smashing through trees in the woods, she hadn’t known what to expect, but she certainly hadn’t expected to find what she had: an aircraft without wings.

      It had to be military—top-secret at that—given how unusual it was. The ship didn’t even have an N-number. Rescue helicopters hadn’t shown up, leaving her as the sole first responder.

      She blew out a breath and rubbed her hands together.

      While checking the pilot for injuries before attempting to move him, a small sound under the louder beeping distracted her. Shining the beam toward the rhythmic plip-plop, the light fell on rivulets flowing down the wall toward a crumpled mass of sparking instrument panel. Bending down on one knee, she dipped a finger in the liquid and smelled the clear, almost gel-like substance. It was foreign, like an exotic nighttime plant, but the underlying hint of kerosene was unmistakable; it had to be some sort of jet fuel.

      It was then that the sound caught her. The beeps were speeding up; what used to be a second pause between each was now half that. Earlier, she’d assumed the beeps were a proximity alarm.

      Her lips parted. “Oh, shit.”

      It made perfect sense that a classified aircraft would have an auto-destruct to keep it from falling into the wrong hands. In a rush, she fidgeted with a seatbelt that had no visible latches. Her fingers brushed over a switch, and in a blur, the belts retracted into the floor.

      At the risk of injuring him further, she dragged him toward the door. His boots dragged across the floor, the friction pushing the limits of her strength. Her hands slipped, and she nearly dropped him. She took another step but stopped cold when movement caught her eye. The trail of fuel had now become a river and was running down toward a section of smoking wires. Her eyes widened. Interlacing her fingers around the man’s chest in a Heimlich-maneuver style hold, she put everything she had into hefting him through the doorway and outside the ship.

      Not knowing how far away she needed to be, she kept dragging him. Her legs shook and her arms shook. Her back felt like it could give out at any moment.

      “What are you doing?”

      Sienna snapped around to find another man nearly hidden by the trees. Relief flooded her. “Oh, thank God. Help me, please. He’s hurt bad.”

      He made no move.

      She’d heard about that type of response; how onlookers froze at the sight of an accident. She snapped her fingers. “Hey! I need your help over here.”

      He stepped forward then. Tall as a basketball player, he wore an odd soldier’s outfit—maybe like that of a Scotsman? His silver hair glistened in the moonlight. But what most drew her attention were the flesh-like, tattoo-covered wings that spanned behind him. Strange, since it was nowhere close to Halloween and costume parties weren’t common in the area.

      She shook it off. Didn’t matter. “Do you have a car nearby? Otherwise, we can get him onto my ATV—Hey!”

      He grabbed her wrist and yanked her to him. Pinning her arms against her, he patted her pockets down with his free hand.

      Fear brought forth a surge of adrenaline. She bucked and kicked at him. “What are you doing? Let go!”

      He pulled out her phone and then sent her tumbling to the ground. He dropped the phone, pulled out a gun, and fired. The blast, strangely quiet, obliterated her phone with the same results as a large caliber.

      Sienna froze.

      He holstered his weapon. “You’ve seen things you should not have seen. You need to come with me.”

      She clawed against his iron grip, but he continued to pull her in the direction opposite from her cabin.

      “No!” she yelled and grabbed a tree not much larger than a sapling. The small branches sliced her palm as she was pulled away. A blast of heat shot past her, and the grip on her wrist loosened. She rolled onto her knees and looked up to see her assailant lying on the ground, smoke rising from a gaping chest wound. Shock numbed her as she looked over her shoulder to find the pilot, now conscious, leaning against a tree a few feet away, and shakily aiming a gun in her direction.

      She held up both hands. “Please, don’t shoot.”

      She couldn’t see his expression, what with his face still covered, but he lowered the gun, and she let out a sigh of relief. Keeping an eye on the pilot, she gingerly leaned over the newcomer to check for a pulse. Not that she needed to; a hole had burned straight through his chest. Her finger brushed against a wing as she leaned back, and she jerked away from the unexpected warmth emanating from the flesh-like prop.

      Coming numbly to her feet, she focused on her breathing, and turned to face the pilot.

      The face mask, as before, blocked any expression.

      She kept her hands where he could see them. “Your ship has a fuel leak. I’m scared it’s going to blow.”

      “Are you aligned with the Draeken?” he asked.

      Draeken. An odd word. It was for that reason she recognized it, from something her mother had said a couple of months back. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      He lifted the gun again, directly at her heart. This time, his aim didn’t waiver.

      Sienna didn’t think, or realize what she was doing, as she swung her leg out and kicked the pilot in the head. The weapon flew from his hand. She dove, fumbling through the leaves to grab the gun. Standing above the pilot, she gripped the weapon with both hands and aimed it at his chest. Waited a moment. Nudged him with her toe. Waited another moment. Nudged him again.

      Leave him.

      That was the smart thing to do. The pilot had just killed a man and had been going to shoot her. In the distance, she could still hear the beeps, only now they were even closer together. She cursed at what she was about to do.

      After tucking the weapon into the waistband of her cargos, she hoisted the pilot onto the back of the ATV. His legs dangled over the sides of the rack. She then climbed onto the seat in front of him and sped away. The engine roared, tires kicking up dirt and pine needles.

      A massive boom rocked the ground and a shockwave nearly sent her tumbling from her vehicle. Heat then sucked everything back toward the explosion. There was no air to breathe, let alone scream. She hunkered down over the handlebars and pushed the throttle in all the way. The ATV chewed its way forward through the ravenous suction.

      Then, as suddenly as it came, the wind vanished and the woods hushed, like someone had hit the mute button. Slowing the ATV, she looked over her shoulder and then slammed the brakes. She hopped off and stood, staring blankly at the crash site.

      Confusion settled over her. There was no fire. No debris. No sign of wreckage. It was as though nothing had been there, like the ship and the shredded trees around it had imploded into nothingness.

      Aside from the eerie absence of nighttime forest noises, everything appeared normal. Nothing to even hint that a ship had crashed there less than an hour earlier.

      “Impossible,” she whispered.

      Sienna didn’t know how long she stood there. Regular glances back at her still-present passenger proved that everything had been real and not some hallucination. Her heart felt like it was pumping lead, making it difficult to catch her breath. If she left the injured man, he’d likely die. He’d been about to kill her, but she told herself that he’d been unconscious a few seconds before that and could’ve been confused. She needed to get back to her place and contact the authorities. They’d figure out everything.

      The quarter-mile drive through the winding pine woods felt interminable. She clutched the handlebars in a vice-grip as she tore around trees, ignoring small branches whipping at her face. She slowed only to glance back every once in a while at her unconscious passenger.

      When she finally pulled up to the front steps of her stone cabin, adrenaline still surged through her veins. She’d never, ever looked down the barrel of a gun before. It was a feeling she hoped to never experience again.

      She dragged the pilot off the ATV and up the stone steps, the smooth material of his flight suit making her job all the harder to maintain her grip. Seconds felt like minutes as she hauled the dead weight into her home and dropped him on her couch. Her muscles shook with fatigue. Sweat ran down her temple and tickled her cheek.

      She pulled out the gun with one hand as she swept back hair that had become plastered to her face. She stared blankly at the black weapon for only a second before she rushed into her bedroom, removed the Glock she stored in her nightstand, and checked to make sure it was still loaded and had a round already in the chamber. Its heft and familiarity comforted her, helping her to calm down. She then hid the pilot’s weapon deep in her closet.

      Eying her clothes, she yanked out a couple of flannel shirts, gave the fabric a quick tug, and hurried back to living room. There, she tied his wrists together with one shirt then used the second shirt to bind his wrists over his head and to the floor lamp. She knew it wouldn’t hold him for more than a few seconds if he tried to attack, but seconds could make the difference between Sienna becoming a victim or firing her gun.

      Finished, her stomach churned as she leveled her handgun on him. When he didn’t move, she pulled out the chair at the computer desk across the room from the couch. She didn’t have a landline phone, but she did have internet. After a quick search, she pulled up the Hot Springs emergency services website. She opened a chat window and entered details about the crash, the pilot, and her address.

      She looked back at the pilot. She hoped someone would be monitoring the messages, or else she’d be forced into driving the man to the hospital, which was nearly an hour away.

      Sienna wished she’d listened to her mother more closely when she was rambling about militia-style factions currently operating in the country. Maybe then, Sienna would understand what was happening now. She leaned back in the chair and kept the gun level on her 'guest' as she waited for a response. Seconds passed like hours, and she found herself tapping her feet as she waited.

      Still no response from either the emergency services or from the pilot.

      After waiting a full minute without him showing any sign of consciousness, she headed to the bathroom and grabbed anything that could be used as a medical supply. She knew he could die without medical attention. Her legs didn’t want to move, but she willed them forward, edging closer and closer until she reached him and dropped the supplies into a pile on the floor.

      She was no medic, but she knew the first rule in any accident was to stabilize the patient. His breathing was steady, although not strong by any means. He likely had internal injuries. She felt around his neck for the edge of his mask. The mask was odd, mostly fabric but with padding and goggles. Locating the edge, ever so carefully she pulled it off.

      And gasped.

      His skin looked like he’d taken a shower in liquid gold. Dark tribal-style tattoos swirled over his skin, but there didn’t seem to be a specific design to the way they curved around his neck and onto his face—a face with a nasty bruise forming around an even nastier swollen eye that was no doubt caused by her boot. She winced at the harm she’d caused, but then reminded herself that he’d been the aggressor, not her.

      She leaned back.

      Holy. Shit. First, the guy with wings; now this.

      Tattoos were one thing, but this was something else. Even if they were some kind of military thing, there seemed no logical reason for the anti-stealth glimmer that covered his skin.

      No way was this guy real. Despite a successful career in selling the possibility of it, she’d never really believed in it. There was no such thing as an… she could barely even think the word.

      Alien.
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      Sienna half-expected to see a cameraman pop out and yell “Surprise!”, but no one did, which meant she was alone with someone who was like no one she’d seen before. She had assumed the pilot was military, maybe some kind of rich militia, but it was far more likely that both men were members of some rival cultish city gangs.

      She was in way over her head—and she’d seen plenty of crazy in her life. For her first eighteen years, she’d followed her parents across the globe with their humanitarian efforts. After a relatively normal college career, she spent the next fifteen years consulting on missionary work.

      She thought she’d seen it all…

      A shiver ran across her skin as fear seeped into her. She stood over the man for another long moment. Convinced he wasn’t playing possum, she set her gun down and checked for injuries. She was more careful and slow this time as she ran her hands over his arms, feeling for broken bones. She then moved to his chest and down his abdomen, stopping when she discovered a spot where the material was saturated.

      She tried to cut down the front of the flight suit, but the thin fabric was stronger than she would have guessed. Even with both hands clasping the shears, cutting through the fabric was a painfully slow process. When the final bit of fabric covering his torso was cut away, she found the source of the wetness about an inch below his rib cage. Blood seeped from a deep gouge, but it was unlike any blood she’d ever seen before. It was thick and dark and definitely not crimson.

      In a shocked daze, Sienna closed her mouth and watched his chest, covered in tattoos and small X-shaped scars, rise and fall and rise again, the wound continuing to ooze the strange fluid. This was something her unerring sense of logic couldn’t defend. Here she was, watching dark liquid gold bleed from a wound.

      Humans didn’t bleed gold.

      Maybe it was shock, but she found herself continuing, almost robotically. She leaned in to get a better look at the gouge. Grabbing a bottle of antiseptic and some cotton swabs, she dabbed the liquid across his skin. New “blood” rose with every gentle touch she made. The cut was too deep for a bandage. He needed a surgeon, not a Band-Aid.

      She glanced back at her computer; still no response to her chat message.

      Grimacing, she threaded a needle and placed her palm on his chest near the wound. The instant before she pierced the skin, heat bloomed under her hand. She jolted back and dropped the needle.

      She looked at her hand, but it looked normal. She looked at his wound. Where her hand had been, his skin shimmered more brightly. Fresh, scarred skin now covered the edges of the wound. Her jaw slackened.

      Maybe it was shock, maybe it was the after-effect of adrenaline wearing off, but she made only a half-hearted attempt to reason with herself before gingerly placing her palm against his skin again.

      After a moment, heat hit her hand. She sat on the edge of the coffee table, feeling slightly woozy, but didn’t remove her hand as she watched fresh scar tissue form over the bloody cut. It was like she was in a movie, watching herself. All the while, heat tickled her palm as though her hand rested on an anthill. When a fresh scar filled in where the bloody gouge had been, the tickling disappeared, and she pulled her hand away.

      Lightheaded from the surreal experience, she leaned back, stared at her patient, and found eyes darker than midnight, without any surrounding white, watching her, squinting in the light.

      In a flash she was off the table and standing several feet away, Glock leveled at him. “Don’t move. I’ll shoot you.”

      “Turn down the light. It hurts my eyes,” he said. He tugged at his restraints while he muttered strange, almost-lyrical words that, judging by the look on his face, were more likely a string of cuss words.

      “No,” she answered. “Who are you?”

      He stilled. “I am Legian. I mean no harm to you.”

      “Then why did you try to shoot me?”

      “I thought you were aligned with the other one.”

      “Who was he?”

      “A murderer. You can lower your weapon. I will not harm you.”

      She knew better than to believe him.

      “Please, the light.” He continued to squint.

      She didn’t lower her gun, but she did walk over and dim the lights.

      “Why am I here?” he asked.

      She swallowed. “I brought you here. You were hurt, and I couldn’t leave you at your ship. It blew up.”

      After a moment, the pilot began tugging at his restraints again, showing no surprise at the fact that his ship had been destroyed.

      She narrowed her eyes at the pilot. “Why are you here?”

      “Release me,” was all he said.

      A soft snort escaped her. “Like hell. You were going to shoot me.”

      He yanked against his restraints and grunted before surrendering to the couch with a wince. It was then she saw a pool of blood she’d completely missed before.

      “You’re still bleeding.”

      “Release me.”

      “No way.” She took tentative steps closer, all the while keeping the gun securely aimed at him. She shot a hard gaze at him. “I can try to help, but I will shoot you if you try anything.”

      He watched her with a clenched jaw for a moment before giving a tight nod.

      With his wrists tied, she couldn’t roll him all the way onto his stomach. Unable to see and stuck using only one hand, she had to work with touch alone, feeling for the wound. She moved her fingers over his skin until he sucked in a breath. Thick, warm moisture enveloped her fingers near his spine.

      “Ow!” Sienna snapped back her finger to find a bead of crimson blood forming on the tip.

      If he’d been a normal person, she’d leave the shrapnel in there until it could be removed by a professional, but this man was anything but normal. She softened her gaze. “There’s something still in there. My guess is that you can’t do your mojo thing with it in there. I’ll pull it out on the count of three.”

      “Three what?”

      “Never mind.” She gripped the metal, and it came out with a quick tug. He grunted but didn’t yank away. She pulled back and tossed the shard onto the coffee table. It made a metallic ping when it bounced off the hard oak.

      Fresh blood began spilling out. Watching him watching her, she flattened her hand on his back. Just like the first time, heat surged. A familiar blanket of dizziness fell over her, and she fought to keep the gun steady. After several more seconds, the bleeding slowed, and then stopped altogether.

      Exhausted, she shakily held the gun trained on him as she took a seat on the table, using her knee to steady her aim.

      His brows furrowed. “You helped me. Why did you not break contact?”

      She shrugged. “You needed help.” She paused. “How do you do that?”

      “My people can use energy to heal.” He examined Sienna from his prone position. “Release me. Please.” He gritted out the words through clenched teeth, making them sound more like an ultimatum than a request.

      She shook her head. “Not until help gets here.”

      Suddenly, he lunged forward. His hands pulled free from the restraints faster than she’d thought possible.

      He knocked her to the floor, and her head banged back against the hardwood. Her vision tunneled, and the gun was yanked from her hand. Still, she managed to kick and punch him. Not that it did any good, so she hit him with the only thing she could still move—her forehead. Stars danced across her vision, and shards of pain ran through her brain. He grimaced, but never even flinched. Still pinned as tightly as ever, all she could do now was glare. “Let me go.”

      He frowned. “Why did you help me?” he asked, deflecting her command.

      In response, she struggled harder, and his grip tightened. It felt like her bones were about to shatter. She cried out in pain. He loosened his grip just enough.

      “Why did you help me?” he repeated.

      Sienna laid her head back on the floor. He had her, and he knew it. “I wouldn’t leave someone to die.” She glared. “No matter how much of an asshole they are.”

      He watched her for a moment then the weight lifted from her, and he released her wrists. She sat up and pulled her wrists to her chest, rubbing circulation back into them. Movement in the doorway made her jump, and fear stabbed her when she saw a second man, dressed head to toe in the same type of suit the pilot was dressed in, standing next to Legian. The newcomer was holding the same kind of gun Legian had carried, and it was pointed directly at her.

      The two men began speaking in their strange melodic language, seemingly ignoring Sienna, yet the gun never wavered in the newcomer’s grip. She thought about making a move for her gun, which was now sitting on the side table, but thought better of the plan since Legian stood a mere foot away from it. As the men conversed, the only word she could make out was Draeken, though she suspected much of the conversation revolved around her—or more aptly, what to do with her.

      Her breathing was hard and tight until the newcomer holstered his gun, and she felt some relief.

      After a length, the room went quiet, and both men watched her. Dread seeped like icy water through every molecule. Then, Legian stepped forward and held out a hand to help her stand. She slapped it away.

      “This is Bente,” Legian said. “He will bring us back to our base.”

      She pushed herself shakily to her feet.

      She gulped. “Us?”

      “You must come with us. We cannot risk our presence to be known. Surely, you must understand,” Legian replied.

      She held up her hands as she backed against the wall. “Listen, I won’t say anything. You have my word. I swear,” she said, her voice pleading.

      “We can’t take any risks,” Bente replied. “You either come with us or we kill you.”

      Legian scowled. “Bente.”

      Fear built within her like a mouse stepping into a trap. She looked at the doorway then to the window, wondering if she could escape in time.

      “You cannot stay here. It isn’t safe,” Legian continued. “I give you my word, you will not be harmed. You saved my life, and I will protect yours.”

      She wasn’t an idiot. She didn’t believe him for a second. The newcomer had already made it quite clear what would happen to her if she tried to run… it was the same thought she’d had going through her mind from the moment the pilot—Legian—had gained the upper hand. Feeling like a helpless, five-year-old girl, she nearly whimpered before looking up into dark eyes that contained no white. She forced herself to lift her chin, to fake strength. “Let’s go.”
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      Legian didn’t bother blindfolding Sienna, not that she could’ve have seen much, anyway; the inside of the windowless ship was as dark as the nighttime forest outside. Legian had buckled her into a seat behind the cockpit and now sat across from her. She could just make out his shape and had no doubt he watched her the entire trip to their base.

      The ship flew differently than the small planes she’d piloted. Airplanes needed runways and momentum to build lift, while this ship rose from the ground like a Harrier but was far quieter and smoother. The curiosity within her wanted to check out the cockpit, to see if the controls and instruments would be familiar. After all, the laws of gravity and aerodynamics were universal.

      The ship landed no more than ten minutes after takeoff. The short flight surprised her, and she wondered if their base was close to her cabin, or if the ship just flew incredibly fast. Probably a bit of both.

      Bente opened the door and stepped out into the dim light filtering in through the space. He removed his mask, revealing the same golden skin and dark eyes as Legian.

      “It will be a moment,” Legian said as he unbuckled the straps on her seat. “Bente needs to update our tahcaya.”

      She pushed to her feet and took a step to the door.

      “Trust me. You have my word that you will be safe,” he said.

      She chortled and broke eye contact, and listened to the sound of voices trickling into the ship. She tried to make out the words, but it seemed to be all in the same language she’d heard the pair speaking back at her cabin.

      After what seemed like minutes, the one named Bente popped his head back into the ship and looked at Sienna. “Come.”

      With Bente in front of her and Legian behind, they escorted their prisoner even though she wore no restraints. As she stepped out of the ship, she found herself in a large enclosed hangar. The lights were dim there as well, and she’d wished they were a bit brighter so that she could make out more details.

      Bente stopped and stepped to her side while Legian stepped to her other side. They were at the edge of the hangar. Dozens of ships like the one they’d arrived in were parked around the walls, draped in shadows, while several larger ships occupied the center.

      Before her stood a male in a plain black uniform with no insignia, even though he bore the air of a leader. He was tall like Legian and Bente, but his hair was longer, and tattoos covered much of his visible skin; one in particular vined around his eye and gave him the look of a pirate. Several more aliens—some male, some female—stood behind him. All had golden skin and pure black eyes and wore the simple black uniform.

      Legian spoke in the alien language, and this time she clearly heard her name among the words. When Legian finished, he turned to her. “Sienna, this is Apolo, our tahcaya—our leader.”

      The man stepped closer, and she girded herself to not take a step back.

      “Hello, Sienna. You may call me Apolo.” His English was near-perfect. “I lead the Sephian forces on this small planet. And, as you have helped one of my own, you have the privilege of being the first of your race to meet with me. However, your appearance has raised a complication that I’d hoped not to deal with so soon. As such, now I must decide what to do with you.”

      You mean you have to decide whether to kill me or let me live, she thought to herself, but said nothing.

      Apolo gestured to the people behind him. “You must understand, there are lives on this base dependent on secrecy.”

      “Apolo,” Legian said. “Sienna saved my life, and I have pledged her safety here. She accompanied us without coercion. I believe she means us no harm.”

      Sienna practically guffawed. 'Without coercion' was a stretch.

      Apolo gave Legian a surprised look and turned to Bente. “Is this true? He has already made a pledge?”

      Bente nodded. “Yeah. Trust me, I thought the same thing when I heard it.”

      Apolo thought for a moment. “Well, then, it is settled. Legian, Sienna is your responsibility. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” Legian said without hesitation.

      “So, it is done,” Apolo said, and turned to Sienna. “You will remain here as our guest. You will not be harmed unless you intend harm to any of my people. In return, I request that you meet with me to help me learn more about your people and culture. Can you meet these expectations?”

      As he spoke the words, she knew that what she was hearing was an ultimatum. Her second one tonight. Frustration and exhaustion roiled through her at the unfairness of the situation. She hadn’t asked for any of this. She looked at Apolo, tamping down any emotion that may show in her features, and said simply, “I accept your conditions.”

      His gaze narrowed as though he could see through her façade. Then he smiled. “Excellent. We will speak in an hour. Bente will gather some of your belongings when he ensures your home is cleansed of our presence.”

      He turned and left with his entourage, while Bente and two others headed back to the ship.

      Chills raced over her skin at the thought of strangers rifling through her things. She spun around to see Bente disappear onboard, and she fought the urge to follow him, even though she knew she could never go home.

      “Come,” Legian said. “I will show you to your room.”

      She stood a little taller as she turned toward Legian then fell in alongside him as they walked through the hangar and down several hallways. With the lights down so low, it felt like she was walking through a large building with only nightlights on. Every door they passed was closed, giving her no inkling as to a possible exit. Each door had a small touchpad set in the wall next to it which she suspected needed a badge of some kind to open them. Her hopes fell more and more as she realized this place was the perfect prison.

      Legian turned, and she stumbled into him. She grunted. “Sorry. It’s hard to see in here.”

      “My apologies,” he said. “I hadn’t thought of that. On my world, my people are accustomed to moving about in the dark. Our days and nights are opposite to humans’ cycles. We sleep during the light hours. I will get you glasses to help you see.”

      He stopped at a door and tapped on the pad, as though playing the beat of some tune she didn’t recognize. The door opened, and he gestured inside. “This is your room.”

      The lights came on at the same dim level as the hallways. Legian spoke. “Lights, increase twenty percent.” The room lit up enough for Sienna to see, but caused Legian to squint.

      She stepped over the threshold. The room was sparsely furnished with a bed, couch, what looked like a bar, and a door to what she hoped was a human-like bathroom. As she looked over the weapons hung on the wall, the unmade bed, and the drinks at the bar, she froze. It took a deep breath before she could swallow her fear enough to speak. “Someone lives here already.”

      “It is my room,” he said. “You stay with me now.”

      Her jaw slackened. She spun to face him. “What?”

      “I am sorry. We have no free residences, and even if we did, you are my responsibility.”

      “No. It’s because I’m your prisoner.”

      “If you were a prisoner, you’d be in a holding cell.”

      “I’d rather be in a holding cell than sharing a room with you!”

      He took a step back and held his hands out as though surrendering. “I am sorry for the situation you’ve found yourself in. I have given you my word. I will not harm you, and I mean that in all ways, but this room is the only option for you at this time. I claimed you as my responsibility, which means I am responsible for your life, wellbeing, and behavior at all times. Perhaps, once Apolo allows it, we can make new arrangements. Until then, you will remain with me. You may sleep on the bed. I will sleep on the sofa.”

      She stared at him for a lengthy moment. She had no control, and she wanted to scream at losing every semblance of her life and her freedom in under an hour. She should’ve left him to die with his ship. “Fine,” she gritted out. “Where do I get cleaned up?”

      He led her to a bathroom. “Bente will return shortly with clean clothes from your home. Until then, you can wear your current clothes, or I can find you something else here.”

      “I’ll wear my clothes,” she said quickly.

      After he showed her how to use the shower, he left her alone, though she wondered if she was being watched even then. She constantly scanned the ceiling and every corner for cameras. She showered, changed, and left the bathroom to find Legian gone as well as the weapons on the wall. She laughed drily to herself. Can’t have the “guest” within arm’s reach of a weapon. She spent the next several minutes pacing the room, handling every item she found to see if anything could be used as a weapon or aid in her escape.

      By the time Legian returned with a snack that tasted much like an expired protein bar, she’d scoured the small room, finding nothing that could be used. He then delivered her to Apolo.

      Apolo’s questioning wasn’t nearly as painful as Sienna had expected. The medical examination, on the other hand, was far worse. She’d nearly cried when she’d first seen the table full of probe-like instruments laid out when she entered, making it look like a scene from a B-grade sci-fi movie.

      Lucky for her, those instruments were just parts for a faulty wall panel being repaired. Unlucky for her, the scanner the doctor used wasn’t calibrated for human physiology, and she ended up with second-degree burns over much of her back. The base’s primary doctor, Fayel, whom she decided to call Doc, had the disposition of most doctors she’d met in her life. Apologetic for the harm he’d caused, he’d used salves to ease her burns, and she found it easy to not fear him as much as she feared the others.

      She’d been given the day to recuperate, but that was simply because that was when the Sephians slept. Exhausted, she fell asleep. It helped that Legian didn’t snore to remind her that she wasn’t alone in the room. Even so, she shot awake often as new memories mixed with unfamiliar surroundings to create new and horrible dreams. She had lain awake in bed for a couple of hours before Legian woke and got ready for the night. Before he left, a Sephian female arrived.

      “Hello, Sienna. I’m Nalea. I’m here to give you a tour of the base,” she’d said. She could have been a double for a young Sigourney Weaver; almost a double, but not quite. Nalea sported glittery skin, pure ebony eyes, and long pitch-black hair.

      They stepped into the dim hallway, and Nalea handed her a pair of sunglasses. “Here, these Draeken tensatlen will help you see.”

      Sienna slid them on. Immediately, the hallway lightened to where she could see all the details. She did a three-sixty, taking in everything. She lowered the glasses for a moment before pushing them back up her nose. They weren’t night-vision goggles because they didn’t distort any colors. “Wow. Sunglasses that brighten everything.”

      Sienna walked alongside Nalea through the long hallway, noticing screens on the walls and touchpads at every door. “This base isn’t really a base,” she said. “It’s simply our ship. That’s why the doors and walls may seem overbuilt.”

      “It’s huge,” Sienna said.

      Nalea shrugged. “It’s the largest Sephian ship, but it’s tiny compared to a Draeken core ship.”

      As they continued their tour, Sienna noticed Nalea watching her. “What?” Sienna asked.

      “Have you figured out any escape routes yet?”

      Sienna became rigid. “What are you talking about?”

      “Oh, please. I’d be doing the same if I was in your shoes. I saw you checking out every nick and cranny.”

      “Nook and cranny,” Sienna said without thinking.

      “What?”

      “You said it wrong. It’s ‘nook and cranny’. Nick is a man’s name.”

      “Oh,” Nalea frowned. “I don’t blame you for looking for ways out. But even though you can’t leave, you aren’t a prisoner.”

      Sienna’s brows rose. “Being held against my will is the exact definition of ‘prisoner’.”

      “Or ‘slave’,” Nalea said. “You know, that’s why we came to your planet, to chase down the Draeken who’d enslaved our world, to keep them from doing the same to yours.”

      “You were slaves?”

      Nalea nodded. “The Draeken arrived on Sephia many, many years ago, because their world, Draeka, was about to be destroyed by a supernova. Rather than coming in peace, they conquered us—their technology was far superior to our—and my people became their slaves. It took hundreds of years, but my people finally defeated them, and we drove the Draeken from our world. What we didn’t plan was for the Draeken to have come here, to Earth. When we learned Earth was already inhabited by an advanced race, we knew we needed to stop the Draeken before they did to you what they did to us. And that’s why we’re here: to protect the Earth and annihilate the Draeken threat once and for all.”

      She motioned to a large circular room lined with tables. “This is the Commons. It’s the only room, other than the hangar, large enough to hold everyone at once. We eat here and have ship-wide meetings here. It’s the heart of the vessel. As you can see, all hallways merge here.” She motioned to the hub-and-spoke architecture before turning back to Sienna. “You must be hungry. Let me show you how to get food and drink.”

      Nalea led Sienna through the food line, which was incredibly similar to how a school cafeteria would work, except the food here was made to order. The cook spoke English, but Sienna recognized none of the dishes—everything looked like brown mush. Nalea ordered for Sienna. “Mulhean is our most popular dish. I think you’ll like it.”

      Sienna and Nalea sat at a table near one of the hallway entrances. Sienna’s stomach growled. With the exception of a couple of protein-like bars Legian had given her in the morning, it’d been a full day since she’d eaten.

      Nalea dug in. Sienna took a big bite of the paste. It had a mashed consistency with crunchy, crystalline something to add texture. The only flavor she could glean was akin to Lima beans. She slowed her chewing.

      “Do you like it?” Nalea asked.

      Sienna forced herself to swallow. “It’s… interesting. A bit bland. Do you have any salt?”

      Nalea shook her head and frowned. “No. This is our most flavorful dish. Want me to get you something else?”

      Sienna shook her head. “No. This is fine.” She forced down the rest of the meal and drank a full glass of water. At least the water tasted normal.

      As Nalea talked, Sienna found herself entranced by the woman’s tattoos, which were lighter than those she’d seen on Legian, Bente, and Apolo. Nalea glanced at her hands and back up at Sienna. “Ah, my soullare intrigues you.”

      “Soullare? Is that what you call your tattoos?” Sienna asked.

      Nalea smiled. “Soullare is not a tattoo. We are born with it. They say it was our ancestors’ form of camouflage, but all Sephians still have it, and it’s darker on men. Our soullare is unique to each of us and is a source of pride.”

      Sienna found herself almost feeling as if she were talking to just another person, and she began to wonder if the Sephians weren’t so different from humans… or if she was developing Stockholm Syndrome. She suspected it was the latter.

      As the days passed, Sienna looked for exits less and, instead, sought opportunities to learn more about the Sephians and the Draeken menace. She realized that focusing on herself did no one any good when a genocidal threat was stalking the shadows. While she didn’t know what she could do to help humanity, she found herself trying, nonetheless. By the third week, her body had adjusted to Sephian food, and she finally felt at full strength in the opposite circadian schedule.

      She had also picked up on the now-familiar scent every Sephian naturally carried. It had taken a week before she noticed the base smelled like a faint, soft rain. Now she couldn’t imagine how she hadn’t noticed it right away.

      She no longer feared Legian, although she still didn’t know what to make of him. He had an aggressive personality and often bossed her around, telling her what to do and where to go, but as soon as she snapped back, he’d back down. She hadn’t seen him do that around others and wondered if he feared her because she was the alien to him.

      Then, one evening, she walked into the bathroom, not realizing he was in there. She plowed right into his bare chest as he stepped out of the shower.

      “Sorr—” she began, but the word melted away as she took in his nakedness.

      He stood there. “When you look at me like that, I want to—you shouldn’t look at me like that.”

      She looked up to find him watching her intently. In a rush, she spun around, closed the door, grabbed a drink, and sat on the edge of the bed, looking away from the bathroom. Hyped-up new feelings made her feel like a traitor to herself and to her kind. It had been over three years since her husband, Bobby, was killed by a driver too busy texting her BFF. Three years since she left the city life behind and moved away from humanity, away from senselessness. And three long years since she thought about touching a man. She missed the touch.

      Then she reminded herself that Legian wasn’t really a man. He was an alien.

      After the shower incident, conversations were awkward, and it seemed that Legian and Sienna often only saw each other during the days. But every time he looked at her, he had the same look that he’d had in the shower. She found it frightening… and exhilarating.

      Over the next month, she’d come back to their room and sometimes find a surprise he’d left for her. One time it was the Xbox and games from her cabin. Another time it was a painting of a forest to remind her of what was beyond the walls of the windowless base. She needed those moments since she was still the outcast; many Sephians eyed her like she was the alien.

      It was near the end of her second month at the base when she made up her mind. She had to do something or else she’d go insane. She stripped out of her clothes and waited on the bed. When he opened the door, he stood and stared.

      “Close the door,” Sienna ordered, “You sleep in bed today.”

      His look of shock morphed into one of pure interest, and he then spent the day proving to Sienna that some pleasures were universal.

      Legian never slept on the sofa again.
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        * * *

      

      “You’ve been here for nearly a year already,” Sienna said. “The Draeken have been here even longer, and who knows what they have planned. Time is running out to get my people on your side. It won’t matter that you followed the Draeken here to stop them.”

      “It is still too early,” Apolo said.

      “If I was a Sephian⁠—”

      “But you are not a Sephian,” he corrected.

      Her lips thinned. “You’re right; I’m not. I’m a human, and I know I’d want to meet aliens face-to-face rather than find out they’ve been skulking around in my country for over a year.”

      “We’ll talk more tomorrow,” Apolo said and turned from her.

      She glared, stood, and left his room. Legian followed her to their room. Once inside, she plopped onto the sofa. “I’m tired of no one listening to me because I’m human. They should give me a chance because I’m human.”

      “I agree with you,” Legian said softly as he sat down next to her.

      “That’s great,” she said dryly. “Now all we have to do is get Apolo to agree, and that’s not going to happen.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that.” He paused for a deep breath. “I know of a way.”

      She spun to face him. “What is it?”

      He reached out and clasped her hand in his. “If you were to accept to be my tahren, you would be recognized as a Sephian and become a member of the Sephian community.”

      She frowned. “Tahren? Wait, like, soul mate? I thought that was a biological thing. I thought you can’t choose your tahren. I thought the whole Sephian energy force thing chooses your tahren for you. You can’t just pick someone to be yours.”

      He gave a small smile. “And you are correct.”

      “Legian, thank you for offering, but you can’t do that for me. What if you find your tahren? No. I’ll find another way.”

      He chuckled. “Sienna, I wish you could feel energy like I do. I knew you were my tahren the moment you touched me. I first thought it was impossible for a Sephian and a human to become tahren, but I know now that it’s very much possible, and opens up new prospects for both our peoples. I know not what lies ahead, but I do know that I’m not willing to sacrifice an opportunity given to me—to us—by the gods. You are my tahren. There is no mistaking that. I’ve only been holding off on informing Apolo until you had a chance to understand my people better.”

      She sat there and said nothing as she considered his words. In his mind, clearly, his proposal included no subterfuge. She had feelings for him, but she wasn’t sure if it was love or simply a blend of passion, friendship, and proximity. Her brows knit together. Maybe there wasn’t much of a difference in that comparison after all. After losing Bobby, she’d never wanted to care for someone enough to go through that kind of pain again. The problem was, she already did care for Legian too much.

      She reached out and grabbed his hand. “Okay, you’re my tahren. What do we do now?”
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      Sienna walked into the country bar and scanned past the dancers for the man she’d come to see, nearly missing him for the cowboy hat he wore. He had bellied up to the bar, drinking a frosty draught.

      Tonight was her first mission. Unfortunately, as humans went, she brought few connections, leaving her best option with Bobby’s military unit. Taking a deep breath, Sienna gave her late husband’s friend a quick smile. Before walking over to him, she scanned the bar for anyone else from Jax’s platoon. In her email, she’d pleaded for Jax to come alone, but he was a soldier first, which meant he wouldn’t be alone.

      Her gaze stopped on a man sitting in the booth at the other end of the bar. Sporting a buzz cut and sitting too uptight for a night out, the fifty-something man didn’t fit. She had no doubt more of the 51st Division, a joint Army-Air Force operations task force focused on space warfare, was here.

      Straightening her posture, she considered walking right back out the way she came in. But Apolo was counting on her. Last week, a Draeken scout ship had been spotted flying over the base. If the Sephian base hadn’t been discovered yet, it would be soon. It was just a matter of time.

      Unfortunately, the U.S. military didn’t have the benefit of the tahren bond to start a relationship. It didn’t matter if the Sephians said they’d followed the Draeken—a far more violent race—to Earth. Having not one but two alien races on American soil would be the last straw. There’d be violence, hate, murder, and suicide, and that would be day one alone.

      Straightening her posture, Sienna spun on her heel to walk right back out the way she came in before this turned back to Jax and found his chair empty. Frowning, she spun around, only to come to a hard stop against a cowboy who filled out all ten gallons of that hat of his. A large hand latched onto her bicep, and she looked up into Jax’s eyes. His hand lowered to her wrist. Their feet crunched on broken peanut shells littered across the hardwood floors as he led her through the bar and toward Buzzcut. Inside, fear prickled her.

      “I told you to come alone,” she ground out.

      “Couldn’t. This is bigger than both of us.”

      “I’m trying to keep things from escalating too fast.”

      “I think it’s too late for that,” Jax said.

      Buzzcut looked up from a barely touched beer when they stopped at his booth. The older man pivoted on his red bench seat, hopped to his feet, gave an overly generous smile, and held out a hand. “You must be Sienna Wolfe.”

      She inhaled before accepting the offered hand. “You must lead Jax’s company.”

      “Among other companies. Major Sommers; at your service.” He motioned to the booth, and she slid in as he sat back down. Jax slid in next to her, effectively locking her in the booth.

      Sommers put both elbows on the table and leaned forward over his beer. “Jax mentioned that you might like some assistance with some illegal aliens.”

      “I like to think of them as friends in from out of town,” she said. While anyone overhearing the conversation would assume they were talking about workers coming over from Mexico, they both understood the true meaning of his words. She glanced at Jax before turning back to Sommers. “How much do you know?”

      He shrugged. “I know our friends have been here for some time, long before the night they took you.”

      She’d kept warning Apolo that the U.S. military wasn’t half as dumb as he thought, but the Sephians had one major flaw: they thought they were smarter than everyone else. Not exactly an ego boost for a lone human in a bunker of five hundred-plus aliens. Then again, they’d won their freedom against near-impossible odds through blood, tears, and death. They earned a little self-righteousness, no matter how frustrating that could be at times.

      “Why don’t you fill me in on what you know?” Sommers asked.

      Clasping her fingers, she leaned forward. She spoke as if her insides weren’t tied in knots. “I was asked by Apolo—he’s the Sephian leader here on Earth—to reach out to someone I knew and trusted in the military.”

      Sommers nodded. “And you chose Lieutenant Jerrick because you knew him through your late husband.”

      She gave a quick glance to Jax. “Yes. Bobby trusted him, so I trust him.”

      “Your late husband was an NCO in the 51st. He had an excellent service record. I wish I’d had the chance to meet him,” Sommers said before continuing. “Why don’t you tell me more about this Apolo and why he asked you to contact Jax.”

      There was so much to say, she struggled with where to begin. “Apolo wants to make contact.”

      Sommers raised his brows. “Then why hasn’t he contacted us?”

      “It’s not that easy. The Sephians don’t exactly blend in. Apolo knows that once they’re out of the so-called closet, there’s no going back. He wanted to take things slow and play their cards right.”

      “Invading our country is an act of war. I would hardly call that playing their cards right,” Sommers cautioned.

      Her jaw tightened. “They’re not invading. They didn’t even want to come here.”

      “They why are they here?” Sommers asked.

      “They followed the Draeken here to prevent them from doing to us what they did to Sephia.”

      “And what did these Draeken do to Sephia?” Sommers asked.

      “They enslaved the Sephians,” she replied. “From what I’ve learned, the Draeken arrived on Sephia and conquered it during what they call the Great War. This war was worse than all of ours thrown together, condensed into one massive attack. Anyway, the Draeken had advanced technology. They slashed the Sephian population in half within a couple of weeks. For a couple of centuries, the Draeken ruled over Sephia, the Sephians as their slaves. Then, about twenty years ago, the Sephians rebelled in a drawn-out guerilla war that decimated both races. It was called the Noble War, and that was when they finally drove the Draeken from their world.”

      During all this Sommers listened but said nothing, so she continued.

      “The Sephians won their planet back. It was bad news for us, because the next habitable planet along the space highway is Earth. Fortunately, the Sephians found out the Draeken had come here, so Apolo led a group of five hundred or so Sephians to a world they’d never heard of, a world they had no reason to care about, because they didn’t want to see another world enslaved. And that pretty much sums up why the Sephians are here.”

      There was a long drawn out silence as Sommers seemed to ponder her words. “How many Draeken are here?”

      “I don’t know. Apolo seemed to think they escaped with only one ship and that it wasn’t full. But it could still mean a few thousand of them.”

      He frowned. “If the Draeken came here to take over the world, then why haven’t they tried to do so already?”

      She shrugged. “Apolo thinks they’re lying low to build infrastructure to implement their plans. He’s been searching for their earthside base but hasn’t found it yet.”

      “Hm.” Sommers watched Sienna for some time. “You were held by the Sephians for a long time. How can you be sure you weren’t fed a line of bullshit or that you weren’t brainwashed? What if the Sephians are the ones after our world?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “They may have forced me to come to their base to keep their secret, but they’ve never harmed me, and everything I’ve seen fits with their story. I don’t agree with Apolo’s decision to wait, but I understand why he did. Earth has no recorded visits from other worlds. Apolo was afraid we wouldn’t be able to handle that knowledge. He’s trying to do the right thing. When you meet with him, you can see the truth for yourself. He’s ready to meet whenever you are.”

      Sommers leaned back. “I’m ready. Take me to his base tonight.”

      She stammered. “I can’t.”

      “You can’t or won’t?” Sommers countered.

      She swallowed. “Apolo does want to meet, but not at the base. He has concerns that the military would attack the base, and there are families—children—there. He can’t share the location of the base yet, but he’ll meet at a neutral location.”

      Sommers cocked his head. “This fellow wants to meet, but only on his own terms. That’s awfully convenient for him.”

      “Listen, I’m doing what I can. Give me your card, next steps, whatever you want, and I’ll relay it to Apolo.”

      “That’s not good enough. I’ve got brass on my ass to get this situation under control. I need an assurance that Apolo will contact me tonight, and that his kind will show no hostilities.”

      “I’ll stress the importance to him,” she said, “but I’m just the messenger. Believe me, if I could get you in front of Apolo this very moment, I would.”

      Sommers eyed her for a moment before giving a tight nod.

      She let out a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

      Jax stood, allowing her to slide out and stand. As she turned to walk away, she noticed Sommers had said something as he lifted his beer. It wouldn’t have been odd, except Jax was standing next to her, leaving no one near the major. Earpiece. How many had just listened in on their conversation?

      Jax followed her to the door. “I’ll get you out of there, Sienna. I promised Bobby I’d look out for you, and I will.”

      She forced a small smile and placed her hand on his bicep. “I’m where I need to be, Jax. The Sephians need me. I can save lives.”

      “Always the humanitarian,” he said.

      She gave a small smile, turned, opened the door, and stepped into the cool night air. Grabbing the helmet off the seat, she hopped onto her Can-Am Spyder and peeled away from the curb, not quite confident whether she had just helped the Sephians or opened their back door to the proverbial wolf.

      As she sped under flashes of streetlamps, it hit her that Jax and Sommers were the first humans she had spoken to in many long months. It seemed like forever ago since she hadn’t been the one the Sephians looked at like she was the alien. The normalcy of something as simple as a bar reminded her of the quiet, easy life she used to have.

      She sped to burn out the tension in her body. There was no going back, and she didn’t want to. She didn’t regret her choice to join the Sephians, not that she’d really had one to begin with. But fate had brought her to Legian for a reason. She was good at helping out those in need, and she knew that she could make a difference—no matter how small—in both human and Sephian lives.

      A bike identical to hers pulled up alongside. Legian’s all-black garb and body shape was one she knew all too well. They drove side by side down the highway then down a winding country road, making turns every couple of miles until they reached a dead-end—their rendezvous point.

      She climbed off her bike, pulled off her helmet, and scowled at Legian. “You were supposed to stay off the highway. What if someone saw you?”

      He’d removed his helmet and rubbed his head, the moonlight glistening off his skin. He motioned to his full suit. “And they would’ve assumed I was just another biker.”

      She shook her head. “You’re lucky we weren’t followed.”

      He reached into a chest pocket and pulled a small black device with two buttons, one blue and one red. He clicked the blue button. It lit up immediately.

      Her jaw slackened. “Jax. I can’t believe he bugged me.”

      “Your race is better trained than I anticipated,” he said as he ran his hands over her.

      “I guess the major was serious about wanting to know the location of the base,” she said, holding out her arms. “Damn it, I should’ve expected that.”

      Legian stepped away and held up a tiny device. Legian dropped the tracker and shot it, sending dirt and leaves scattering. He watched the charred device smoke for a couple of seconds before he holstered his blaster and clicked the red button. “This should block the signal from any other bugs.”

      She frowned. “You should’ve turned it on the moment I left the bar.”

      “I have no idea if it blocks human tech.”

      “Do you think they’ll know we destroyed the tracker?”

      “Yes.” He turned to look down the dark road. “They’re coming.”

      “I don’t hear anything.” She looked down the road, but couldn’t see anything beyond the first curve. With the bike headlights off, the country night was black under a thick cloud cover. Exactly how Sephians liked it best.

      “Three vehicles. About a mile off. Closing in fast.”

      “Call the base for an earlier pickup?” she asked.

      “No time.”
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      “Into the woods,” Legian said and took lead.

      There was no mistaking the engine noise now. They were coming up fast and hard. Multiple big vehicles. Sienna followed Legian in the blackness, putting all her faith in his ability to find them a way out of this mess.

      Legian helped her weave around trees. The engine noises cut, so he picked up the pace, and branches whipped at her from all directions. She could hear voices then the rustling of leaves as their pursuers began closing the distance between them. Adrenaline gave her added acuity, but she was still no match for the speed of the military unit on their tails.

      “Stay safe.”

      “What?”

      Without any additional warning, Legian shoved her, and she was sliding down a sharp decline. She landed hard and rolled back onto her feet. Legian had pushed her into a gully of some kind. She cautiously cocked her head from side to side. No whiplash. No broken bones. Still, her body was going to remind her of the fall in the morning. Legian tended to forget that she lacked the Sephian ability to heal.

      “Legian?” she whispered.

      No answer.

      With the moon hidden behind clouds, she couldn’t make out much in the darkness. She held out her arms and began to walk forward as fast as a nearly blind woman could in a forest at night. She heard someone breathing fast above her and froze. When the sound disappeared, she hurried forward, only to tumble over something and onto the ground.

      Grabbing her now-throbbing shin, she leaned back against the fallen tree she’d catapulted over. To make matters worse, she found a soldier standing over her. His eyes were covered with night vision goggles, meaning he could see fine in the dark. He held a GPS-style device in one hand with a flashing bleep right in the center. The red light glinting off the nine-millimeter gun he held in the other. Damn. She had a second bug on her.

      “Halo Two reporting. Target One attained. At least one unaccounted for. No tracking,” the soldier spoke into the night air. It was Jax’s voice. “Halo One. Come in.” He paused for a moment and looked around, his gun still trained on her. He tried to reach his unit several more times, and by the number of F-bombs he dropped, he wasn’t getting the response he was looking for. “Are you okay?”

      Sienna realized he was now talking to her. “Yeah, I think so.”

      “Good. Where’s the one that was with you?”

      “I’m alone.”

      “Then how’d you get two bikes out here?”

      “He ditched me.”

      Jax continued to try to reach his unit.

      She pulled herself up onto the log, yelped, and grabbed her leg. She winced and looked up at him. “I think my leg’s broken.”

      Jax watched her for a moment then abruptly slid the gun into his holster and reached down to her.

      As he went to examine her leg, she whipped out the Taser from the waistband of her jeans, shoved him off her, and zapped him. Electrical buzz filled the air as the two wires sent a violent charge into his chest. The shot lasted five seconds, but she imagined it felt like an eternity for Jax. When the burst stopped, he fell to the ground. She almost felt bad for him… almost.

      Sienna pulled out a small cylinder that looked like a mini lipstick tube. Colorless, odorless, and potent. She bent over Jax and shook her head while he convulsed on the ground. “Sorry, but that’s what you get for bugging me.” She took off the cap and ran it across his neck the moment his hand grabbed her calf. Instantly, his grip relaxed, and his eyes fell shut. Jax would be out for hours.

      Her leg throbbed. She may have exaggerated that her leg was broken, but it was close. She pulled the wires from his chest, retracted them into the Taser, and slid the weapon back into her waistband. She then felt around his neck for a transmitter and realized it was an all-in-one earpiece. She tossed it into the darkness.

      “Hey.” A voice startled her from behind. She swung out, and he ducked. “Good form.” Legian sounded more pleased than pissed that she’d tried to punch him.

      She pulled out her black bandana and wiped the sweat from her face, and then she looked up at Legian. “Where’d you go?”

      “Leading the rest off-trail. I blocked their transmissions. Should buy us a minute or two before they regroup.”

      “So that’s why Jax couldn’t get a hold of them.”

      “This is Jax?”

      She nodded. “But the blocker didn’t work. He must’ve got a second bug on me because he used a GPS to find me.”

      She didn’t want to ask, but she had to. “What do we do with Jax?”

      “Leave him. We don’t have time. I have a new rendezvous point.”

      “We can’t leave him here. What if they don’t find him? What if he gets bit by a rattlesnake or eaten by a bear?”

      “The bears in this area are small. They could only gnaw on him.”

      An idea struck her. “We’ll take him to the base. Introduce him to Apolo.”

      “We could use a hostage.”

      “As a guest,” she corrected. “Sommers didn’t believe me that the Sephians are allies. Maybe he’ll believe one of his guys more.”

      After a brief moment of thinking through her words, Legian responded with his unique cross between a grumble and a sigh.

      With a grunt, more for effect than strain, Legian lifted the unconscious soldier onto his shoulders, and they made their winding escape through the woods. The sounds of breaking twigs and crunching leaves were not far behind them.

      Legian, carrying two hundred extra pounds, moved at a pace Sienna could keep up with. He remained in lead
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