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THE FALL




The sky was falling, and I couldn’t stop laughing.




Hysterical? Probably. Appropriate given that alien warships were turning downtown Los Angeles into a crater? Absolutely not. But when your whole world is ending, sometimes the only thing left to do is laugh at the absurdity of it all.




“Maya!” My brother’s voice cut through the screaming, the explosions, the sound of civilization crumbling. “Maya, we have to move!”




I couldn’t. My feet were frozen to the cracked pavement, my eyes locked on the massive ship hovering over what used to be the Staples Center. It was beautiful in the way apocalypses always are—all wrong angles and impossible physics, lit from within by energy that made my teeth ache and my skin prickle.




The Kortharians. That’s what the emergency broadcast had called them before the power grid died. Thirty minutes ago, they’d been a conspiracy theory. Now they were gods of destruction remaking our world in fire.




“Maya!” Closer now. Hands on my shoulders, shaking me hard enough to rattle my bones. “Snap out of it!”




I snapped. Oh, I snapped.




“Where?” I spun on him, on Carlos, my baby brother who I was supposed to protect, who was only nineteen and had his whole life ahead of him. “Where do we go, Carlos? They’re everywhere. The whole fucking planet is—”




The blast took him mid-sentence.




One second he was there, solid and real and alive, his brown eyes wide with fear and determination. The next, he was light. Just light. Bright and terrible and final.




Then ash.




I opened my mouth to scream, but nothing came out. Couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. The air had been sucked from my lungs, from the world, from existence itself.




My baby brother. Gone.




Just. Gone.




The second blast took our building.




I don’t remember deciding to move. I remember flying—concrete and rebar and pieces of my life raining down around me like the world’s worst confetti. I remember hitting something hard enough to crack ribs, hard enough to crack reality open and show me the dark underneath.




I remember the heat. God, the heat.




I remember crawling through rubble, my hands leaving bloody prints on shattered glass. I remember finding my mother’s scarf, somehow untouched, still smelling like her perfume. I remember screaming into it until my throat was raw.




I don’t remember when the screaming turned to silence.




The city burned for three days. I watched from the skeletal remains of what used to be a bank, wrapped in my mother’s scarf, counting the ships that carved up the sky. Fourteen over LA alone. Hundreds worldwide, probably. Who the fuck knew anymore? The internet was dead. Cell towers were slag. Satellites were space junk.




We were alone.




On the fourth day, they landed ground troops.




I saw my first Kortharian warrior on the fifth day. He was seven feet of muscle and alien grace, skin like slate, eyes like pools of liquid silver. He moved through the ruins like a predator, each step controlled and purposeful. Four arms. The bastard had four arms, each one powerful enough to crush a human skull.




I watched him execute a looter from my hiding spot in a collapsed parking garage. Clean. Efficient. No hesitation. The man’s crime? Stealing food from what the Kortharians had declared their supply depot.




Their supply depot. In our city. On our planet.




I added his face to my list. The list I was keeping. The list that was going to get very, very long before I was done.




On the seventh day, they declared Earth conquered. We were now subjects of the Kortharian Empire, they said. Comply or die, they said. Resistance was futile, they said.




Fuck that.




I found the resistance on day nine. Or they found me. Hard to tell when you’re half-dead from dehydration and infection, hallucinating in an abandoned Starbucks. A woman named Sarah dragged me out before a Kortharian patrol swept the building. She fed me. Gave me water. Gave me a gun.




Gave me purpose.




That was eighteen months ago.




Eighteen months of hit-and-run attacks. Eighteen months of sabotage and stolen supplies and small victories that felt like moving a mountain one pebble at a time. Eighteen months of watching people I cared about die in increasingly creative and horrible ways.




Eighteen months of surviving when I probably shouldn’t have.




When I definitely shouldn’t have.




“You good?” Jake asked, his voice pulling me back to the present, to the mission, to the C4 in my hands and the Kortharian supply depot spread out below us.




Jake. My sometimes partner, my occasional lover, my constant reminder that I was still human enough to feel something other than rage. He was good for that. Good at making me feel alive in a world designed to kill us.




Not good enough to make me stay, though. Nobody was that good.




“I’m always good,” I lied, checking the detonator for the third time. Old habit. Check everything three times when your life depends on it. “You sure about the patrol schedule?”




“Guard change is in two minutes. We’ll have a four-minute window before the next sweep.” He touched my shoulder, squeezed gently. “We don’t have to do this tonight. We could wait, plan better—”




“We’ve been planning for two weeks.” I shrugged off his hand, focused on the target. The depot was huge, easily the size of a city block, packed with weapons and tech and supplies meant to keep Earth firmly under the Kortharian boot. Taking it out wouldn’t win the war, but it would hurt them. Make them bleed.




That’s all I wanted anymore. To make them bleed the way they’d made us bleed.




“Maya.” Jake’s voice had that tone. The one that said he was about to say something I didn’t want to hear. “After this, maybe we should talk. About us. About—”




“After this, I’m getting drunk and sleeping for twelve hours.” I cut him off because I knew where this was going. He wanted more. Wanted a relationship, wanted to plan for a future that probably didn’t exist. Wanted me to be someone I wasn’t anymore. “We can talk about feelings when we’re not about to blow up a small country’s worth of alien ordinance.”




He didn’t argue. Smart man.




The patrol change happened exactly on schedule. Kortharians were nothing if not precise. Mechanical. Predictable.




I moved fast, staying low, using the rubble and shadows as cover. My heart pounded but my hands were steady. I’d done this dozens of times. I was good at this. Good at destruction.




The charges went in clean. Four points, perfectly placed. I was back in position with thirty seconds to spare, detonator in hand, adrenaline singing in my veins.




“Ready?” Jake asked.




“Born ready.” I flipped the safety off, placed my finger on the trigger. “Three. Two. One—”




The explosion lit up the night like a second sun.




Beautiful. Absolutely beautiful.




The shockwave hit a second later, even from our position half a mile out. I felt it in my chest, in my bones, felt the satisfying crunch of Kortharian infrastructure turning to scrap.




“Holy shit,” Jake breathed. “That’s—that’s bigger than we calculated.”




He was right. The fire was spreading fast, too fast, secondary explosions rippling through the depot like dominoes. Something in there was volatile. Something we hadn’t accounted for.




Something that was now sending a pillar of fire three hundred feet into the air.




“We need to move,” I said, already packing up our gear. “That’s going to bring every Kortharian in the city—”




The ship came out of nowhere.




One second the sky was clear. The next, a hunter-class vessel was hovering directly above us, spotlights cutting through the darkness like the eyes of god.




“Fuck.” Jake grabbed my arm. “Run. Run!”




We ran.




The street exploded behind us, their weapons turning concrete to plasma. I zagged left, vaulted over a burned-out car, kept moving. My lungs burned. My legs screamed. Didn’t matter. Stop and die. Simple math.




Jake went down first.




Not dead. Stunned, maybe. He hit the ground hard and didn’t get up, and I had maybe two seconds to decide: go back for him or save myself.




I’d like to say I hesitated. I’d like to say I was a good person, a hero, someone who’d risk everything for—




I kept running.




I’m not proud of it. But I’m alive because of it.




The alley was a mistake. I realized it the second I turned the corner and saw the dead end, but momentum carried me forward and by then it was too late. The ship was already settling, already disgorging its cargo.




Warriors. Three of them.




They moved like liquid death, fanning out to block any escape. Massive. Armored. Four-armed and absolutely built for violence. Their eyes glowed in the darkness—silver, purple, gold—tracking me with predatory focus.




I pulled my knife. Stupid. Useless. But I’d die fighting. That’s what Carlos would have wanted. What my parents would have wanted.




“Human.” The one in the middle spoke, his voice a deep rumble that I felt in my chest. “You are responsible for the destruction of Imperial property.”




“Guilty,” I said, because fuck it. “You gonna cry about it?”




The one on the right made a sound—amusement? Approval? Hard to tell with aliens. He was leaner than the others, blue-gray skin marked with silver patterns that seemed to glow brighter as he looked at me.




“She’s mouthy,” he said. “I like her.”




“Silence, Zane.” The middle one—the commander, obviously—took a step forward. Each movement was controlled, deliberate, like he was restraining himself from something. “You will surrender your weapon and submit to Imperial custody.”




“Or?” I tightened my grip on the knife.




“Or I will take it from you.”




“You can try.”




He moved so fast I barely saw it. One second he was five feet away, the next his hand—one of four, Jesus Christ—was wrapped around my wrist, squeezing just hard enough to make my fingers go numb. The knife clattered to the ground.




I tried to fight. I really did. Threw my weight backward, aimed a kick at his knee, went for his eyes with my free hand. Textbook resistance training.




Useless against someone with four arms and about three hundred pounds on me.




He spun me around, pinned me against the wall with my arm twisted behind my back. Professional. Impersonal. Just another day subduing inferior species.




But then he leaned in. Inhaled. Deep and deliberate.




And everything changed.




His whole body went rigid against mine. His grip tightened, not painful but inescapable. And that sound—that low, rumbling growl that vibrated through me—was definitely not regulation military procedure.




“Rykhor?” The lean one—Zane—sounded concerned. “What’s wrong?”




“She—” The commander’s voice was strained. Rough. “Her scent. I—”




The third warrior, the biggest one, was suddenly there. Obsidian skin, gold eyes, and an expression that made me think of barely leashed violence. He grabbed my chin, tilted my head back, and did the same thing the commander had done.




He inhaled.




His eyes went completely black. Just black. No iris, no white, just endless darkness that somehow glowed.




“Kaelthar,” he breathed. The word was reverent. Possessive. Terrifying. “Mate.”




Oh. Oh shit.




“That’s not possible.” Zane was circling us now, his own eyes starting to shift color. “Humans aren’t compatible. The genetics don’t—”




He stopped. Mid-sentence. Mid-step. Like someone had flipped his off switch.




Then he moved. Fast. Too fast. He was in my space before I could blink, his face inches from mine, nostrils flaring.




“Oh fuck,” he whispered. “Oh fuck, Rykhor. She’s—”




“Mine.” The big one—still didn’t have a name for him—wrapped one hand around my throat. Not squeezing. Just holding. Claiming. “Ours.”




“This changes everything,” Rykhor said, his voice back under control but his grip on me definitely not loosening. “We need to—”




“Report it?” Zane’s laugh was slightly unhinged. “Report that we found a human who triggers our Kaelthar? They’ll execute her. And probably us for good measure.”




“Then we don’t report it.”




“Excuse me.” I tried to sound calm. Failed miserably. “What the fuck is a Kaelthar, and why are you all being extremely weird right now?”




Three pairs of eyes locked on me. Silver. Purple. Gold.




And I realized, with absolutely horrifying clarity, that I was in so much more trouble than I’d thought.




“You,” Rykhor said slowly, deliberately, “are coming with us.”




“Like hell I am.”




“This is not a request.”




He pressed something cold against my neck—a sedative injector, I realized too late—and the world started to blur.




“No.” I struggled, but my limbs were already going numb. “No, you can’t—”




“Sleep, little human.” Zane’s voice was almost gentle. “When you wake up, we’ll explain everything.”




“Explain how you’re going to die,” the big one added helpfully.




“Draxus, that is not helpful.”




“Truth.”




My vision tunneled. The last thing I saw was three warriors staring down at me with expressions that ranged from possessive to predatory to absolutely feral.




The last thing I thought was: Carlos. I’m sorry. I tried.




And then there was nothing.




——-
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CHARACTER PROFILES

MAYA TORRES (Human Heroine)

Age: 26

Appearance: Curvy, athletic build from years of parkour and urban survival. Warm brown skin, dark curly hair usually in a messy bun, fierce amber eyes. Tattoo of a phoenix on her shoulder blade.

Personality: Snarky, defiant, fiercely independent. Uses humor as a shield. Struggles with trust after losing her family in the invasion. Brilliant strategist and hacker. Refuses to be a victim.

Background: Former cybersecurity specialist turned resistance fighter. Lost her parents and younger brother in the initial Kortharian strike on Los Angeles. Spent the last year sabotaging alien supply lines. Has a guilt complex about surviving when others didn’t.

Flaw: Self-sabotages relationships. Pushes people away before they can leave her.

Arc: Learns that accepting help and love isn’t weakness, and that she can honor her family’s memory while building a new future.

RYKHOR (The Commander)

Age: 342 years (prime adult for his species)

Rank: Triad Commander, Elite Hunter Unit

Appearance: 7’2”, powerfully built. Charcoal-gray skin with bioluminescent silver markings that glow when emotional. Four arms (upper pair more developed). Solid black eyes that shimmer purple when his Kaelthar rises. Sharp features, prominent bone ridges along jaw and brow. Long white hair kept in warrior braids.

Personality: Controlled, strategic, intensely protective. The anchor of his triad. Carries the weight of command with quiet authority. Surprisingly gentle despite his size. Patient but immovable once he’s decided something.

Background: Born into a high-ranking military family. Lost his first commander in a battle that still haunts him. Rose through ranks through merit, not politics. His triad is his everything—until Maya.

Kaelthar Nature: His shadow beast is ancient and powerful, manifesting as absolute possessiveness and the need to provide/protect.

Conflict: Duty to the Empire vs. his mate bond. Knows claiming Maya could destroy his career and endanger his triad.

ZANE (The Strategist)

Age: 289 years

Rank: Triad Second, Intelligence Specialist

Appearance: 6’11”, leaner build, built for speed. Deep blue-gray skin with silver circuitry-like markings. Four arms (all equally developed for tech work). Bright violet eyes. Multiple facial piercings (cultural significance). Keeps head partially shaved with intricate designs.

Personality: Clever, playful, wickedly charming. The voice of reason in the triad—usually. Tech genius with a mischievous streak. Uses wit to disarm. More openly affectionate than his brothers.

Background: Came from the lower cities, earned his place through exceptional intelligence. Bonded with Rykhor and Draxus during training. Has a complicated relationship with Kortharian high society that looks down on his origins.

Kaelthar Nature: His shadow beast is cunning and seductive, manifesting as intense curiosity and the need to understand every part of Maya.

Conflict: Fascinated by human culture and guilt-ridden about the invasion. Sees in Maya everything the Empire destroys.

DRAXUS (The Warrior)

Age: 301 years

Rank: Triad Third, Combat Specialist

Appearance: 7’0”, heavily muscled, built like a tank. Obsidian-black skin with crimson markings that pulse with his heartbeat. Four arms (all heavily battle-scarred). Molten gold eyes. Facial scars from a near-fatal fight. Keeps hair short and practical.

Personality: Intense, primal, fiercely loyal. Speaks less, feels more. The muscle and shield of the triad. Struggles with controlling his Kaelthar. Surprisingly tender in private moments. Actions speak louder than words.

Background: Orphaned young, raised in military crèches. Fighting is the only language he fully trusts. His triad saved him from a dark path. Would die for his brothers without hesitation—and now for Maya.

Kaelthar Nature: His shadow beast is raw and powerful, manifesting as primal claiming instinct and aggressive protection.

Conflict: Fears his own intensity will hurt Maya. Struggles between his violent nature and his desperate need to be gentle with her.

WORLD-BUILDING

THE KORTHARIAN EMPIRE

Society Structure:


	Militaristic empire spanning 47 conquered worlds

	Males bond in triads (groups of three) for military and social stability

	Triads share everything: resources, rank, mates

	Unmated males are considered unstable and given the most dangerous assignments




The Kaelthar (Shadow Beast):


	Primal consciousness that exists within every Kortharian male

	Emerges at maturity, requires a triad bond to control

	When it recognizes a fated mate, it becomes nearly impossible to resist

	Manifests as enhanced strength, heightened senses, possessive territoriality

	Physical signs: glowing markings, darkened eyes, pheromone release




Mating Biology:


	Fated mates are rare but undeniable

	Scent-based recognition triggers the Kaelthar

	Bonding involves a claiming bite that creates a permanent link

	Once claimed, separation causes physical pain for both parties

	Triads share the bond equally—all three must claim for it to be complete




Current Political Situation:


	Earth was invaded 18 months ago for its rare mineral deposits

	Official policy: humans are a conquered species, not viable mates

	Underground movement of Kortharians who believe the invasion was wrong

	High Command hiding the real reason for Earth’s invasion

	Growing unrest among soldiers ordered to suppress human resistance




EARTH POST-INVASION


	Major cities occupied, rural areas harder to control

	Resistance cells operating in underground networks

	Humans used for forced labor in mining operations

	Black market thriving for pre-invasion technology

	Stories of humans “disappearing” with Kortharian soldiers (propaganda or truth?)
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I woke up to the worst hangover of my life, except I hadn’t been drinking.




My mouth tasted like metal and regret. My head pounded like someone was using my skull for drum practice. And my body felt like I’d gone twelve rounds with a tank.




Which, technically, I had. Three tanks. With four arms each.




The memory hit me all at once: the explosion, the chase, the alley. Three massive Kortharian warriors surrounding me, looking at me like I was—




What had they said? Mate?




“Oh fuck,” I groaned, trying to sit up. Bad idea. My stomach lurched and the room spun, and I had about two seconds to register that I was lying on something that wasn’t concrete before I was stumbling toward what I desperately hoped was a bathroom.




It was. Thank god for small mercies.




I made it to the toilet just in time to empty the contents of my stomach, which wasn’t much. When was the last time I’d eaten? Yesterday? Two days ago? Time got fuzzy in the resistance.




When I finally stopped heaving, I sat back on my heels and took stock.




Still alive. That was surprising.




Still dressed. That was more surprising.




And I was in what appeared to be some kind of cell, except it was nicer than anywhere I’d lived in the last eighteen months. Metal walls, but clean. A cot with an actual mattress. A sink. A mirror.




I caught sight of myself in that mirror and winced.




I looked like death. My dark curly hair was a rat’s nest, escaping its bun in every direction. My brown skin was ashen, streaked with dirt and blood—some of it probably mine. My amber eyes were bloodshot and ringed with dark circles.




My phoenix tattoo was still visible on my shoulder where my shirt had torn. At least something had survived intact.




I splashed water on my face, rinsed my mouth, tried to make myself look less like a corpse. It didn’t really work, but at least I felt slightly more human.




That’s when I noticed the collar.




It was slim, metal, warm against my skin like it had been there for a while. I grabbed it, trying to find a seam, a clasp, anything. Nothing. It was seamless. And when I pulled on it, a jolt of electricity shot through me that made my teeth clack together.




“Do not attempt to remove the restraint.”




I spun around so fast I nearly fell over.




The commander—Rykhor, the lean one had called him—stood in the doorway. Not the bathroom doorway. There wasn’t a door there anymore. No, he’d just appeared in the main cell area, and I hadn’t even heard him enter.




He looked even more imposing without the chaos of battle between us. Seven feet of controlled power, charcoal-gray skin marked with silver that seemed to pulse with light. Four arms, two primary and two secondary, all corded with muscle. His face was sharp angles and strong bones, with those intense silver eyes that tracked my every movement.




He was terrifying.




He was also, objectively, the hottest thing I’d ever seen in my life.




I hated my brain for that observation.




“Where am I?” I demanded, gripping the sink behind me for support. My legs were still shaky.




“Safe.”




“That’s not an answer.”




“It is the only answer you require.” He took a step into the cell, and I noticed he had to duck slightly to clear the doorway. “You are no longer in danger of execution.”




“Oh, well, that’s comforting.” Sarcasm. My best defense mechanism. “Just kidnapping and illegal imprisonment, then. So much better.”




His mouth twitched. Was that amusement? Hard to tell with aliens. “You destroyed Imperial property. The punishment for such actions is death.”




“Then kill me.” I lifted my chin, met his eyes. Tried not to think about how his presence seemed to fill the entire room. “I’m not afraid of dying.”




“I know.” He moved closer, and I fought the urge to back away. Wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. “Your resistance cell has a ninety-three percent casualty rate. You have survived longer than most. You are either very skilled or very lucky.”




“Both,” I said. “And you’re still not explaining why I’m alive.”




His eyes flashed, that silver brightening to almost white. “Because killing you would kill me.”




I blinked. “What?”




“The Kaelthar does not differentiate between want and need. It has chosen you as mate. To harm you would be to harm myself.” He said it matter-of-factly, like he was explaining basic physics. “My triad and I are bound to you now, whether we wish it or not.”




“Your triad.” I processed that. “The other two. The blue one and the—the really big one.”




“Zane and Draxus, yes.” He clasped his upper hands behind his back, a military stance. His lower hands remained loose at his sides. Ready. “They are similarly affected.”




“Affected.” I laughed, high and slightly unhinged. “Right. So what you’re saying is that you three accidentally got bio-bonded to a human, which I’m guessing is super illegal, and now you’re keeping me prisoner so I don’t blow up more of your shit.”




“An oversimplification, but accurate.”




“And what happens now?”




His jaw tightened. “Now, we convince High Command that you are valuable enough to keep alive.”




“By doing what? Torturing me for information?” I crossed my arms. “I’ll save you the trouble. I don’t know anything important. Our cells are compartmentalized. I only knew about the depot because we’d been surveilling it for weeks.”




“I do not wish to torture you.”




“Then what do you want?”




The question hung in the air between us, heavy with implications I wasn’t ready to examine. His eyes dragged over me, slow and deliberate, and I felt that look like a physical touch.




“To not want you,” he said finally, his voice rough. “But the Kaelthar does not care what I want.”




A shiver ran down my spine that had nothing to do with fear. “I don’t understand.”




“You will.” He turned toward the door. “Zane will explain. He is better with words than I am.”




“Wait.” I took a step forward. “You can’t just—”




“Eat. Rest. Recover your strength.” He paused at the threshold. “Tomorrow, we discuss terms.”




“Terms?” My voice cracked. “What terms? I’m your prisoner!”




He looked back at me, and something in his expression made my breath catch. Hunger. Possession. Restraint about to snap.




“No,” he said quietly. “You are so much more than that. And that is the problem.”




Then he was gone, the door sealing behind him with a soft hiss.




I stood there for a long moment, my heart racing, my mind spinning.




Mate. Kaelthar. Triad.




None of this made sense. None of this should be possible.




But the collar around my neck was very real. The cell was very real. And the way my body had reacted to Rykhor’s presence—the heat, the awareness, the pull—that was terrifyingly real.




“This is fine,” I muttered to the empty room. “Everything is fine. Just got abducted by aliens who think I’m their soulmate. Totally normal Tuesday.”




A panel in the wall slid open. I jumped, then relaxed slightly when I saw it was just a food delivery system. A tray emerged, loaded with what looked like actual food. Not the protein bars and scavenged cans I’d been living on, but real, hot food.




My stomach growled, overruling my pride.




I grabbed the tray and sat on the cot, examining the contents. Some kind of meat, vegetables that looked almost Earth-normal, bread that smelled incredible. A container of water.




It could be poisoned. It could be drugged.




It could also be my first real meal in forever.




I ate it.




If they wanted to kill me, they’d had plenty of chances already. And if they wanted to drug me again, well, at least I’d die with a full stomach.




The food was good. Better than good. I tried not to think about how long it had been since I’d tasted anything that wasn’t ash or desperation.




I was halfway through when the door opened again.




This time, it was the lean one. Zane.




He was less intimidating than Rykhor but somehow more unsettling. Maybe it was the way he moved—fluid and graceful where Rykhor was controlled power. Maybe it was his eyes, that vivid purple that seemed to see right through me. Maybe it was the smile playing at his lips, like this was all some grand joke.




“Enjoying your meal?” He leaned against the doorframe, all four arms crossed in a way that should have looked strange but somehow worked on him.




“It’s fine,” I said around a mouthful of bread. Manners were dead. “What do you want?”




“To talk.” He pushed off the frame, sauntered into the cell like he owned the place. Which, I guess he did. “Rykhor said you needed an explanation.”




“About the whole accidentally-being-your-mate thing? Yeah, that would be great.”




He laughed, bright and genuine, and something in my chest twisted at the sound. “Not accidental. The Kaelthar doesn’t make mistakes.”




“The Kaelthar.” I set down my food. “I keep hearing that word. What is it?”




“It’s—” He paused, clearly thinking about how to explain. “It’s the shadow inside us. The beast. The primal part of Kortharian males that drives us to hunt, to fight, to protect. To mate.”




“Romantic.”




“It’s not meant to be romantic. It’s biological.” He sat on the floor, cross-legged, putting himself at my eye level. A calculated move to seem less threatening. It almost worked. “When we reach maturity, the Kaelthar awakens. If we don’t bond with a triad—a group of three—it drives us mad. We become unstable. Dangerous.”




“So you three are bonded together.”




“Yes. Have been for over a century.” His smile turned soft, affectionate. “Rykhor, Draxus, and I. We are everything to each other. Brothers in all but blood.”




“Until I came along.”




“Until you came along,” he agreed. “The Kaelthar only awakens for a mate once in a lifetime, if at all. Most Kortharians never experience it. But when it does—when you find your true mate—it’s undeniable. Overwhelming. All-consuming.”




I swallowed hard. “And you’re saying I’m that for all three of you.”




“Yes.” His eyes locked on mine, and there was nothing playful in them now. “Your scent, your presence, everything about you calls to our Kaelthar. We recognized you instantly.”




“But I’m human.”




“Yes.”




“And that’s not supposed to be possible.”




“It shouldn’t be.” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Humans and Kortharians aren’t genetically compatible. Or so we’ve been told. But clearly—” He gestured between us. “—that information was incorrect.”




“Or you’re all just insane.”




“That’s also possible,” he said cheerfully. “But unlikely. Draxus wanted to claim you the second he caught your scent. Rykhor nearly lost control when he had you pinned in that alley. And I—” His voice dropped, went rough. “I can barely think straight when you’re in the same room.”




Heat flooded through me. I refused to acknowledge it. “That’s not my problem.”




“It is, actually. Because if we don’t figure this out, we all die.”




That got my attention. “Explain.”




“The Kaelthar doesn’t like to be denied. The longer we resist the bond, the more unstable we become. Eventually, we’ll lose control completely. Attack anything that comes near you. Kill anyone who threatens you.” His smile was sharp now, dangerous. “Including each other.”




“So you want to what? Bond with me? Make me your mate?” I stood up, pacing. “I’m not some prize to be claimed. I’m a person. I have a say in this.”




“Of course you do.” He stood too, tracked my movement. “We won’t force you.”




“Really? Because this collar says otherwise.”




“The collar is for your protection and ours. You’re a skilled resistance fighter. We can’t risk you escaping before we find a solution.” He took a step closer. I took a step back. “But no, Maya. We won’t force a bond. That would be—wrong. Cruel.”




“How do you know my name?”




His smile returned. “I’m intelligence specialist. I know everything about you. Maya Torres, age twenty-six, former cybersecurity expert, lost your entire family in the Los Angeles strike. You joined the resistance nine days after the invasion. You’ve been responsible for at least fourteen successful operations, including the destruction of three supply depots, one communications hub, and a small arsenal.” He tilted his head. “You also hate mushrooms, you’re allergic to penicillin, and you bite your nails when you’re nervous.”




I looked down at my hands. My nails were indeed bitten to the quick.




“That’s creepy.”




“That’s thorough.” He moved closer again. This time I didn’t retreat. “I wanted to know you. Needed to know you. The Kaelthar demands it.”




“Stop saying that word like it explains everything.”




“Because it does.” He was right in front of me now, close enough that I could see the silver patterns on his skin shifting, glowing brighter. “The Kaelthar is everything. It’s instinct and desire and need all wrapped into one. And right now, mine is screaming at me to touch you. To taste you. To claim you so thoroughly that you’ll never question who you belong to.”




My breath caught. “I don’t belong to anyone.”




“Not yet.” His hand came up, hovering near my face. Not touching. Asking permission. “But you want to. I can see it in your eyes. You feel the pull too.”




I did. God help me, I did.




There was something about him, about all three of them, that called to something deep inside me. Something primal and undeniable and absolutely terrifying.




But I’d learned a long time ago that wanting something didn’t mean you should have it.




I stepped back, breaking the moment. “I need time.”




“Time is what we don’t have.” But he lowered his hand, respected my boundaries. “High Commander Vex arrives in four days to collect you. If we haven’t bonded by then—if we can’t prove you’re valuable—he’ll execute you.”




“Then I guess I better make peace with dying.”




“Maya—”




“Get out.” My voice shook. “Please. Just—get out.”




He studied me for a long moment, those purple eyes seeing too much. Then he nodded, headed for the door.




He paused at the threshold. “For what it’s worth? I wish it were different too. I wish we’d met under better circumstances. I wish—” He broke off, shook his head. “Sleep well, Maya Torres. Tomorrow is going to be difficult.”




The door sealed behind him, leaving me alone with my thoughts and my fear and the terrible, treacherous hope blooming in my chest.




Four days.




I had four days to figure out how to escape or accept my fate.




Four days before everything changed.




I looked down at the collar around my neck, at the half-eaten food on the tray, at the comfortable cell that was still a prison.




“Carlos,” I whispered to the empty room. “I really hope I’m doing the right thing.”




The silence was my only answer.




I crawled onto the cot, pulled the thin blanket over myself, and tried not to think about silver eyes and purple eyes and the promise of gold.




Tried and failed.




Because somewhere in the back of my mind, my own instincts were starting to whisper something dangerous.




Something that sounded an awful lot like mine.




——-
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