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 The Last Sound




Two Years Ago




The alarms are screaming.

I’m screaming too, but no one can hear me over the chaos. Red emergency lights strobe across the bridge of the Meridian, turning everything into a nightmare of shadows and blood. My hands shake as I grip the edge of the communications console, trying to make sense of the sensor readings that don’t make any sense at all.

“Sera! Get down!”

Captain Torres’s voice cuts through the noise, and I drop instinctively. Something explodes where I was just standing—sparks and metal shrapnel spray across the room. My ears ring. My heart hammers so hard it hurts.

“Hull breach on decks three and four!” someone shouts. Martinez, maybe. Or Chen. I can’t tell anymore. Everything is happening too fast.

I crawl toward my station, glass crunching under my palms. Blood drips from somewhere—my forehead, I think—but there’s no time to check. The communications array is still functional. Barely. If I can just get a distress signal out, if I can reach someone, anyone—

“They’re boarding!”

No. No, no, no.

I’ve seen the reports. Everyone has. The Ska’reen don’t take prisoners. They take cargo, supplies, anything valuable. And they eliminate witnesses.

Captain Torres is suddenly beside me, his hand on my shoulder. His uniform is torn, blood seeping through the fabric at his side, but his eyes are steady. Calm. The way they always are, even when the world is ending.

“The black box,” he says quietly. Too quietly. Like he already knows how this ends. “Sera, upload everything to the secure network. Everything. Make sure they can’t delete the logs.”

“Captain—”

“Do it. Now.”

My fingers fly across the controls. Upload protocols. Encryption. Remote backup to every secure server I can access. The ship shudders again, another impact, and I have to grab the console to keep from falling. Somewhere in the distance, I hear weapons fire. Screaming. The sound of boots on metal decking, getting closer.

“Done,” I whisper. The upload is at ninety-seven percent. Ninety-eight.

“Good girl.” Torres squeezes my shoulder once. Then he pulls his sidearm and moves toward the door. “When I leave, you hide. Understand? That maintenance panel behind the third row. You fit. Barely. And Sera?” He looks back at me, and there’s something in his expression that makes my chest tighten. “You don’t make a sound. No matter what you hear. No matter what happens. You stay silent and you stay alive.”

“Captain, I can help—”

“You can survive. That’s your job now.” He’s already moving, already gone, the door hissing shut behind him.

One hundred percent. Upload complete.

I stare at the screen for one precious second, then force myself to move. The maintenance panel. Right. I’ve crawled through these passages a dozen times during drills. I can do this. I grab the emergency kit—medical supplies, water, a beacon—and pry open the panel. It’s dark inside. Cramped. I have to fold myself into a shape that makes my back scream in protest, but I fit. Just barely, like he said.

I pull the panel closed just as the bridge door explodes inward.

Through the narrow gap in the panel, I can see everything. I don’t want to, but I can’t close my eyes. Can’t look away.

The Ska’reen are massive—eight feet tall, maybe more, covered in dark armor that makes them look like walking tanks. Their weapons are raised, energy cells glowing an eerie green. Behind them, more soldiers. Too many to count.

My crew—my friends—are lined up against the far wall. Seven of them. Only seven left. Captain Torres stands in front, shield-less, weapon-less, but somehow still commanding. Still proud.

The lead Ska’reen says something in their guttural language. Torres responds in Standard, his voice carrying across the bridge: “We’re a research vessel. Civilians. We have nothing of value to you.”

The Ska’reen laughs. It’s a terrible sound, wet and cruel.

Then he raises his weapon.

I want to scream. Every fiber of my being wants to scream, to throw open this panel, to do something, anything. But Torres’s words echo in my head. You stay silent and you stay alive.

My hand clamps over my mouth so hard I taste blood.

The first shot takes Martinez. She drops without a sound.

The second takes Chen. He crumples like a puppet with cut strings.

One by one, they fall. My friends. My crew. The people I’ve served with for three years, who taught me how to spacewalk, who celebrated my birthday last month with terrible cake and worse singing. Gone. All of them, gone.

Captain Torres is last. He doesn’t beg. Doesn’t plead. He just looks—right at my hiding spot. Right at me. His eyes lock with mine through that tiny gap, and I know he knows I’m watching. Knows I’m safe.

He smiles. Small. Sad. Proud.

Then he mouths two words: Stay silent.

The weapon fires.

The sound echoes forever. Or maybe just a second. I don’t know. Time doesn’t work right anymore.

The Ska’reen search the bridge. They rip apart consoles, looking for valuables, data cores, anything useful. One of them walks so close to my panel I can smell him—burning ozone and something rotten. His boot is inches from my face. I hold my breath. Hold perfectly still.

Don’t move. Don’t breathe. Don’t make a sound.

After an eternity, they leave. The bridge falls silent except for the alarm still wailing its useless warning. I stay in the panel. Stay hidden. Even when the air grows stale and my muscles cramp. Even when the ship’s life support starts to fail and the temperature drops.

I count seconds. Minutes. Hours.

When I finally emerge—when I’m certain they’re gone, when the ship has been drifting dead in space for what my chronometer tells me is six hours—I fall to my knees beside Captain Torres.

His eyes are still open. Still looking at where I was hidden.

I close them gently.

Then I open my mouth to call for help. To scream. To cry. To do something, anything to release the horror clawing at my throat.

Nothing comes out.

Not a whisper. Not a breath of sound.

I try again. And again. My mouth shapes the words—help, please, someone—but there’s only silence. The kind of silence that’s so complete it has weight. Texture. The kind of silence that presses down on you until you can’t remember what sound even feels like.

I press my hands to my throat, panicking now. This isn’t right. This can’t be happening. I need to call for help. Need to activate the emergency beacon. Need to do something other than sit here surrounded by bodies and blood and the worst silence I’ve ever known.

But no sound comes. No matter how hard I try. No matter how desperately I need it.

The silence has teeth, and it’s swallowed me whole.

I’m found two days later by a Federation patrol. They say I’m lucky. The only survivor of the Meridian massacre. Lucky.

They ask me what happened. I try to tell them. I write it down, every detail, every terrible moment. But they want me to speak. To testify. To use my voice to make sure the Ska’reen pay for what they did.

I can’t.

The doctors have a name for it: psychogenic aphonia. Trauma-induced muteness. They say my vocal cords are fine. Undamaged. That it’s all in my head, and with time and therapy, I’ll speak again.

They’re wrong.

I know they’re wrong because it’s not that I can’t speak. It’s that some part of me—the part that watched Captain Torres die, that heard Martinez’s last breath, that counted Chen’s final heartbeat—that part knows the truth.

My silence kept me alive.

And breaking it feels like a betrayal of everyone who died so I could live.

So I don’t speak. Not to the doctors. Not to the therapists. Not to the Federation investigators who need my testimony. Not to anyone.

I learn sign language. I carry a datapad for written communication. I adapt. Survive. Because that’s what Torres told me to do.

But at night, when I close my eyes, I’m back in that maintenance panel. Watching. Unable to scream. And I understand with crystal clarity:

Some silences are too heavy to break.

Some silences are earned in blood.

And some silences, once learned, become the only language you remember how to speak.

I haven’t spoken a word since.

And I don’t think I ever will again.
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WORLD-BUILDING: PLANET LUMINARA

The Planet:


	Dense bioluminescent jungle world with three moons

	Flora and fauna glow in response to sound and emotion

	Dangerous nocturnal predators hunt by detecting vibrations

	Safe zones exist where the light is brightest

	Underground cave systems with phosphorescent crystals




The Kael’thar (Alien Species):


	Tall (7-8 feet), lean and graceful with iridescent skin that shifts colors with emotion

	Four-armed with elongated fingers perfect for climbing

	Communicate through musical tones produced by resonance chambers in their chests

	Bioluminescent markings on their skin pulse with their “songs”

	Males have more elaborate markings; they dim when the Kael’thar is injured or traumatized

	Society values harmony—both musical and social

	Those who lose their song are considered “shadow-marked” and often exiled




Social Structure:


	Tribe-based, led by the “First Voice” (strongest singer)

	Bonding occurs through “dream-weaving”—a ritual where partners share consciousness

	Exiles live in the outer territories, protecting the tribe from the Rim (dangerous boundary)

	Humans are unknown—this woman is the first they’ve encountered




The Crash:


	A small research vessel fleeing raiders

	Only one survivor

	Technology is damaged beyond repair

	No rescue coming




CHARACTER PROFILES

SERA VAUGHN (Heroine)

Age: 26

Background: Former communications officer on a civilian research ship. Brilliant with languages and technology. Was taken hostage by raiders two years ago during an attack; witnessed her crew’s murder. Escaped but lost her voice in the trauma—hasn’t spoken since. Uses sign language and written communication.

Physical: Petite (5’3”), dark curly hair usually tied back, brown skin, expressive dark eyes, various scars on her arms from the raider attack. Wears the remains of her flight suit.

Personality:


	Initially terrified and hypervigilant

	Observant and quick to learn patterns

	Resourceful and stubborn

	Carries guilt over surviving when her crew didn’t

	Desperate to prove she’s not helpless despite her silence

	Has a dry, sarcastic inner monologue




Arc: Believes her silence makes her broken → Learns that communication transcends sound → Discovers her voice was never her power—her will was → Finds peace with her trauma → Becomes confident in who she is now

Skills: Tech repair, pattern recognition, tactical thinking, hand-to-hand combat training, botanical knowledge

DRAE’KON (Hero)

Age: 32 (in human years)

Background: Once the tribe’s greatest hunter and the Second Voice (second-in-command). During a raid by the Ska’reen (rival species), he was captured and tortured. They damaged his resonance chambers, leaving him unable to produce the complex songs of his people—only rough, broken sounds. Unable to fulfill his duties or participate in social bonding, he was exiled to the Rim three years ago. He’s been alone ever since, protecting his former tribe from a distance.

Physical: 7’6”, powerful build with four muscled arms, iridescent silver-blue skin that’s scarred across his chest (where his song chambers were damaged), sharp features, white hair worn long, markings that barely glow anymore. Piercing amber eyes. Wears minimal clothing—leather straps and a belt with hunting tools.

Personality:


	Stoic and watchful

	Deeply lonely but hides it with gruffness

	Patient and gentle despite his intimidating appearance

	Protective to a fault

	Believes he’s unworthy of connection

	Has a quiet sense of humor that emerges slowly




Arc: Believes he’s worthless without his song → Finds purpose in protecting Sera → Learns that worth isn’t determined by what you’ve lost → Discovers new ways to connect → Accepts that he can love and be loved as he is now

Skills: Expert hunter and tracker, combat specialist, survival expert, surprising tenderness, knows every dangerous creature on Luminara

SECONDARY CHARACTERS

Yara’nel: Drae’kon’s former closest friend, now a tribe leader. Regrets the exile but couldn’t change tradition. Eventually becomes an ally.

The First Voice: Current tribal leader who sees Sera as a potential threat or omen.

The Ska’reen: Antagonist species—raiders who hunt in the outer territories and may be tracking Sera’s crashed ship.
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Present Day




The transport ship is small, cramped, and smells faintly of recycled air and someone’s forgotten lunch. I don’t care. After two years of therapy stations and sterile medical facilities, even this rust-bucket feels like freedom.

I’m going home. Or at least, back to civilian space where I can figure out what “home” even means anymore.

I lean my forehead against the cold viewport, watching stars streak past as we cruise at sublight speeds toward the jump gate. Three more hours and we’ll be in Federation space. Three more hours and I can start over. Maybe get a job at a communication hub on some quiet colony world. Somewhere the Ska’reen will never find me. Somewhere I can pretend the last two years didn’t happen.

Right. Because that’s totally going to work.

“You okay back there?”

I glance toward the cockpit where our pilot—a grizzled man named Kowalski who asked exactly zero questions when I booked passage—is checking his instruments. He doesn’t expect an answer. Everyone knows I don’t talk. It’s in my file, my medical records, probably tattooed on my forehead at this point: Sera Vaughn, traumatized mute, handle with care.

I give him a thumbs up. The universal sign for “I’m fine” even when you’re definitely not fine.

He nods and turns back to his controls. “Should be smooth sailing from here. No traffic, no—”

The alarms start screaming.

Oh no. Not again. Please, not again.

My heart lurches into my throat as red lights flood the cabin. Kowalski is cursing, his hands flying over the controls. “Contacts! Three of them, coming in fast—”

The ship shudders as something impacts our shields. I’m thrown sideways, barely catching myself on the edge of the seat. My datapad goes flying, clattering against the bulkhead.

“They’re firing on us!” Kowalski’s voice cracks. “Why the hell are they firing on us? We’re not carrying anything valuable!”

But I know. Oh god, I know.

I scramble toward the cockpit, grabbing the back of the co-pilot’s seat to steady myself as the ship banks hard. Through the viewport, I can see them—three attack ships, sleek and dark, with the distinctive energy signatures that make my blood run cold.

Ska’reen.

They found me.

After two years of hiding, of staying off the grid, of being careful—they found me.

Another impact rocks the ship. Sparks fly from a console, and the lights flicker. Kowalski is frantically trying to plot a jump, but the navigation computer is screaming warnings. “Jump drive’s not spooling up! Something’s wrong with the—”

A third impact. Harder. The ship groans, metal shrieking. The lights die completely, and emergency backups kick in—dim, red, exactly like the Meridian.

No. Not like the Meridian. I’m not in that maintenance panel. I’m not hiding. I’m—

“Escape pod!” Kowalski shouts. He’s already unstrapping, reaching for the emergency kit. “We have to abandon ship! Move!”

I don’t move. Can’t move. My body has decided that freezing in terror is the better option, apparently. Great survival instinct, Sera.

Kowalski grabs my arm, hauling me toward the rear of the ship where the single escape pod is mounted. “Come on! We don’t have time—”

The ship lurches violently. I hear the unmistakable sound of hull plating tearing. We’re venting atmosphere. Kowalski shoves me toward the pod, but I grab his arm, shaking my head frantically.

Both of us. We both go.

He understands. Pushes me toward the pod entrance. “You first, then me—”

An explosion. Somewhere aft. The ship screams. Fire blooms behind us, and the sudden decompression is like a giant hand shoving me forward. I tumble into the pod, hitting the far wall hard enough to see stars.

“Kowalski!” I can’t say it, but I mouth his name, reaching back for him.

He’s at the pod entrance. So close. His hand outstretched toward mine.

Then the ship tears apart.

The emergency systems kick in automatically. The pod door slams shut. Seals. I see Kowalski through the tiny viewport for one horrible second—his eyes wide, his mouth forming words I can’t hear—and then the explosive bolts fire and I’m ejected into space.

No. No, no, no—

The pod tumbles end over end. Through the viewport, I catch glimpses of the transport ship breaking into pieces, burning. The Ska’reen vessels circling like predators. And then the pod’s emergency thrusters fire, shoving me away from the carnage at speeds that make my stomach heave.

I curl into a ball in the tiny space, shaking. Another crew. Another ship. Another group of people dead while I survive.

Why? I want to scream it. Want to demand answers from a universe that seems determined to teach me the same lesson over and over: everyone dies but you.

The pod’s computer is beeping. Warnings flash across the small screen. I force myself to focus, to read through blurry eyes.

CRITICAL DAMAGE. LIFE SUPPORT: 78% AND DECLINING. NAVIGATION: OFFLINE. THRUSTERS: 34% CAPACITY. EMERGENCY BEACON: DAMAGED.

Great. Just great.

GRAVITATIONAL ANOMALY DETECTED. PLANETARY BODY: UNKNOWN. TRAJECTORY: DECLINING. IMPACT IMMINENT.

I stare at the screen. Then at the viewport. A planet fills the view—massive, covered in what looks like thick cloud cover or maybe vegetation. I can’t tell from here. But I can tell that I’m falling toward it. Fast.

The computer is still beeping. Still warning me. Still acting like I have any control over this situation.

I don’t.

The pod shakes as it hits atmosphere. The temperature inside spikes immediately. My crash harness is the only thing keeping me from becoming a pinball. Outside, the hull glows red, then white-hot. The friction is incredible. Everything rattles. My teeth chatter. I taste blood.

This is it. After everything—after surviving the Meridian, after two years of therapy, after finally getting the courage to try living again—this is how it ends. Burning up in the atmosphere of some uncharted planet in the middle of nowhere.

The irony isn’t lost on me.

The pod’s heat shields are screaming. Warning lights flash. The computer has given up trying to give me useful information and has resorted to just blaring a constant alarm that tells me what I already know: I’m going to crash.

Through the viewport, I catch glimpses of the planet below. Jungle. Thick, dense jungle that glows with an eerie blue-green light. Bioluminescence? That’s… unusual. Beautiful, actually, in a terrifying “I’m about to die” kind of way.

The pod’s emergency chute deploys. Too late, too damaged, not enough. We’re still falling too fast.

Trees rush up to meet me. Massive trees with trunks wider than the pod. Branches tear at the hull, screeching metal. Something rips away—part of the heat shield, maybe. The pod spins. My head cracks against the side. Stars explode behind my eyes.

Then impact.

The world goes white. Then red. Then black.

I wake up to pain.

Everything hurts. My head is pounding like someone’s using it for drum practice. My shoulder screams when I try to move. My ribs—yeah, those are definitely bruised, maybe cracked. Breathing is an adventure in agony.

But I’m alive.

Somehow, impossibly, I’m alive.

I force my eyes open. The pod interior is dark except for a few emergency lights that flicker weakly. Smoke fills the space—acrid, chemical smoke that makes me cough. Bad idea. Coughing makes my ribs feel like they’re trying to saw through my lungs.

I fumble with the crash harness. My fingers don’t want to cooperate. Everything is shaking. Me or the pod? Both, probably. The release finally clicks, and I slump forward.

The pod door. I need to get to the pod door.

I crawl—there’s no dignity in it, but survival doesn’t care about dignity—toward the emergency release. My hand finds the manual override. I pull.

Nothing happens.

I pull harder. Still nothing. The door is jammed. Bent from the impact, probably. Perfect. I survive a space battle, atmospheric entry, and a crash landing only to suffocate in a broken escape pod.

There’s a crowbar in the emergency kit. There’s always a crowbar. I find it, wedge it into the door seam, and push with everything I have.

My ribs scream. My shoulder joins the chorus. But the door groans, shifts slightly.

Come on. Come on.

One more push. The door pops open with a shriek of protesting metal, and I fall through, landing hard on ground that’s soft and springy and definitely not metal. Moss? Grass? Some alien equivalent?

I lie there for a moment, just breathing. The air is thick, humid, and smells like earth and growing things. Above me, through breaks in the canopy, I can see a purple sky. Three moons hang overhead, casting strange shadows.

Where am I?

Slowly, painfully, I push myself to sitting. My surroundings come into focus, and my breath catches.

The jungle glows.

Not just reflects light—actually glows. Bioluminescent vines wind up tree trunks, pulsing with soft blue-green light. Flowers bloom in shades of purple and gold, their petals emanating a gentle radiance. Even the moss beneath me has a faint luminescence, like someone scattered diamonds across the ground.

It’s beautiful. Alien. Wrong.

And I’m completely alone.

The pod is a wreck behind me—hull cracked open, systems dead, any hope of using it for shelter gone. I managed to grab the emergency kit before I collapsed, at least. Small mercies.

I take inventory: Medical supplies. Water purification tablets. Emergency rations for maybe a week. A knife. A flare gun. A beacon that probably doesn’t work. And my datapad, miraculously intact.

No communication array. No way to call for help. No rescue coming.

I’m stranded on an uncharted, bioluminescent jungle planet with no supplies, no way home, and injuries that need treatment I don’t have.

The logical part of my brain—the part that survived two years of therapy—is trying to make a plan. Find shelter. Find water. Assess injuries. Survive.

The traumatized part is screaming that I should have died with Kowalski, that I should have died with Captain Torres, that everyone around me dies and I keep living and what’s the point?

I shove that part down. Lock it away. I don’t have time for a breakdown. Not now.

I struggle to my feet, swaying. The world tilts alarmingly, but I stay upright. Victory.

The jungle is quiet. Too quiet. No birds—if this planet has birds. No insects buzzing. Just… silence. The heavy, watchful kind of silence that makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

Something is wrong.

I turn slowly, scanning the glowing underbrush. Nothing moves. But I feel it—that primal instinct that says predator. That says danger. That says run.

My hand tightens on the knife from the emergency kit. It’s not much, but it’s something.

Then I hear it. A sound in the undergrowth. Not loud. Just… there. A rustle. A snap of something breaking.

Something big is moving through the jungle.

And it’s coming toward me.
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I freeze. Every muscle locked. Every nerve screaming at me to run, but where? I don’t know this terrain. Don’t know what’s safe, what’s poisonous, what’s deadly. Running blind could kill me faster than whatever’s out there.

The sound gets closer. Branches moving. Heavy footfalls that make the ground vibrate slightly under my feet.

I grip the knife tighter. My heart hammers so hard I can hear it in my ears. Can feel it in my throat. My injured ribs protest every rapid breath, but I can’t slow down. Can’t calm down.

The glowing vines to my left suddenly part.

And something emerges from the jungle.

Something massive.

Something that definitely isn’t human.

My breath stops. My body goes ice cold despite the humid heat.

The creature—no, not creature, person—is tall. Taller than any human I’ve ever seen. Seven feet, maybe more. Four arms, I count stupidly, because apparently that’s what my brain decides is important right now. Four muscled arms covered in skin that shifts between silver and blue in the bioluminescent light, iridescent like oil on water.

His face is angular, sharp, with high cheekbones and a strong jaw. Not human, but… beautiful? Is that the right word? His features are symmetrical, alien but not monstrous. Eyes that glow amber, like molten gold in the darkness, watch me with an intensity that makes my skin prickle.

Horns curve back from his temples, smooth and dark. His hair is long, white as starlight, pulled back from his face. And his chest—his bare chest—is covered in faint markings that pulse with dim light. Not bright like the jungle around us, but there. Alive.

Scars cross those markings. Deep ones. Old ones. Whatever happened to him, it was bad.

He’s staring at me with those burning amber eyes, and I realize with a jolt: he’s just as surprised to see me as I am to see him.

We stand there for a heartbeat. Two heartbeats. An eternity.

Then he takes a step toward me.

My hand raises the knife instinctively. It’s shaking. I’m shaking. But I keep it pointed at him because it’s all I have. All that’s between me and whatever he might do.

He stops immediately. Those amber eyes flick to the knife, then to my face, then back to the knife. Something crosses his expression—surprise, maybe? Or is that… amusement?

Great. The seven-foot-tall four-armed alien finds my terror funny.

But he doesn’t advance. Doesn’t make any threatening moves. Just stands there, watching me like I’m a puzzle he’s trying to solve.

Then his mouth opens, and sound emerges.

It’s not words. Not anything I understand. It’s musical, layered tones that seem to come from deep in his chest, resonating through the air. Complex melodies that rise and fall like a song. Beautiful, actually. Hauntingly beautiful.

Is he… trying to talk to me?

He makes another sound, different notes this time, and tilts his head. Questioning. Definitely questioning.

I shake my head frantically, pressing one hand to my throat. The gesture I’ve used a thousand times since the Meridian. The universal sign for “I can’t speak.” Or at least, I hope it’s universal.

His glowing eyes narrow. He makes another sound—simpler this time, rougher. Not the complex melody from before, but something broken. Fragmented. Like a song that’s been shattered and badly pieced back together.

I shake my head again. Point to my throat. Point to my mouth. Shake my head harder.

I can’t speak. I can’t make sounds like you do. I’m broken.

Understanding dawns in those alien eyes. His expression shifts, softens into something that looks almost like… recognition? Sympathy?

And then he does something that makes my heart skip.

He presses one of his four hands—upper right, I note absurdly—to his own throat. And shakes his head.

Wait.

Wait.

He can’t speak either?

Or at least, not properly. Because that rough, broken sound he made—that wasn’t right. It wasn’t like the first melodic tones. It was damaged. Wrong.

We stare at each other. Two broken people in a glowing jungle on an alien world. Both voiceless in our own ways. Both alone.

This is insane. I’m having a moment of connection with an alien who could snap me in half with one of those massive hands. Who has claws—I notice them now, sharp and dark at the tips of his fingers. Who is built like a warrior and probably knows fifty different ways to kill me.

I should run. Should—

A sound. Behind me. Different from anything he made. Harsh. Guttural. Predatory.

My blood turns to ice.

I spin, and terror floods through me in a cold wave.

Something is emerging from the jungle behind me. Something that makes my hindbrain scream predator in every language it knows.

It’s low to the ground, sleek and muscled like a big cat, but wrong. So wrong. Its body is covered in scales that gleam like oil, reflecting the bioluminescent light in sickening patterns. Multiple eyes cluster on its head—six? Eight?—all fixed on me with hungry intelligence.

Its mouth opens, revealing rows of teeth. Too many teeth. Serrated. Made for tearing.

Oh god. Oh god, oh god—

I stumble backward, away from the creature, and my foot catches on a root I didn’t see. I’m falling, the knife flying from my hand, and all I can think is not like this, please not like this—

The alien moves.

He’s fast. Impossibly fast. One second he’s standing several feet away, the next he’s between me and the predator, all four arms spread wide. He makes a sound—not musical this time, not broken, but a roar that vibrates through my chest and rattles my bones.

The predator hesitates. It hisses, long and low, a sound like steam escaping.

The alien roars again. Louder. More threatening. He makes himself bigger, arms spread wider, body positioned perfectly between me and danger. Protecting me.

He’s protecting me.

The predator’s multiple eyes fix on him. It hisses again, showing all those horrible teeth.

The alien doesn’t back down. He takes a step forward—toward the threat—and roars a third time. This time, the sound carries something else. A warning. A promise of violence.

The predator backs down.

Actually backs down. It hisses once more, quieter, then slinks backward into the glowing undergrowth. Disappearing into the jungle as silently as it came.

Silence.

Just the sound of my ragged breathing and the soft hum of the bioluminescent plants.

The alien turns to look at me. I’m still on the ground, ribs screaming from the fall, staring up at him with what must be pure shock written across my face.

He saved me.

This massive, four-armed, horned alien just saved my life from a monster I didn’t even know existed five minutes ago.

He extends one hand toward me—lower left, palm up, non-threatening. An offer to help me up. The gesture is so human, so familiar, that it makes something in my chest ache.

I stare at that hand. At the clawed fingers that could tear me apart. At the markings on his skin that pulse with faint light. At the scars that cross his wrist and forearm. At the way he’s being so careful, so gentle, despite his size and obvious strength.

I have a choice. Trust him or don’t.

He just saved my life. That has to count for something, right?

I reach up and take his hand.

His skin is warm. Warmer than I expected. Almost hot, like he has a furnace running inside him. And his grip is gentle as he pulls me to my feet, careful not to jostle my obviously injured ribs. One hand becomes two as he steadies me—upper and lower left—until I find my balance.

His hands are huge. Each one could probably wrap around my entire waist. But his touch is so careful. So controlled.

We stand there, hand in hand, in a glowing alien jungle on a planet whose name I don’t know. Two people who can’t speak properly. Two people who probably shouldn’t exist in the same universe.

But somehow, we do.

He releases my hands slowly, watching my face like he’s checking for permission before he lets go. When I don’t collapse, he steps back, giving me space.

I look at him—really look at him—now that we’re not in immediate danger. He’s wearing minimal clothing—just leather straps across his chest, holding what looks like supplies and tools, and a belt with more equipment hanging from it. His legs are covered in fitted pants made of some kind of hide, tucked into
















































OEBPS/96e97be4b2bada2620c337c1026801ac264ebfe0_smallRaw.jpg
alE

SILENT ALIEN’S ’
HUMAN MATE

BIANCA JUDD















