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Chapter
One

 


The lone spaceship descended through the
evening sky, landing somewhere beyond the crumbling shell of the
old barn. Thalia's heart leapt into her throat. She knew this was
her only chance to escape Tark and his power-hungry insanity.

Playing the good little human, the willing
slave, had kept her from losing her grip on reality. It was just a
part in a terrible play. Like the ones "King" Tark made his
"subjects" perform for his entertainment.

Without waiting for the battle sounds she
knew were coming, she snatched her bag off her mattress and tossed
it over her shoulder. She threw on the dark cloak she'd secretly
knit from repurposed strips of threadbare clothes and rags, making
sure the fabric covered her bag, then headed for the window.

There would be no time for goodbyes to her
few friends. It would be better if they didn't know where she'd
gone or why. Thalia couldn't worry about the implications. If she
kept worrying about the other people under Tark's rule, she'd be
stuck as one of his favorite playthings until he grew tired of
her.

Bryn would be able to
guess, of course. The two of them used to spend so much time
daydreaming about escape routes. Planning. Hoping. And Bryn knew
Thalia's favorite fantasy involved godly golden aliens, the exact
counter to the demonic Tark, coming to sweep her off to another
world. She'd seen them twice since Tark had murdered her father and
brother, and
those glimpses had only added to her infatuation with Tark's mortal
enemies.

Any enemy of the Xyrans was a friend in
Thalia's eyes.

But Tark and his little collection of Xyran
underlings had always dispatched of the golden Alphans before her
dream could come true. They'd turn on their stolen Alphan emergency
beacon, set their trap, then wait impatiently for the battle to
come to them.

She opened the window and peered out to look
for watchful eyes from the smaller buildings beyond the farm's
large main house. Seeing no one, she hurried back to the stained,
half-flat mattress and dragged it to the large window.

Guttural roars cut through the rapidly
darkening expanse of Tark's domain. Thalia's head jerked up from
her work lifting the mattress to the windowsill, but the fight was
happening in the distance, out of her line of sight. Her heart
thumped wildly in her chest, but she kept working, shoving,
lifting, and grunting until the mattress shifted out of her window
and hit the grass below with a loud thump. She grabbed her pillow
next and pulled from inside it the long, knotted rope she'd
made.

As soon as the rope was secured to the
locked doorknob of her room, she tossed the rest of the coil over
the sill and looked out into the early evening darkness again. No
signs of movement or light near the house. More shouts from
somewhere behind the sagging, weathered body of the barn.

Thalia peered down the three stories to the
ground and her heart hammered to a livelier tune. The rope didn't
reach the ground, which meant she'd have to hope the mattress would
break her fall enough to not injure her severely. If she couldn't
walk, she'd be dead as soon as they found her. If she didn't die of
starvation or thirst first.

She closed her eyes tightly for a moment,
then took a deep, calming breath. With fresh, shaky resolve, she
gripped the rope and slung a leg over the windowsill. Carefully,
she eased herself down. Her arms began to shake with the effort,
but she pressed onward. She had to.

Thalia didn't have enough strength to climb
back up to her room in the attic. Tark had made sure she received
plenty of food to maintain her compliance, which had helped give
her curves she loved—a beautiful, feminine shape that her meager
upbringing couldn't afford. Exercise, however, wasn't encouraged.
His human female pets weren't warriors like his mighty people,
after all.

Laser fire sounded. More great roars.
Metallic clanging.

A dull, grating slide sounded beside Thalia.
She let out a startled gasp.

Bryn's pale, wide-eyed face peeked out of
the open window, her long brown hair hanging down. "What are you
doing?!"

"I'm done dreaming!" Thalia said, her voice
hushed but strained as she clung to the rope.

"Aren't you happy here? We're not treated so
badly…" Bryn looked out over the open grounds toward the source of
the battle sounds.

"He killed my family for
trying to protect me. He twists everything we say and do to his advantage. He
wants you to feel that way, Bryn. He wants you to be his content
little pet." Thalia paused, adjusted her grip on the rope. When
Bryn didn't counter her, she carried on. "And it's fine if you want
to be. But I don't feel that way. I never will. I don't want him. I
don't want this life."

She didn't bother mentioning how much worse
Tark's men treated their hand-me-down pets, the ones they bred for
more workers. They were bloodthirsty demons in the extreme, not
saving their sadistic tendencies for their enemies unless their
"king" invited them to share one of his favorite pets. She was
grateful, not for the first time, that Tark found the idea of
half-human offspring repugnant. Her carefully separated personas
might not have survived intact if she'd been forced to bear his
children. Or those of his men.

"You weren't going to say goodbye." Bryn's
voice was thick with emotion, but she glanced off into the
distance, well beyond the dim light emanating from her room, then
nodded. "Go. Chase your Alphans."

"Take care of yourself," Thalia said as she
focused again on working her way down the makeshift rope.

The window slid shut above her, but Thalia
kept looking downward until her ankles ran out of rope to cling to.
She hung there for a moment, arms quaking, then took a deep breath
and let go.

Her stomach lurched in frightened
somersaults as gravity took hold. She landed awkwardly on her side
with a pained grunt, having shifted in the air to keep from falling
on her bag and shattering the precious contents wrapped tightly
inside her blanket and change of clothes. Sitting up on the
mattress, she rubbed at her shoulder and hip, knowing both would
bruise, but feeling fit enough to run through the night.

She lifted her hood over her thick, black
curls and darted around the worker slaves' quarters, the grass cool
against her bare feet. After a brief pause to make sure she wasn't
being watched, she moved toward the silo. Its silvery skin, half
rusted and smeared with long dried blood, was an omen to slaves who
dared to misbehave. No human who'd entered had ever returned. A
small, fearful part of her conditioned for self-preservation told
her to run the other way, to head for the woods beyond the old
paved road. But she didn't have enough food stored in her bag for a
long trek, and the Xyrans, especially Tark, would scent her out and
follow her trail all too easily. She had to get away from the
irreparably broken Earth. Away from a life with no future.

She ignored the silo's grisly exterior as
she neared it and skirted around the looming structure, using it as
a temporary shield to hide behind while she assessed the scene
beyond the nearby barn. The shouting had died down, but there were
still odd grunts, the sounds of intense struggle and pain. She
couldn't see any movement from her vantage point, which meant the
fighting must have been taking place inside the barn or on its far
side.

Light spilled out of the front of the barn,
but the huge field behind it remained dark. A hulking shape stood
out, reflected in the faint light of the crescent moon. The Alphan
ship!

Thalia ran toward
it.

****

Vall slammed the Xyran into the barn's
weakened wall for a third time and growled as the wood splintered
and gave way. He landed on top of his enemy, purple blood from the
Xyran's ugly face smeared on his arms. Their weapons had been lost
in the ensuing scuffle, kicked away and forgotten as they embraced
one another in true battle, a true test of strength. He had the
advantage on height over the Xyran, being tall for his species, but
the Xyran was wild and far stronger than he looked.

"Where is the beacon?" Vall demanded one
more time. He and his bondmate had been sent to track down their
warrior brethren who'd gone missing. Three separate groups had gone
chasing a mysterious signal for aid in a remote area of Earth's
northern hemisphere. It hadn't been much of a shock to find a pack
of Xyrans at the root of the disappearances, but it hurt to have
his worst fears confirmed.

The Xyran laughed and grinned, squirming
under the Alphan's weight, his bright red skin flickering orange
for a split second. "Finders keepers."

Glyn grunted behind him, still struggling
with the other remaining Xyran. "Tell us now and I'll spare your
kin!"

"If he can't survive a runt like you, he
deserves to die." The Xyran under Vall stared up at him with
bottomless black eyes. "The same to you if you can't survive a runt
like me."

Vall narrowed his eyes and braced for a
fresh struggle, but when the Xyran remained still for a long
moment, he slightly relaxed his hold.

The Xyran flexed his body lightning fast,
twisted around the Alphan, and pulled Vall's arm behind his back
while his free hand went to Vall's throat.

A wet thwack rent the air, and Glyn let
out a mighty roar. Vall couldn't see what was going on from his
supine position half on top the Xyran, his body tangled with his
enemy's in a way that made his blood boil with disgust, but he knew
Glyn had ended his opponent.

"Stay back! I'll rip his throat out!" The
last Xyran's spittle flecked onto the side of Vall's neck. His grip
tightened, thick red fingers digging into Alphan flesh.

Vall flexed his neck muscles, but the pain
and the pressure were too strong to fight against directly. No
visual confirmation was needed to know Glyn wouldn't sacrifice him
to make a kill, which put them at an uncomfortable impasse.

"Let him go," Glyn growled and clanged his
quad-blades together.

"I want assurance of my life," the Xyran
countered.

"We want the destruction of your stolen
beacon." Glyn clanged his axes again.

Vall knew his bondmate was irritated at not
being allowed to act on his battle instinct to rend the Xyran's
limbs from his body.

The Xyran thought for a moment, flexing his
fingers against Vall's throat until the Alphan let out an
involuntary choking sound. "I'll tell you where the beacon is and
you will destroy it. When I release your bondmate, you will both
leave this place, never to return."

"Deal," Glyn said without bothering to
haggle.

Vall groaned internally, his face screwing
up in discomfort as the Xyran lessened the grip on his throat.

"The loft, up above, under a blanket." The
Xyran kept his body taut, limbs tight against Vall's larger
frame.

"Hurry," Vall muttered. He couldn't take
much more of this humiliation now that the agreement had been
struck. It wasn't the deal he would have tried to make, but then he
knew Glyn's emotions for his bondmates ran hot when a threat was
involved. He'd become more openly affectionate since they'd claimed
their beloved Summer. Vall didn't mind at all when they were at
home or on their ship. When it came to battle, however, he needed
Glyn to be able to think and act clearly no matter the danger.

Vall listened to Glyn lumbering about,
unwilling to crane his captured neck for a better look. The Xyran
wouldn't need a real reason to































cover.jpg
Evernight Publishing

3. FX

ELLIOT COOPER





tmp_3ebd2f9a32e3e9cc5a41bfac2ce567bc_dSRD1H_html_m2706c4ad.jpg
Evernight Publishing

/ £

SR

STOWAWAY

_—

ELLIOT COOPER





tmp_3ebd2f9a32e3e9cc5a41bfac2ce567bc_dSRD1H_html_6bd667c.png





