
She thought she had everything under control until her little dog fell into the pit that held the alien captive...
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Susannah jumped up, and Killer, who had sat next to her, yipped and jumped away. Everything slowed around her, and while she stood, horror freezing her veins, Killer fell into the hole. His small paws scrabbled at the rusted iron of the trapdoor and then he fell. She saw his mouth move, knew he was barking and yipping, but she couldn’t hear him.

Susanna stood petrified, her heartbeat slowing, seeing the world around her through a tunnel. The only other time she’d felt this strange sensation was when she realized they’d taken Noah, and she’d never see him again. At the end of the strange twisting tunnel, she saw the alien’s green savage face staring up at her.

He held her tiny dog in his hand, and he and Killer stared at each other, Killer frozen and obviously not knowing what to do. At least the fall didn’t seem to have injured him. His bones were very fragile, and Caine had warned her they broke very easily. Azagor lifted his hand until he held Killer in front of his face and pulled his lips back from his teeth.

Abruptly life rushed back into her frozen limbs. “Don’t you dare eat him,” she screamed while praying Killer didn’t pee on the alien’s hand.

The alien looked at the dog and then at her, and his hand closed ever so slightly. Five claws pointed at Killer’s fragile head. He held her dog up to her like an offering, while his vicious claws slowly lengthened.

In a bleak future, where government systems are breaking down, and poverty and violence reign, on an abandoned farm in Montana, Susannah has a simple plan. She’ll capture an alien, sell him to the resistance, and use the money to save her son.

Instead, Susannah has an arrogant alien trapped in a pit who acts as if she’s the prisoner. He wants to kill her dog and insists she should care for the wound he sustained when he fell into the pit she dug to trap him. On top of that, she has no way of knowing if the resistance got her message. Every day that passes, she doubts her decision to hand Azagor over to the resistance.

Her son, her baby, is being held by people who considered him unclean because he was conceived out of wedlock—and time’s running out.
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Susannah slammed the trapdoor over the crudely dug pit she’d caught her enemy in. “I’ve got you now, devil, you won’t be haunting innocent women in these mountains again,” she crowed. She caught a glimpse of a stick protruding from a muscled green shoulder as the door slid in place with a metal screech.

The trapdoor was designed to slide over the pit with a lock to keep prisoners in. The lock slid easily in place, and she frowned down at it. Did it used to be this clean or easy to slide over the pit? She shrugged. There wasn’t time to think about it now. From inside the pit, something scraped against the dirt wall and a growl rumbled up from the depths of the dark hole.

Susannah inched out of his sight, half convinced the devil would try to climb out. He might be trapped inside the pit, but he could reach through the gaps in the trapdoor and grab her.

“Female.” He sure didn’t sound human.

Susannah sank down on her knees and cautiously crawled to the edge of the pit, trying to see in without the creature inside noticing. Pebbles scraped her knees through her heavy black dress that kept tripping her. “Kick off, already.” She whispered the forbidden words defiantly.

Brother Joseph had said it was a sin to use those words, but she couldn’t see how it was a sin to say the same thing with different words. And she wouldn’t feel guilty for wishing the monster dead.

“Show yourself, human.”

Again, goose bumps spread over her body. His voice, from inside the pit, sounded like a shovel when she shoved it into the dry rocky ground on the east of the farm. It scraped over her skin, invaded her body. It should make her want to run away screaming, but instead she leaned closer to hear more.

She shook off the strange feelings and answered him. “Why should I?”

Never before had she dared be this openly defiant and it was good. Blood rushed through her veins. Large green hands gripped the iron grid she’d locked over the pit and shook it. For one horrendous moment, she thought he would break through the iron. She’d dug the pit deeper, day after day, until she thought her arms would fall off. And this green man with the horn on his head could still reach it.

Susannah jerked upright. Her heart hammered so hard she couldn’t hear her own ragged breathing or any of the everyday noises on the farm. She breathed deep until most of the panic subsided. His hands had disappeared inside the pit again, and she sagged. She’d thought for sure he’d break that door and get to her.

“I said show yourself,” he ordered again. He spoke English with a slight accent, his rough voice grating against her nerves. She’d believed that he was a demon come to haunt her when he appeared before her almost four years ago. Then last year, Caine, a brother who moved from farm to farm, had told them about the aliens. She wouldn’t presume to know better than Caine, the man she’d come to love, but she couldn’t see how an alien that supposedly came from high up in the sky, could speak her language like this one did.

“Don’t order me around, ungodly creature.” This time it would be different. No one would punish her for seeing him, like they did four years ago when he’d appeared before her. Instead, she’d use him to get off this farm and find Noah. She fisted her hands in the clumps of grass growing sparsely all over the farm. It had cost her everything, and he had no right to talk to her in that know-it-all way. Ghostly little legs crawled over her skin, and she tightened her grip on the grass blades until her knuckles ached. It was over, the whippings, the punishments in the pit with the creatures coming at night to crawl into her hair and over her body, the endless sermons. She still woke at night, her body sore from her frantic slapping at creatures that came out at night, in her dreams, to crawl all over her with scratchy little paws. She brushed her hand over her braided hair and then forced herself to stop, to lower her hand and rest it on her knee. No insects crawled over her.

An exaggerated sigh from inside the pit. The rough ground scraping against her knees, she carefully crawled closer and peered over the edge of the hole. Straight into eyes that looked exactly the way she always thought evil satanic eyes would look. Her body vibrated, as if she’d hit an unyielding rock with a pick axe. Those eyes had haunted her dreams. He stared up at her out of a face with sharp cheekbones, a big jaw. All those years ago, when he’d suddenly appeared before her, she’d been too scared to notice anything beyond the fact that he was green and large with unholy red eyes. She’d thought him evil incarnate, the devil come to take her for her sins, and had run screaming. She gripped the edge of the trapdoor until her nails tore. If only she hadn’t screamed. If she could go back and change her reactions that fateful day, maybe she’d still have Noah.

“I am wounded female.” He sprawled against the dirt wall of the pit, like a brother newly given his own farm and women to supervise.

He wore a silver uniform, but the skin on his hands, neck, and face were green and gold. It reminded her of the skin of the snake Joseph showed them once when he did a sermon on the serpent in paradise. The being in front of her had the evil beauty that fascinated and repelled at the same time. Worse than those eyes were the horn growing out of his head and into his forehead. She’d never thought demons existed, but that horn almost convinced her. Her demon. No matter that Caine said he was an alien, in her mind she’d called him that ever since that day he’d appeared and destroyed her life.

During one of his trips to the farm, after they’d become close, Caine had given her a TC. A wonderful box with a button you pressed, and then moving and talking images of wondrous things appeared. Next to the gifts from her mother, that was the best thing she’d ever been given. She’d kept it hidden from the others. It told her about the aliens, and still, in her mind, she called him a demon. He’d appeared to her that one time, long ago. One moment she was alone and the next he stood in front of her. Big and mean and glaring at her with red eyes straight from hell.

That was when Brother Joseph’s punishments had gotten worse. Turned more evil than this alien creature. He’d drawn the others into his hatred for her. A hatred that never made sense to her. How could you hate someone because of the shape of their eyes?

After that time four years ago, the evil red-eyed creature never showed himself again. But she knew he watched. Had felt his gaze burn over her. Branding her. She didn’t dare mention this to the others, but she feared the creature wanted her. That he wanted to have relations with her.

She’d almost gotten used to feeling his gaze on her every few days when, a year ago, he’d disappeared. She didn’t even want to admit it to herself, but she’d almost missed feeling his presence. Then, last month, her personal demon had returned. She never saw him, but she knew he was there. Watching her. Always watching her.

Caine had told her that aliens came from the sky and claimed they now ruled Earth. The brothers who ran the farms in Montana didn’t recognize outside authority and had ignored the fact that aliens now walked on Earth. She didn’t know if she believed anyone could fly through space in something like a car. Even if it had wings, she didn’t think it could fly that high. And how did they breathe up there? The only reason she discounted Brother Josephatus’s theory, that they crawled out of hell, was that she refused to agree with the man who took Noah from her. About anything.

She frowned down at her prisoner. “Your wounds are not my concern.” He was frighteningly big, but not close to the size the alien on the TC had been. That one had easily gripped a human in one ugly claw.

“Are you a baby alien?” Was it right to keep a baby alien trapped? Even a scary looking one? It was difficult to judge with him sitting down, but she thought maybe he’d grown since she last saw him.

The alien jerked upright from being hunched over. He didn’t look wounded or weak anymore, even with the blood stained stick protruding from his shoulder. The breakfast she didn’t have scrambled in her stomach. Death stared up at her out of acidic eyes.

“You call me an infant?” He reminded her of the way coals smoldered red when you blew on them. She should’ve dug the pit deeper. Her muscles still ached from climbing in and out of the hole, clutching a bucket of dirt, for hours every day. It was ironic. The pit, where she’d spent so much time being punished, meant she was lucky that she had an existing pit to use. If only she’d dug it much deeper.

“You’re smaller than the alien on the TC, the ones that ate the humans.” The Lord help her if he was a baby alien. What if he grew some more while she waited to hand him over and the trap wouldn’t hold him anymore.

The alien slammed his head back against the dirt wall, and she winced. Whatever rumbled in his chest didn’t bode well for her.

He straightened, seeming unaware of the stick protruding from his shoulder. Did demons, no aliens, even feel pain? “Zyrgins do not eat humans.” He managed to convey his low opinion of her intelligence.

He might say they didn’t, but she didn’t have to believe him. “How fast do you grow?”

“I. Am not. A baby.” He thumped his head against the dirt wall with each word. His neck arched and veins and muscles moved under his tough looking skin. She’d never seen anyone so muscled. Not even the Space Ranger she’d seen on the TC before it broke.

She leaned over farther, grabbing her long black braid before it could hang down into the pit. “If you’re not a baby, how come you’re so small? And you’ve grown since that first time you came here.” She’d thought this one scary big that day, until she’d seen that horrendous monster eating a human. She shuddered. Blood and pieces of meat had flown everywhere when the alien had bit off a human’s head. Crunching on the head with big spiky teeth.

He seemed at a loss for words. His mouth opened and closed a few times, and he eyed the trap door in a way that caused her heartbeat to go all crazy again. “I just came out of my third change,” he gritted out.

She had the strong impression that he wanted to keep thumping his head against the wall. Or jump out and choke her. She eyed the steel grid. Parts of it were rusted. Even if he was a baby, he was still bigger than her. Who knew how strong their young were? “I don’t know what you mean by your third change.”

He glared up at her. “We go through three changes and shed our skins.”

She recoiled. “Like a snake?”

He bared long ugly incisors, and she recoiled farther.

“I am a grown Zyrgin warrior.” He snarled at her, and she retreated far enough that she could still see him, but not so close that he could jump and grab her through the grid.

He was trapped, she reminded herself. She was safe from those teeth. She hoped. “I saw one of you eat a human with my own eyes. He held a man in his claw. So if you’re not a baby how come you’re not big enough to hold someone in your hand?” Never in her life did she expect to see something that awful. She was lucky she’d run into a smaller alien all those years ago, or she might’ve been eaten. At least it would’ve been over with quick. Joseph’s punishments had been never ending.

She inched forward again and peaked over the rim of the hole. This alien sitting in the pit of atonement, muscled arms over his massive chest, fascinated her as much as he scared her. He was built a lot different than human men. Even the space ranger didn’t have that many muscles. Everywhere on his body, they bulged and rippled, and she had to remind herself that evil sometimes came disguised as beauty. Because, despite his snake-like skin and evil eyes, he had a wild, almost hypnotic beauty.

She’d dug the pit deeper and planted sharpened sticks at the bottom. One of the sharpened spears had gone deep into his shoulder. Her stomach turned. It had to be painful. He slouched down every now and then, and she had the awful feeling he had to remind himself to appear weak and wounded. “Where did you see a giant Zyrgin eat a human?” he asked her. He absently wiggled the stick in the wound.

Susannah’s stomach turned again when blood spurted out of the wound. She gritted her teeth. She wouldn’t feel sympathy, she wouldn’t. Because of him, Brother Josephatus had put her in the pit of atonement. What was wrong with the alien? Didn’t he feel pain? And why did he act as if she didn’t know anything that happened in the world?

“On the TC.” It was strange, being able to admit that she had a TC without fear of punishment. It showed this creature that she was modern and informed and not a backward person. Before it stopped working, the TC had been a treasure trove of information about the outside world. She’d been inconsolable when it just died. After everything had been taken from her, it had felt as if she was left naked and bruised.

Another savage noise from his chest, and she inched back a bit. “That was resistance propaganda,” he said, managing to sound as if he knew everything and she said only silly things.

“I saw an ugly green alien that looked just like you, only bigger, grab a human and bite off his head. How can the resistance lie about that?” She tapped her forefinger against the trapdoor. “Tell me that, Mr. Clever Green Demon.”

He stared up at her, and she had the impression he was at a loss for words.

“I would’ve preferred to live the rest of my life without seeing that creature bite of a human head.” She shuddered again. “How can you keep eating with blood spurting everywhere?” She didn’t know which was worse, all the blood or the headless body that was still kicking in that awful claw. She swallowed the bile rising in her throat. It had sucked the blood out of the decapitated human’s neck. “Crunching heads with your teeth is disgusting.”

“You know about the resistance?” he asked, ignoring her question.

“Everyone knows of them.” He didn’t have to act as if she didn’t know anything about the outside world. In the short time she’d had the TC, she’d learned a lot.

He relaxed slightly, leaning back against the dirt wall. Blood oozed out of his wound. He had red blood, like a human. Did that mean he was one of God’s creatures? Was she evil because she was determined not to get close enough to him to care for his wound?

“The resistance created those films using TC generated images.”

She frowned. Didn’t want to admit she didn’t know what generated images meant.

He narrowed his eyes and clarified. “It wasn’t real, those were drawings that moved, not real Zyrgins and humans.”

She planted her palms on the ground and leaned slightly over the rim to mock. “Drawings that look like real people. That move? Only a baby would believe something like that.” How gullible did he think she was?

He stared up at her, and again she had the feeling he didn’t know what to say to her. He didn’t even react to being called a baby.

“How do you know about the resistance, but not TC generated images?”

There was something in his voice, some emotion, and—so help her—if it was pity, she’d put back all the dirt she’d dug out of the pit and bury him alive.

“Caine told me about the resistance.” He’d shown her a way to contact them, but the alien didn’t need to know this. She rubbed her chest. She missed Caine and Noah so much. What did she do wrong? Was she such a terrible person that she had to be punished like this?

He didn’t move, the only physical sign of rage was the way his eyes glowed like red hot coals. But it emanated from him in a wave so strong, she shuffled back, ignoring the rocks digging into her knees through the heavy fabric of her dress. “Who. Is. Caine?” His voice was so rough she could barely make out the words.

“No one that needs concern you.” She visited his grave every day, but she couldn’t stand the thought of Caine in the cold hard earth. When she stood there, her heart aching, her arms empty, she pretended that he stood with her. Alive and talking to her. Telling her amazing things about the outside world. Assuring her that they’d get Noah back.

“I will find out,” the alien said, and it was a threat. He pointed to the cheese squashed into the ground when he fell. It lay inside the sizable dent his body had made on the floor of the pit when he fell in. “Why was there cheese on one of the sticks?”

“It was to lure you into the hole you evil...Satan.” It had been a huge sacrifice. Her food stores were depleted, and the soil wasn’t yielding anything anymore.

“You think we Satans eat cheese?” The evil pest dared to mock her after everything he’d cost her.

“It worked, didn’t it? You’re trapped in the hole like a rat in a trap.”

He moved, as if he would get up and break through the iron grid. “Do not ever again call me a rat.”

Keeping a wary eye on him, she smirked. It was heady to have the upper hand for a change. “I will call you whatever I want. You’re my prisoner, and you can’t stop me, rat.” She leaned closer. “Rat, double rat.”

He thumped his head against the wall of the pit. Several times. Strange grating sounds coming out of his mouth.

“Are you speaking your language when you make those strange growly noises?” She liked being like this, in charge and not afraid to taunt a dangerous being.

He stilled and nailed her again with those eyes that were sometimes black and then glowed red in an unholy concoction.

“We call ourselves Zyrgins and, yes, that was my language. A language so complicated that no other race has ever managed to speak it.”

If only she had a gun. “Are you calling me stupid?”

It was the one thing she’d promised herself when the others left her behind. Never again would she allow anyone to call her stupid or treat her like she was.

He looked up at her for a long time. She could almost feel his gaze like a physical touch on her head scarf, her face and for the longest time her breasts that were, thankfully, properly covered by her dress. Again, she had the feeling that he understood much more about her than she was comfortable with. “No, my...no, female, I would never call you that. I would kill anyone that dared call you stupid.”

“When you came here all those years ago, why did you appear in front of me and not the other women?” Every time Joseph put her in the pit, when the lashes fell on her back, when they took her baby, that’s what she wanted to ask. Why her?

“I did not choose them.”

“Choose for what exactly?” She scowled at him. When he’d appeared in front of her, out of thin air and she’d screamed and ran, she’d made the second biggest mistake of her life and told the others she’d seen the devil. Even before then, her life had not been easy among the cousins, on account of her being different. But after that, Brother Josephatus had said she was touched by evil and that she should be punished until the evil was purged. Life had become hell. She’d thought it was hell until they took Noah from her.

“I chose you for my—” The alien hesitated, as if he tried to hide something from her. “I chose you as my woman,” he said at last.

She scrambled back, away from his words, her dress trapped beneath her knees, hindering her. Deep inside, where she didn’t want to acknowledge it, she’d known. Even so, it still shocked her that such a creature would want to, want to....

She couldn’t even think the words in her mind.

She jerked her dress out from under her and then leaned forward again. At this rate, she’d wear out her knees. “Never say such a thing again, you ungodly creature. I would never commit such a sin.” She shuddered to think of the punishments the others would mete out for something like that. They might have left her behind, but if she did that, they’d come back especially to punish her.

The silence stretched as they tried to outstare each other. His gaze burned her, and she had to blink. He didn’t. “Your eyes are ugly,” she blurted.

He thumped his head again, harsh sounds coming out of his mouth. At last, he stilled and visibly calmed himself. “I am aware of your beliefs. The human woman who...belongs to my leader explained it to me.”

“One of you took a human woman?” That poor woman. How could she have relations with such a big...

Her mind wouldn’t go there. It was a good thing she decided to capture this one. Who knew what he would’ve done to her if he walked around loose?

“Are you sure you’re fully grown?”

He was big, but if his leader was his size at least the human woman he kept captive wouldn’t be torn apart during relations. Nothing would convince her that the woman went to the creature of her own free will. Tiredness settled on Susannah’s shoulders. After she’d found Noah, she’d have to try and find a way to help the poor woman. She couldn’t live with herself otherwise. Then she’d settle somewhere the brothers would never find her, and, hopefully, life wouldn’t be a struggle every day.

“Yes, I’m fully grown,” he said, long suffering.

“I will not be your—your woman. Your skin is like a snake’s. You must be some kind of unholy reptile. It would be a sin to have relations with you.” She bit her lip. She wouldn’t judge the woman their leader had taken. After she’d found a way to rescue her, Susannah would explain to her that she couldn’t help what was done to her and couldn’t be held accountable for the sin. If her relatives wouldn’t accept her back, Susannah would let her stay with her and Noah.

The alien’s skin changed, the green striations faded, until his skin turned a beautiful copper. “Does my skin please you now?”

“How did you do that, what are you?” In the weak light shining into the pit, his skin glowed, like Cousin Esther’s prized copper pot. The copper shine and the way his uniform bulged with well-developed muscles was oddly beautiful. Maybe Brother Josephatus was right. Maybe she was a woman of sin.

“Only a warrior can change his skin, it should please you that you were chosen by one.”

“The only thing about you that pleases me is that you are safely captured.” Blood oozed out of his wound again, and she sighed. “I will bring you some disinfectant and bandages for your wound.” She couldn’t ignore the fact that he must be in pain and getting weak from blood loss. But, he’d changed his skin color.

“Finally, you react the way my—b—woman should. You will look after my wound and sponge me down when the fever comes?”

She scowled at him. “I’m not coming down there. I’ll drop down what you need, and you can do it yourself.”

He made a low growly sound that scraped over her skin, and nothing could get her to say it out loud, but he was strangely beautiful, sitting on the dirt, his throat arched, those eyes staring at her.

“You are a most unnatural human female.”

“I’m unnatural? Who’s the freak with the green skin around here?” A freak that could change it from green and gold to copper.

“A normal female would want to bathe my warrior body when the fever comes.” He ignored her reference to his green skin.

“Are your kind prone to fevers?” She needed to keep him alive until they came for him. Fevers were tricky, she’d seen two cousins die from it, but she didn’t dare go down there.

“No.”

“Are you about to kick off, is that why you think you’ll get a fever?” she asked and didn’t know if maybe she should hope for that. She could just hand over his body. She rubbed the sturdy cotton covering her chest. The thought of this strangely compelling creature dead made her heart ache.

“Kick off?”

“Die.”

“You wish me dead, female?” He was scarier than the alien on the TC when he spoke in that accented, grating voice.

Susannah stared down at him and had the craziest urge to laugh and laugh until all the anger, pain, and fear escaped her body. They’d stripped her naked, whipped her, threw her into the punishment pit for two weeks. Because of him. Because she told them she saw a green demon. It led to her losing the person she loved more than her own life. And this creature calmly asked her why she wished him harm. As if she didn’t carry the reminders of what he’d cost her on her body.

“You cost me everything, demon. But I don’t wish you dead.” She only wanted him to stay alive because the resistance would probably pay more for a live alien. Not because he was less a monster than she remembered.

Maybe when she had Noah back, she would stop hating him, but now every time she looked at him, she remembered. The marks on her body ached as if the wounds were fresh. She didn’t have it in her not to hate him. But she wouldn’t become like Brother Josephatus. When she found Noah, when she had him in her arms again, she wouldn’t be a monster that knew only hate. “If you die from the fever, I’d give you a Christian burial,” she told him. He looked tough to her, and she didn’t see any sign that he was in pain, but he might be injured worse than she could see from up here.

“Zyrgin warriors don’t die that easily, female.” He moved, as if he wanted to stand up and intimidate her. She was even more grateful now that Brother Josephatus had made the iron cover for the pit. Life could be strange sometimes. When she’d been in the pit, she’d hated it. Now it kept her safe. He leaned back again, hunching his shoulders, and, again, she had the uneasy feeling that he’d forgotten that he was trying to appear weak and injured.

“I will get the bandages and antiseptic.” She needed to be away from him for a while. He upset her in ways she didn’t understand.

“Before you go, tell me about your TC.”

She turned back and frowned at him. “My TC?”

“I did not think your people had technology. You said you saw the propaganda clip on the TC.”

She shrugged. “We don’t. Brother Josephatus—I mean, Joseph—said it was the devils instrument, but I had one I kept hidden.”

Joseph had insisted they called him by that pretentious name. When they left her behind, she’d promised herself that never again would she call him Brother Josephatus.

Even if they took her back, she wouldn’t call him that.

“Is Brother Joseph the male who never did any work and ate so much he became a very round human?”

She smiled, and it felt strange on her face. Properly raised cousins were supposed to work and not give themselves over to frivolous pleasures that made you smile. “Yes, that’s Brother Joseph.”

He cocked his head at a strange angle. “What do you plan to do with me?”

“I think I’m going to sell you,” she said.
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Azagor rubbed his forefinger over his ridge. She thought to scare him? Him, a Zyrgin warrior? She stared down at him, so serious. He doubted she ever smiled like other humans. He liked that about her. Humans looked odd when they smiled.

Azagor wiggled the twig in his shoulder, trying to alert her to her duties. Instead of harboring fantasies of contacting the resistance, she should want to tend to his wound. Sponge down his body and be so impressed with his superior warrior’s physique that she would want to be his breeder.

“Who would you sell me to, little human?” He smiled at her with lots of teeth, and she scurried back until only the top of her head was visible. Satisfaction coursed through him. It was time she learned her warrior would only allow her so much. He was beginning to rethink his plan to appear weak and wounded, like the human males in Natalie’s movies.

“The resistance,” she squeaked.

“You know how to contact the resistance?” She might think to sell him to the resistance, but he doubted she knew where to start.

“How hard can it be to get hold of them? I’ll contact them soon to come get you, so you’d better behave,” she said, and she looked shifty.

Azagor thumped his head against the wall again. His skull would probably be misshapen by the time he claimed her. His breeder thought him ignorant, that he would fall for such an obvious bluff. Her own ignorance would get her killed if she got hold of the wrong faction. Many humans used the mantle of the resistance to further their criminal activities. They wouldn’t hesitate to kill her or do worse to her. The moment she let fall she had an alien captive, she’d have all kinds coming here to claim him. “You think to contact them on your TC?”

She chewed on her lower lip in a way he found oddly arousing. Kissing was foreign to Zyrgins. The other warriors said it was odd, but extremely pleasuring to press your lips against that of your breeder. Larz told him if you did it right, they’d even let you put your tongue in their mouths. His body sprang to attention, and he pulled up his leg to hide his arousal from her. No doubt, she’d call that ungodly too. Ever since he saw her all those years ago, he’d been researching all the things he wanted to do with her after they did the first knowing.

“The TC broke, but don’t think I won’t find a way to let them know I have an alien to sell.”

“What will you do if they don’t come? You will have to feed me, and you’re going to have to think about bathroom facilities.”

“Don’t try to scare me. They will come.” She moved away from the pit. “I’ll go and get the bandages and disinfectant. And I’ll bring you some food as well.” Her footsteps receded and then stopped. She ignored his reference to bathroom facilities.

“I’m not hungry,” he shouted. The last thing he wanted now, with a stick irritating his shoulder, was to have to eat human food. He’d taken the protective strength of his uniform for granted all these years. The warrior uniform was developed to make them invincible in battle. He’d never realized how frustrating it would be to have to cut a hole in his uniform. Getting the stick into the cut he’d made to his shoulder with his knife had been a challenge as well.

“All right, but don’t complain to me when you get hungry later.” She sounded relieved. Maybe she didn’t have a lot of food. He should’ve made sure. From now on, he would provide for her. She stood out of sight, but he could hear her breathing. For a long time, she stood in one place, waiting, probably wanted to see if he tried to escape. Azagor settled in. Until he could take her home as his breeder, he wasn’t going anywhere.

His communicator beeped. It had been beeping the whole time he talked to her, but like most humans, she didn’t hear it. The way breeders tended to scream until a warrior’s ears ached had alerted him to a weakness the humans could exploit. He was developing implants to protect their more sensitive ears against sound-based weapons. It would allow them to retain their superior hearing and also enhance it when necessary, but automatically protect them against any shrill sound. Zurian’s breeder, Julia, was a weapon on her own when she screamed.

His communicator beeped again, and he swore. Everyone knew he was getting captured by his breeder today. He had trained several warriors that could do the work he did almost as well. The project in space was nearly finished, and Zacar didn’t need him for that anymore.

“What?”

“If you aren’t captured yet, I need you to look at some schematics,” Zacar, his leader said. They’d arrived on earth five years ago. Initially, they’d been on their way to conquer another galaxy that would’ve presented a bigger challenge than the humans. When Zacar found his human breeder, Natalie, living in Montana, he’d claimed Earth for the Zyrgin Empire. They’d decided to make the Rocky Mountains their headquarters, and, to their surprise, their supreme leader had agreed with Zacar’s proposal not to enslave the humans and to change their normal mode of ruthless conquest. Normally, they went in and conquered the inhabitants of a planet with ruthless efficiency and, afterward, put them to work, ensuring they didn’t have enough time to make trouble for the Zyrgin Empire.

The hardest thing he’d ever done, even harder than being trapped on that cursed planet with rats taking chunks of his flesh, was promising his leader he wouldn’t claim his breeder until the project in space was completed. He’d found Susannah when Zacar had sent them out to search and destroy any threats in the immediate vicinity. That had been four years ago, when they couldn’t ignore the signs anymore. He had om graz ra—honor. Refusing such a request would’ve made him a warrior no female would want. The time he’d spent working in space had been the longest he’d ever experienced. It had felt even longer than the time he’d lain trapped on an alien planet with rats crawling all over him.

He didn’t want to be bothered with schematics. Except, he knew it was for the project in space, which was why Zacar wasn’t more specific. The humans might not be able to hack into their system, but The Zyrgin was another battle story. They called their emperor The Zyrgin. Every few centuries a warrior was born with exceptional strength and powers. These warriors were rarely born, but when they were, they had the capacity to destroy the ruling Zyrgin. Previous Zyrgins didn’t wait to see if a warrior born with exceptional strength could become emperor. They killed them before they could become a threat. He liked Zorlof. He could see he would be one of the great warriors after his third change. If he did have the capacity to become emperor, he shouldn’t be killed for it.

“Send it, I’ll take a look,” he told Zacar. It didn’t look as if he was going to get his feverish body rubbed all over with a cool cloth by his breeder.

“How did she capture you?” Zacar asked.

“She dug a hole and put sharpened wooden sticks in the bottom.” Nothing would induce him to admit that she tried to use cheese to entice him. He curled his lip at the cheese lying in the dent he’d made in the dirt. It melted in the weak fall sun and smelled atrocious. “She is a small woman, she worked very hard to dig the hole.” Zacar liked to tell everyone how brave Natalie had been to hit him with a twig the first time they’d met. In Azagor’s opinion, it took more strength and courage to dig a hole and capture a Zyrgin with only cheese as bait. After talking with her, he was beginning to realize how much courage it must have taken her.

“Why did she put twigs in the hole?” Zacar asked.

“It was supposed to wound me, but I crushed her little sticks. I had to make a hole in my shoulder with my knife to get the twig in.” He bared his teeth at his communicator. “Stop laughing, have you ever tried to cut a hole in your uniform jacket?”

“No, why would I? Why would you want to be wounded? You could just pretend to be captured?”

Azagor sighed. It was hard being a modern Zyrgin among traditional-thinking ones. “Humans get fevers from their wounds. If I am wounded, I could have a fever, and she’d want to sponge me down.” He thought about the movie Natalie had shown them. “All over my naked body.” Except his breeder was more interested in selling him to the resistance than caring for his wounds. He wasn’t about to tell Zacar that. “The human women like our bodies, so if I can get her to touch me, she’ll want to be my breeder.”

“Zyrgins don’t get fevers.”

“She doesn’t know that.”

“How exactly is a pit dug in the dirt supposed to keep you prisoner?” Zacar said skeptically.

“The pit was here already, she just dug it deeper.”

“You let her work that hard?”

“Of course not. When she went to sleep, I dug it deeper for her. It was taking too long.” Three nights ago when he’d dug the hole deeper, he’d also ensured the iron grid that covered the hole could be moved easily. He didn’t know what the hole was used for before, but, obviously, she thought if she made it deeper, it would incapacitate him long enough for her to slide the iron grid over it. If he hadn’t oiled it and repaired the grid, she never would’ve gotten it closed. “There’s a primitive iron grate that covers the hole. It’s supposed to keep me inside.”

“Do not become overly confident. If you see any sign of aggressive human males, contact me.” They’d found the humans surprisingly stubborn and vicious in their efforts to rid themselves of their Zyrgin conquerors. They might almost be worthy of conquest.

“The others left her alone here, and she’s trying to do all the work by herself. She’s a small female. I came at night, and finished some of the tasks for her.”

“I am sending you the schematics. I need them back by tonight.” Zacar signed off, and Azagor settled again, trying to think of a way to make her come into the hole and care for his wounds. He should’ve found a way to let her capture him in her dwelling.

Azagor’s link beeped again, and he bared his teeth. “Not now, my breeder captured me, and is about to care for my wounds.” He broke the connection. Every Zyrgin warrior on this cursed planet knew not to contact him today.

In the distance, the door of the farmhouse slammed shut. He’d noticed it hanging oddly and had seen her struggle to close it. He’d wait until she was asleep tonight and then he’d oil and repair it. Soft footsteps made by female feet wearing boots came closer. He tilted his head. For a moment there, before the door had slammed, he’d thought he heard a soft sound. A sound he had hoped to never hear again. He settled back against the dirt wall, trying to look as if he endured great pain and suffered like a pathetic human. It couldn’t be what he thought. Human women were afraid of rats. And snakes, and spiders and they got real mad if you brought them dead animals to eat.

She peered over the edge, beautiful as always. Warm brown, up-tilted eyes squinted down at him. She wore long dark dresses and flat shoes that worked well for walking around on the farm. He approved of the dresses, it hid her body from other warriors. The way they lived had changed, and no matter how much he wanted to shut her into their dwelling for his eyes only, he knew that wouldn’t happen.

When he took her to his dwelling, he would insist she wear her long midnight hair loose and not in a braid anymore. She didn’t have to cover her head with a cloth either. She had round cheeks. Now they were red, and her big brown eyes stared gravely down at him.

“I’ve brought alcohol to clean the wound and some bandages.” She dropped a roll of cloth that was supposed to be bandages. If a human used that on a wound, he’d die for sure. The only item that interested him was the alcohol. He should’ve thought of bringing Solarian Ale.

His breeder frowned at him. “Stop grunting. I’m not going to feel sorry for you for being injured. It


























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
SHE CAPTURED HIM. HE].L NEVER LET HER GO





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





