
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Officer Jaeger Drupot spends her last day of sick leave hunting for food for her family. She couldn’t wait to return to duty and join the battle against the aliens that had invaded Lusilia. On her way home with her catch, she finds something very unexpected...

	 

	 

	On her last day of sick leave Jaeger goes hunting—for food. On her way home she stumbles upon something that certainly could not be used to feed her family...

	When Jaeger reports for duty, she is surprised to learn that her captain has resigned. Upon meeting the new commander of her ship, she doesn’t much like him.

	The gods task her with a seemingly impossible mission, but no one argues with the gods. Jaeger obeys and sets out into the forest. When she is captured by the alien creatures, she is shocked to see that her new captain was also taken prisoner.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Jaeger hugged the small, fragile human bundle tightly to her chest as she hurried home through the dense woods. The catch of that day dangled over her shoulder, held firmly in place by her other hand. Her senses were on high alert for predators, but even more so for the aliens that had invaded their peaceful world, Lusilia, eight months ago.

	Ever since the Lusilian army got the upper hand, the aliens had scattered across the planet and formed smaller troops. The yellow-skinned creatures were everywhere, in the most unexpected places. She couldn’t call them anything else because they looked terrifying, like giant yellow slimy worms or snakes with arms and legs, though they were intelligent enough to have spaceships and high-tech weapons. Their futuristic artillery had killed many of the people in her village and had reduced quite a few of the homes and buildings on Lusilia to rubble. The invaders had wrought destruction across her whole world, and not only was the death toll high, but the creatures had also captured or abducted a number of Lusilians, too. She didn’t know how many. The news flashes only reported when there had been another case of abduction in the city or village but no details or headcount.

	Twice during the last thirteen days, she’d come close to pockets of aliens—they were enemy ground soldiers probably on their way to raid a village. Just today, she’d spied on a small group of them while they rested near the river. Their language, if one could call it that, sounded almost like a troop of chittering birds. There were six of them. But what had grossed her out and made her literally throw up—they had captured a man, stripped him of his clothing, and killed him. Then they proceeded to peel the man, sliced strips of flesh from his body as if they were peeling an apple, and then they ate it.

	She’d been ready to annihilate the group, but more of the creatures had arrived, too many for her to tackle on her own, and it had been too late to help the poor guy anyway. She’d carefully snuck away from the area, the image of what she’d seen remaining in her mind and haunting her. She’d never tell her parents what she’d witnessed. It was better they didn’t know that the creatures weren’t only grotesque and killers, but that they were also cannibalistic, easting the flesh of the slain...

	The main threat was from the dozens of alien warships hovering somewhere in space above the planet, mostly unseen unless they suddenly attacked. But soon, very soon, the Lusilian Space Force would drive them away or annihilate them completely. Jaeger was almost sure of that. She could hardly wait to report back for duty and be part of the last efforts to drive the creatures away.

	A loud noise startled her, and she dived behind the huge trunk of a tree. She quickly conjured up a protection field around her and the infant. She undid the clasp that held her hunting knife in its sheath, felt for her phaser in the holster on the other side, unlocked the safety, and waited with bated breath, her heart pounding against her ribs. She slowly let out her breath when she saw what had caused the sound.

	It was a wolfpack. Its leader, a gorgeous big silver wolf, sniffed around the area here and there as the pack bounded across the mossy ground. They were shifters and posed no danger, but regardless of that, she didn’t reveal herself. These wolves weren’t killers of humans and wouldn’t pose a serious threat, but they could steal her catch by using excessive force, and she had more than herself to protect.

	Everyone was desperate for food, and she’d had a good catch that day consisting of five garundals—small furry animals that, when cooked, tasted a bit like chicken. Their pelts would bring in gold coins—once it was safe for the merchants to set up their stalls and the markets began operating again. She’d also caught a bundle of fish from the river that wound through the forest.

	The dangerous wolves, the non-shifting wild ones that roamed the mountains, never came close to civilization. They stayed in their own habitat. For now, anyway. They would never come to the villages or towns unless the winter weather proved so fierce that they couldn’t hunt. And there hadn’t been a really severe winter in quite a while.

	Jaeger could easily tell the difference between the wild wolves and the shifters. Mountain wolves were smaller and mostly brown and scraggy. These wolves were majestic and downright gorgeous. She had no idea why the shifters were roaming the forest in their animal form. They rarely shifted unless they needed to defend themselves. Were they hunting for food as she suspected, like she’d been doing every day since the aliens had attacked her village? Were their families sorely in need of supplies? Fresh meat or fish? Like her own large family?

	She was the eldest of ten children. When she was born, the gods told her father that she would be a great huntress, and that’s how she got her name. Her father had explained to her that when translated, Jaeger meant hunter. For nine years, she’d been an only child. And then her mother got pregnant with triplets, and again with twins, twice, and after that, she gave birth to two more babies, and in no time, Jaeger had nine brothers and sisters, the youngest of which had just turned two years old.

	Just after she’d come home on sick leave, a troop of aliens had attacked and ransacked their village. Jaeger and her family had managed to hide from them in the cellar beneath their house. After the monsters had left and she and her family could leave their shelter, they found the pantry emptied of all dried and smoked food products. Flour, grains, everything was gone. The freezer stood open, also emptied of its contents. The fucking bastards were too lazy to hunt for their food. Stealing it was apparently far easier.

	The infant wriggled a bit within the tight confinement of the cloak Jaeger had wrapped around her. After catching the fish, she’d started on her way home when she’d suddenly heard a soft mewling. Thinking it was an animal in need, she followed the sound and found a naked newborn baby girl lying on a patch of moss under a tree. The little one was very small, her skin had a grayish tint from exposure to the cooling air, and the afterbirth was still attached to the umbilical cord.

	Jaeger had used her magic to detect signs of life surrounding the area but picked up nothing. It was close to sundown, and the tiny baby would have made a nice snack for the predators that roamed the forest at night. She’d had no choice but to wrap the infant in her cloak and take her home. Jaeger had cut and tied the cord, buried the placenta, then infused the baby with her healing powers, praying to the gods that her magic would help her survive.

	It was strange though. Jaeger didn’t think the baby was Fae. The Fae gave off a sweet scent she should have smelled since it was only discernable by one of their own. The little one didn’t have it. Hers was a strange scent, and one Jaeger had never come across.

	It was fast becoming dark within the dense woods. Jaeger knew the sun had almost dipped below the horizon. She still scented the wolves nearby and hoped the baby wouldn’t cry as she waited until the wolf scent dissipated. Although she was well aware that shifters weren’t dangerous—not as their humans nor as their wolves—but who knew what they would do to get their claws on her catch...

	When it was finally safe to leave her shelter, the forest was almost black as ink, but her keen Fae eyesight allowed her to see quite easily. She hurried home, clutching her precious bundle tightly to her, her ears on full alert for aliens or predators.

	She was glad when she left the dark woods and could cut across the open veld. She glanced at the sky and saw an alien ship hovering above. Probably spying or trying to locate the Lusilian warships... It moved slowly, and her heart beat faster as she crouched low among the tall grasses. She’d be safe as long as it didn’t attack, sending its laser beams down to her village. But then it sped up and shot away, and she quickly dashed to her home.

	 

	*

	 

	“Goodness, child, what took you so long? I was worried,” her mother scolded as Jaeger burst through the backdoor into the kitchen, where her mother was busy stirring something in a large pot that smelled good and caused hunger pangs.

	Jaeger dropped her catch to the floor and started to remove her cloak.

	“What have you got there? Since when do you pack a catch in your cloak? It’ll be all dirty and—”

	“It’s not a catch, Mother.” Jaeger handed the bundle to her mother, who cautiously began unwrapping it.

	“By the gods! A baby girl! And a newborn at that. Look, the cord is still hanging from her belly. How and where did you find her?” The baby began to cry softly. “She can’t be more than a day old, and she’s very weak. I think she was born prematurely.”

	“The placenta was still attached to the cord, Mother. I cut the cord, tied it, then buried the afterbirth.”

	“And it’s the afterbirth which saved the mite’s life, though it’s a miracle the baby survived with all the wildlife hunting for food,” her mother said. “We need to keep her warm.”

	The other children had all come to the door, right down to the youngest, and stood there, gawking.

	“Fetch me some towels, Hevona,” her mother told the oldest of the triplets. “The rest of you, go and finish your homework. Jentara, take care of your baby sister. Tarjuka, fetch some baby clothes from your little sister’s room, please, and bring them to me. And some small blankets, too.”

	“I found her close to the river and there was no one nearby,” Jaeger said while taking off her quiver. “I couldn’t very well leave her there since she was obviously abandoned. I don’t think she’s Fae.”

	“Who in their right mind would abandon a newborn in the forest?” her mother wondered. “Maybe a young girl hiding that she was with child? Perhaps the baby wasn’t breathing after the birthing? She’s still covered in all the residue of birth. Fill a large bowl of warm water so I can bathe the poor little thing and throw your cloak in the laundry basket. And go change your shirt. You reek of fish.”

	Jaeger took the cloak from her mother’s hands, opened the door to the laundry, and tossed it in the basket. Then she took the largest bowl from the kitchen cupboard, filled it with lukewarm water, and set it on the table. She watched her mother gently wash the baby, tie off the cord properly, then wrap her in a large towel.

	“We need to ask in and around Trunderton, Mother. Inquire if any strangers passed through recently.” Jaeger suggested. “Except the baby’s not Fae, and unless things have changed, I don’t know of any outsiders living in our village. Or, maybe one of the young women in the village had an affair with an outsider and hid her belly?”

	Her mother snorted. “And then give birth in the forest and just leave the infant there for the animals?”

	“So, you’ve found an enfant trouvé. I think we need to keep our mouths shut. We’ll take care of her.” Her father had slipped into the kitchen unnoticed and shooed the other children away from the doorway.

	“Symboian, talk normal. None of us know what it means if you speak in one of the languages you studied,” her mother grumbled. “We can barely feed our own brood right now. Until it’s safe and we can go to the city, we—”

	“Ladika, enfant trouvé translated means foundling. Jaeger says the infant isn’t Fae, so she wasn’t birthed by any of our people. As for food, how much does a newborn need? For now, you’ve got plenty of milk to feed two. It’s time Junica stopped nursing anyway. She’s getting too big,” he grumbled and closed the door, then picked up the fish. “Nice catch, Jaeger.”

	“I’ve caught enough now to see you all through the winter,” Jaeger pointed out. “Practicing my hunting skills has been nice, but I need to report for duty. My leave is over. I have to return to Space Dock tomorrow.”

	The scowl on her father’s face didn’t escape her. It was a sore subject between them. She was already in his bad books because she had gone to the space academy after high school, and after graduating, she had joined the Lusilian Space Force. Rather than being the hunter he wanted her to be, she had followed her heart’s desire to travel through space...

	“And get killed,” her father grunted. “Fighting those monsters has proven useless, as you well know. It’s a miracle you’re still with us.”

	Jaeger knew full well the dangers she would be facing again. And it was indeed a miracle that she was alive because her ship had suffered a lot of damage during Lusilia’s last war fleet attack against the invaders. She had received multiple injuries but quickly recovered thanks to her speedy Fae healing. She had protested when they gave her two weeks leave to recuperate, but Commander Radolin wouldn’t listen to her. He’d said repairs to the battered ship would take that long anyway. She’d spent her two weeks hunting to help replenish her family’s meager food supply.

	“After I found the baby, I came across a pack of wolf shifters in the woods,” she told them, changing the subject.

	“Wolf shifters? What were they doing around here? No shifters live in or close to our village, as you know,” her mother said while baring her breast. The infant latched on eagerly.

	“I don’t know. Maybe searching for food? I hid from them to protect the baby and my catch.”

	“And another good catch it is,” her father repeated his praise. “I doubt the shifters would have hurt you, but they could have overpowered you and taken your catch.”

	“Father, they couldn’t have. You know that. I’ve always got my magic.”

	“Which we’ve forbidden you to use. Or have you forgotten that?” her father reminded her with a scowl.

	Jaeger chose not to respond. Her magic had gotten her into a lot of trouble when she was a teenager. Her parents tended to forget that she was an adult now.

	Her father held up the garundals and fish. “I’ll go take care of these before the fish stink up the kitchen, then I’ll throw them in the freezer. How long before dinner?”

	“Not too long. Stew is almost done,” her mother said. “When you’re finished, can you dig up the cradle from the basement for me?”

	“I’m going to take a shower,” Jaeger said.

	“Don’t be long,” her mother warned.

	“Father will be a little while skinning my catch and gutting the fish and you’re busy with the baby.” She hurried out of the kitchen and up the stairs. She was currently sharing a room with three of her sisters. After she’d moved out to live in Space Dock’s barracks, two of her siblings had quickly claimed and occupied her little private room in the attic.

	Her father’s plans to add onto the house had never come to fruition, so there weren’t enough rooms for so many kids. And now it sounded like her parents had added another one to their large family... unless someone stepped forward to claim the infant. That’s if she survived. She was so tiny and fragile that Jaeger wondered about her chances. She’d infused the baby with strong healing, and that, together with her mother’s milk, could see the little one through.

	After digging up clean panties and clothes from her suitcase, she quickly showered, dressed, and went back down to the kitchen. The baby slept peacefully in the old, well-used cradle, now standing in a corner.

	Jaeger looked down at the infant for a few moments. “She’s like a doll, so tiny. Look at all that black hair.”

	“I think she was quite prematurely born. Good thing I’m still lactating. It’s much better for her than regular milk, especially since she appears to have been born at least six weeks prematurely, if not more. Call your father, and brothers and sisters to the table, please,” her mother said while setting the large pot of stew on the table and a platter filled with freshly baked buns.

	In no time, the kitchen was a beehive of chatter. Her younger brothers and sisters all wanted to know about her adventures in the woods, especially about finding the baby and running into the shifters.

	“Have you ever met any wolf shifters before, Jaeger? I mean, as in real-life?” twelve-year-old Estaro asked. He always asked the most questions, usually about space and spaceships.

	“Yes, I have. They’re just people like us.”

	“Where did you meet them?” he continued.

	“Some of them are astronauts, like me.”

	“Really? How come the aliens haven’t destroyed Lusilia’s Space Dock?”

	“They think it’s abandoned. We’ve moved to a well-hidden location, Estaro.”

	“Will you be able to drive the aliens away from Lusilia?”

	“Enough!” her father thundered. “Let’s have a pleasant meal. No more talk of those creatures or war.”

	Jaeger sensed his fear, not so much of the aliens but rather of his oldest son following in Jaeger’s footsteps. Estaro was far too interested in Jaeger’s career and wouldn’t stop asking questions.

	“When I’m all growed up like Jaeger, I want to become a space pilot,” Estaro announced.

	Jaeger saw her father’s face darken. “Are you still top of the class, Estaro?” she asked.

	He nodded proudly. “Yup.”

	“Then speak accordingly. It’s grown up, not growed,” Jaeger admonished. “Eat your stew. It’s getting cold.”

	“Until someone claims the baby we need to give her a name,” her mother said. “Any suggestions?”

	The children came up with the oddest names.

	Her father suddenly said, “Cherub.”

	“That’s it,” her mother agreed. “Cherub she is.”

	The older girls began to clear the table. Junica, released from her highchair, climbed on her mother’s lap, and sought her breast.

	“No, Junica. No more of that,” her father said in a firm tone. “From now on, you’ll drink from a cup. Go and play until it’s time for bed.”

	The little girl looked at him with big eyes and reluctantly slid to the floor, then began to cry.

	Jaeger stood, picked up her little sister, and left the kitchen. She managed to divert Junica’s attention by playing a game with her. Then and there, she made up her mind that she was never going to have kids. Sure, she loved her family, but being home was like being in a zoo, in a cage full of chittering monkeys.

	Junica’s babble faded into the background, and Jaeger relaxed against the side of the couch. She’d left home to attend the space academy when she was eighteen and considered an adult and allowed to make her own decisions. That was eight years ago. Getting married and having a family had never been on her list of priorities, as it was with many of her girlfriends. And neither had she been into dating, much to the disgust of her best friend, Galanda, who had often asked her if she didn’t like men. Sure, she liked guys, but most of the ones she’d agreed to go on a date with were interested in becoming serious, and those that weren’t, they only wanted sex. Jaeger had no time for any of that. Studying was her main interest and getting top grades so she would be accepted into the space academy and make her dream come true.

	And she had achieved it, had reached her goal with flying colors. Then, after two years, she graduated from the space academy with top honors. Her first assignment had been on an explorer as a junior officer. Because of her excellent performance, after another two years, she was assigned to a larger ship and promoted to first officer. She had now served almost four years on the Darigon Five—a huge, magnificent starship. But right after the first attack, which came like a thief in the night and after the Lusilian fleet lost many ships, the Darigon Five was converted into a warship and had been in many battles against the aliens. Darigon Five was much bigger than the other warships and needed a full crew, but thanks to an excellent commander who plotted his strategies well, the ship had survived the battles. And with it, its crew.

	No one knew who the aliens were or from which planet they came. It was now eight months ago when the alien fleet had attacked overnight, and their laser fire had disintegrated buildings and homes, and missiles had rained down on all of Lusilia’s major cities. And then they had turned their attention to the smaller towns and villages.

	Lusilia’s official Space Dock wasn’t all that far from Aswhina, the capital city. The aliens had not destroyed it because it appeared deserted. To be on the safe side, the Lusilians had built a temporary space dock that was well hidden and much farther away at the base of the mountains. The enemy had found the official Space Dock abandoned, and their ground fighters had claimed it for their army headquarters.

	Eight months of fighting...

	Long months of destruction and loss of lives...

	But the Lusilian fleet was winning the battle!

	It wouldn’t be long now before the aliens would retreat and leave with what was left of their shrinking troops.

	The night the aliens had attacked, they also sent down a large army of ground soldiers. As far as she knew, only pockets of those were left now, but there were still far too many of the beasts, whose only purpose seemed to be to kill and plunder anything they found.

	Jaeger felt certain that once the Lusilian fleet—the remaining ships that had limped home after the last battle—was back in action, it would be the end of the war.

	Lusilia’s military planned to convert all functional ships into battle-worthy fighters, including cruisers, exploration vessels, cargo ships, and even the personal spaceships owned by a few very rich Lusilians. Whether or not they had been able to accomplish such a huge task in a short window of time, Jaeger had no idea. She’d find out when she reported for duty the next day.

	Junica climbing onto her lap startled Jaeger out of her musings. “Oh, sweetie. Sorry. But it’s time for you to go to bed.”

	She picked up Junica and walked into the kitchen to find her mother breastfeeding the baby again. The sight caused her little sister to wail. “Mother, what are you going to do about this unhappy child? Father said you had to stop breastfeeding Junica.”

	“Yes. It was time anyway. She can drink from a cup very well. She no longer needs my milk and only uses my breast as a comfort tool.”

	“Why are you feeding the baby again so soon?”

	“She’ll need two-hour feedings, day and night, until she gets stronger and gains some weight. Can you take Junica to bed for me, please?”

	Jaeger left the kitchen. Putting the still whimpering toddler to bed wasn’t going to be a simple task.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Saying goodbye was never easy. As usual, Jaeger’s mother had been in tears, and her father grumpy. He so resented her choice of careers. But it had been worse this time because her parents knew that each battle could be her last, and they were well aware that she was returning to prepare for Lusilia’s Space Force’s final assault on the alien fleet.

	What would it take to defeat the enemy once and for all? She sighed. So many of their ships had been blown to smithereens during the last battle. How many ships had Space Force been able to convert? Her heart ached when she thought about the many space troopers who had already lost their lives. How many more before it was over?

	Rather than flying her vehicle and taking the risk of one of the enemy’s smaller crafts spotting her, she’d stuck to the roads hoping she wouldn’t run into any of the enemy’s ground soldiers. But she hadn’t seen any as she manually operated her aircar and skirted the city by taking back roads. During her long drive of about three and a half hours beyond the city to the temporary Space Dock, she still hadn’t spotted any aliens on the ground or alien scouts up above.

	She heaved a sigh of relief when she reached her destination. She set down her aircar and parked it beneath the camouflage canopies erected above the two flat buildings, the
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