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The Last Choice 




The needle slides into my arm with practiced efficiency.

I don’t flinch. I learned not to flinch two years ago when the resource wars started and the field hospitals overflowed with bodies. When you’ve held someone’s intestines inside their abdomen while they screamed for their mother, a simple injection doesn’t rate.

“This will prepare your body for compatibility,” the technician says. Her voice is flat, scripted. She’s done this a thousand times. I’m just another desperate woman trading her future for someone else’s survival.

“How long until it takes effect?” My voice sounds steadier than I feel.

“Immediate.” She withdraws the needle, presses a cotton swab to the injection site. “You’ll feel warmth spreading through your system. Some dizziness. Perfectly normal.”

Normal. Right. Because being chemically altered to bond with aliens is totally normal.

The warmth hits fast. It starts at my arm and races through my veins like liquid fire. My fingers tingle. My heart rate kicks up.

“Breathe,” the technician instructs. “Fight it and you’ll only make it worse.”

I breathe. In through my nose, out through my mouth, just like I taught trauma patients in the ER. Stay calm. Stay present. You’ve survived worse.

Have I though?

The door behind me opens. I turn—mistake. The room tilts sideways.

“Sage Winters?” A man in Alliance uniform stands in the doorway, tablet in hand. His face is professionally sympathetic. I hate him instantly. “I’m Officer Chen. I’ll be escorting you to processing.”

“I need to see my mother first.” I grip the edge of the exam table. “You promised I could say goodbye.”

“Your mother is in stasis, Ms. Winters. She’s stable and will remain so until your bonding is complete. Then the treatment begins.”

One year. They promised me one year of service in exchange for the experimental treatment that could cure her radiation sickness. One year as a Kryvarian mate, and Mom lives.

It’s not even a choice, really.

“I’d like to see her anyway,” I say.

Officer Chen’s expression shifts—a flicker of genuine sympathy breaks through the professionalism. “Five minutes. Then we have to move. The transport leaves in an hour.”

The stasis ward is too quiet.

My footsteps echo on the polished floor as I approach Mom’s pod. Through the transparent cover, she looks peaceful. Almost healthy, if you ignore the hollow cheeks and the way her skin has taken on a grayish cast that no amount of medical intervention can fix.

Radiation poisoning is a slow death. Ugly. Painful.

This way, she sleeps. And when I come back, she wakes up cured.

If I come back.

I push the thought away. The recruiter promised—one year. Standard Kryvarian bonding protocol. Plenty of women have done it and returned.

So why haven’t I heard from any of them?

“Hey, Mom.” I press my palm against the pod. The surface is cool, slightly vibrating with the hum of the machinery keeping her alive. “I know you didn’t want this. I know you said not to volunteer. But you’re my mother, and I’m not letting you die because we can’t afford treatment.”

My throat tightens. I swallow hard.

“Marcus would understand. He always said family comes first.” My brother’s name hurts. It’s been three years since the blast that took him, and the grief is still sharp enough to cut. “So I’m doing what he would have done. I’m making the sacrifice play.”

Officer Chen clears his throat behind me. “Time, Ms. Winters.”

I lean forward, forehead touching the pod. “I love you. I’ll see you soon.”

The lie tastes like ash.

Processing is clinical. Dehumanizing.

I’m stripped, scanned, measured. Every inch of my body cataloged and recorded. They take blood samples, genetic material, brain scans. I stand naked in a white room while machines I don’t understand hum and click around me.

“Excellent baseline compatibility,” a doctor murmurs, studying her tablet. “Genetic markers are within optimal range.”

“What does that mean?” I ask.

She doesn’t answer. They never do.

After processing, I’m given clothes—if you can call them that. The fabric is unlike anything on Earth, shifting colors in the light, impossibly soft against my skin. The cut is simple: a sleeveless tunic that falls to mid-thigh, loose pants that taper at the ankle. Everything is in shades of deep blue and silver.

Bonding colors, the attendant explains. To make me appealing to potential Quads.

I want to vomit.

Instead, I let them braid my hair—the auburn waves that Marcus used to tease me about. They weave silver thread through the braids. Paint my lips with something that tingles. Line my eyes with kohl that makes the green of my irises almost luminescent.

They’re making me beautiful for someone else’s consumption.

When they lead me to the mirror, I barely recognize myself.

The woman staring back at me is exotic. Otherworldly. Her eyes are too bright, her skin too pale against the dark colors. She looks like she belongs in some alien’s collection.

She looks like a sacrifice.

“Perfect,” the attendant says with satisfaction. “The Kryvor will be very pleased.”

The holding area is full of women.

Hundreds of us, all dressed in variations of the same outfit, all wearing the same expression of barely contained terror. Some are crying. Others sit in silence, staring at nothing. A few cluster in groups, whispering frantically.

I find an empty corner and sink down against the wall.

“First time?”

The voice makes me jump. A woman sits down beside me—older than me by maybe a decade, with dark skin and intelligent eyes. She’s wearing the bonding colors too, but she carries them with more confidence.

“Is it that obvious?” I ask.

“You’ve got the look. Like you can’t decide whether to run or throw up.” She extends her hand. “Maria Santos. Former Marine, current idiot volunteer.”

I shake her hand. “Sage Winters. Former ER nurse, current desperate daughter.”

“Paying for someone’s treatment?”

“My mother. You?”

“My kid. Leukemia.” Maria’s jaw tightens. “The experimental therapy might save her. This definitely will.”

We sit in silence for a moment, two women who’ve made the same impossible choice.

“What have you heard about the program?” I ask quietly.

Maria glances around, then leans closer. “Officially? It’s a cultural exchange. Humans help the Kryvor repopulate, Kryvor help Earth survive. Everyone wins.”

“And unofficially?”

“No one who goes through comes back.” Her voice drops to a whisper. “They say the bonding is permanent. Not just for a year. Forever.”

Ice floods my veins. “That’s not what they told us.”

“They don’t tell us a lot of things.” Maria’s expression is grim. “But I’ve got a buddy in Alliance intelligence. He says the Kryvor bond is biological. Once it takes hold, breaking it kills everyone involved.”

“That’s insane. That would make this slavery, not a volunteer program.”

“Would it change your choice?”

I think of Mom in her stasis pod. Dying slowly while I watch, helpless.

“No,” I admit.

“Mine either.” Maria straightens. “So I guess we do what women have always done. Survive. Adapt. Find a way to make it work.”

Before I can respond, the lights shift. A tone sounds—low, resonant, alien.

“Attention,” a voice announces. “Transport to Outpost Station Helix departs in ten minutes. All volunteers proceed to Bay Seven.”

This is it.

Around me, women rise. Some move like sleepwalkers. Others march with military precision. A few break down, sobbing.

I stand on shaking legs.

Maria grips my shoulder. “Remember—survive. Whatever it takes.”

“Survive,” I echo.

We join the line shuffling toward Bay Seven. Toward the transport that will take us off Earth. Toward the aliens who will claim us.

Toward a future I can’t imagine and can’t escape.

The transport pod is smaller than I expected.

Twenty of us are strapped into seats that mold to our bodies, the material warm and oddly comforting. Through the narrow windows, I can see the launch bay—massive, industrial, crowded with Alliance personnel.

No one waves goodbye.

“Final medical check,” an attendant announces, moving down the line with a scanner.

When she reaches me, the device beeps. She frowns, scans again.

“Problem?” I ask.

“No problem.” But her expression says otherwise. She marks something on her tablet, moves on.

My heart hammers against my ribs.

The pod seals with a hiss. The lights dim. Through the window, I watch Earth fall away—the planet that’s been slowly dying my entire life. Brown where there should be green. Gray where there should be blue. A world choking on its own pollution and greed.

We did this to ourselves.

And now we’re selling our women to survive it.

The injection site on my arm throbs. The warmth from earlier has spread through my entire body, settling low in my belly. It’s not entirely unpleasant, which somehow makes it worse.

This is chemical manipulation. Programming my body to want something my mind doesn’t.

“One year,” I whisper to myself. “Just one year.”

But Maria’s words echo in my head: No one comes back.

The stars wheel past the window—cold, distant, indifferent.

I close my eyes and try to remember what Earth looked like before the wars. Before the radiation. Before everything fell apart.

I can’t.

All I see is darkness.

All I feel is the alien heat in my veins, rewriting my biology whether I want it or not.

I wake to alarm sounds.

The pod shudders violently. Women scream. Emergency lights strobe red across our terrified faces.

“Remain calm,” the AI announces. “We are experiencing minor gravitational fluctuations.”

Minor. The word is laughable as the pod lurches hard enough to strain the safety harness across my chest.

Through the window, something massive looms—a structure so large it blots out the stars. Outpost Station Helix. It looks like someone took a dozen cities and bolted them together in space, all sharp angles and glowing lights.

The Kryvor built this.

The reality of that hits me hard. These aren’t just aliens. They’re advanced enough to construct something that makes Earth’s space stations look like children’s toys.

What chance do I have against beings like that?

The pod docks with a metallic clang that rattles my teeth. The harnesses release simultaneously, and we’re being herded out before I can catch my breath.

The station’s air tastes different. Cleaner somehow, with an undertone of something spicy and foreign.

Guards line the corridor—not human. Kryvor. They’re even more imposing in person than in the briefing videos. Eight feet tall, silver-grey skin that seems to shimmer with inner light. They wear armor that looks grown rather than forged, all organic curves and sharp edges.

They don’t look at us like people.

They look at us like cargo.

“This way,” a guard orders. His voice is deep, resonant, with an accent that turns English into music.

We’re led through corridors that twist and turn until I’ve lost all sense of direction. Other guards join the procession. I catch glimpses of Kryvor civilians—females are rare, I notice. Maybe one for every twenty males.

No wonder they need us.

Finally, we reach a vast chamber. Medical bay, I realize. Rows of examination tables, scanning equipment, the unmistakable sterile smell of antiseptic.

“You will be processed,” a female Kryvor announces. She’s smaller than the males but no less intimidating. Her skin bears intricate markings that glow faint blue. “Scans will determine optimal bonding matches. Cooperate, and the process will be swift.”

We don’t have a choice.

I’m separated from Maria, led to a private exam room. The door seals behind me with ominous finality.

“Sit,” the medical officer instructs.

I sit.

She runs scanners over my body, too fast for me to track. Her expression remains neutral until she reaches my abdomen. Then she pauses.

“Interesting,” she murmurs.

“What is?”

“Your genetic markers.” She makes notes on her tablet. “Very interesting indeed.”

“What does that mean?”

She ignores me, continues scanning. When she’s done, she steps back and actually looks at me—really looks at me—for the first time.

“You are quite valuable,” she says.

Before I can ask what that means, she’s gone.

I’m left alone in the sterile room, the injection site on my arm burning hot, my mind racing with questions no one will answer.

What makes me valuable? What did they see in my scans? Why do I suddenly feel like I’m not here for a simple year of service?

The door opens.

“Come,” a guard orders. “It is time for the Bonding Ceremony.”

My legs barely hold me as I stand.

This is it. The moment that will define the rest of my life.

I think of Mom, sleeping peacefully in stasis.

I think of Marcus, dead in a war he didn’t start.

I think of all the choices that led me here, to this alien station, about to be bound to males I’ve never met.

And I walk forward.

Because sometimes, survival isn’t about wanting to live.

It’s about refusing to let the people you love die.

The guard leads me down another corridor. I can hear sounds ahead—voices, movement, something that might be music.

The Bonding Hall.

My heart pounds so hard I think it might break through my ribs.

“One year,” I whisper one last time.

But the heat in my veins laughs at my desperate lie.

The door opens.

And everything changes.
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WORLD-BUILDING

The Kryvor Species:


	Appearance: 7-8 feet tall, powerfully built with silver-grey skin that shimmers with bioluminescent markings that glow different colors based on emotion (blue=calm, red=aroused/angry, gold=protective, purple=bonded). They have angular, striking features, dark eyes with no visible pupils that seem to see into your soul, and long dark hair they wear in warrior braids.

	Culture: Military-based society with strict honor codes. They lost their females 200 years ago to a plague, and their species is dying out. Bonds are sacred—once formed, they’re eternal.

	The Bond: When four Kryvor warriors bond with one female, they form a “Quad”—a psychic and physical connection that allows them to sense each other’s emotions and locations. The bond intensifies over time, creating an unbreakable unit.

	Politics: The Kryvor are ruled by the High Command, but there’s a growing rebel faction called the “Free Voiders” who believe the bonding program is being manipulated for political control.




Earth’s Situation:


	Year 2247: Earth is dying from climate collapse and resource depletion

	The Alliance (Earth’s unified government) made a deal with the Kryvor 5 years ago

	Women who volunteer receive large payments for their families and are promised luxury and protection

	What they’re NOT told: the bond is permanent, and bonded women can never return to Earth

	10,000 women have already gone through the program; none have been heard from again




The Void Sector:


	A region of space where the Kryvor Empire controls 47 planets

	Kryvor Prime: the home world, a harsh but beautiful planet with purple skies and crystalline cities

	The Outpost Stations: military bases where newly bonded Quads are stationed

	The Free Zones: rebel-controlled territories where Quads who reject the High Command hide




CHARACTER PROFILES

HEROINE: Sage Winters

Age: 26

Background:


	Former ER nurse from Seattle

	Lost her younger brother to the resource wars

	Mother is dying from radiation sickness caused by environmental collapse

	Volunteers for the Kryvarian Bonding Program to pay for her mother’s treatment and give her a chance at survival

	Intelligent, compassionate, but haunted by guilt over her brother’s death

	Has a fierce protective instinct and refuses to be a victim




Personality:


	Strong-willed but not reckless

	Uses humor to deflect from pain

	Deeply loyal once trust is earned

	Has healing hands (literally—discovers she has a rare genetic marker that enhances Kryvarian healing abilities)

	Initially terrified but masks it with bravado

	Struggles with the loss of control over her own fate




Physical Description:


	5’6”, curvy build

	Long auburn hair, green eyes

	Has a small scar on her collarbone from a childhood accident

	Freckles across her nose and shoulders




Her Secret: Sage has a genetic anomaly that makes her bond ten times stronger than normal human-Kryvor bonds. The High Command has been secretly screening for this marker—she’s one of only five women with it, making her incredibly valuable and putting her in extreme danger.

THE FOUR ALIEN HEROES (The Void Lords)

HERO #1: Commander Vexar Kron

Role in Quad: The Leader/Protector

Age: 342 (Prime of life for Kryvor)

Rank: Commander of Strike Force Zeta, one of the most elite military units

Background:


	Born into a high-ranking military family

	His father is on the High Command Council

	Was engaged to a Kryvor female before the plague; watched her die

	Has spent 200 years as a warrior, never expecting to bond

	Volunteered for the program out of duty, not desire




Personality:


	Stern, disciplined, struggles with showing emotion

	Carries massive guilt over past failures

	Protective to the point of being overbearing

	First to recognize Sage’s strength

	Fights his attraction hardest because he fears losing someone again




Physical Description:


	8 feet tall, the largest of the four

	Battle scars across his chest and arms

	Silver-grey skin with prominent warrior markings

	Keeps his hair in tight warrior braids

	His bioluminescent marks glow deep gold around Sage




His Conflict: Vexar discovers the High Command’s conspiracy involving Sage’s genetic marker and must choose between his loyalty to his father and his bond to his Quad.

HERO #2: Daxion Vyre

Role in Quad: The Warrior/Enforcer

Age: 289

Rank: Second-in-command, Weapons Master

Background:


	Came from the lower castes, earned his rank through pure skill

	Has a reputation as the most lethal fighter in the sector

	Doesn’t trust easily due to his difficult upbringing

	Was Vexar’s rival before becoming his closest friend

	Has a secret connection to the Free Voiders




Personality:


	Intense, primal, direct

	Communicates through action more than words

	Fiercely possessive once he claims something as his

	Has a soft spot for the vulnerable despite his harsh exterior

	Makes Sage feel desired and wanted, not just protected




Physical Description:


	7’8”, lean and lethal build

	Multiple blade scars across his back (punishment from his youth)

	Wears his hair loose, falling past his shoulders

	His marks glow deep crimson when aroused or fighting

	Has a predatory grace to his movements




His Conflict: Daxion is secretly feeding information to the rebels and must hide this from Vexar while trying to protect Sage from becoming a political pawn.

HERO #3: Kyrion Sal

Role in Quad: The Healer/Empath

Age: 256

Rank: Medical Officer, Psychic Specialist

Background:


	Born with rare empathic abilities (only 1 in 10,000 Kryvor have this)

	Trained as both a healer and a warrior

	Lost his entire family in a rebel attack, struggles with forgiveness

	The emotional center of the Quad

	First to truly understand Sage’s psychological trauma




Personality:


	Gentle but not weak

	Can sense emotions and uses this to comfort

	Patient, understanding, makes Sage feel truly seen

	Struggles with feeling “too much” from everyone

	Has a playful side that surprises Sage




Physical Description:


	7’6”, graceful build

	Fewer battle scars, more ritual markings from healer training

	Silver-white hair (rare coloring)

	His marks glow soft purple when connected to the bond

	Has the most expressive eyes of the four




His Conflict: Kyrion can sense Sage’s genetic anomaly and knows what it means. He must decide whether to tell her the truth or protect her from knowledge that could destroy her trust in the bond.

HERO #4: Zain Korr

Role in Quad: The Strategist/Protector

Age: 267

Rank: Intelligence Officer, Tactical Analyst

Background:


	Genius-level intellect, trained in political warfare

	Comes from a family of diplomats, not warriors

	Joined the military to prove himself but doesn’t fit the typical warrior mold

	Observant, always three steps ahead

	The one who first makes Sage laugh




Personality:


	Charming, witty, uses humor as both weapon and shield

	Deeply observant, notices everything about Sage

	Makes her feel normal, not like a specimen

	Hides his own insecurities behind his smile

	The bridge between Sage’s humanity and the others’ alien nature




Physical Description:


	7’5”, the “smallest” of the four but perfectly proportioned

	Fewer warrior braids, more sophisticated appearance

	His marks glow in shifting colors—sign of his adaptability

	Has an easy smile that transforms his face

	Moves with casual grace rather than warrior precision




His Conflict: Zain uncovers the full extent of the High Command’s conspiracy and realizes Sage is meant to be used as a breeding experiment. He must navigate political intrigue to protect her while maintaining his cover as a loyal officer.
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The Bonding Hall steals my breath.

It’s massive—a cathedral of alien architecture that makes every human structure I’ve ever seen look like a child’s drawing. The ceiling arches impossibly high, lost in shadows that seem to move and breathe. Bioluminescent crystals embedded in the walls pulse with soft light, casting everything in shades of purple and blue.

And the Kryvor.

Gods, the Kryvor are everywhere.

Hundreds of them fill the space, their silver-grey skin catching the light like living metal. They’re arranged in groups of four—Quads, I remember from the briefing. Each group wears matching armor with subtle variations that must indicate rank or status. Their bio-marks glow in different colors: blues and greens for the calm ones, oranges and reds for those who seem more… agitated.

Every single one of them is staring at us.

“Move,” the guard behind me orders.

I move. What choice do I have?

We’re led to a raised platform at the center of the hall. Twenty women, all dressed in bonding colors, all wearing expressions that range from terror to resignation. I spot Maria near the front of the group and feel a tiny spark of relief. At least I’m not completely alone.

A female Kryvor steps onto the platform—the same one who oversaw my medical exam. Her bio-marks glow a steady blue, and when she speaks, her voice carries through the hall without any visible amplification.

“Warriors of the Kryvor Empire. You have served with honor. You have earned the right to seek bonded mates.” Her gaze sweeps across the assembled males. “Before you stand females from Earth, volunteers in the Bonding Program. They have been tested and prepared. They are ready to receive your bonds.”

Volunteers. The word sticks in my throat like broken glass.

“The rules are sacred,” she continues. “A Quad approaches. The female chooses whether to accept. If she accepts, the bond initiates immediately and is final. If she refuses, the Quad withdraws with honor. No female shall be taken against her will.”

I almost laugh. Against our will? We’re here because our families are dying. Because Earth is choking on its own poison. Because the Alliance sold us like livestock in exchange for alien technology.

Everything about this is against our will.

“Let the Bonding Ceremony begin.”

The first hour is a blur of faces.

Quads approach, one after another. Four males at a time, standing before the platform, their bio-marks flickering with interest or desire or something I can’t name.

They’re terrifying.

Even the smallest of them towers over me by at least two feet. Their features are angular, almost aristocratic, with sharp cheekbones and strong jaws. Their eyes are uniformly dark—no visible pupils, just endless black that seems to absorb light rather than reflect it.

And their bodies… gods. They’re built like weapons. Muscle layered on muscle, every movement controlled and predatory.

I watch women step forward to meet approaching Quads. Some go willingly, even eagerly. Others have to be coaxed. A few refuse, and true to the announcer’s word, the rejected Quads withdraw without argument.

But their bio-marks flash red as they go. Disappointment. Rejection. Anger, maybe.

I file that information away. Red means negative emotions. Good to know.

“Sage.”

Maria appears at my elbow. Her face is pale beneath her dark skin.

“You okay?” I ask.

“Just got claimed.” Her voice is flat. “Four males. They seemed… decent. As decent as alien captors can be, anyway.”

“Maria—”

“I leave for their quarters in twenty minutes.” She grips my arm. “Listen to me. Whatever happens, don’t fight the bond once it starts. I’ve seen women try. They go into shock. Some of them don’t come back.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because I watched it happen. The woman next to me on the transport.” Maria’s eyes are haunted. “She panicked when her Quad touched her. Tried to run. The bond… gods, Sage, it tore through her like lightning. She was dead before she hit the ground.”

Ice crystallizes in my veins. “Dead?”

“The bond needs acceptance to stabilize. Even partial acceptance. Fighting it creates some kind of feedback loop.” Maria shakes her head. “I don’t understand the biology. I just know you have to at least try to accept it, or it will kill you.”

A horn sounds somewhere in the hall. Maria straightens.

“That’s my signal.” She hugs me, quick and fierce. “Survive, Sage. Whatever it takes.”

Then she’s gone, following a guard toward a corridor I can’t see, and I’m alone again.

More Quads approach.

I refuse the first three. They’re perfectly acceptable, I suppose—tall, strong, marks glowing steady colors that suggest stability. But something feels wrong. Off. Like trying on a shoe that’s almost the right size but pinches in all the wrong places.

The announcer watches me with growing interest. Apparently, most women don’t refuse multiple Quads.

I don’t care. If I’m going to be bonded to someone for life—and despite the Alliance’s lies, I now believe Maria completely—then I’m going to be as selective as possible.

“You’re being foolish,” one of the rejected Quads tells me. His marks flash orange with irritation. “We are elite warriors. You should be honored.”

“I’m sure I should be,” I say flatly. “But I’m not.”

He snarls—actually snarls, lips pulling back from teeth that are slightly too sharp to be human—and for a moment I think he’s going to attack. But his Quad-mates pull him back, and they withdraw.

The announcer’s bio-marks flicker with something I might interpret as amusement.

“You have spirit, human,” she says. “The Kryvor value spirit. But be warned—refuse too many, and the choice may be made for you.”

That sounds like a threat.

I lift my chin. “Understood.”

She almost smiles. Almost.

The fourth Quad that approaches is different.

I feel them before I see them. A strange pull in my chest, like someone has hooked a fishing line around my heart and is reeling it in. The injection site on my arm flares hot.

I look up.

And the world stops.

Four males are crossing the hall toward the platform. They don’t move like the other Quads—there’s no posturing, no peacocking. They move like predators who don’t need to prove anything. Like warriors who’ve seen real battle and don’t find this ceremony particularly impressive.

The leader is enormous. Eight feet tall at least, with shoulders broad enough to block out the light behind him. His features are hard, carved from stone and shadow, and his bio-marks glow a deep, steady gold. Command marks, I realize. He’s not just a warrior—he’s a Commander.

Behind him, three more males fan out in formation.

The second is leaner, built for speed rather than raw power. His skin is darker than the others, almost charcoal grey, and his bio-marks flash crimson with every step. Danger, my instincts scream. This one is dangerous.

The third is different. Softer somehow, though still massive by human standards. His marks glow a gentle purple, and his eyes—gods, his eyes seem to actually see me. Not my body. Me.

The fourth is the most human-looking of the group. His features are almost handsome by Earth standards, his bio-marks shifting through multiple colors like he can’t settle on a single emotion. He catches my gaze and actually smiles.

It’s a devastating smile. The kind that makes you forget you’re supposed to be afraid.

They reach the platform.

The Commander steps forward.

“This one,” he says. His voice is deep, resonant, like thunder rolling across distant mountains. “She is ours.”

Not a request. Not even really a statement.

A declaration.

The hook in my chest pulls tighter. Heat floods my veins—not just warmth now, but fire. My skin tingles where their gazes touch me. My breath comes faster despite my best efforts to control it.

This is the bond. This is what it feels like to be claimed.

And gods help me, part of me wants it.

“You cannot simply declare ownership,” the announcer says, but her voice has an edge I haven’t heard before. Nervousness? Fear? “The female must choose.”

The Commander’s dark eyes lock onto mine. “She will choose.”

I should refuse.

Every logical part of my brain screams at me to refuse. These males are massive, terrifying, clearly powerful enough to be dangerous. The one with crimson marks looks like he could kill me with his pinky finger. The Commander radiates authority like a sun radiates heat.

I should refuse and take my chances with a gentler Quad.

But my body isn’t listening to my brain.

The fire in my veins has spread to every nerve ending. Where their gazes touch me, my skin comes alive. The pull in my chest is almost painful now, a need so deep and primal that fighting it feels like trying to stop my own heart from beating.

This is what Maria warned me about. The bond, demanding acceptance. Fighting it means death.

But I don’t think I could fight it even if I wanted to.

“What are your names?” My voice comes out steadier than I expected. Some part of me is clinging to dignity, to the illusion of choice.

The Commander’s eyes flicker with something—surprise? Respect? “I am Vexar Kron. Commander of Strike Force Zeta.”

The dangerous one steps forward. “Daxion Vyre. Weapons Master.” His voice is rougher than Vexar’s, with an edge that makes me shiver.

The gentle one inclines his head. “Kyrion Sal. Medical Officer and Empathic Specialist.”

The charming one’s smile widens. “Zain Korr. Intelligence Officer. And the best-looking of the group, in case you were wondering.”

Despite everything—despite the terror and the helplessness and the burning need in my blood—I almost laugh.

Zain’s marks flicker gold with satisfaction.

“I am Sage Winters,” I say. “Former ER nurse. Current reluctant volunteer.”

“We know who you are.” Vexar’s gaze never wavers. “We have waited for you.”

That should be creepy. It is creepy. But the bond doesn’t care about creepy. The bond only cares about connection, about claiming, about something deeper than rational thought.

“The choice,” the announcer prompts. Her marks are flashing now—definitely nervous. “Female, do you accept this Quad?”

I look at the four males standing before me. Warriors. Aliens. Soon to be my… what? Husbands? Owners? Something in between?

I think of Mom in stasis. Of Marcus in his grave. Of all the choices I never really had.

And I think of Maria’s words: Survive. Whatever it takes.

“Yes,” I say.

The bond explodes through me.

I expected pain.

What I get is so much worse.

The bond is a living thing—four separate threads of consciousness suddenly woven into my mind. I can feel them. Not just their presence, but their emotions, their reactions, their hunger.

Vexar: satisfaction, possessiveness, a fierce protective instinct that wraps around me like armor.

Daxion: desire, raw and primal, barely leashed. He wants me in ways that should terrify me.

Kyrion: tenderness, concern, an aching need to heal something broken. He feels my fear and it hurts him.

Zain: curiosity, delight, a warmth that cuts through the terror like sunlight through storm clouds.

Four separate beings, all suddenly inside my head.

My knees buckle.

Strong arms catch me—Kyrion, I know without looking. His marks pulse purple against my skin where we touch.

“Too fast,” he says urgently. “She’s going into shock. We need to get her to our quarters. Now.”

I try to speak, to tell them I’m fine, but my mouth won’t cooperate. The bond is too loud, too bright, too everything. It’s rewriting my nervous system in real time, and my brain can’t keep up.

“Move.” Vexar’s voice cuts through the chaos. “Priority clearance. Alert medical to have stabilizers ready.”

I’m lifted—I don’t know by whom—and then we’re moving through the hall. Kryvor warriors part before us like water around a stone. I catch fragments of their expressions: shock, envy, something that might be reverence.

“What’s happening?” I manage to slur.

“The bond is settling,” Kyrion says. He’s keeping pace with whoever is carrying me, his hand pressed to my forehead. “Your neural pathways are adapting to the connection. It’s… more intense than usual.”

“Why?”

He hesitates. Through the bond, I feel his uncertainty.

“We don’t know,” Zain answers. He’s walking on my other side, marks shifting through concern and fascination. “Your genetic markers are unusual. The bond is responding to them.”

Unusual. Valuable. Interesting.

Words keep coming up, and no one will explain what they mean.

I try to focus on the four presences in my mind, to sort out who’s who, but everything blurs together. The heat in my veins has become an inferno. The world fractures into sensation: strong arms, rapid movement, alien voices murmuring in a language I don’t understand.

Then darkness.

Sweet, merciful darkness.

I wake in pieces.

First: the sound of my own breathing, harsh and ragged.

Second: the feel of fabric beneath me, softer than anything I’ve ever touched.

Third: the four presences in my mind, steady and watchful.

I open my eyes.

The room is beautiful. High ceilings with the same bioluminescent crystals as the Bonding Hall, but dimmer, more intimate. Fabrics in deep purples and blues drape across furniture that seems grown rather than built. Through a massive window, I can see stars—an endless field of distant light.

And beside my bed, four alien males watch me with varying expressions of concern.

“You’re awake,” Vexar says. Statement, not question. His marks glow steady gold.

I push myself up on my elbows. My head spins, but less than before. “How long was I out?”

“Several hours.” Kyrion moves closer, running a scanner over me. “Your vitals have stabilized. The bond is settling into normal patterns.”

Normal patterns. As if anything about this is normal.

“How do you feel?” Zain asks. He’s perched on the edge of a chair, body language casual but marks flickering with worry.

I take mental inventory. The fire in my veins has cooled to a manageable warmth. The four presences in my mind are still there, but less overwhelming. I can almost sort them out now—Vexar’s steady authority, Daxion’s coiled intensity, Kyrion’s gentle concern, Zain’s quicksilver curiosity.

“Like I was hit by a transport pod,” I admit. “But I’ll live.”

“You’ll more than live.” Daxion speaks for the first time since my collapse. He’s standing against the far wall, arms crossed, marks pulsing crimson. “You’re bonded now. The bond ensures survival.”

“Great. I’m immortal as long as I stay tied to four alien warriors.” I can’t keep the bitterness from my voice.

Something flickers in Daxion’s expression. Through the bond, I feel a spike of… hurt? But it’s gone before I can examine it.

“You need to rest,” Vexar says. “The bond requires physical proximity during the initial settling period. We will remain near but not intrude on your space.”

“You’re staying here? In this room?”

“Is that a problem?”

I stare at him, this massive alien commander who could snap me in half without trying. “Don’t I get any privacy?”

“The bond is fragile during the first twenty-four hours. Distance could cause damage—to you and to us. After it stabilizes, you’ll have whatever privacy you desire.”

Through the bond, I feel his sincerity. He’s not trying to control me. He’s genuinely concerned about bond-related damage.

That should be reassuring. It isn’t.

“Fine,” I say finally. “But I want answers. About the bond. About why my ‘genetic markers’ are so interesting. About what’s really going on here.”

The four males exchange glances. Through the bond, I catch fragments of silent communication—a skill I apparently don’t have yet.

“Tomorrow,” Vexar says. “When you’re stronger.”

“That sounds like evasion.”

“It is evasion,” Zain admits cheerfully. “But necessary evasion. You’ve been through a massive biological trauma. Your human brain needs time to adapt before we dump more information on it.”

I want to argue. I want to demand answers right now, to take back some semblance of control over my own life.

But exhaustion drags at my bones. The bond hums in my mind, its presence somehow both invasive and comforting. And despite everything, I believe Zain—my brain does need time to adapt.

“Tomorrow,” I agree. “But if I don’t get answers, I’m going to make your lives very difficult.”

Zain’s marks flicker with amusement. “I believe you, little human.”

“My name is Sage.”

“Sage.” He tastes the word like something sweet. “I believe you, Sage.”

I settle back against the pillows, too tired to fight anymore. The four males arrange themselves around the room—Vexar by the door, Daxion in the shadows, Kyrion in a chair near my bed, Zain sprawled across something that might be a couch.

Watching. Guarding. Waiting.

My last thought before sleep claims me: What the hell have I gotten myself into?
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