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      BRUTUS

      

      A light breeze ruffled my fur as I stood on the cliff, surveying my domain. Sunlight glittered across the lake in the valley below, where a small herd of elk had paused at the shore. Other creatures caught my notice—two young foxes playing in the bushes, a fat rabbit munching on clover, an eagle soaring toward its nest, and several white goats scaling a distant snow-capped mountain.

      Closing my eyes, I lifted my face to the sky, inviting the sun’s warm rays to caress my cheeks. Such a rare clear day was a gift from the Great Spirit.

      I spread my arms with my tingling palms facing the valley as I bestowed healing energy upon the land and the creatures therein. The North Cascades. That was what the humans called these lands. My people had inhabited the area for thousands of years, yet we’d gone largely unnoticed by the humans.

      The vast forests and secret caverns helped keep us hidden, as well as our ability to alter the memories of most trespassers we encountered.

      But for how long?

      My eyes shot open when I sensed a shift in the wind and a faint vibration. I growled at the sight of a metallic air vessel zipping across the blue sky. How many humans did it contain, and where were they going? A short while later, three more vessels followed in its wake, one with smoke billowing from it, as though it had sustained damage in a battle.

      War. The humans were slaughtering one another, different groups vying for land, resources, and power. Sometimes when I pressed a hand to the earth, I could hear the anguished cries of suffering souls.

      More and more humans were venturing into our lands, desperate humans who seemed reluctant to return to where they’d come from. It was as though they were trying to escape some great horror. The nearest human town, a small settlement that had once housed less than a thousand souls, was also growing. I’d charged my cousin, Axxon, with surveying the town every third moon cycle, and his reports on the steadily increasing population were unsettling.

      A crash in the distance sent me running north through the trees. The scent of smoke reached me, and I knew others in my tribe would detect the trespassers soon. It wouldn’t be the first time one of the metallic air vessels had crashed in our territory. As I ran, I released a warning howl that echoed off the mountainside. Several familiar howls returned to me on the wind. Axxon, as well as my two brothers, Gorran and Mastorr, and five other males who were among the strongest in our tribe.

      I crossed multiple streams, rushed between lichen and moss-covered trees, and jumped from boulder to boulder as I took a shortcut over the mountain. The smoke grew thicker in the air, so thick my throat began to burn. The temperature in the forest also rose, and two fleeing deer bolted past me, along with squirrels, rabbits, and other small animals.

      A fire. The crash had ignited a fire in our beloved forest. Our home was burning. I ran faster and gave another bellowing howl. Eight howls in varying tones carried to me over the pounding of my heart in my ears. Relief rushed through me because they sounded close. Putting out the fire would require great effort on all our parts, but we’d done it before, and I was confident we would succeed this time as well.

      We had no choice. We couldn’t lose our home.

      Relocating wasn’t an option.

      To the north and south, and to the east and west, the lands were occupied by other tribes of Montikaans. Each territory was clearly defined, and trespassers were dealt with harshly. My tribe was no different—we killed any Montikaan males from neighboring tribes who dared to venture into our lands.

      We must protect our territory, keep our lands fruitful and safe.

      Worry gripped me as I continued following the smoke. The crash site was alarmingly close to the cavern my tribe inhabited. Most of my people resided in the cavern, though some preferred living in the open forest, sleeping under the stars.

      More animals scampered by me, and I soon reached a wall of fire. Within the flames, I could detect the scent of burning bodies.

      Axxon was the first to arrive, and he came to a halt beside me and spread his arms, turning his palms toward the fire. I took up the same stance as Gorran and Mastorr and the others who joined us. No words passed between us as we spread out and focused our combined healing energies into the burning area of the forest.

      Sorrow clutched me, the deepest sadness I’d ever known, as I watched the flames go down.

      How many of our people had died?

      Forty souls had lived in this clearing near the cavern, most of them females, sisters and cousins from the same extended family.

      I breathed deep of the smoke, even though the scent of burning bodies made me sick to my stomach, as I tried to count how many of the deceased I could smell. I stopped counting after I reached twenty, and when I glanced at Gorran, who was standing closest to me, he had tears in his eyes. He’d been courting a female named Sashona who’d lived in this clearing. My heart ached for his loss, though I prayed to the Great Spirit that Sashona had been spared.

      At last, the flames died down and there was nothing but smoke, charred earth, and scorched trees. The crashed vessel sat at the center of the devastation, and murderous impulses rushed through me when the hatch of the vessel opened and two human males crawled out, looking dazed. One of them was bleeding, and the scent of his blood filled my lungs and called up savage impulses. The desire to kill. The need for revenge.

      I led the way into the blackened clearing, ignoring the pain of walking over embers. Gorran rushed ahead and bolted from body to body. Counting. He was counting the dead. And looking for his female, no doubt. Suddenly, once he reached a charred form curled up on the ground, he lifted his face to the sky and released an anguished cry that wrenched at my heart.

      I approached him, and Mastorr and Axxon joined me, as we sought to comfort him. Females were precious to us. To lose one was unimaginable. Devastating.

      “There are twenty-five dead Montikaans,” Gorran said through a growl. “Twenty-one females and four males. Including my Sashona.” A tear trickled down his face and he wiped it away angrily before setting his sights on the two human males who were trying to limp out of the clearing. The men kept peering over their shoulders at us with pale faces and wide eyes. One of them waved a gun and shouted obscenities at us, threatening to kill us all.

      Growls of sorrow and outrage resounded on the mountainside as more of our people from the cavern reached the shocking scene. As I watched the human men trying to escape, the armed man still issuing threats, I felt the collective bloodlust humming through my tribe.

      I knew what must be done. What must happen.

      And as the chief of our tribe, the Starblessed tribe of the Montikaan people, it was my duty to order the execution of the humans. Their death wouldn’t bring back the lost souls of our tribe, but their suffering and their demise would give my people a sense of justice. I realized they hadn’t crashed in our territory on purpose, but neither of them appeared friendly, and my fury grew as the second man pulled out a gun and pointed it directly at several of my tribesmen.

      “Capture the trespassers!” I shouted.

      Before I could take my next breath, the human males were subdued, their weapons kicked out of reach.

      I drew in a deep breath and found a long branch on the edge of the scorched clearing, and I quickly wrapped dried grass around it, securing the grass to the end with my spit. Then I lit the torch with firestones and passed it to Gorran, whose face was now set in hard lines, his normally light blue eyes as dark and ominous as storm clouds.

      What happened next was brutal, but it was justice, and once it was finished, once the human men were burned beyond recognition, we placed their bodies back inside the metallic air vessel. Next, we placed the vessel on smooth logs and rolled it deep into the forest, wanting it far away from our cavern in case other humans attempted a rescue mission.

      As the human males’ agonizing screams echoed in my head, I set about the grim task of digging graves for the departed of our tribe. All the adult males of the Starblessed helped, and we buried the twenty-five lost souls deep in the forest, covering the bodies with alternating layers of rocks and dirt to keep the wolves and bears from digging them up.

      Twenty-one females. I could scarcely fathom the loss, and I worried for the future of my tribe. How many males of the Starblessed, including myself, might spend our lives alone and unmated? Would the males of my tribe grow desperate enough to attempt stealing a female from neighboring Montikaan lands?

      I wished my father were here—I would give anything for his wisdom during this dark time—but he was long gone. Shot by a hunter, along with my mother. Ten years ago. It was the first time I’d taken a human life, though it hadn’t been the last. Next in line to be leader of the Starblessed, I’d taken the vows of chieftain that day with human blood coating my hands.

      After the deceased were buried, the prayers uttered to the Great Spirit, I returned to the scorched clearing. I placed my hands on the ground, and my whole body vibrated as I sent more healing energy into the soil. I wanted to ensure the fire was completely out, that no rogue ember would cause another full-blown blaze.

      I kept watch all night with my hands pressed to the forest floor, as I prayed to the Great Spirit for guidance. Our tribe now numbered less than two hundred and fifty. Too small. With so many females gone, we would struggle to maintain the numbers needed to defend our lands in the future.

      When I closed my eyes, I was shocked to see a vision of a lovely female. A human female. Her hair was long and flowing, light brown with strands of gold mixed in that reflected the sunlight. Her eyes were dark and soulful, and there was something familiar about her that I didn’t initially understand. That was, until I heard my father’s voice in my head.

      “Your mate is coming soon. She is not from the Starblessed tribe, nor is she Montikaan.” His voice sounded so clear, it was as though he were sitting next to me. I dared not open my eyes for fear that the vision, as well as my father’s voice, would vanish into the starry night. “Brutus, your mate is a human female. Your brothers and many other males from the Starblessed tribe will take human females as well. It is the only path forward.”

      Shock resounded inside me, and as a cold wind swept down through the trees, my eyes shot open and I glanced around, half-expecting to see my father standing nearby. But I was alone, my hands still pressed to the soil.

      Whenever I blinked, I saw the face of a pretty human female whose name I didn’t yet know, and I couldn’t help but wonder when I would find her. I also couldn’t help but wonder how Gorran, Mastorr, and the other males of my tribe would react to my vision.

      I knew only one thing for certain: I must find the beautiful human female from my vision and claim her as mine.
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      HAILEY

      

      It was misting in the darkening forest as I trekked through vibrant green ferns, taking deep inhales of the cool, damp sweetness that permeated the air.

      I didn’t know how I’d gotten there, only that I must keep going.

      Night was coming fast, and I needed to find shelter.

      A safe place to rest my head, a place where the predators of the mountain wouldn’t easily find me.

      I paused at the sight of a large branch, still attached to a tree, that was stripped of its leaves and twisted into odd angles. It almost looked like some sort of marker. As I pondered what sort of animal might be responsible, a loud, feral howl filled the woods.

      Goosebumps prickled my skin, and I spun in a slow circle as I peered through the woods, searching for the source of the noise.

      All at once, darkness fell. Complete darkness. It came so fast my eyes didn’t have time to adjust. I couldn’t even make out the trees or the boulders I’d glimpsed on the hill above. But I sensed a presence. Something large and deadly. I wasn’t alone in the black night.

      Suddenly, pale blue eyes appeared in front of me, and my neck strained as I peered up at the creature. The clouds shifted, allowing moonlight to stream through the canopy above, and I finally beheld the beast’s face.

      A growl rumbled from the creature, though it wasn’t a threat. More like a curious growl, or perhaps a noise of pleasure. The sound vibrated through me and caused heated spasms to erupt between my thighs.

      I pressed my legs together as I flushed, stunned to the depths of my being.

      Why did I feel so drawn to this beast?

      Why wasn’t I trembling with fear?

      Furthermore, what was he? An alien? He didn’t look like any of the aliens that mankind had made contact with, but then I didn’t always keep up with the news. He could belong to a newly discovered race.

      Standing well over seven feet tall, his face was mostly hairless, as were his hands and feet, though the rest of him was covered in fur, and he wore no clothing. His shoulders were broad, his chest sculpted with well-defined muscles. As I studied him, I was shocked by the massive size of his hands. My gaze went back to his eyes. So light blue they were almost white.

      When he reached for me, I found myself leaning into his touch. He cupped my face in one hand and stepped closer, so near the heat of his body encircled me like a tender, protective embrace. I wanted to sink into his arms, but I stood frozen as I stared into his searching eyes. He regarded me with a look of utter adoration.

      “Human female,” he said, in a deep, otherworldly voice, “I have been waiting for you.”

      But when I opened my mouth to speak, he vanished into the mist, leaving me alone in the dark forest.

      Then I was falling, falling, falling… until I jolted awake with a gasp.

      I immediately sat up and leaned against the wall as I took in my surroundings, the dream still fresh in my mind—the pale eyes that had brimmed with affection, the sexy growls, the feelings of safety and longing.

      I placed a hand on the cool, hard floor. The bathroom. Memories came rushing back. I’d fallen asleep in the hallway bathroom, having locked myself inside after a particularly nasty fight with Nick. My fiancé.

      No. Wait. Ex-fiancé.

      It was over.

      I’d caught him cheating, witnessed him banging another woman in the downstairs laundry room of the apartment building. And now we weren’t getting married. I’d dumped him, and he hadn’t taken it well. Since our fight had occurred after the nine p.m. city-wide curfew, making it too dangerous to leave the apartment building for a hotel, I’d spent the night on the bathroom floor.

      I rubbed my eyes and glanced at the time on my phone. Eight in the morning. Good. Nick should be at work. His boss was a prick who fired anyone who was a mere minute late. I would know—I’d worked for the same tech company until last month when my department hadn’t survived the most recent round of layoffs. Still, I pressed my ear to the door and listened.

      Silence. I breathed a sigh of relief and departed the bathroom.

      Broken glass crunched under my boots, and the pungent scent of wine filled the apartment. I winced at the memory of each bottle impacting against the wall, the violent crashes punctuating Nick’s nonsensical screams.

      My throat tightened when my gaze fell to the wedding invitations scattered on the living room floor. Unsent. Thank goodness they were unsent.

      Need to pack. Need to get the hell out of here.

      I swallowed hard and headed for the master bedroom. Nick usually didn’t get home from work until after five, but I didn’t want to take any chances, so I started packing quickly. As I sorted through my closet, my thoughts strayed to the dream about the beast. It had felt so real. Not only that, but I’d had the very same dream nightly during the past month.

      My phone buzzed, and I pulled it from my pocket with a trembling hand, praying it wasn’t my jerk of an ex. Surprise gripped me when I read the text.

      Hey girl, it’s me. Knock knock.

      I jumped to my feet and hurried to the door, where I nearly broke into tears at the sight of Candy, my best friend in the whole world. She grinned at me as she balanced two coffees, a box of donuts, and several folded boxes in her arms. In my time of need, she’d hopped on a hovercraft and traveled four hundred miles to see me. When I’d texted her last night, letting her know the wedding was off, I hadn’t expected her to come all this way. But oh how I was overjoyed to see her.

      “Candy,” I breathed, blinking away tears.

      “Wow, bestie boo. You look like you could use some coffee and delicious carbs.” Her smile faded and she gave me a sympathetic look. Worry flashed in her eyes as she peered at the mess behind me. “Oh my God. That cheating asshole better not have touched you. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, really. He didn’t put his hands on me. Just screamed and raved and hurled bottles of wine at the wall. He got very defensive and said it was all my fault. He said I drove him into the arms of another woman because I’m too distant, blah blah blah.” I forced a smile as I relieved her of the coffee and donuts, even as Nick’s words rang in my head.

      What if I were distant? I had felt myself pulling away from him lately, though I couldn’t understand why. Cold feet? Shit, I didn’t know. Maybe once I got out of here and cleared my head, I would manage to figure things out.

      “It’s not your fault, girl. Don’t you even think it. Cheaters usually get defensive when they get caught. I would know. I’ve dated my fair share of small-dicked ass rags.”

      My smile became more genuine. Candy always knew the right thing to say, and I hoped she was right. I hoped it wasn’t my fault. But it suddenly struck me that I’d started withdrawing from Nick after I’d first dreamed of my forest beast. What could it mean?

      “It’s so good to see you, and I appreciate you coming all this way,” I said, deciding not to mention the strange dreams to Candy, “but don’t you have important things to be doing right now? You know, seeing as how you’re scheduled to leave Earth in just two days.”

      She breezed into the apartment and immediately set about assembling the boxes and lining them up on the floor. “No need to thank me. I’m aware of how awesome I am.” She shot me a playful smirk. “Besides, I wanted to see you one last time before…” Her voice trailed off and she blinked rapidly. “Well, one last time before. I hope to visit Earth once it’s safer, and I do hope you’ll come visit me on planet New Vaxx. Maybe you’ll even decide to stay. I know we had this discussion last night, but I’m not giving up on you yet. You could come with me. In two days, we could both be on our way to New Vaxx.”

      I set the coffee and donuts on the entry table, then turned to shut the door, making sure to secure the deadbolt. Not for the first time, I tried to imagine what it would be like to join Candy on New Vaxx, a beautiful planet filled with Vaxxlian warriors who needed human mates. Logically, it seemed like a great idea. A safe option, even if it meant marrying a stranger. But I was fresh out of a relationship and didn’t think I would be ready to date for a long, long time, let alone enter a lifelong union with an alien warrior. I needed some time to think. Time to heal.

      There was also the fact that I felt compelled to stay on Earth. As though my very life depended upon it, and my heart ached when I thought about leaving. Not only that but breathing became difficult and panic rushed in when I pictured myself boarding a spaceship bound for planet New Vaxx. I couldn’t do it.

      “I know you think I’m crazy for staying,” I said, wincing as shouts and gunfire rang out in the street below, “but I need to figure out why I feel pulled to stay on Earth.” I placed a hand over my heart. “Maybe I have some sort of unfinished business here. I don’t know. But I’m not ready to leave. Not yet.”

      The shouts in the street grew louder, and a blast echoed in the distance. A second later, the apartment building quaked. We relocated to the large kitchen table, sitting down to enjoy the coffee and donuts as though the world weren’t on fire. The television mounted on the nearby wall was muted, but the images flashing across the screen were terrifying. So much war. Disease. Natural disasters. Political unrest. I couldn’t blame Candy for leaving Earth, and I sincerely hoped she found happiness on New Vaxx because Earth was a real shit-show right now.

      “Mm. These are delicious.” I grabbed a second donut and glanced out the window. Several plumes of smoke rose on the horizon. Technically, the city was in lockdown. No one allowed in, and no one allowed out. But if you could afford a bribe, the soldiers guarding the checkpoints would look the other way.

      Candy followed my gaze. “My hovercraft is parked on the roof, and I prepaid our way out of the city in case you were wondering. We have to leave through the southern checkpoint, and we’ve got to be out of here by noon to avoid being shot down. I-I’m assuming you want to leave Seattle. I’m happy to take you anywhere you want to go.”

      “Thank you. I would love to get out of the city, and I’ll totally pay you back. I’m sure the bribe cost a small fortune.” Before Candy’s arrival, I’d planned to crash in a hotel until I could find a room to rent somewhere. Thankfully, I’d received a sizable inheritance from my Aunt Shirley a few months ago, and I’d managed to keep the money hidden from gambling-prone Nick in a secret account. At least I had the funds needed to escape.

      Candy waved a dismissive hand in the air. “Nah. Don’t worry about it. I doubt I’ll need any money on New Vaxx. From what I hear, the alien warriors take care of their mates’ needs completely.”

      “What if you need to leave the planet?” I asked. “What if you’re not happy with the male you are assigned to and you need to escape New Vaxx?”

      “You know very well that Vaxxlians mate for life, Hailey.” A dreamy look entered her eyes. “They treasure their females and treat them like queens. I’ve done a lot of research and I’m sure I’ll be fine. Plus, I plan to have Vaxxlian Matchmakers set me up with my new husband. Have you heard of VM? It’s a business run by two human sisters who are psychics who magically know the perfect warrior meant for you. They promise to match you with your soulmate.”

      I took a sip of coffee, then sat back and regarded my best friend. She was an optimistic social butterfly, while I was the semi-pessimistic bookish introvert she’d decided to adopt while we were in college. I loved her for it. And God how I would miss her. I hoped she knew what she was doing. I hoped she didn’t regret her decision.

      I also hoped I didn’t regret mine.

      “I hope it’s true,” I said. “I hope you find your soulmate on New Vaxx.” The second I said soulmate, I thought of my strange dreams. Pale otherworldly eyes, sexy growls, and breathless desire.

      “You deserve happiness, too,” Candy said, “and that’s why I wish you would come with me. But I know you’re stubborn and you’ve made up your mind, and even if I don’t understand your reasons for staying on Earth, you’re my best friend and I love you. I’m sure we’ll see each other again, and we can keep in touch through video comms.”

      I nodded and swallowed past the burning in my throat. “Yes, we will keep in touch, and I know we’ll see each other again. This isn’t good-bye forever.” I gave her a watery smile.

      “So where am I taking you, then? I highly recommend somewhere rural. Far away from any major cities.” She glanced at the television and shuddered.

      “The Cascades,” I blurted. “When I was twelve, Aunt Shirley took me on vacation to an area that was once known as the North Cascades National Park, and I thought it was the most beautiful place. I could rent a cabin there for a couple of weeks. Then maybe I could relocate to a small town nearby, find a new job, and start a brand-new life.” The pull in my chest felt so strong at this moment, it was overwhelming. For a reason I couldn’t explain, the Cascades were calling to me. I kept picturing the snow-capped mountains and fir trees and gorgeous blue lakes.

      Candy grinned at me. “That actually sounds perfect. We’ll get on Airbnb and find you the perfect post-breakup vacation cabin there is.” She lifted her coffee in the air. “To starting a brand-new life,” she said, and my heart broke a little, because she was talking about both of us. We were both about to start over, though her life path was taking a much more drastic turn than mine. Or so I thought.

      I lifted my coffee high. “To a brand-new life.”
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