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      First Rule of Prison, don’t fall in love with the condemned

      

      Here on Xerlon, I’ve got mere weeks to convince a sexy, dangerous prisoner to get me pregnant or my dad loses his chance at a cure.

      All I have to do is be a surrogate for this convict and me and my dad will be taken care of the rest of our lives.

      Except, I’m finding it harder and harder to pretend. And when the criminal finds out the truth, it won’t end well for either of us.
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      “Why aren’t you in bed?” I dropped the grocery bags on the counter and the egg carton burst open, releasing several eggs. I lunged forward to catch them all in my arms, but three rolled across the stove and splattered onto the floor. 

      My dad gave me a sheepish look, but his face was pale, and he hunched over from the pain. “I wanted to help.” 

      “It’s okay.” Panic dried my throat. He needed to be resting, not doing chores. “Why don’t you read me the headlines while I put these away and make some breakfast?” I forced a smile and made sure my eyes crinkled in the corners so Dad would buy it. One good thing about taking a community acting class was learning how to fake a smile. Mine always looked unreal and like I was in pain when I had tried before. 

      “All in the eyes,” my professor had said. 

      “How about I read our weekly horoscopes instead?” Dad offered and sat down at the kitchen table. 

      “Works for me.” I grabbed a handful of paper towels and wiped up the egg goop. At least I managed to salvage eight of the eggs to make omelets. “I’ll make some bacon too. That way you can crumble it into your food.” 

      “I don’t even think bathing in bacon could get rid of the nasty aftertaste of my meds.” 

      And I hated that he had to have the stinking medicine. If there was a cure, I’d do anything to get it. “Do you want spicy or cheesy?” 

      “Both.” He turned the pages of the paper in search of the horoscope section.

      I hurriedly put the groceries away before he noticed my hands were shaking. 

      “Ah, here it is.” 

      I set a pan on the stove, adding oil, and turning the burner on medium. 

      “Says here that I’m going to win the lottery. Oh, and there’s a co-worker that’s interested in me.” He squinted at the words before looking up at me. “You think that could be my nurse, Florence?” 

      “No idea, Dad.” I chuckled. “Those things are all fun, you know that right?” 

      “Yeah, yeah.” He turned back to the paper. 

      I cracked the eggs into a bowl, added a touch of milk, salt and pepper before beating them. Then I took out the precut onions, peppers, and shredded cheese. “So, what’s mine say?” 

      He didn’t answer, but he was muttering over the paper. 

      I poured the eggs into the sizzling pan, then added the other ingredients. 

      “Yours makes no sense.” He shook his head. 

      “Don’t keep me in suspense. What does it say?” I opened the cabinet and took out two plates, setting them on the counter, before popping the pre-cooked bacon in the microwave to warm it up.

      “You will meet a dark stranger who will take you to new worlds.” 

      The eggs popped and I jumped, then shook my head with a laugh. “Okay, so that means I’m going to catch a bus and it’ll take me to a new restaurant. You know, I’ve been wanting to try out that Smörgåsbord place that opened up downtown.” I pointed at my dad with the spatula. “The one that promises new world cuisines.” 

      “That’s not what your horoscope means, Jody.” 

      “Dad.” I rolled my eyes, dividing up the omelet between two plates. “Come on. That stuff isn’t real, it’s just for show and fun. Coincidences. Random sayings that could apply to anyone.” 

      “Don’t mock what you don’t understand.” His voice was soft and tight. 

      I set his plate in front of him and took my usual spot across from him. The other two empty spots a constant reminder of my mom and sister who had been killed in a plane crash three years ago. 

      “Eat before it gets cold,” I said gently. He needed food in his stomach in order to take his medicine. What he really needed was multiple mechanical transplants, but those were for the filthy rich. 

      My dad studied his food. “Jody, there are things in this universe that we can’t explain. Magic. Miracles.” He looked up at me and I caught a glimpse of how he used to be. The softball coach. The comedian who did funny voices just to get me, Mom, and Vivian to laugh. 

      How I’d been the Tomboy, seeking Dad’s approval however I could. While Vivian had been so pretty and ladylike. Her and Mom had been on their way to a beauty pageant up on Decca 12. A simple small flight to the space shuttle they’d catch in Boston. Then their plane had missed the landing spot, clipped a forest, and crashed into the ground.

      “Magic doesn’t exist.” 
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      The next morning, I rushed into work early to fill in for Amanda who went into labor. I stifled a yawn as the coffee machine sputtered. My coworker Riley poured salt into the salt shaker. When she spilled some of it, she grabbed some, throwing a pinch over each shoulder. 

      “Doesn’t spilled salt go over the left shoulder?” I asked. 

      “I can never remember which side and I can’t afford any bad luck.” 

      Her comment reminded me of the horoscope reading and that I’d visit new worlds. “Yeah.” 

      “Any luck finding a donor for your dad?” 

      “No. And every time my phone buzzes, I worry that it’s the hospital saying he’s had a relapse. I’ve gotta do something to help him.” I placed the space donuts, filled with nitrogen bubbles that the kids loved, into the display case while the coffee machine continued to mock me. “His best chance is the new robotic heart and kidneys.” 

      She whistled. “Those cost a fortune. Maybe we can do a bake sale and raise the money?” 

      “Thanks.” I shook my head. We did a fundraiser a year ago before she came to work here for my dad’s medical bills. One whole weekend and we made two thousand. It would take a hundred times that at least for one kidney. 

      “What about blood donations? I heard they pay pretty well for plasma.” 

      “Thanks, but I do those regularly.”  

      The machine sputtered out coffee finally.

      Several customers trickled in, including a Roulex and an AI guard. The Roulex’s lizard scales clashed with her bright pink top. Her tail swished out from under a white, skirt. The AI next to her with its metal-plated face and wires looked odd. 

      “How may I help you?” I asked, handing them menus. 

      “Black coffee and a piece of Xomin pie,” the Roulex said. 

      “Sure thing.” I took the menus back and retrieved her order. I set her coffee and pie before her without cringing as a headless roach crawled out of the crust. 

      The Roulex scooped up the insect and plopped it into her mouth, smiling. Shudders crept down my spine like tiny legs. Moving away, I took another customer’s order, this one a Bxur with a spiked tail and single horn in the middle of his forehead. 

      Riley took care of a family of Shomlins with six kids with them. 

      After the Roulex finished her pie, I removed her dishes. 

      “More coffee?” I asked. 

      She shook her lizard head. “No. But my AI couldn’t help overhearing your conversation earlier. Your father needs transplants?” 

      My throat tightened, not feeling comfortable that the robot eavesdropped. Not surprised, the metal heads had no conscience. “Yeah. They’re wicked expensive.” 

      She leaned her scaled elbows on the counter. “What would you say if I told you there was a way you could make enough for as many transplants as you wanted.” 

      “Oh?” I took out the cleaning rag and wiped the counter down. Old Ben, my regular, told me he could give me the winning lotto numbers. Two days late. 

      She nodded to her AI who took a card out of his metal chest and set it on the counter. 

      “Go to this address. They do an interview, a medical review and if you pass, you’re in. Twenty decinars for thirteen months of service.” 

      Nothing was that simple, but with that much in funds, I could buy Dad four hearts and a dozen kidneys that would never fail. “What’s the catch?” 

      The Roulex shrugged a shoulder. “Not much. Just be a surrogate for an alien species.” 

      I balked, pushing the information back toward her. 

      She stood, leaving the card. “Think about it.” 

      “What are you doing?” Riley gasped. “Twenty decinars?” 

      “To be a surrogate for an extra-terrestrial?” A shudder rippled through me. “What if it’s some insectoid creature?” Or freakishly worse. 

      “Are you kidding me?” Riley picked up the card, squinting at it. “What if it’s one of those Dex? You know the ones with four arms and two cocks? I’d do it in a heartbeat.” 

      “Knock yourself out.” 

      “If you don’t do this, you’ll never forgive yourself. At least go talk to them. Find out the dets.” Riley shooed me with her rag. 

      Twenty decinars. I wouldn’t ever have to waitress or donate blood again. Dad would be taken care of. Hell, we could even go on an exotic vacation to Nebua or Glasberg. I dashed outside after the Roulex. Praying that my luck would finally change for the better and I’d get a break. 

      “Hey, wait,” I said. “What exactly do I have to do?”
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      Dovrikxing stupid! A Roulex raked his claws across my gut. I hissed out a breath as pain laced through my abdomen. Blood splattered across the chains that bound me in place. 

      “Tell me where to find Knox,” the Roulex spat. 

      “How…the hell…should I know? He’s wherever you bastards put him in this simitarhole.” My ability surged forward to heal my wounds, but the bastard dragged his nails in the exact same spot, reopening the flesh. 

      “Dovrikx!” I cursed. 

      “Tell us and your torment will end.” 

      “I don’t…know,” I grunted out. “I’ve not seen my stupid brother-in-law…since…since the spring.” When I’d tried to escape this nightmare. It was the second anniversary of my sister’s death by these reptilian monster’s hands. I hadn’t been able to save her. Why were they asking me where Knox was? Had they lost him? I bit back a laugh.

      I squeezed my eyes shut. Nor had I been fast enough to stop the Roulex from catching her and Knox. I'd even gotten myself caught up in their net in the process. I slammed my head back against the torture rack. So dovrikxing stupid. I should’ve gone for help as soon as I’d seen the Roulex ship hovering nearby instead of running toward my sister and her husband waving my arms like a lunatic. I hadn’t known about their nets then. Had thought I had enough time to warn them and we could’ve flown back to the temple. Back to the safety of our mountain and the forcefield that protected us against our enemy. 

      Why had Knox agreed to take her to the beach that day? I ground my teeth. The forcefield was over our mountain home for a reason—to protect us from these bastards that had invaded our world like the swarming pests they were. They wanted the secrets of our healing so they could use it with their soldiers. To destroy us and move onto other worlds and do the same with them. I would never give them the satisfaction, no matter what they did to me. And when they killed my sister, I vowed I wouldn’t rest until each of them were dead. I’d wipe them out of existence. 

      “Where would Knox go?” The Roulex grasped my hair, twisting until I opened my eyes. “If he escaped, where would he hide?” 

      “Escape?” I shook my head, the word sounded foreign on my tongue. Was this Roulex torturing me mentally now? Knox was just as damaged as I was. 

      “We found this,” Roulex jerked off me, nodding to one of his assistants who thrust a makeshift set of wings at me. 

      The feathers blurred in my vision. “Not Knox.” My brother-in-law was many things, but not clever enough, especially after daily beatings to do something like this. Nah, had to be someone else or a mistake. 

      “Well, maybe if you lizards had let me see him, I could have more information for you.” Never going to happen. They could fry my balls and I’d give them nothing but Simitar. 

      Since my escape attempt, they hadn’t even had us on the same floor of this prison. My reward had been a beating so bad that I was in a coma for four days. When I woke up, I was in a new cell with no way to communicate with Knox. 

      And despite my curses and fighting, they refused to tell me if Knox was alive or dead. I’d thought him dead after months of not seeing or hearing Simitar about him. He probably thought the same about me. 

      He escaped. The son of a bitch had done it! I started laughing despite the pain lacing up my side. 

      “Stop that.” The Roulex punched me in the gut over and over, but I kept laughing. “Tell us where he is.” 

      A bubble of blood burst up from my mouth. I strained against the chains that held me in place to the vertical gurney. My hands itched to clamp around the bastard’s throat and squeeze until I crushed his throat. “Y-You want to know where Knox is?” 

      “Yes.” The Roulex panted, backing away from me. His scaled knuckles were covered in my blood. 

      “He’s free from you fuckers.” Simitar, I loved Earth’s curse words. Discovered them in books my sister collected. Celica. I spat in the Roulex’s face. 

      The Roulex roared. “You will never escape.” He sliced through my flesh, tearing at my wings. “You will never be free.” 

      I trembled from the fire that whipped through my back. My screams echoed through the walls until I sagged against the restraints. Black feathers and blood dripped onto the stone floor. 

      “Stop, you can’t kill him. He’s the only one we have left,” a female Roulex snarled. 

      The room spun, and I closed my eyes. Pain crippled each breath. 

      “We’ll never get their healing secrets if you kill him.” 

      She was right. And with all their bought technology, they couldn’t get what the coveted most…a baby to experiment on. Sex was the only way to get one from my kind. None of their fancy gadgets could make that happen and I wasn’t about to give them anything that they wanted. All I wanted was to rip every Roulex here into pieces. 

      “Get him prepped. I want him ready when the donor arrives,” the Roulex snapped. 

      I flicked him the double middle finger, another Earth custom I’d learned. He grabbed the tray of supplies next to him, smacking me across the head and everything went black. 
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      I awoke laying on my side in a bigger prison cell than I was used to. Moonlight drifted through the window in one corner. My fingers stretched out toward it. I could almost feel the fresh air from outside. Was I dreaming? Or dead. No, I’d have come up with something better than a dank prison cell even though it did have a window. I hadn’t seen the sky in months. 

      My back and wings burned like they were still on fire. How long had I been out? A headache bloomed behind my eyes. I touched, feeling a knot that was swollen and painful. Dovrikx! There wasn’t anywhere I didn’t hurt. 

      A sneeze sounded behind me. I growled, whirling around to face my enemy. 

      Tiny. It was the first word that popped into my mind at seeing the frail-looking human girl before me. Reddish-brown hair that hung in waves down to her shoulders. She was dressed in a bright, yellow prison uniform that fit too tight around her hips and breasts. Her dark gaze darted around the cell like she’d only just realized she was here. She crossed her arms over her chest, bunching up the black printed numbers identifying her as eighty-two eleven. 

      “Who the dovrikx are you?” I ground out. This was the first human female I’d seen in this simitarhole. The Roulex had tried to get me to impregnate several of their scaled women in addition to a Sojlex, who gives birth to eight or nine at a time, two Jerin, a Bruda and half a dozen other species that I lost count. But never a human. 

      “Hi… I’m Jody,” she said like she was anywhere else but in a prison cell. “Th-they didn’t tell me you had horns.” She swallowed, her cheeks turning a pink color that made me want to touch them. “I knew about the wings and—Guess we’re going to be roommates. What’s your name?” 

      So the Roulex told her we had to have sex? Wondered what they’d done to convince her to mate with a total stranger—an alien that she’d never even heard of before if my horns had thrown her off. Or she was a prostitute. She didn’t have a bruise on her. Maybe she wasn’t fully human, but some subspecies I didn’t know that was allies with the Roulex. Whoever she was, innocent or sex worker, she would soon learn how cruel her new owners were when I didn’t yield. 

      Not my problem. 

      I turned my back on her and laid down. Eventually, the Roulex would get bored when I didn’t plow my dick into this one either. Felt bad that they would shuffle her off to another species to possibly breed with. But I had my people to protect. I couldn’t let a doe-eyed human be the cause of my ultimate destruction and that of my people.
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