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HUMANITY NEEDED HELP.

The Drako, a faction of extraterrestrials including deadly and advanced lizard-like creatures, were slowly influencing Earth’s politics for decades. For some reason only known to them, they finally decided to take complete control of humanity, or at least try to. 

First, they released a disease. The spreading pandemic kept changing, mutating even as we struggled to eradicate it with vaccines. 80% of the human population died. That’s when the Drako came out of hiding and commenced their occupation of our planet. 

The cities and more populated areas became deadly battle grounds. Many of those that weren’t killed in the ensuing conflicts were enslaved. Experimented on, fed upon, tortured. Many were lost. Too many. 

The survivors that managed to stay free reverted to guerilla warfare. They banded together and continued their fight from hidden bases. Fortunately, humanity found out that they weren’t as alone in this fight as they thought. 

Something called the Andromadan Alliance, enemies of the Drako, extended their hand in aid to the surviving humans. Groups of the Nordic race descended to the human bases to join the humans in their struggle. 

The Nordics are a light-colored race of extraterrestrial beings that were the first to appear. As it turns out, just like the Drako, they and their counterparts had been watching Earth for a long, long time.

The Rocky Mountain Base, where we are located, is hidden deep inside one of the mountains along that extensive ridgeline. It is jointly run by both Lysander, a Nordic, and our human leader, Malachi. Lysander is the liaison between the Andromadan Alliance and the humans, while Malachi runs the human side of things. They seem to work together well.

——————————————————————————————————
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WHAT ABOUT THE RANCH?

THE RANCH, OR THE PLACE that was once known as the Skinwalker Ranch, was liberated from Drako control by Coren and Blaze.

Coren is the oldest son within the Andromadan Guardian family. Blaze is his human Conversance. The other half of his soul. The two of them were kidnapped by the Drako and brought to the Skinwalker Ranch where they were drugged and tortured. It was there that the duo found out about the humans that were working with the Drako. 

With the help of Blaze’s long-lost brother, Bane, they were able to free themselves and destroy that group of Drakos and the Ranch they inhabited. It was then that the Alliance was free to take control of the Ranch and start investigating the site and its ancient underground megalith.

Underground tunnels and caverns built to harness and distort the lay lines of the Earth. This power was fixed and returned to where it belongs by Coren and Blaze when they and Bane took over running the Ranch investigations.

Even though the area is no longer a magnet for extraterrestrials, the Alliance is still investigating the area and the secrets it hides.

——————————————————————————————————
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HARVESTING THE FUTURE

MARKO, THE HEAD OF Operations and his now fiancé, River, along with pilot Merc Banyon, aka Wings, and weapons expert Dean Marshal, aka Scope, flew up in an Andromadan spaceship in order to attempt to hack into the Drako systems. 

This was of course supported by not just the Base but the newest Andromadans to arrive at the Base, the Ancients. Four siblings that were part of the Ancient ruling family of Andromada, including the heir to the throne himself, Madron. 

The group succeeded in their endeavors to harvest Drako information but ended up paying a steep price. They crashed and were trapped in the dangerous Peruvian jungle for weeks on end, running and hiding from the Drakos who tracked them. 

Fortunately, the group was eventually recovered and returned safely to the Base. As for the harvested information, that is proving to be extremely helpful. 

——————————————————————————————————
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SHIFTING RACES

THE HORSE, BAILOR, turned out to be a little more interesting than the Base residents thought. As an equine divergent or more commonly known ‘shifter’, Bailor came out of hiding in order to claim his soulmates, Bane and Harper. 

After a slight disagreement with Bane’s family, the Andromadan Guardians, the newly formed triad moved to the Ranch and took over the day to day running of the investigation.

While everything resolved itself between Bane and his family, the troubled man was finally given the support he needed to heal from his time being controlled by the Drako Bosses. This helped Bane accept his gift and his guides in way that would help lead him and the humans follow their destiny. 

In the protection of his triad, Bailor introduced the Guardians and some Base members to another type of humanoid divergent, the canines. Specifically, wolves.

——————————————————————————————————
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NO LONGER EARTH BOUND

MANY THINGS WERE REVEALED from the Harvest collected by Marko and River. One of those things was an encrypted file detailing an underground lab. A lab that was originally human run but was turned over to the Bosses at the beginning of the Drako occupation. This lab housed dozens of humans that boasted different sorts of psychic ability. 

When Malachi and his team, plus a couple extra members, went in to retrieve the imprisoned humans they quickly found that the lab didn’t just house humans. Locked away on the very lowest levels of the underground labs lived deadly creatures that were only ever described in myths and legends. These beings were all, unfortunately, freed on the night in question. 

Amongst the chaos, one very unique woman was found.

This woman immediately connected with Catro, the youngest Andromadan Ancient. A male, that once complete, showed that he, like Royce, wasn’t completely human, but was a reincarnated Angel.
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LEAH

I was sitting on the end of my bed, staring down into my lap. My mind wouldn’t stop. The hate, the self-loathing, the pain. Oh God, the pain. I just wanted it all to stop. I needed it to stop. 

Ember was finally gone. 

I received the news this morning. Last night she tried to accuse Coren, one of the Andromadan Guardians, of rape and she was immediately transferred to an Egyptian base. Just as Malachi threatened. 

I wondered when it would be my turn, when Malachi would show up with transfer papers for me. Not that it mattered. Nothing really mattered anymore. Not even the fact that after a year I was finally free of the woman’s influence. 

It didn’t matter because in the end, Ember won. She changed me, damaged me so irrevocably that I no longer knew who I was. No, that was a lie. I was a bad, disgusting person who hurt others. I didn’t deserve happiness. 

I didn’t even deserve life. 

I didn’t want life. Not anymore. Life was pain. Agony.

The boxcutter in my hand glinted in the light, mocking me for my fear. Someone worthless like me, no one would even notice. No one would even mourn, and I would be free. Two little cuts and the pain would be gone. And the world would be better for it. This world held enough problems without me and my caustic soul compounding those issues. 

I set the tip of the razor sharp boxcutter to my wrist, right over my throbbing pulse. I didn’t even wince when I pressed the tip into my skin and dragged it down my wrist towards my elbow. It didn’t hurt even half as much as the pain in my heart. In fact, it felt like a release. Skin, flesh, veins, all of it spread open underneath the blade. Warm red blood spurted up, pulsing with the beat of my heart.

Switching the blade to my blood coated hand, I repeated the process on my other wrist. The blade clattered to the floor, and I stared down at my upturned wrists, watching the mesmerizing rivers of blood flowing out. Down my arms and legs, over the bed and onto the floor. 

So much blood. 

I wondered where I would go after this, if I would get to see Uncle Declan again. Maybe. Maybe not. Maybe I was just too evil. I desperately wished it was different. I missed him so much. The last thing I wanted in this life was to see him again. 

It didn’t take long until my vision started to darken, and my body became weak. For that I was thankful. No more pain. No more sadness. 

No more. 

Soon I would be free. Maybe I could be better in my next life. A better person. Smarter, stronger, more loving. 

As for now, now I would fly. 

My body slumped back onto the bed, the world spinning. Dark shadows slid across the walls, and I vaguely heard a familiar voice scream in pain. My heart stuttered while it attempted to keep beating. I felt cold, numb. Everywhere except my wrists. Those were warm, hot from the blood that was still trickling out. The world slowly disappeared as I gave one last sigh of relief. 

It was finally over.

——————————————————————————————————
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MALACHI

IT WAS A LONG DAY. 

After dealing with Ember’s crap the day before, I was tired and ready for bed. I was about to stop by Zara’s and pick up my daughter, Mali when I thought I heard someone call my name. Pausing in the middle of the empty hall I listened carefully. At first, I assumed it was just my imagination then I heard it again. It was quiet yet loud all at the same time. The voice was familiar enough that I found myself following it. Unfortunately, as hard as I tried, I couldn’t place the voice. 

Before I realized it, I was standing in front of Leah’s door. 

I frowned in confusion, wondering why the voice led me here then my mind flashed to the last time I saw Leah Rassmussen. The day that Chriton and I tore into her. She looked absolutely broken that day. But what was more surprising was how she drew away from my touch and refused to talk to me. Her reaction that day was completely out of the ordinary. In fact, most of her actions in the past year were out of the ordinary. Even after we lost Declan, Leah kept her shy but upbeat attitude.

While Leah and I were never truly close, we were friends in a way, connected by our mutual love of one person. Her guardian, Declan Rassmussen, took me under his wing when I first joined the forces and his team. He quickly became my mentor and best friend. Declan loved his little niece more than anything just as Leah obviously worshipped her uncle. 

After Declan was killed, I took it upon myself to step up and keep an eye on her. From a distance. That wasn’t one sided as Leah quickly took it upon herself to start sending me letters and care packages, as she did with her uncle. I knew she was doing her best to keep an eye on me like I was her. Unfortunately, despite the breadth and depth of our association with each other, our relationship was still stilted due to my issues with boundaries.

As second in command, I was quickly put in charge of Declan’s team only to have the team completely change. Some of the members were reassigned, but the majority were honorably discharged. Before I knew it, I was basically leading a whole new team populated by a whole new crew of brothers. Brothers that still stood by my side to this day. 

Sighing, I knocked on the suite door. Since I was already here, I might as well check up on her. I grimaced at the thought of the incoming conversation. I really didn’t want to talk to her. She changed so much in the past year that lately I really wanted nothing to do with her at all. 

Shaking my head in disgust, I turned to walk away. This was useless, she wasn’t answering anyways.

That voice came again, this time in an angry demanding hiss that sent the small hairs on my body standing straight up. 

“Fine.” I scowled and spun back around to knock again. When I once again didn’t get an answer, I started keying in the code that would bypass security. I didn’t even know why I was doing this, listening to some stupid voice, but I was. 

The door swung open, and my heart stopped in horror. 

Blood was everywhere. 

The metallic smell inundated my nostrils while the horrifying sight of it staining the floor, the bed, and the legs hanging off the bed caused my mind to stop. Luckily, my body knew what to do.

Yelling, I frantically sprinted across the room and to the bed, just avoiding the boxcutter on the floor. 

“Leah, baby, shit, what did you do? Oh God, what did you do?” I jumped on the bed and began shaking Leah’s body. Her big grey eyes fluttered and blood spurted from her opened wrists. Terror flooded my being. I couldn’t lose her. My words sobbed out as agonized tears flooded my eyes. “No, no, no. You have to stay with me, baby. Stay with me, Teach.”

Feverishly messaging Medical, I sprinted to the bathroom and grabbed some towels. I tied them tightly around Leah’s limp wrists in an attempt to stop the sluggish flow of blood while I prayed.

Her breathing was alarmingly slow, barely even there, her pulse thready and weakly stuttering.

“Please, Teach, please. Stay with me. Help is on its way.” I begged the limp, dying woman while my shaking, blood coated hands smoothed over her ghostly pale face. 

My heart didn’t seem to be beating properly, and I couldn’t breathe. Everything around us was unfocused and time was moving sluggishly slow. The world was a violent swirling whirlwind with Leah’s dying body right at the center. Leaning down I pressed my wet face to hers. “I am so fucking sorry, Leah. Stay. Please stay.” I breathed against her lips, hoping that my breath would give her the strength to live.

A loud commotion at the door signaled the incoming medical team. “Move.” Dr. John James barked, running up on Leah’s other side. I climbed off the bed and backed away while I watched John and his dedicated nurse, Daniel, work on the limp woman. 

My mind was struggling with the fact that, after all this time of trying to keep her safe, I was losing her. That thought tore through me, destroying me. I spent two decades holding her at arm’s length and now for the life me I couldn’t understand why.

“We are losing her.” John stated through clenched teeth sending more shards of terror ripping though me. “She’s lost too much blood.”

“Here.” I scrambled back onto the bed beside Leah, pushing my arm into the doctor’s face.

“What the...?”

“Universal doner.” I snapped out sharply, shaking my arm at him. 

“Daniel.” John turned to his nurse, but Daniel was already pulling out the equipment they needed. 

In quick succession I was expertly hooked up to an IV that ran my blood straight into Leah’s veins.

It was all happening so fast yet entirely too slow, all the while I prayed for my best friend’s niece. A woman I kept firmly at the periphery of my life while not quite willing to let her go completely. A woman who I blamed when she began to change. Changes that, looking back now, I shouldn’t have ignored. 

These thoughts were only compounded when we finally got her to Medical and into one of the exam rooms. My arm was replaced by a bag of blood while John stitched up her wrists. When John told me that she was out of danger, relief hit me so hard that I felt lightheaded.

Then, thankfully, she woke up. 

And completely lost it.

Leah looked around with wild eyes. She started screaming and ripping at her bandages. Seeing her like that scared me to death at the same time it filled me with enough rage that I wanted to kill someone.

“What did you do?” She shrieked furiously, her bruised looking eyes filled with heartbreaking pain. “Why? Why didn’t you just let me die?”

I frantically launched myself from the chair and grabbed her arms in an attempt to stop her from hurting herself even more. She twisted and arched violently, screaming so loudly that I feared for her throat. 

“Let me die!” She shrieked, her sickly pale face contorting horrendously. “I was finally fucking free! Let me be free!” 

“Leah!” I yelled back, wrapping my arms around her and trying to contain the woman to no avail. John came bursting into the room, a prepared syringe in his hand that he immediately plunged into her arm. 

Leah’s struggles slowed and became lethargic, her head fell back across the arm I was using to brace her neck, tears rolled from her unfocused grey eyes and down her pale cheeks. The look on her face almost sent me to my knees. 

“Uncle Declan, take me with you.” She slurred one last time before her eyes closed.

“What the fuck was that?” John hissed, his eyes staring angrily down at the unconscious woman.

In complete shock, I could do nothing but shake my head. I wanted to maim, kill, destroy. It was my job to keep her safe and alive. A job I took on when Declan died. It was now clear that I completely fucked up, I failed her. I delicately laid the limp woman down on the bed, sliding a gentle hand down her soft yet disturbingly pale cheek. 

“Check her wrists and keep a sharp eye on her. And call Dr. Daniels. I will be back.” Filled with resolve, I left Medical and stalked straight to Operations. 

“Marko. I need you to contact the Egyptian base. I want them to get every piece of information from that bitch we just transferred there.” I hissed out my demand while I twisted a chair over to his desk and sat down beside him.

“I thought we had everything. They videotaped it all.” Marko gave me a confused frown. 

“Not pertaining the Andromadans. This is about Leah.” I told him, my jaw clenching with my anger.

Marko studied my face for a long moment before he nodded and got on it. 

I moved over to one of the couches running the back length of the large, open room and waited for the information to start coming in. It didn’t take long, and it was disturbing. 

Returning to the chair beside Marko, he and I popped in some earbuds and watched the communiques as they came in. The residents of the Egyptian base were quick to interrogate Ember as per our request. 

I was fairly shocked when the woman was only too happy to boast. She continually called Leah down while bragging about the power she held over the poor woman. Ember told them how she did it. Slowly, step by step, she manipulated Leah until the poor woman was completely in her control. Ember laughed as she explained how she kept Leah obedient with a mixture of mental and physical abuse. According to Ember a quick slap or pinch or even a slight stab to the leg went a long way. Mentally, she successfully convinced Leah that she was nothing, worthless. Leah was stupid and ugly and fat and disgusting. Ember shared that Leah ended up being persuaded that no one but Ember would ever care about someone like her. 

That’s when Ember came out with the kicker. 

“If I ever see that bitch again, I am going to do so much more than that tiny little stab I gave her last time. I am going to fucking skin the ugly hag. Slowly. It’s her fault that I am in this mess. Somehow, she persuaded me not to kill that Blaze slut. Stupid bitch somehow fucking convinced me to ignore the slut and go after Coren instead. I made sure the bitch paid for opening her ugly assed mouth. But not enough. I will make her pay for fucking me over with her stupid assed advice. She will fucking regret the day she was born. If I just listened to my instincts then that slut would be dead and Coren would be where he belongs, under my heel.”

“That is one severely disturbed woman.” Marko breathed, sliding his fingers under his glasses to rub his eyes. 

“Yup.” I agreed through a set of clenched teeth, biting back my urge to fly to Egypt and kill the bitch myself. “Update the Egyptians with the new reports on Leah. Let’s leave the decision of what to do with Ember up to them.”

Marko nodded and his tattooed fingers began to flash over the keyboard. 

“Report all of it then bury it, Marko. Complete confidentiality. Only accessible to you and me. Not even Lysander.” Marko nodded sharply, his eyes in complete agreement with my order. 

With a satisfied nod, I left Operations and returned to Medical. Leah was awake, staring listlessly at Dr. Daniels who was speaking softly to her. 

“A moment please, doctor?” I asked, gesturing to Leah. 

Dr. Daniels gave a sharp nod and left the room, giving us the privacy I requested. Sitting on the edge of the bed next to Leah, I reached out and smoothed my fingers down her tear-stained cheek. She didn’t move, didn’t even blink, her eyes still staring at the spot Dr. Daniels had recently evacuated. 

“The Egyptians are currently learning how arrogant and boastful Ember is. She is turning out to be a fount of information.” I whispered down to Leah.

I got a reaction with that. Leah’s eyes squeezed shut and those tears started again, squeezing out from between her clenched eyelids. 

“Why did you save me? You don’t even like me. You never did.” Leah asked, her voice so quiet I needed to strain just to hear it.

“I don’t know.” I didn’t refute her claims, instead I leaned down to rest my forehead against the side of her head. “But know this Teach, I will never stop trying to save you.”

“No more touching.” She was back to whispering, her head jerking away from mine in a violent motion. 

I drew back, stunned at her demand. Leah was a toucher, always was. Small, unintrusive things that only made people feel better. Until Ember’s manipulations. Until Chriton’s accusations. Now she believed that all touches were bad. 

My heart pounded fiercely in denial. There was no way I was about to let that happen, not between us. My hand whipped out, gripping her stubborn little chin and directing her back to me. Placing my free hand beside her on the bed, I bent down until my face was right in hers. “Mere hours ago, I found you covered in blood, your skin pale and ice cold. I am sorry, Teach, but after that I earned the right to touch you just so that I can make damned sure that you are still warm. Still fucking alive.” 

Her grey eyes filled with resignation, and they fell to her bandages while she sighed quietly.

Healing from this was going to be a long, hard road for her. For the both of us. And the worst of it was that I didn’t know if I would be of any help to her. But I was determined to do everything I could to try. My boundaries were officially blown to pieces where she was concerned and there was no way I was going to allow her to leave me. My heart couldn’t handle it.

I decided that my first step was to approve a recent application for a volunteer at Care. A shy, introverted woman named Salem. A perfect foil to the shy yet kind Leah. 

——————————————————————————————————
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LEAH

“I AM SORRY. FOR EVERYTHING I did to you and your family.” I began.

I was still weak from blood loss, my wrists freshly bandaged. My hands were clenched tightly on the long sleeves of the loose sweater I was wearing. 

I was standing in front of Chriton with the rest of his family, the Guardians, standing protectively at his back. The Andromadan Guardians with their dark copper skin tone, black hair, and bright blue eyes. All of them tall and muscular with striking beauty. All of them carried an innate deadly presence. 

Biting the bullet, I came to their new suite so that I could apologize to Chriton. I apologized to Blaze and Coren the night I tried to take my life, but now I desperately needed to apologize to Chriton. 

The whole family, even the dangerous looking newcomer with his eyepatch and white striped hair, was staring down at me with hard, unyielding eyes filled with hate and disgust. Chriton was looking to the side in his attempt to show me that I wasn’t worth his attention.

I licked my dry lips and locked my shaking knees. I was determined to get through this. No matter what. 

“I cannot tell you how much I regret doing the things I did. Helping Ember get to your brother. Touching you, a...assaulting you the way I did. Without your permission. Anything mean and rude I ever said about Blaze. All of it. I am truly sorry. I promise that from here on out, none of you will ever have to deal with me again.” I finished before dropping my eyes to the floor and backing away from the door slowly. 

I couldn’t stop myself from jerking when I heard Chriton snarl, “Good riddance.” Right before the door slammed shut. 

I slowly walked away from the suite, praying that I would reach my own suite before the agony in my soul sent me collapsing to the floor. 

Luckily my prayers were answered. I did reach my suite. I got just inside the door before my knees gave out. Exhausted, I laid on the floor, falling asleep as my tears flowed down my cheeks. 

When the morning came, I found myself tucked safely in my bed surrounded by a familiar scent. Malachi. As much as I wanted to stay right where I was, I forced myself to get up, out of the comfort that enclosed me, and go to work. 

The weeks passed slowly after that. One day at a time. That’s what Dr. Daniels told me during our weekly sessions. She clarified to me the reality of what Ember did, how she manipulated and twisted me. Dr. Daniels did everything she could to reassure me that I wasn’t the person Ember convinced me I was. But Dr. Daniels was wrong. I was that person. I was the one who hurt those people, not Ember. I hurt Chriton and his family. And for that, I was a disgusting worthless human. 

For that I would pay. 

In the meantime, I made damned sure to avoid any and all Andromadans. 

Unfortunately, I couldn’t really avoid Malachi DeMarques. 

His adopted daughter, Mali, was in my class. A friendly, kind, caring girl that, like the father raising her, was far too adventurous. Not only that but Malachi was the human leader of the Base and thusly was able to track me down no matter where I was. 

And believe me, he did.
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LEAH

My head was down, my eyes were trained on the tablet in my hand that was describing the new and improved class syllabus as I walked down the empty halls. I was happy that it now included the elements we agreed upon at the last teachers conference. The Nordic and Andromadan cultures were now being included.

Something painfully slammed into my shoulder causing me to gasp and clutch my arm. My tablet flew out of my nerveless hand and smashed on the hard rock floor. Usually, I kept a keen ear out when I was traversing the halls like this, so to have someone silently come up on me like this was such a surprise. 

“I am sorry.” I stated automatically, immediately stepping away from the person I inadvertently collided with. My eyes came up to see a familiar face with a set of bright blue eyes before darting away. Chriton. He was rubbing his well-formed bicep while watching Diad bend over to pick up my smashed tablet. 

Diad was one of the Ancients. As an Andromadan he had the tall, dark complexion of their race with bright green eyes that seemed to be specific to the Ancient family. He also boasted model good looks to go with the exotic features of his race. He was Salem’s brother-in-law. Salem was my best friend. 

I felt my heart stop and my face pale at the sight of Chriton, the man that I did everything I could to avoid. I only travelled the halls when the likelihood of him moving about was at its lowest. I spent most of my time when I wasn’t working either at Care, the twenty-four-hour daycare and Playcenter, or in my own suite. I always made sure to drop by certain areas like the library when I was sure that none of the family would be there. 

“Leah.” Diad smiled congenially at me, handing my broken tablet over to me. Diad and Chriton both bore similar joking, fun loving, caring attitudes with Diad, at least according to others, having more of a trigger temper.

“Thank you.” I whispered, taking the tablet with a shaking hand. My other hand still clutched what I was sure was going to be a very bruised shoulder. 

“How are you today?” Diad tilted his head at me and asked. This wasn’t unusual as Diad was always very nice to me. In fact, most of the Ancients were.

“Good, thank you.” I gave Diad a shaky but grateful smile. I was doing everything I could to ignore the man beside Diad while slowly backing away from the two men. “And, uh, how are you?”

“Good. When are you going to drop by the Cafeteria and check out my food?” Diad continued, his eyes narrowing on me. Diad was a chef and recently started helping out in the Cafeteria.

“Yes. I, uh, usually just eat in my suite. Then I have leftovers for lunches.” I awkwardly explained, licking my dry lips. “I, uh, are you enjoying it?”

“I am.” Diad said, his voice softening. “You should come by sometime. Check me out.”

“Sometime.” I nodded, feeling almost like one of those bobblehead dolls. While I had zero plans of going to the Cafeteria, I knew that I could at least be polite. 

“Thursday?” Diad pressed, his green eyes watching me intently.

“I, uh, I have a parent meeting Thursday.” I shared with him honestly. “I need to, uh, get going, get some papers graded.” I stuttered and attempted to subtly slide around the two men.

A quick glance showed me that Chriton was still standing at Diad’s side, his bright blue eyes centered down on the floor, his thumbs tucked into the belt of his black slacks. His white dress shirt stretched across his muscular chest in a way that masked yet displayed all of the dips and ridges that populated his torso. 

“Some other time then.” Diad nodded slowly, his body turning with mine. 

Once I figured I was far enough beyond them, I gave Diad a relatively strained smile. “Yeah. Um, it was great to see you. Bye.” I nodded and continued on my way down the hall as fast as I could walk, my eyes trained intently on the floor in front of me. 

I could feel those bright Andromadan eyes, one blue pair, one green pair, burning into my back, following me down the hall. Needing to be away from them, no him, Chriton, and out of sight as soon as possible, I rounded the first corner I came to and sprinted away. 

Reaching my suite, I messaged Operations to let them know about the incident and that I would need a new tablet. It didn’t take long before I received a message back from Marko. 

Leah, this is not a report worthy incident. No one was hurt. While this one is more important than the others due to the requirement of a new tablet, it still isn’t enough for a full report. You don’t need to keep doing this.

Yes, I do. As per Malachi. Ever since the incident with Ember and the Andromadans over a year ago, I made sure to report any and all incidents to Operations. Especially the ones that involved Chriton and the Guardians. Which weirdly enough was happening more and more often despite my attempts to avoid them.

“You shouldn’t be here.” I bluntly told the maddening man that showed up at my door half an hour later. 

“Why not?” Malachi asked, his dark brown eyes assessing over me.

“Because I am fine.” I told him with a roll of my eyes. 

“I read the report, Teach.” Malachi grunted, brushing by me and into my suite. I closed the door and turned to study him. 

Malachi was a tall man of about 6’2. His indigenous heritage was written all over him. The beautiful dusky color of his skin that always made my fingers tingle to feel. His distinctive hawk-like nose. His high cheekbones and sharp jaw. His dark brown, almond shaped eyes. The jagged length of dark brown hair that fell down to his cheekbones in the front and over the top with the back brushing the nape of his neck. He was extremely striking.

While I obviously noticed his good looks, I was a woman after all, I never allowed myself to see him as an attractive, available male. Mostly because from the moment I met him at the age of eight, he set his boundaries and maintained them throughout the whole of our lives. We may keep an eye on each other and keep in contact but beyond that we stayed out of each other’s personal lives. 

Case in point, Mali, his adopted daughter. While I heard about him saving and adopting the child from the people around the Base, he, himself, never told me about her. He never asked me to watch her or to help with her. Not like he did with Zara or the others around Base. 

Not that I didn’t end up developing a close relationship with the kind yet daring girl when I ended up being her grade 1 teacher. Now though, with her recently moving into grade 2, I missed her. A lot. 

“I was good. I didn’t talk to him other than to apologize.” I reassured the man, my knuckle coming up to my teeth. 

“I know.” Malachi mentioned, stopping behind the couch and leaning a hip against it. “Come here.” He ordered with a gesture of his hand. 

“Jesus, Malachi. I just told you...” 

“Leah.” Malachi’s voice hardened, his hand flipping over to point a demanding finger at the floor.

“You know, I am getting damned tired of your orders.” I snarled at him, getting angry enough to throw something at the frustrating man’s head.

“That’s funny. With how fucking argumentative and stubborn you have been in the past year you should be getting used to them.” Malachi clipped out, his dark eyes flashing. “Now get your ass over here so that I can check your shoulder. Or would you rather I dragged you down to Medical and have them deal with it.”

“You are a pain in my ass, you know.” I rolled my eyes and stomped over to him.

Using his long-fingered hand, he gently pulled the shoulder of my shirt down far enough that he could see the bruised flesh underneath. “You are one to talk.” He noted, running his calloused fingers gently over the area. I couldn’t help but shiver when his breath brushed over my unprotected skin. 

“You’re breathing on me.” I explained to him when his amused eyes darted up to mine, telling me he noticed my shiver. That was happening a lot, especially in the last couple of months, me reacting in some physical way to his presence. It was confusing, these new feelings. 

I could only blame it on the fact that for the past year, Malachi was around a lot more than usual. And those boundaries of his, they seemed to be a lot more flexible. There was now touching and talking. He actually asked me how I was doing in a way that wasn’t just small talk. It even appeared like he truly wanted to know, like he actually...cared.

“Diad dropped by Operations. He was concerned with how strange you were acting. He said, and I quote, ‘she was very pale looking, almost terrified. All she seemed to want was to get away from us as fast as she could. She has never reacted that way before.’ When he wouldn’t leave it alone, I was forced to show him the reports.” Malachi explained softly.

“Y...you told him?” I gasped as sharp pains pinned my chest. Diad knew what I did and now the rest of them would. Salem would know what a truly horrible, disgusting person I was. She would irrevocably stop talking to me. I would be all alone once again. 

My agonized eyes dropped to the floor, my mind whirling, spinning darkly. Maybe it was for the best. She was too good for me anyways. I didn’t really deserve a friend like her. Alone. That’s really what I deserved. 

“Leah!” Malachi’s sharp voice and the hard hand he used to grip my jaw brought me back. My hand automatically came up to remove his, only for his fingers to tighten warningly. I hated when he did that. “I only shared the reports that pertained to Chriton’s grievances. Nothing else. And I told him all of it was completely confidential. He assured me that he wouldn’t say anything. To anyone.” 

I forced myself to take a deep shuddering breath in and nod slowly. It didn’t matter if Diad told anyone, he himself would still look at me differently. I didn’t know if I could stand that. 

“Teach?” Malachi pressed.

“No, I, uh, I am fine.” I told him. “It’s ok.”

“You are lying to me.” Malachi clipped out, his face hardening, his fingers finally releasing me.

“No.” I shook my head, gave him a shaky smile. “And yes. It hurts that he now knows. But it’s for the best. He, they, should know what kind of person they are letting into their lives. It’s, uh, better this way.”

“I hate that you see yourself this way now. That’s not who you are. That was never who you were.” Malachi sighed and studied me with his dark brown, almost black eyes. “That is not the bright and kind girl Declan introduced me too.”

“Yeah, well, Uncle Declan is gone.” I hissed bluntly, automatically darting away and circling around the couch to the other side of it. I needed to get away from the exasperating man. He knew just how to push all of my buttons. 

“You don’t think I don’t know that.” Malachi snapped angrily. Unlike his kindness and touches I could deal with his anger.

“Do you?” I asked softly, pushing him even further. 

Malachi’s eyes narrowed on me at my subtle hint that he was still hanging on. “Teach.” Malachi started only for me to cut him off.

“Look, I don’t see myself any certain way. I only see the reality of who I am.” I shrugged at him.

“Teach.” Malachi repeated with a soft growl. 

I gave him a smile, trying to reassure him that everything was going to be fine. “Really, Malachi.” I vehemently reassured him. “It’s fine. All of it is fine. You don’t have to worry anymore. You can let go and move on.” 

“Yeah, you know damned well that is not going to happen. I think you should come stay with Mali and me. At least for a couple of days.” Malachi brought up, his eyes taking on a strange gleam.

“No.” I shook my head in denial. “That’s not a good idea. Seriously. I am not about to do anything. I am just going to go to bed and try to forget about today.”

“Hmm.” Malachi hummed, running his dark eyes over me, assessing me in an intense way that he started to do in the past year. I wasn’t quite sure if I liked the strange way it made me feel or if I hated it. Either way, I couldn’t find it in me to stop him from doing it.

“Malachi.” I practically begged.

Malachi nodded and slowly walked to the door, pausing for a moment to take one last look at me. “Call me, Teach. For anything.” 

“I will.” We both knew that I lied.

Once the door to my suite closed behind the man, I felt relief drive over me and send me into a state of exhaustion. I was tired. Tired of being me.

Crawling into bed, I was immediately asleep in moments. Unfortunately, sleep wasn’t the mindless outlet I thought it would be, but then it never was. Realistic nightmares were becoming my new best friend. 

——————————————————————————————————
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MALACHI

“JUST CLEAN IT UP.” I ordered from the chair I was sitting on in my dining room.

“It needs new stitches, you dumbass.” Leah snapped from where she was bent over my shoulder.

“Just clean it up and slap some of that tape on it.” I turned my head to look at her narrowed grey eyes.

“What does it look like I am doing?” She demanded. 

I barely bit back my grin at the attitude the woman was giving me. An attitude that developed the moment I saved her life. An attitude that I gloried in bringing out. If I kept her fighting then there was no chance of her giving up again, and there was no way I was going to allow her to give up, not again. Plus, that sexy little attitude got to me every time.

“Besides, if I go to Medical with ripped stitches, I am pretty sure that Zara will actually tattoo her name on me.” I winced at the thought. 

“So instead, after you ignored doctors’ orders to be careful, you took on a Lizard all by yourself only to have the thing throw you across a room. You slammed into the side of a table, flipped over said table and ‘somehow’ ripped your stitches. But it’s ok because in the end you killed it.” Leah stated sarcastically while she rolled her eyes at me. 

She finished cleaning the wound up before using her fingers to press the spread edges of the laceration together. I grunted at the pain that radiated through my already aching shoulder. 

“Sorry.” Leah whispered, her breath brushing over my ear. 

“Don’t be.” I advised her. She really shouldn’t be. Despite the pain I was still enjoying the feel of her hands on me. “Just get it done.”

“I will if you hold still.” She argued, making me chuckle. “God, why do I put up with your ass?”

“That sounds like a you question.” I told her with a mischievous grin. 

“Just give me...there, I got it. That should hold it.” She finished with my shoulder. “If you don’t screw around.” 

“Who the hell would I screw around with?” I joked, shivering at the cold feel of the antibacterial cream she was slathering over my shoulder.

“Why are you asking me? I don’t know your tastes in women. I mean, beyond one night with Deliah, which to be frank, yuck.” Leah stated, walking around me to go wash her hands in the sink.

She was wearing a pair of black slacks that cupped her thighs and ass beautifully. Those were paired with a long-sleeved white button up shirt and a black vest. The shirt was unbuttoned just enough that I was able to get a glimpse of the delicious cleavage her fascinating vest pushed up. Leah was around 5’6 with long, golden blond hair that was braided back from her face and big grey eyes. Her face was heart shaped with rounded cheekbones and a wide mouth. She boasted a swimmer’s musculature due to her chosen sport. 

She was beautiful. Something I never noticed until the Drako occupation forced me to bring her in. Seeing the woman she became forced me to build and maintain even more boundaries. Not that I didn’t always have boundaries when it came to her, when it came to everyone in fact. Well, everyone except my daughter. And Declan.

It was something I learned as a child from my parents. Always maintain boundaries. 

Now, however, I no longer wanted boundaries. Especially not between Leah and I. 

“Yeah, it was yuck.” I shuddered at the memory of that night. It really wasn’t a good night. At all. It took me no less than six showers after that night before I finally felt clean again.

Leah shot me an amused look from the sink. She crossed her arms and leaned a hip against the counter. 

“Leah!” Mali cried, coming into the suite with Dr. Zara Hastings on her heels. Zara, a woman with hazel eyes and straight black hair, was pregnant with her third and fourth children after giving birth to her first and second children with her first pregnancy. Apparently, the twin Nordics she was married to bred, well, twins.

“Uh huh.” Zara studied me and my newly fixed wound with knowing eyes. 

“I have enough tattoos.” I told the doctor while I watched my beloved daughter bypass me and head straight to the smiling woman still standing at the counter. 

“Hey, Mali-girl.” Leah hugged Mali back in a way that radiated love. I smiled like I always did when I saw the way Leigh cared about my girl.

“You still should’ve come in.” Zara scowled, walking towards me. 

“It’s fine, Teach fixed it.” I stood from the chair while batting Zara’s hands away. Walking into my room, I dug out a button up shirt and tried to shrug into as I returned to the main room. 

“Here.” Leah rolled her eyes and helped pull the shirt up over my sore shoulder when she saw the way I was wincing. “God, you are stubborn.” 

“Uh huh, I am the stubborn one in this relationship.” Now it was my turn to roll my eyes. 

“Well, since you have him well in hand, Leah, I am going to go save Krishnia from the twins.” Zara grinned at our banter and gave us a quick wave before she left. 

“Are you staying for supper, Leah?” Mali asked from the fridge she was digging in.

“Yes.” I answered before Leah could. 
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LEAH

I ducked my head to hide my smile at Malachi’s answer. I couldn’t lie, I was looking forward to spending time with Mali. While I helped the two make supper, I tried to ignore the way the three of us were working so close in the kitchen area. 

“Shit.” I gasped when I turned to dump the onion I finished cutting up into the pot of chili we were building and ended up walking into the side of Malachi’s chest. My face ended up buried in his shirt covered underarm because he was stretching up to the cupboard above in order to dig through the spices. 

His shirt was hanging open, thus his exceptionally muscled chest was mostly bare. Bulky pecs housed dusky nipples, abdominal muscles that dipped sharply, eight times to be precise, an interesting V that led down to what was kept between his legs. All of it enhanced with colorful designs. 

To be honest, I wasn’t sure about his opinion on having enough tattoos because I really liked the ones I could see. That was one thing that always fascinated me when it came to him, the pictures and designs that seemed to just appear on Malachi’s flesh. 

A Raven and Wolf sharing the upper part of one arm, a Tiger and a Python on the other. The forces tattoo on one of his forearms and a feather with Mali’s name on the other. Those were the ones I knew about before I saw his shirtless torso for the first time today. 

Now I knew he also had a number of others that were consistently covered by clothing. The tattooed leather necklace with its dreamcatcher pendant. A skull and crossbones on one shoulder blade. A dog tag carrying a familiar, beloved name on the back of the other shoulder. There were a number of lines of beautiful flowing writing down the right side of his rib cage. Straight down the center of his back, right over his spine, was a design of the solar system with the sun at the nape of his neck, followed by Mercury, Venus, and so on down the line of his back. 

Malachi grunted and lowered his arm, his body adjusting slightly so that I could reach the pot. His eyes twinkled down at me when his fingers brushed down my back leaving behind an explosion of shivers.

“Sorry.” I winced in apology. “I thought you were still over helping Mali with the tomatoes.”

“Nope. She’s got them.” Malachi grinned and gave me a wink.

“Are these too big?” Mali asked drawing my attention over to the cutting board she was using. The girl was studying her cut up tomato with a frown. 

I left Malachi to his spicing and walked over to her in order to examine the tomatoes myself. “Nope.” I told her, sliding my fingers through her smooth blond hair. “Those are perfect. Go dump them in the pot.”

“Can I do the celery, too?” Mali asked, jumping down from the chair she was kneeling on and carefully walking the cutting board over to her father who was waiting. 

“Yup.” I nodded, washing off the celery in question before handing it over. 

“Grab the corn out of the freezer, please, Teach.” Malachi gestured to the freezer while he continued to spice the boiling concoction on the stove. 

“Sir, yes, sir.” I mocked, giving him a sharp salute, before turning to dig in the freezer.

“Careful there, woman. I may start expecting that answer every time.” Malachi chuckled, his eyes gleaming.

“Anything you say, Boss.” I teased him by using his call sign, pulling the corn out and waving it at him. 

“Holy shit. Are you actually teasing me?” Malachi gasped, pressing his hand to his heart and leaning way back. “Mali-girl, we now have experienced a new Leah element. Teasing.”

Mali laughed and rolled her eyes at her father. “Leah teases me all the time. She always laughs and points out my smile after she does it and says ‘There it is. There’s that beautiful smile.’”

I smiled and shook my head at them while walking the corn over to the pot and dumping it in. “Here you go, Boss.” 

“Careful there, baby, I am finding that I really like it when you call me Boss.” Malachi waggled his eyebrows down at me.

“Goofball.” I rolled my eyes at him and turned to check on Mali.

After supper, I stood to start cleaning up. When Malachi tried to rise and help, I placed a hand on his unwounded shoulder and pressed him back down. “Relax.” I ordered him. “Mali and I got this, right Mali-girl?” I grinned over at Mali who returned my grin and jumped straight up to help.

“Yup.” Mali agreed, carrying the dirty dishes over to the sink for me. 

Malachi smiled warmly, pulling a tablet over and starting to work on it. 

“Shhh.” Mali whispered softly as I finished wringing the dish cloth out. She was tiptoeing away from her unconscious father who was bent over the table, his head resting on the arm that was curled in front of him. 

“Come on, let’s go do your homework on the couch.” I urged the girl.

That was when I truly fell in love. With a couch. It was long and wide with the perfect amount of cushioning. Not too soft, not too hard. I wanted this couch. 

After we finished her homework, Mali got ready for bed and showed me her growing reading skills by reading me her bedtime book. 

“Leah?” 

“Yes, Mali-girl.” I was tucking her in one last time when she reached up to run her fingers through my loosened hair. 

“I am glad that you stayed for supper because I miss you, a lot.” She whispered, looking up at me with her beautiful brown eyes. 

“Me too, Mali. I miss you too, Mali-girl.” I told her, leaning over to touch my nose to hers. “Now, get some sleep, my darling girl.”

“Ok, Leah.” Mali wrinkled her nose and smiled at me. 

After making sure her nightlight was on, I closed her door far enough to leave just an inch of a crack open before heading to the man that was still fast asleep. I walked over to Malachi, planning on waking him up but once I saw how exhausted he still looked, I decided against it. 

Pulling a blanket off the couch, I carefully covered him up with it. My fingers smoothed his jagged hair from his face so that I could press a soft kiss to his temple. Then I turned the lights down and returned to my own suite for the night.

——————————————————————————————————
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MALACHI

MY COMS, AN ALL-ON-in communication device that went around my wrist, dinging with an incoming message woke me up. 

I didn’t mean to fall asleep. And to be honest, I wasn’t happy about the fact that I woke up with one hell of a stiff back and a wicked headache. I was also not impressed to see my suite quiet and empty. Then my fingers touched the blanket that Leah, the caring woman, obviously set over me so that I wouldn’t get cold, and I couldn’t help but smile. 

Looking down at my coms, I saw an incoming message from Grayson. A message that essentially tore straight into the whole of my being. 

It contained a report involving Ranch security and the newest humanoid divergent group. The canines. At the end of the report there was an encrypted message left for me. 

As per your request on any word relating to Leah, according to new Guardian intel, she is a Conversance. Chriton’s. This is all according to Bane and has apparently been known since our initial introduction to the canine divergents. 

This was a message I immediately sent to Marko with a request to flag any research the Guardians made pertaining to Leah or me. This way I would be notified with what they were looking at and when.

I knew if they thought Leah was theirs, Chriton’s, they would attempt a deep dive on her past. And mine by association. 

As for her being Chriton’s Conversance, I knew what that meant. Soulmates. And to be honest, if I was a better man, I would step back and let him have her. But with the way my heart and very soul was screaming in denial I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to be able to. 

My hands possessively tightened on the blanket, pulling it closer around me.
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LEAH

Girl’s night out. 

I felt happy to be included but also extremely awkward. Mostly because the night was being hosted by Amber and Blaze in the Guardian suite. Amber was the Conversance of Callden, the father of the Guardian family. 

If it wasn’t for Salem begging me to come with them, I would be safe in my own suite watching urban adventurers tour abandoned buildings. Instead, I spent the night sitting beside River, keeping my mouth shut and my hands to myself. At least until Royce decided to use me as an example of the difference between freewill and destiny and how the two could go hand in hand. It was a heartbreaking example that hit way to close for comfort. Then she brought it all home with a disturbing reality. 

If my uncle didn’t die like he did than Malachi would never have been made team leader. The team wouldn’t have become what it was today, and they wouldn’t have founded the Base. Which meant that there was a large chance that the Andromadan Alliance wouldn’t have decided to help Earth in the fight against the Drako to the extent that it was and most of the women at the table wouldn’t have found their soulmates. 

It would be a very different world indeed. All because of one death. And for the life of me, I couldn’t bring myself around to the thought of saving my uncle at the detriment of everyone else around me. 

My heart gave a pang at that thought, my mind travelling to when and if I would get to see my uncle again. 

When Marko, Madron, and Catro arrived to walk us home, I was relieved that the night was finally over. Girl’s night, for someone like me, was a painful thing to live through. 

Rising from the table with River, I joined the group just when Coren came striding into the suite. The Guardian dodged around everyone else only to catch my arms in his strong grip and spin me back around to the table. My mind immediately started screaming at his touch. No touching.

“Stay.” He ordered me fiercely while glaring at the group in silent warning to not step in. “Chriton is on his way right now to walk you. He said and I quote ‘She won’t like it if I have to chase her down again.’.”

Marko’s angry eyes moved from Coren to mine before they softened. They seemed to silently reassure me that everything would be ok. I couldn’t help but sigh when the group slowly walked out the door without me.

Sitting quietly, I kept my eyes lowered. Coren eyed me skeptically for a long moment before eventually relaxing. Harper and Amber rose from the table to clean up while Blaze walked over to Coren and buried into her husband’s arms. 

Seeing my chance, I took it. I wasn’t stupid. There was no
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