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        One night can change a life forever...

      

        

      
        Isabella Givens was a quiet elementary school teacher who lived by the rules, until a pair of intoxicating eyes belonging to a possessive stranger tempted her into the dark. It was supposed to be one reckless, unforgettable mistake.

      

        

      
        She never expected him to have wings. Or scales. Or a crown.

      

        

      
        Prince Kohl crossed galaxies to save his dying people, but finding his fated mate on Earth was never part of the plan.

      

        

      
        Neither was falling hopelessly in love.

      

        

      
        Now, an ancient war is heading straight for Earth, and Kohl's enemies will stop at nothing to tear them apart. But they have no idea what they've unleashed.

      

        

      
        The dragon prince who once swore nothing mattered more than duty would now burn entire worlds to protect his love and his family.

      

        

      
        Because once a Renjer dragon finds his mate…

        He never lets her go.
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      Welcome to the Aliens of Renjer, where dragon warriors fall hard—and forever.
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          KOHL

        

      

    

    
      Kohlxchijr had forgotten what it felt like to stand up without hitting stone.

      He stretched anyway, a low groan catching in his throat as a dragon-spike on his brow cracked hard against the low roof of the cave. A shower of gritty dirt rained down across his snout.

      Thrax.

      He and his brothers had once hunted beneath Renjer’s binary suns, their orbital defense grids guarding the skies while star-forged lasers kept every enemy at bay. They’d believed themselves invincible. They’d been wrong.

      Now, they slept like burrowing animals in a damp labyrinth of mud and rock—half-starved refugees hiding from an enemy advanced enough to jam their planet’s technology, leaving them with nothing but old-flesh weapons, claws, and a biological fire that couldn’t compete with poisoned spears.

      A low rumble vibrated through the stone—his brother Taurian, feeling the tremor from his side of the cave.

      This was the price of hiding in the ancestral tunnels instead of the sky-keep their father had built. The damp. The dark. The constant scrape of too-large bodies in spaces never meant to hold dragons.

      Kohl paced the confined space, each step a cramped reminder of the scaled mass he was forced to keep contained.

      He paused, a dull ache settling beneath his ribs as he ran a clawed finger over the dusty family crest carved into the stone.

      When he closed his eyes, he no longer saw his cousins laughing beneath Renjer’s suns. He saw their cold, glassy stares. Tryn hands had closed those brilliant eyes. Tryn claws had skinned them for cloaks.

      A bitter snarl ripped from Kohl’s throat, and a puff of dull gray smoke wafted from his nostrils. Only smoke. Never fire. His shell-born brothers breathed suns; Kohl breathed disappointment.

      From the neighboring cavern, Taurian’s voice cut through the dark, gruff with sleep. “Keep it down, Kohl. Your fidgeting is sending rocks raining down on my tail.”

      “Stop whining,” Kohl retorted, his scales scraping defensively against the stone. “At least your cavern actually accommodates your wingspan.”

      “Kohl, your restlessness shakes the very ground.” Taurian sighed, his deep rumble vibrating through the rock wall as his tone softened. “Must you always stir the dust of our misfortunes?”

      “Perhaps if you slept less, you’d feel the weight of our situation more keenly.” Kohl meant the words to bite, but his voice lacked any real venom.

      Silence stretched between them with the weight of the clutch members they’d lost.

      “We all bear our burdens, brother,” Taurian replied quietly. “Yours just seem to wear heavier on your wings.”

      The rare admission hung in the damp air, a quiet reminder that Kohl wasn’t entirely alone in the dark. Taurian—always the steady one, the apex warrior who had carried their youngest sibling on his back through the slaughter—was never good with words. That he’d offered even this much meant something.

      Kohl watched his gray wisps of smoke dissipate. Without bio-fire, he was a dragon without ammunition. He hunched his shoulders, cringing as his shorter, spikeless tail dragged along the rock wall.

      He was the only womb-born in a family of traditional clutches. The only one who could shed his scales for human flesh, leaving him vulnerable in a way his permanently beast-locked brothers would never understand.

      His father had never once spoken the word mother. Only used her name…Liana.

      He treated Kohl’s human blood like a disease, because it was always easier to hate an infection than a woman who had actually existed.

      Except Kohl couldn’t stop thinking about her people. He had used the sky-fire storms to sneak away to Earth a dozen times before the invasion, desperate to learn who he was. After the sky-keeps fell, his father had strictly forbidden all off-planet travel, enforcing the ban with iron cuffs.

      But Kohl hadn’t forgotten the telemetry he’d gathered. He knew Earth’s unique natural energy deposits could reactivate their glitched tech—he’d proven it when his interface hummed to life to save him from a massive, humped-back bear in those woods.

      His father had refused to listen. But Kohl had hidden a cache of human clothes and local currency beneath a granite tombstone near the portal coordinates. A secret insurance policy. If he had to flee Renjer for good, he would at least be resourceful.

      The walls suddenly felt like they were collapsing in on him. His chest constricted. Three of his clutch, a sister, and five cousins had been slaughtered by the Tryn, their skulls bleached on poles outside their stolen homes. He couldn’t just sit here in the dark and wait to die.

      By the sky-right, I’m getting out of here.

      Kohl slipped out of his chamber, keeping his talons silent as he moved past his sleeping family. He carefully dodged Nimra’s spiked tail, then froze, holding his breath as a cluster of rocks fell near the twins Symon and Lyku’s cave. Their deep snores resumed, and he slipped past.

      When he finally emerged from the labyrinth of tunnels, the twilight of Renjer greeted him. The sky was awash with the purples and blues of dusk, reflecting off the jagged peaks that pierced the horizon. Flapping his massive wings, he launched into the sky, the thin, high-altitude wind rushing past his face. Earth smelled wildly alive compared to this dying world. Even the gravity felt forgiving against his frame.

      In the distance, a sky-fire storm was brewing. Lightning flashed, illuminating the dark clouds. Perfect. His kind had nanites embedded into their DNA that could harvest the immense electromagnetic energy of a storm, using the voltage to crack open portals across galaxies.

      As he soared toward the gathering chaos, his mind flashed to Dena. He smiled grimly, remembering the third time his nanites had dropped him into her world—right in the middle of a Louisiana swamp, splashing down into the thick mud right next to her floating raft.

      She hadn’t even blinked. She’d just barked a laugh, hauled him out of the muck by his shirt collar, and drawled, “Again? You’re like a stray cat, you know that?”

      She’d never asked what was wrong with him, or treated him like a monster. She had just cursed under her breath, grabbed her medical kit, and treated him with the same blunt, professional efficiency she used on the injured bobcats and owls brought into her clinic.

      Dena felt more like a sharp-tongued sister than an off-world contact. To the no-nonsense Earth vet, he wasn’t a broken prince or a weapon without ammunition; he was just a giant, stubborn patient who occasionally fell out of the sky. Right now, her clinic was the only safe place he had left.

      Whiz!

      A spear sliced through the air, barely missing his left wing.

      Kohl’s stomach dropped. A Tryn scout zoomed underneath him—a filthy black beast with red eyes and a twisted, broken horn. It fluttered its useless, leathery wings, unable to get its bulky body far off the ground. It was too close to his family’s shelter to let it live.

      Kohl broke his descent, diving straight for the creature. The Tryn shrieked, but Kohl slammed into it, lashing out with his talons and snatching it into the air. The creature tore into Kohl with its claws, its forked tail slapping against Kohl’s thigh.

      “For my clutch!” Kohl yelled.

      The creature squealed—not in fear, but as a signal.

      Suddenly, dozens of poison-tipped spears shot up from the treeline below. An ambush.

      Kohl banked violently to the right, the air whipping around his face. Another barbed spear cut through the sky, and this one found its mark, tearing deep into his side.

      Krath!

      Hot, slick blood gushed down his flank, rendering the squirming Tryn in his talons impossible to hold. Realizing the beast wasn’t worth the loss of altitude, Kohl released it, letting it plummet screaming into the trees.

      Kohl gasped, his massive chest heaving. The poison on the spearhead was already attacking his nervous system, turning his blood to liquid ice. He couldn’t go back to the tunnels; the Tryn would track his bio-signature straight to his family.

      Earth. Just make it to the swamp clinic.

      His left wing-joint suddenly locked, refusing to catch the thermal and sending him into a dangerous, spinning tilt. His secondary heartbeat was slowing, an agonizing thud against his ribs as his internal systems began to shut down. He shook his head fiercely, forcing his failing muscles to beat toward the sky-fire storm ahead.

      A blinding bolt of lightning cracked open the sky mere yards away, the sharp, burning scent of ions flooding his senses. Kohl closed his eyes, commanding his embedded nanites to draw the raw electromagnetic charge. He locked onto the safe coordinates of Dena’s veterinary clinic. He had to save his brothers.

      His flight muscles gave out completely. His wings folded, and he dropped out of the sky, a dead weight.

      No. Hold on. Just a little further⁠—

      Sky-fire coursed through his scales, and his body convulsed in a violent shock of raw energy as the portal ripped open. He reached out with his mind, desperately clawing to hold onto the spatial coordinates before his consciousness slipped.

      He missed.

      The lightning broke, and the darkness swallowed him whole.
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          ISABELLE

        

      

    

    
      The second pot of coffee gurgled onto the burner as Isabelle shoved her glasses back up her nose. Frames had a chronic habit of sliding down, a daily battle she’d been losing for three years.

      One of these days, she’d find the budget for Lasik. Or at least a pair of glasses that actually fit.

      She pulled the stack of second-grade spelling tests closer, uncapping a purple felt-tip pen. Evan’s paper sat on top—b and d swapped again, p and q in a tangle of confusion. Second week of term at St. Jude’s, and the pattern was already screaming at her.

      Across the pile, Julie’s oversized loops sprawled like they were trying to escape the page. Daniella’s perfectly round letters looked printed. Jimmy’s margins were smeared with graphite, and Sam’s handwriting was so tiny she needed a magnifying glass to grade it.

      They were a handful. But they were her handful.

      Isabelle tapped the pen against her knuckles, staring at Evan’s jagged letters. A formal dyslexia evaluation wasn’t cheap, and his parents were already stretching to afford private school tuition. She could picture them—overworked, exhausted, choosing between their kid’s education and their grocery budget.

      Fine. She drew a smiley face next to the words he’d gotten right. We do it the hard way.

      She pulled a fresh notepad from her drawer, sketching out a custom phonics game. She’d stay late twice a week to walk him through it. There was never enough funding to fix the system, but she had plenty of index cards and patience.

      If she could just get him over this hurdle, she’d figure out a way to pay half for a specialist herself.

      Another expense on a teacher’s salary. Another sacrifice. But that’s what teachers did, wasn’t it? They gave until there was nothing left, and then they gave more.

      A sharp scratch at the back door cut through the quiet kitchen, followed by a demanding, dual-toned chorus of meows.

      Isabelle’s pen hovered mid-air. Two of them?

      She rose, her chair scraping against the linoleum, and walked to the wooden door. She left the screen shut, peering through the mesh. The thick, humid weight of a New Orleans September evening rolled in, carrying the scent of sweet honeysuckle and something darker—the metallic tang of approaching rain.

      Sitting on the welcome mat: Lucy, the familiar stray black cat. And beside her, a scruffy orange tabby missing three-quarters of its tail. The stump twitched nervously, like it didn’t quite trust her yet.

      “Brought a friend, have you, Lucy?”

      The black cat meowed in response, and Isabelle unlatched the screen. Both darted inside like they owned the place. Lucy immediately wove a tight figure-eight around Isabelle’s shins, purring like a chainsaw.

      “I told you not to go bragging about the tuna, Luce.” Isabelle carefully detangled her ankles from their tails and marched over to the pantry. “Seriously, no more guests. I am actively resisting the urge to become the neighborhood’s eccentric feline hoarder.”

      The orange newcomer let out a gravelly yowl, locking his eyes on her hands. Hungry. Demanding. So much like her students, with their desperate need for attention and food and safety.

      “Patience, stubby.” Isabelle pulled a can from the shelf, grateful she’d bought the bulk case on sale. “This is the absolute last one. Tomorrow, you two are transitioning to dry kibble.”

      She popped the lid, the fishy scent filling the kitchen. The tuna flopped onto two paper plates, and she set them on the linoleum. At this rate, she was going to end up broke and buried under a mountain of strays.

      She could see it now—her tombstone, if anyone bothered to buy one: Here lies a woman who couldn’t turn away animals and died giving all her food to five hundred cats.

      A laugh bubbled out of her, brittle and soft. The absurdity of it. The truth of it.

      The cats dove in, the frantic scraping of their plates echoing across the kitchen as they licked the porcelain clean. Lucy’s tail flicked with satisfaction; the orange tabby had devoured his portion so fast he was now eyeing Lucy’s leftovers.

      Isabelle rolled her shoulders back, stretching the kink out of her spine. Her lower back popped, a reminder that she’d been hunched over grading papers for three hours. “All right, you’ve had your dinner. Time for mine.”

      Her phone buzzed from the depths of her purse, the jarring ringtone cutting through the quiet. She lunged for it, her heart lifting—maybe it was the credit union finally calling back about her student loan refinancing.

      The compound interest on her degree was eating her alive, gnawing at her paycheck every month. No matter how many PB&J lunches she packed, no matter how many extras she cut, the principal balance refused to budge.

      She swiped the screen. “Hello?”

      “Izzie! Oh my god, you sound winded. Are you actually entertaining a guy?”

      Isabelle winced at the childhood nickname. She’d been “Isabelle” for a decade now, since she’d graduated college and decided she was a grown adult who deserved a grown adult name. But to Beth, she’d always be little Izzie, the sister who never had a date to prom.

      She looked down at the orange tabby, currently licking his paw with the focused intensity of a creature who had zero bills and zero worries. “He’s orange, has no tail, and is solely using me for seafood. What’s up, Beth?”

      “Are you busy tonight? And before you answer, grading papers and watching reruns of The Bachelor doesn’t count.”

      Isabelle glanced back at the stack of vocabulary cards waiting on the table. Her lesson plans for the week were half-finished. She had three more tests to grade. The apartment needed vacuuming. And she was so, so tired.

      A quiet night in sounded paradise-adjacent. But the sheer predictability of her calendar was starting to feel claustrophobic. The same walls. The same cats. The same stack of papers. The same empty side of the bed.

      “I actually do have a lot to do, Beth.”

      “No way. You are getting your groove on with us tonight. It has been literal centuries since you came out.”

      Isabelle bit the inside of her cheek. The last time she’d gone out with her sisters, they had both vanished into the VIP section with a pair of bouncers. She’d spent three hours in the corner, holding three coats and sipping a Coke, playing designated driver.

      When they’d finally emerged, giggling and drunk, she’d driven them home in silence. Then she’d driven herself home, alone, her apartment dark and cold, and she’d lain in bed staring at the ceiling while the radio played love songs and her side of the bed ached with emptiness.

      She didn’t want to feel that tonight. She couldn’t.

      “Please?” Beth pouted through the line. “We haven’t seen you since Christmas at Mom’s, and that was eight months ago. Eight months, Izzie.”

      “I have a whole week of lesson plans to map out⁠—”

      “The Saints just wrapped up a huge home game, Izzie. The whole team is celebrating, and we’re going to the hotel lounge where the offensive line hangs out.”

      Isabelle froze. The phone pressed tighter against her ear.

      Damn it. Beth knew her weakness. She’d had a massive, unapologetic crush on their star quarterback for three seasons. She’d watched every game, knew his stats, memorized his interviews. The man had arms like tree trunks and a smile that could power the entire city through a blackout.

      “Fine.” Isabelle pointed a warning finger at the phone. “But only if we take a rideshare. I am not playing party chauffeur for you and Kate tonight. Deal?”

      A high-pitched shriek blasted through the speaker. Isabelle yanked the phone away from her ear, wincing.

      “Deal! Oh my god, be ready in an hour!”

      The line went dead.

      Isabelle stared at the blank screen. A bright, jittery burst of excitement fluttered in her stomach, doing literal flips. It was the exact same electric feeling she’d gotten the time she’d won a fifty-dollar scratch-off lottery ticket, the shock of luck humming through her veins.

      Something good was going to happen tonight. She could feel it.

      She looked down at the cats, who had both curled into tightly wound spheres of fur on the rug. Lucy’s purr vibrated through the linoleum. The orange tabby’s stump twitched in his sleep.

      “If I get left stranded at a bar downtown,” Isabelle warned, “I’m cutting off your tuna supply.”

      They didn’t even blink.
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        * * *

      

      Forty-five minutes later, Isabelle stepped out of the bathroom. Steam curled around her, carrying the scent of her favorite vanilla body wash. Her caramel hair was pinned up in loose, glossy curls, a style that had taken three tries and a YouTube tutorial. She’d traded her teacher-cardigan—a frumpy beige thing that smelled like dry-erase markers—for a maroon mini skirt that had been hiding in the back of her closet since college. The black glitter halter top was a risk. A statement.

      The plastic price tag scratched against her ribs, and she yanked it off with a sharp snap. Still there. Of course. She’d bought this for a party she’d never actually attended, too tired and too poor to make it.

      Tonight was different.

      She transferred her keys, ID, and a tube of red lipstick into a tiny, beaded clutch. It felt strange to carry something so small. No grading pens. No extra throat lozenges. No spare reading glasses. Just her, and a few inches of fabric, and the desperate hope that maybe, just maybe, something exciting would happen.

      Outside, a car horn honked twice.

      Isabelle unlatched the front door and nudged the two cats toward the porch. Lucy shot her a look of pure betrayal. The orange tabby just yawned, revealing a pink tongue and a shocking lack of teeth.

      “Don’t wait up, guys. I fully intend to be late.”

      She stepped onto the porch, and the air pressure dropped.

      It happened so fast her knees almost buckled. The humidity of the evening pressed down on her, thick and electric. A massive jagged crack of lightning split the distant sky, turning the twilight a bruised, violent purple.

      For a moment, the whole world was illuminated—the damp grass, the sagging oak tree in her yard, the peeling paint on the porch railing, all of it frozen in harsh white light.

      A strange, electric hum vibrated through the air, so intense the tiny hairs on Isabelle’s arms stood straight up. The sharp, metallic scent of ozone filled her nose, making her skin tingle with a bizarre, restless energy.

      She rubbed her arms, staring up at the churning storm clouds. The feeling was electric, humming right down to her bones.

      Something awesome was definitely going to happen tonight. She could feel it.
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          KOHL

        

      

    

    
      Kohlxchijr choked, spitting out a mouthful of brackish swamp water. His left flank seized—a violent spasm that ripped through the jagged tear in his oblique. Blood gushed hot and thick, staining the murky water around him.

      Two triangular ripples broke the surface, steering directly toward him.

      Gators. Thrax.

      He forced his jaws open and let out a guttural dragon roar that rattled the surrounding cypress trees. The sound was wrong—raw, bleeding, his human throat protesting the effort. But the creatures paused, their ancient instincts giving him a moment’s hesitation.

      He couldn’t shift. The physical toll of transformation in his weakened state would knock him out cold.

      He’d wake up as fodder for these oversized lizards—or worse, be found by humans who’d cut him open on a steel table, his scales hanging in some museum, his bones cleaned and catalogued.

      Overhead, the distant whine of a jet engine cut through the air. Kohl ducked lower into the reeds, his chest aching with longing. He remembered racing those silver birds on his earlier trips, back when his wings were whole and the skies were safe.

      Now he was grounded, dragging himself through the muck like a wounded skrath-beast.

      Blinking his nictitating membranes to clear the mud from his eyes, he focused on the invisible compass humming in his mind. His internal homing beacon locked onto Dena’s coordinate. She was close. Not close enough.

      The thick stench of rotting vegetation and stagnant water flooded his nostrils. It smelled worse than a hedge monster’s flatulence.

      Who would choose to live in a swamp? The humidity clung to his scales like a second skin, and every breath brought more of the cloying, decaying scent into his lungs.

      He tapped his portal bracelet, twisting the dial to engage his stealth cloaking. The familiar hum vibrated against his wrist⁠—

      The water exploded.

      A massive gator lunged from the depths, its jaws clamping shut on his hind leg. Blinding, white-hot agony shot up Kohl’s spine. The creature’s teeth sank through scales and into flesh, and he roared—not with warning this time, but with pure, primal pain.

      “Stupid amphibian!” Krath!

      He braced his legs around the thrashing reptile, pinning its body against the mud to stop its death roll. The thing was strong—stronger than anything on Renjer that swam in water this murky. He wedged his front talons into its prehistoric jaws, prying them open with a sickening crack of bone.

      “Never bite a Renjer again,” Kohl rasped, his voice a low vibration that rumbled through the swamp. “My shell-born brothers would eat you for breakfast.”

      He hurled the gator yards away. It hit the water with a massive splash and swam off in a frantic hurry, leaving a trail of bubbles and disturbed silt.

      More shadows prowled the dark water. Their eyes caught the fading twilight, reflecting like dying stars. Before another could get brave, Kohl punched the button on his bracelet, wrapping his scales in an invisible kinetic shield.

      Neither his shield nor his cloaking device worked back home anymore. The Tryn had completely jammed Renjer’s power grid. Yet here on Earth, they hummed perfectly—a mystery he had to solve. If his people’s technology could work here, if the crystals he’d sensed before were real...

      A wave of dizziness hit him. The edges of his vision turned pitch black, the world narrowing to a tunnel of pain and desperation. The poison from the spear was working fast, spreading through his veins like liquid fire. His heart stuttered. He had to reach Dena before it stopped.

      Through the thick fog of pain, a harsh beam of artificial light sliced through the darkness.

      “Look, Lyle, them gators are tracking something.” A rough male voice, thick with the local drawl. “Bring that light over here so I can see better.”

      Kohl squinted through the reeds. Two human men stood on a wooden pier, a small speedboat bobbing in the water beside them. The shorter one—Lyle, probably—raised a flashlight, the beam sweeping across the swamp.

      “Shoot. Those things are headed this way.” The first man’s voice went tight with excitement. “Let me get our rifles. We’ll have a bunch of hides to sell.”

      Kohl didn’t have the time or the strength for a firefight. His legs felt like lead, each step requiring Herculean effort. He slid beneath the surface, his invisible armor masking the ripples. The water closed over his head, dark and suffocating. He swam directly under the wooden pier, his lungs burning, the weight of his massive body dragging him down.

      With a final burst of adrenaline, Kohl hauled his mass over the gunwale of the speedboat. The fiberglass groaned under his weight, and he froze—but the men were still arguing about which rifle to grab. His human-sized hand smashed the ignition button.

      The engine roared to life.

      The men screamed—actual, high-pitched screams—as their boat seemingly put itself into gear and tore away from the dock. Kohl gunned the throttle, throwing up a massive wake as he sped upstream toward Dena’s shoreline clinic.

      She’ll make sure they get their boat back, he thought, the darkness pressing in again. She always insists on fixing my messes anyway.
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, the boat slammed hard into Dena’s private dock, right next to the small, aluminum fishing boat she used to navigate the shallow bayou channels. The impact jarred through Kohl’s bones, and he killed the engine, his hands shaking with the effort.

      The back door of the clinic flew open. Dena sprinted onto the wood, stopping dead in her tracks. Her eyes went wide. Her nostrils flared, scenting the air—raw adrenaline, blood, something wrong.

      Kohl blinked, realizing his cloaking was still active. To her, an empty boat had just crashed into her yard. She’d be calling the police any second.

      He tapped the bracelet, dropping the stealth field. The air shimmered, revealing his massive form crouched in the boat. Then he forced his body to shrink down, his bones cracking and shifting back into a human shape.

      The sheer agony of the transformation drew a ragged scream from his throat.

      “Ah... Kohl?” Dena rushed forward, dropping to her knees on the dock.

      “Spear. Poison.” The words slurred, his tongue thick and useless. The world tilted sideways, and the darkness finally swallowed him whole.
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        * * *

      

      Kohl woke to the sensation of liquid fire pouring into his ribs. He cracked one eye open, wincing against the harsh fluorescent light of the indoor examination room. The ceiling was water-stained. A poster of a cat with a bandaged paw hung on the wall. Home. Safe.

      “Welcome back.” Dena stood over him, raising a glass of amber liquid in a mock toast. “Next time, try not to plow your stolen vehicle into my foundation.”

      Kohl shifted on the leather examination table, his muscles screaming in protest. He pulled up his torn shirt, finding a thick layer of medical gauze taped securely over his flank. “Thank you for extracting it.”

      Dena set her glass down with a sigh. “You owe me a new deck, by the way.”

      “Why?”

      “Gee, I don’t know...” She placed her hands on her hips, her sharp brown eyes glaring at him. “Maybe because you used a motorboat as a battering ram?”

      “As soon as the sun rises, I will repair it.” Kohl sat up, his head swimming. His Renjer healing traits were slower than his purebred shell-born brothers, but the wound was already knitting together beneath the bandage. The pain had faded from screaming agony to a dull, throbbing ache. “Do you have anything stronger to drink?”

      “Absolutely not.” Dena shook her head, her expression softening with something that might have been fond exasperation. “Last time you were here, you cleared out Hank’s entire liquor cabinet. He still thinks I poured hundreds of dollars of bourbon down the kitchen sink.”

      Kohl’s jaw tightened at the name. He had never met the man, but he loathed him—the way Dena’s voice went tight when she mentioned him, the way her shoulders hunched just slightly, a ghost of old hurt still pressing down on her. “Do you want me to hunt him down? We can discuss his behavior.”

      “No, definitely not.” Dena shook her head fiercely, her eyes flashing. “I finally got him out of my life, and I don’t want him back. Why are you here, Kohl? What happened?”

      “The Tryn ambushed me near our sanctuary.” The words came out flat, hollow. His clutch’s faces flashed in his mind—Nimra’s golden eyes, the twins’ synchronized breathing, Taurian’s gruff concern. “I couldn’t lead them back to my family while bleeding. The poison would have taken me before I cleared the mountains.”

      Dena’s expression softened. She crossed to the counter and picked up a glass jar, rattling the sharp, black stone spearhead inside. “Here’s your souvenir.”

      “Keep it.” Kohl looked away. The spearhead was nothing but a monument to his failure. A reminder that he’d been too weak to fight, too slow to dodge, too useless to save anyone. “Dena, do you have any crystals here? Anything I can purchase?”

      She raised both eyebrows, staring at him like he’d grown a second head. “Maybe I should check your pupils for a concussion. Do I look like a jeweler to you?” She placed the jar on her bookshelf, right next to a framed photograph of her smiling with a python wrapped around her neck. Her arms were bare, tanned, confident. She looked like she’d wrestled that snake into submission and won.

      “No. It is for my world.” Kohl tapped the dead interface of his bracelet. “When I am on Earth, the ambient electromagnetic field powers my gear like a generator. I believe your planet houses a specific type of crystal matrix. It is the only explanation.”

      If he could find those crystals, he could bring power back to his people. They could activate their artillery and wipe the Tryn from the face of Renjer. His remaining clutch could stop hiding in the dark. His father would have to admit⁠—

      No. That path led nowhere. He had to focus on the mission.

      Dena frowned, her practical mind shifting into gear. She tapped her fingernails against the counter, a habit he’d come to recognize as deep thought.

      “What kind of crystal are we talking about? I’m a vet, Kohl, not a geologist. But... wait.” She snapped her fingers. “Billy.”

      “Billy?”

      “He owns a massive gemstone and mineral collection on the side. Has a bazillion of them encased in glass cases all over the walls of his bar downtown.”

      Kohl sat up straighter, ignoring the pull in his side. “A bar? No, this would be highly unique. Perhaps an extraterrestrial compound.”

      “Like a meteorite?” Dena nodded slowly. “He’s got a few of those too. Keeps them locked up in an antique safe behind the counter.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “Easy.” She grinned, and for a moment she looked like the fearless woman who’d dragged him out of the swamp. “His pet tarantula escaped a few months ago, and he called me panic-stricken. We searched the whole building until I told him to retrace his steps. Turns out, he’d opened the safe to admire his space rocks, got distracted by a phone call, and locked the spider inside.”

      Kohl swung his legs over the edge of the table. His boots hit the tile floor with a soft thud. “Tell me how to get to this Billy’s bar.”

      “Whoa, hold on.” Dena planted a hand firmly against his uninjured shoulder, pushing him back down. The warmth of her palm seeped through his torn shirt. “You are in no condition to go hunting for space rocks.”

      “Remember, I am not entirely human.” Kohl tugged his shirt up again. The angry, gaping wound had already faded into a dull, yellow-purple bruise. It was tender, but the lethal sting of the poison was gone. “We heal faster than your people.”

      Dena stared at his chest, her eyes tracing the bruise. She let out a defeated sigh, the tension bleeding from her shoulders. “Fine. You aliens heal entirely too fast. I’ll write down the address and the directions.”

      “Thank you.”

      She grabbed a notepad from the counter, her pen scratching across the paper. “You’re going to owe me for this, you know. The boat. The deck. Now I’m an accomplice to whatever you’re planning.”

      Kohl took the paper, folding it carefully into his pocket. “I will repay you. I swear it.”

      “By the ancestors’ fire?” she teased, tossing his own words back at him.

      He smiled—a rare, genuine thing that felt foreign on his face. “By the sky-right itself.”

      Dena shook her head, but she was smiling too. “Get out of here before I change my mind.”

      Kohl stood, testing his weight on his boots. The floor held steady. His legs held steady. Somehow, he had to convince this bartender to open that safe and let him examine the meteorites.

      And if the human refused...

      Kohl’s jaw tightened.

      If the human refused, Kohl would just have to take them. His family’s survival depended on it.
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      Isabelle climbed out of the rideshare in front of Billy’s Bar, and the bass of the music slammed into her chest like a second heartbeat. The rhythm pulsed through her ribs, sending a thrill dancing down her spine.

      The band was covering her current favorite song—the one she’d been listening to on repeat during her morning commute for weeks. A good omen.

      She tipped her head back, scanning the New Orleans sky. The moon hung low and silver, sharp as a blade against the humid darkness, surrounded by a scattering of stars that seemed to twinkle just for her.

      “Stop staring at the sky and let’s go dance.” Beth grabbed her arm, yanking her toward the neon-lit entrance. “Kate’s already inside. She snagged us chairs at the bar.”

      Of course Kate had arrived first. Her older sister had been winning races since they were toddlers—first to walk, first to talk, first to graduate, first to land a six-figure salary. Isabelle followed Beth through the wooden doors, and the noise hit her like a wave.

      Christmas lights strung across the ceiling cast a dim, hazy glow over the packed room. Red and green bulbs flickered over a sea of bodies.

      In the far corner, a live band squeezed onto a tiny stage, their rhythm driving the crowd into a sweaty, gyrating mass. The air smelled like spilled beer, cheap perfume, and desperate hope.

      Kate waved frantically from a set of barstools, pointing at three small
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