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      Kayrus

      I have one task: locate and activate the beacon to find the ship that was left on Earth over a thousand years ago. Without the ship the stranded Merlzhen have no chance of summoning help. With everyone searching for anyone who appears the tiniest bit alien it’s getting harder to move around. And I’m not the only one after the beacon…

      Olivia

      When my Gran gives me a family heirloom, I don’t expect the ring to be a long-forgotten alien artifact that attaches itself to my finger. My head fills with ancient memories and then an alien shows up, claiming I’m the only one who can help him save the world.
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      It’s been a week since the alien spaceship was shot out of the sky and rather dramatically fell to pieces all over the southwest of England. Since then all everyone, and I do mean everyone, has been talking about is aliens.

      The weirdest thing is the government, and the military, didn’t even try to keep it a secret. Like, I mean, why tell the truth now? This can’t be the first time aliens have visited Earth, not if they were prepared to invade.

      It doesn’t make sense. I’m no conspiracy theorist, but something is going on. And I’m not the only one who thinks so. Gran has been calling everyday asking when I’m coming to see her. Each time she is more insistent.

      Dad wants me to stay home because of the unrest, but I need to get out. Besides, she’s only two stops away on the train and I know the trains are still running. Not only that, but she’s an old lady in a big empty house. It’s not good for her to be alone so much.

      It must be Dad’s day off as he’s still at home. Damn it, I’d been hoping that he’d have picked up another shift to help quell the trouble or search for aliens or something.

      He looks up from the TV. “Where are you going?”

      I consider lying for a heartbeat, but he’ll be able to tell. Having a cop for a father sucks.

      “I’m going to check on Gran. She might need something.” I give him a small smile and a shrug.

      “If she needed something, she’d say. She calls every other day.”

      “She’s lonely.”

      “She’s a crazy old witch, that’s what she is,” he snaps.

      This time I can’t hold my tongue. “Why? Because she always said aliens are real? Or because she refuses to move out of that house?”

      Dad wants her to sell and live somewhere smaller and cheaper. He thinks she’s holding onto Mum’s inheritance when he could be using it. I think it’s her house and she can do whatever she wants. The house is old, and amazing, and worth a stack.

      He scowls at me. “It’s not safe out there. We’ve been invaded and they look like us.”

      “Which ones?” I shouldn’t be picking a fight, but I can’t help myself. Maybe I’ve been stuck in the house for too long. “The ones that were shot down or the ones that were already here?” I’ve been following the rebels on social media. They post up evidence that aliens have been here for one hundred and fifty years. Their theories are very convincing.

      “Don’t believe that crap.”

      “I’ll see you later.” There’s no point in trying to discuss the aliens with him. I don’t know if he’s been told he has to support what the government is saying or if he believes the spin. I don’t trust anyone right now. Especially anyone that claims to be telling the truth.

      He softens his voice. “Olivia, I mean it. It’s not safe.”

      I’m already at the front door. “If it’s safe enough for me to go to work, it is safe enough for me to see Gran.” I open the door and go out before he can argue. He treats me like a child. Maybe I should move in with Gran, I can imagine that making his head explode. But I can imagine living in that grand old house too easily.

      I almost regret taking this year off between school and university, but I needed the time to make some money so that I can move out. All my friends are at uni and they’re moving on with their lives. Meanwhile, I’m stuck at home and helping my younger brother and sister with their homework when I’m not working.

      I walk the block to the train station. There are soldiers on the street that weren’t there yesterday. They mill about, watching everyone enter and leave the station. Do they think an alien is going to catch the train?

      Would they?

      If they are trying to fit in, that’s a really good way to do it.

      I jog down the steps, scan my card, and wait. Three minutes later, I’m out of the cold and heading toward London. The train is less busy than usual, with people avoiding non-essential travel. It was a recommendation, not an order. How long until it becomes an order?

      I glance at the other travelers. Most have their gazes lowered as they stare at their phone—that’s how to spot an alien. They probably wouldn’t be holding a phone, so they’d be sitting around watching everyone else. Like me. My gaze catches with a guy’s. He looks away first and says something to his friend. Then he glances at me again.

      This time I pull my phone out of my pocket and pretend to be very busy.

      Aliens aren’t the danger.

      If the men follow me off, I’ll go into the nearest shop. I plan my escape route, but they get off at the stop before me. I breathe a sigh of relief.

      When I get off there are soldiers at the exit, and they are speaking to everyone slowing up the line. I try to peer ahead, but I’m too short to see past the people in front.

      So like everyone else I wait, with my hands shoved deep in my pockets to keep them warm. The aliens picked the wrong time of year to visit because it’s freezing—there’s even talk that the Thames might freeze and it hasn’t done that in several centuries. Climate change: making things shit everywhere. Though my toes would appreciate a little global warming right now. I shuffle to the front of the line.

      “ID.” The soldier puts his hand out.

      I rummage through my handbag and pull out my wallet to show him my driver’s license.

      The soldier checks my ID against something in his hand. Do they have photos of the aliens? Does he really think aliens are walking among us, catching trains, and pretending to be human? I’d much rather pretend to be an alien—and according to the news, there have been a few of them too.

      My heart quickens with excitement even though I’m not sure I want to meet an alien. What if those men on the train were aliens? I try to remember if there was anything special about them, aside from looking hot, and most definitely trouble. They had that air about them, like they were heading out to kick some heads—I see that look every time I go to work.

      Officially the aliens appear like us, mostly, but have a tail and can shape-shift into blue dragons. They are considered dangerous and to be reported on the special hotline.

      The soldier stares at me. “You shouldn’t be out.”

      I do my best not to roll my eyes. He sounds like my father but is only half his age. “I need to check on Gran, she’s old and lives alone.”

      Unofficially, the dangerous aliens have horns, or horn scars, beards that hide another set, and they have a musky scent.

      This guy has an overly generous beard. I hold his gaze and wonder if beneath his uniform hat he also has horns. I don’t know who to believe.

      I should believe the government, but they shot at an alien ship without bothering to say hello. Maybe they did, and that’s how they knew the aliens were here to invade. But if I was an alien wanting to invade a planet, I wouldn’t only bring one ship. I’d bring a swarm, or whatever a group of spaceships is called. Fleet? Flight?

      I curl my toes, waiting to be let through.

      The soldier calls over his buddy. “That’s not a good enough reason to be travelling.”

      I stare at them. “Yes, it is. She lives alone. She needs groceries and I need to make sure she’s taking her medications.” Gran will be mortified that I implied she can’t take care of herself.

      And if I have to stay at home all day every day, I will lose my mind. My mother is fretting about what’s going to happen if they don’t catch the aliens or if more show up. My father is spending more time at work, trying to catch the survivors from the crash and the alien supporting rebels.

      I asked him why, and he didn’t like that.

      Since then, I’ve bitten my tongue and try to say all the right things.

      The soldier hands back my ID. “Next time just call her.”

      How many aliens are running around England?

      No other countries are reporting any aliens. And most are supporting England in the crack down. Weird that no one wants to find them for science or anything. But it makes sense if the people in charge have all been taken over by the horned aliens as claimed by the rebels.

      I remind myself not to buy into the conspiracy that Earth has already been invaded and the winged guys are here to help, as I walk the rest of the way to Gran’s large, severe house. Well, it’s more of a small mansion. When I was going through my goth phase, it was the perfect place to sit on the front step and pretend to be cool under the watchful eye of the ravens that haunt the trees outside.

      I was not cool.

      I was just a chubby girl with home-dyed black hair and ripped tights. Gran totally enabled all of that. Mostly because she was goth from way back before it was a thing.

      I knock and can’t help but smile at the memories of sitting out the front. The time spent inside exploring the rooms, the attic. I used to beg to be allowed to sleep over, but Dad never allowed it.

      The door swings open and Gran smiles. “I was expecting you, come in.”

      I swear she must track my phone or something, because she always knows when I’m going to arrive. I hang my purple coat up on the hook and go through to the sitting room. Tea and cake are already laid out.

      She’s so weird.

      But she’s always had time for me and never expects me to do anything. With her, it’s enough that I exist. Sometimes she’d tell me stories, or we’d go through old photo albums. It was an escape from the press of my family.

      “How was the trip?” She pours the herbal tea. It smells sweet and looks like blood.

      “Fine, except for the soldiers.”

      She nods her head and her necklaces clink together. I count five chains. A variety of stones and charms will be hanging from them. Her bony hands are always decked out with rings, so she looks like a fairy tale witch. I’ve always wanted to be like her, because she doesn’t care what other people think.

      “How are you going with the extra security? Do you need me to run errands?”

      “No, I’ve been ordering online.” She sips her tea and there’s a glint in her eye. For the first time, she wants something from me.

      “I have something to give you. I’m too old and the time is right.”

      I almost choke on my tea. “What? Are you dying?”

      “No…but this is a job for a young woman.”

      I can feel my eyebrows lifting and my heartbeat quickening. “What kind of job?”

      When I was a kid, she’d pay me to polish her silverware or clean her jewelry—things I’d have done for free to spend time with her. This sounds a little more ominous.

      “You are a child of Morgen.”

      She’s always claimed we are descended from witches. “I know the story.”

      “No, you don’t. You know bits. And it’s not a story.”

      My father’s words echo in my skull. Crazy old witch. I eat some cake, so I don’t have to say anything.

      She puts down her teacup and stares at me. “My cousin disappeared one hundred years ago. She was taken by the Merlzhen to join them.”

      This is not the same story. I know about her missing cousin. Presumed dead after running away with a boy. But Merlzhen is the name of the winged aliens, the ones that the military is hunting. The cake clogs my mouth.

      “The Merlzhen return every hundred years, seeking mates. They don’t want to invade.”

      I swallow the lump of cake. “They came to kidnap human women?”

      “You have Merlzhen blood, as do I. Morgen was Merlzhen. Arzhur’s half-sister.”

      I have been hearing Arthurian mythology from Gran all my life. But not quite like this. She told me about battles and magic.

      “I don’t understand.”

      She puts two rings on the table. “You will need these.”

      “Why?” I pick them up, even though I suspect I shouldn’t. The rings are heavy in my hand. Not ones I’ve seen her wear before. They are kind of old looking with dragons wrapped around the blue stones. I want to slip it onto my finger.

      She reaches out before I can. “Don’t put them on yet.”

      “Then what am I supposed to do with them?” Sell them? They are gold and must be worth a small fortune.

      “I have failed because I should’ve seen the signs years ago and I didn’t. The Fomuri have been among us, not invading by force but by stealth. As a daughter of Morgen, it is your job to activate the signal to wake Arzhur and summon the Merlzhen.”

      I stare at her. She spoke English, but the words aren’t making sense.

      “I have to what? We can summon aliens?”

      “Only if we are under attack. Which we are…but it may already be too late.” She puts her hand over mine. “You mother will not do this. She never cared about our heritage. But you do. I can trust you to do this.”

      The rings bite into my palm. “So the winged aliens are the good guys and we’re part alien?”

      “Only a tiny part,” she says with a sincere smile.

      Shit, she’s not joking. “And I’m supposed to do what?”

      “Activate the alarm.”

      “Which is where?” I say like this is a perfectly reasonable conversation to be having with my grandmother.

      “St Mary’s.”

      “Which one?” There’s at least a dozen in London alone.

      “That I do not know.”

      Of course she doesn’t.
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      My tail is aching from being tucked out of site for the last two days as I do my best to pass for a human. I have no human in my lineage but clothed in winter garb I believe I’m passable. I glance over at the other man that I was forced to take with me—though honestly, this is a job I could’ve done by myself.

      I spent over ten years carrying out secret missions for the Merlzhen military. As a reward, I was put on this protection run. It feels more like a demotion. For the last ten years, there has been nothing to do but watch the others find their mates and wait until my name was selected. Not even I know how the selections are made. Maybe I was chosen for this planet because of the lack of human blood in my veins.

      Now those that found their mate first are all gone. Few men and fewer mates survived the destruction and fall. Those that made it to the survival pods are scattered—and I assume in hiding. Which makes finding the beacon even more important.

      Find the beacon, kill some Fomuri. It’s a mission I can get behind, and more exciting than stealing to equip our little rebellion. I flex my fingers, eager to be doing something with all my training.

      “You’re in a good mood,” Malo says.

      I grin. “Yep.”

      While finding the beacon is going to be like finding one particular pebble in an asteroid belt, I look forward to the challenge. For a long time, the beacon was kept safe by the King of this place. But that was when they knew what it was they were guarding. These days…these days the city looks like some backwater planet that hasn’t figured out what to do with its litter and is more concerned with reaching for the stars than looking after its people.

      In another hundred years Earth will have sorted itself out or ended itself. I’ve seen it go both ways. Stepped in to assist development once—it’s not something we like to do, but strategically it was better to have them as allies than let them be taken over.

      Malo looks at me like I’m some kind of freak.

      All the men are here because they want a mate. But I have made diplomatic missions on every planet we stopped at. Few on the ship know what I am. Most believe that like them, I need a mate. I am happy to let them assume.

      I lean against the post in the train, watching people get on and off. For the moment, we have no plan beyond exploring the city. I have a small device that locates Merlzhen tech, but it only works at close range. And the beacon will be giving off a very faint signal, if at all. It’s been so long…

      I floated the idea of building a new one, but Cado pointed out we’d need parts from Avalon and since we need the beacon to find the ship, the whole argument became kind of circular.

      I’ve already drafted my recommendation for the next mission. Every grounding party shall take an emergency beacon. I am of course assuming that I will get the chance to write my next report and that someone will read it.

      A woman catches my eye. She’s got short golden hair that peaks out from beneath her gray knitted hat and is wearing a purple coat. She stares at me for a moment, and I wonder if my tail has slipped free. I glance back to check no tails are out, and when I look back, she is staring at the device in her hand.

      I spend a moment looking at her before Malo elbows me in the ribs. I want to shove him away and keep looking. Maybe approach her…but that’s not the mission.

      Malo and I get off at the next stop.

      The city is crawling with soldiers.

      I take back my earlier assessment. This isn’t like a trash filled backwater planet. It’s worse. The people don’t realize they have already lost their freedom. By the time there are soldiers on the ground, it’s too late. Even if I shouted it from the roofs, or wrote an article for their still printed newspapers, I doubt anyone would take me seriously.

      Malo gives a soft hiss. “This is really bad.”

      “Yeah, it is.” I’ve been in worse though. “It’s fine.”

      Malo flicks me a glance. “How is this fine?”

      I debate about coming clean for a half a second and decide that concealing what I am serves no purpose. “I’m special ops.”

      He blinks and stares at me like I spoke in some language from the edge of the system—I didn’t but I could. “Why are you even here?”

      “There’s always one on a protection run. My number came up.” The higher ups must think, Congratulations for your service, go find a mate!

      “You could’ve had your pick of planets.”

      “Not the way it works.” And here I am, stuck like the rest of them, waiting to be annihilated. I breathe in the damp, polluted air. Nothing makes me feel more alive. “Come on, we have a lot of ground to cover.”

      Malo shakes his head. “Why didn’t they tell us special ops was onboard?”

      “Because I’m here to observe.” A soldier approaches us. He looks a good size unlike the last one we passed who was far too scrawny. I lean into Malo. “Jump down that alley.”

      I twist the bezel of my jump watch and take a step. In a stride, and a lurch of my stomach that I have never quite gotten used to, I am ten meters away.

      The soldier gives a shout and follows, just as I’d hoped.

      “You’re about to join the human military, Malo.” I draw my weapon, before the man can put his finger on the trigger of his quaint projectile weapon he drops.

      Malo strips him and puts the uniform on. One down, one to go.

      Five minutes later we repeat the process, this time taking the uniform from a dead-eyed drone. He won’t tell anyone what happened, his poor fried brain wouldn’t know how to put what he saw into words, but it’s possible that the Fomuri will download his memories.

      I squat in front of him and stare into his empty eyes. The Fomuri have taken what made him a person and overwritten his mind in much the same way one overwrites computer files, so that now he lives only to serve them.

      “I’m General Kayrus of the Merlzhen.” I don’t bother with my lineage, as it will mean nothing to the Fomuri. “Your hostile takeover has been reported. This is your first and only warning to withdraw.” I smile. Then lower the drone’s eyelids. This man wasn’t anything special to the Fomuri, but to his family he had been. They will grieve the loss and I regret causing them more pain.

      Malo hisses. “You’re a fucking general?”

      I check the rank slides on the human uniform. “Not anymore.”
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      I think Gran expected me to jump up and say, ‘let’s go and search the churches’, and she’s kind of disappointed that I didn’t.

      Aliens have been in the news all week, but I didn’t expect Gran to be offering another theory. Our tales of Merlin and Arthur are wrong. Arthur never fought off the fae or other supernatural invaders. There was no magic. Only aliens.

      The only part that is correct is that Arthur is sleeping, waiting to rise when we need him. Well, we need to wake him first. I slip my hand into my bag and make sure the rings are still there.

      Is alien technology hidden in the rings?

      I want to slip one on to see what it will do, but Gran said I had to wait. That I would know when the time was right. I don’t know how much of this is real, but she has never bullshitted me. Which makes this even worse. I’m part alien and I have to save the day.

      I’m nineteen. I don’t even know what I want to do with the rest of my life. How am I supposed to do this when no one even remembers what this is?

      I’m not going to magically figure this shit out.

      My parents are going to be next to useless. No, they’ll be worse than useless. If I go home and tell mum we’re part alien, she’ll ask if I’ve been taking drugs. She’ll tell me to stop talking to Gran. But Gran’s cousin, Daisy was taken by aliens. She gave the rings to Gran and told her to keep them safe before she left with her alien boyfriend. Gran had actually met an alien as a child. And when Daisy had been reported missing, Gran had said nothing. She’d kept the secret because she knew no one would believe her.

      I stop and turn to look up the block at Gran’s house.

      Is Gran dying?

      No…we’ve been invaded, and I have to do something.

      Over one thousand years and it comes down to me. I don’t like humanity’s chances. I’m not exactly thief or spy material. I can’t do a chin up, and I don’t speak another language, and I’m certainly no bombshell.

      Two soldiers walk toward me.

      I feel guilty already, and I haven’t done anything yet. I pull out my driver’s license ready to be told off for wandering around, again.

      All I want to do is go home and do some research and think about what I’m going to do with the rings. I doubt there is any guidebook or signposts pointing toward what I should look for in the churches. No sign that says ‘ring this bell to wake King Arthur’. But a girl can dream.

      “ID,” The taller soldier says. He looks kind of familiar.

      This isn’t a check point, but I’m not about to argue with two men with guns, so I hand over my driver’s license. I’m going to start wearing it around my neck on a lanyard if this keeps up.

      “Where are you headed?” the other one asks.

      “Home.” If that’s okay with you.

      The tall one is holding something in his hand and he’s looking at me like he knows I’m hiding something.

      I want to grasp the rings, but if I put my hand in my bag, they might think I’m going for a weapon. Then they’ll shoot me, and I’ll be dead. I can picture myself on the footpath, bleeding out too easily. What will Gran do with the rings then?

      I shiver and drag my attention back to the soldiers.

      The tall one smiles. He’s hot, for a soldier. Blue eyes, golden skin like he’s just returned from a holiday in Spain, and he looks like he could pick me up with no trouble. But I’d never date a man in uniform. Not after having a cop for a dad.

      He hands back my ID. “What do you make of all this?”

      “All what? The city full of soldiers?”

      “Aliens,” he says.

      I’m pretty sure there is a right and a wrong answer, but I’m not sure which is which. I opt for the safe one instead. “I haven’t seen any.”

      Fuck, Gran, why did you do this to me?

      I resist the urge to shuffle nervously and force myself to stand still, like chatting to hot soldiers is part of my day-to-day life. It’s going to be happening a lot more, so I’d better get used to it.

      He laughs and nods, and his gaze turns skywards. “Yeah, let’s hope it stays that way.” Then he sighs. “Have a good day.”

      “Yeah, you too.”

      He stands aside so I can brush past. I take two steps and stop; aware something is wrong. His hand is on my bag. I grab the strap and turn. “What are you doing?”

      “What’s in your bag?” He doesn’t remove his hand.

      “Nothing. My phone…” the rings. “Lip gloss, the usual.” I try to tug away from him.

      The other man steps closer. Now I remember where I’ve seen them. On the train. Maybe they were going to work, and that’s why they were alert and watchful.

      “I need to see what’s in your bag,” the tall one says.

      “You don’t have that right.” I try to pull the bag toward me.

      “Shall I take you to the base? They’re holding anyone thought to be alien sympathizers. Are you a sympathizer?” The other one threatens.

      That depends on the alien.

      His hand is still on the bag. I can’t fight him.

      “Fine. I slide my hand into the bag and start handing things over to the other one, never taking my gaze from the one holding my bag. Phone. Let them check it. I have made no pro-winged alien posts. I haven’t even liked any. They don’t even look at the phone.

      Three tampons.

      Two tubes of lip gloss.

      House keys.

      A pen.

      I slide the rings on.

      And then I can’t breathe as I’m electrocuted.

      My knees give way and I understand why people say their legs turn to jelly—that’s exactly how it feels. Then my brain melts as images stream through it too fast for me to watch. The tall one catches me with one arm and I’m gazing up at him.

      Wow, his eyes are blue. I want to drown in them.
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      I did not expect the pretty blond from the train to be carrying Merlzhen tech. She hadn’t been when I’d first seen her, which means she’d been on a mission to collect it from someone.

      That means there is a resistance. I grin, this day is getting better and better.

      I hadn’t picked her as a fighter, but the best ones never look like a threat. I let go of the bag and scoop her up before she hits the pavement, then I sit her on a bench and wait for that dazed expression to pass.

      The tech is old, a thousand years or so old, but it’s clearly having an effect.

      I don’t think it’s a weapon, but it’s rather hard to tell. On planets that aren’t space faring, we hide our tech as something plain and make it easy to use.

      I grasp her hand and study the rings.

      “Is she going to be all right?” Malo asks.

      “No idea.” That’s not an exaggeration or a lie. One ring has a dragon wrapped around a blue stone. The tech is in the stone. The dragon is the only clue that it is ours. The other ring has two dragons. I would say they are part one and part two, and she shoved them both on at once.

      It might fry her brain.

      “She’s got Merlzhen blood,” Malo adds.

      “Hmm, so does ten percent of the population on this landmass.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “It’s my job to know.”

      Her eyelids flicker and close. I put my ear to her chest. Her heart still beats, and she still breathes. Until she recovers, there isn’t much we can do. I need to find where she got the rings, and what they do, but I am loath to take them off until whatever is happening to her is done.

      “I don’t think it’s going to kill her.” And there isn’t enough of an energy reading for it to be a weapon.

      The rings were left here for a reason. I keep a hold of her hand and study the intricate lines of the dragon. It’s definitely meant to be a fully shifted Merlzhen.

      A thousand years has been long enough for the people here to go from superstition to breaking the atmosphere and filling the area around their planet with junk. Another thousand could see them revert or become an interstellar trading partner.

      Or if the Fomuri have their way, in one thousand years Earth will be a desolate rock suitable only for use as a prison planet. I spent a year on one of them once—not something I want to repeat.

      Her eyelids flutter again.

      “Hey.” I give her hand a squeeze. Just as I’m beginning to think ripping off the rings might be a good idea; she gasps like she’s resurfacing from a depth.

      She grips my hand and stares at me like she knows me, then she draws in a breath. “I saw everything.”

      Ah, so that’s what one of the rings does. It’s an old-fashioned upload device. I glance down and notice a trickle of blood where the ring sits on her finger. I’m glad I didn’t pull it off as it’s now bonded to her.

      She’s also now full of archaic nanobots.

      I’m not sure that is a good thing, but there’s not a lot I can do about that until Avalon is found. With luck it’s operational and has a full med suite, or at least what passed for one back then.

      “Okay…” I’ll get to the everything she saw in a moment. “Do you know your name?”

      She blinks, her green eyes dark because her pupils are wide. “Olivia Bass.”

      “Pleased to meet you, I’m Kayrus Dar.” I give her my mother’s name as proof of my line. “What did you see?”

      She glances at our linked hands. Malo is standing behind her. If anyone approaches, we’ll have some lying, or shooting, to do.

      Olivia scowls and tries to pull her hand away. “Nothing. I haven’t eaten, and I felt faint. Thank you for helping. I need to go.”

      Nice try. I can’t help but smile. “This is a Merlzhen ring. I need to know what you saw.”

      She stares at me. “Nothing. I don’t even know what you are talking about.”

      Malo smirks.

      “If you don’t let me go, I’ll scream.” She lifts her chin and I’m reasonably sure she means it.

      I lean in close. I don’t like outing myself to random humans, but Olivia is no longer random. “And I am Merlzhen, and I need to know what you saw.”

      She turns her head, and her breath is on my ear. A shiver runs along my spine to the tip of my tail, which twitches against my belly where it is wrapped around my waist—a slight improvement on shoving it down a trouser leg, but not much. “Prove it.”

      I like her fire. She’s dangerous.

      “Look down.” She does, and I let the tip of my tail slide out between the buttons of my stolen shirt.

      “That could be fake.”

      “You think I’m hiding horns?” I’m clean shaven, or I had been a week ago before the fall, and my hair is short.

      “I think you’re hiding something.”

      “So are you. Why do you have these rings? Where did you get them? Are you with a group of rebels?”

      “Why are you dressed like a soldier? Did you follow me from the train?” She glances behind. “Is he…” she lifts her eyebrows. “One of you too?”

      I consider refusing to answer until she has answered mine, but I need her to trust me. “I changed clothes to fit in. No, I wasn’t following you, I was searching for Merlzhen tech signals, and yes, Malo is. Now answer my questions.”

      “My grandmother gave me the rings. She said I have to…” She licks her lip, and I can’t help but track the movement. It’s been a while since I’ve been with anyone, and she’s pretty and smells good.

      “Yes?” I need to know who her grandmother is and where she lives. Maybe I can get more answers from her.

      “I need to activate the alarm and summon help.”

      “Do you know where it is?”

      “Kind of.”

      That’s good enough for me. “Let’s go.”

      “What? No. I’m not going anywhere with you.” She tries to pull her hand away, and I let her.

      “We want the same thing. To summon help before it’s too late.” The Fomuri have captured or killed at least half a dozen Merlzhen that I know of. That doesn’t include any survivors that haven’t checked in.

      “Why haven’t you activated it?”

      “Because we have to find it. Thus, why I was searching for Merlzhen tech. Which lead me to you. Now, what did you see?”

      The suspicion is back on her face. “Shouldn’t you know that, since it’s yours?”

      “Neither of us is that old,” Malo says.

      I smile even though frustration is simmering in my blood. She’s holding up my mission. “He’s right. It’s old tech. And it’s some kind of upload device, so you’re now swimming with nanobots. I don’t know what they’ll do to you, or if they were corrupted and will damage you. So how about you tell me what you saw, and I’ll figure out if you’re going to experience any negative side effects.”

      “How negative?”

      Malfunctioning nanobots can erase memories, create false ones, or even destroy all memory making facilities. Assuming they were only a memory upload. She’s mostly human, so might be allergic. I just don’t know….

      I shrug. “Death is usually the end result, but it’s what happens in between that is unpleasant.”
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      My finger is burning and bleeding, and my head is hammering like my brain is too big for my skull. New memories surface and vanish just as fast, leaving me confused. Trying to follow what he’s saying while processing what I remember—which is weird because they aren’t my memories, even though they feel that way—is difficult.

      And now Kayrus is telling me it might kill me?

      That I’m full of nanobots?

      No, I don’t want to be a part of this.

      “You take the ring and see for yourself.” I tug at the metal, but it has latched onto me.

      He puts his hand over mine. “Leave it on. You’ve taken the nanobots, it’s useless now.”

      I pull on the other ring, and it slides off easily. I’m stunned. “Why didn’t this one bite me?”

      “It’s either broken or does something else.” He holds out his hand like he expects me to hand it over.

      Yeah, he might be an alien, a Merlzhen, but I’m not handing over the ring that Gran entrusted to me. I close my fingers around it. “It’s mine.”

      “It’s not a bauble.”

      “No shit.”

      He presses his lips together. “I need to know what you saw.”

      I don’t really want to dig into those memories. They feel too real, but they aren’t mine. They belong in another era. To another person. I shake my head. “There’s too much there.”

      “Did you see a ship? Avalon? Do you have the coordinates? Do you know what the beacon looks like?” He fires off questions like I’m a subordinate.

      “I don’t know.” Avalon is a ship? I thought it was the place Arthur went when he died, ready to rise again when needed…ohh. I shouldn’t be a part of this, or is this what Gran meant for me to do? Help the Merlzhen? “Arthur is in the ship, waiting to be woken?”

      “When the beacon is activated; the ship will wake him.”

      “We should get off the street, Kayrus,” the other alien says.

      I glance around, there are people looking. Most hurry by not wanting to be mixed up in any trouble. They don’t know the half of it. I could call for help, say that these two are aliens that are accosting me. But I’m stuck with the knowledge in my head, and they know what they’re doing.

      Shit. I’m going to have to help them.

      We’re going to save the world.

      I suppress a laugh and end up coughing.

      “Are you okay?” Kayrus’s features pinch with concern.

      I clear my throat. “Fine.”

      I don’t know how to explain to him that I am a no one. A dumpy girl who has no plans for the future, no idea what she wants to be, and no special skills.

      Then I remember I am a descendant of Morgen. That could be crap, but these are someone’s memories. Maybe hers.

      Do I go with them, or do I take them to Gran’s? Or do we head straight for the alarm, or beacon as they call it?

      I glance up at him. “The sooner you activate the beacon, the sooner you can get these memories out of my head?”

      He hesitates. “I don’t know if the memories can be removed. The nanobots can be deactivated though, unless they deactivated themselves after uploading the new memories. It’s old tech. We don’t do it that way anymore.”

      Great.

      He takes my hand. “I wish I had more answers for you.”

      “Me too.” I force out a breath. “The beacon is in St Mary’s. Or it was. It may not be anymore.”

      “Let’s go.”

      “There’s more than one. And we don’t know what we are looking for.”

      “I’ll know when we get there.”

      “You can’t walk into a church and take something.”

      Kayrus stands. “Watch me.”

      For a moment I think he’s going to grow wings right there, in the middle of the street. He doesn’t.

      “You aren’t serious. We aren’t actually going to do this, are we? I can’t. I’ll go to prison. I don’t want to go to prison.” Just because I don’t have definite plans for the future doesn’t mean I’m willing to surrender it because some alien asked.

      “We will protect you.”

      “You couldn’t protect me from your own tech.” I wave my bleeding finger at him.

      “You did that to yourself.” He considers me for a heartbeat. “I would’ve been happy to take those memories and let you go.”

      I force myself to stand. My legs still feel weird. I feel weird, like I no longer fit my skin. “It’s a bit late for that. It’s not like there were any instructions.”

      Although Gran told me not to put them on. Did she know this would happen, or was that the wisdom passed down the line?

      “Was Morgen a real person?” Images flick through my mind. Blue dragons, men with swords. Horned, hairy demons…Fomuri. Every time I blink, there’s something else to see. The sleek white and gold of what I can only imagine is a spaceship. I stumble, disorientated, and Kayrus catches me.

      “I’m fine,” I lie. I am not fine and I’m hoping it will pass and not get worse.

      He presses his lips together, clearly not believing me, but he doesn’t argue. “Yes, Morgen was real. She was Arzhur’s sister and the captain of Avalon. Why? Is there a message from her?”

      I shake my head. “I was told I am her descendant.”

      One drop of Merlzhen blood. Is that why the ring bit me?

      Kayrus grins, his teeth are a little too pointy to be human. “She made the rings. It probably wouldn’t have even worked on me.”

      “It needed her blood line,” Malo says.

      “You believe me, just like that?” I made an outlandish claim, that I’m not sure I even believe, and they are on board like it’s obvious.

      Kayrus takes my hands. “You have the rings, know where the beacon is, and have someone’s memories in your head. Most likely hers.”

      “Why not Arzhur’s?”

      “Because he was only a war leader.”

      “Then why is he the one sleeping, not her?” Cold floods my veins as I unravel the truth on my own. “She died uploading these memories.”

      Kayrus nods. “That is the old way of doing things.”

      I feel sick. “And the other ring?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What if there was more than two but they’ve gotten lost?” Do we need a complete set to activate the beacon?

      “We need to act with what we have. It’s all we have.”

      “I am not Morgen.” I’m not a captain of a ship, or a witch, or any of the other things she’s been called. Did Gran know this would happen? Is that why she knew she wouldn’t be able to do it?

      My stomach turns. I think it might be a side effect. Am I going to be dead by the end of the day?

      “No. But you have her memories. You just need to access them.”

      I wish the ring had come with a full set of instructions on how to do that because I don’t have time to learn on the job. But the ship isn’t going to find itself, and I think that’s where I need to go, and I don’t know how long I have before I get more side effects.

      I glare at him. “It’s not that easy.” Everything is a jumbled mess. “I have alien memories from over one thousand years ago in my head. Do you even understand what that’s like?”

      A headache is forming in my temples. I imagine nanobots trying to claw their way out, which isn’t helpful at all.

      “Olivia—”

      “I’m going to help. I need to if I don’t want my head to explode.”

      His eyes widen.

      My heartbeat doubles. “That was a joke. Not a good one. Unless you think that might happen?”

      “No, it’s not a usual side effect from uploads.”

      “Oh yeah? How many of you had?”

      Kayrus glances at Malo before answering. “Twenty or so.”

      “Why?” I don’t understand why anyone would want their head stuffed full of information.

      “Languages mostly.” His lips curve. “They don’t teach English in school.”

      Of course they wouldn’t. The memories I have aren’t in English either. Or at least not one I recognize. Some of them would be in Merlzhen. “I don’t speak whatever language the memories are in.”

      That erases his smile. He looks grim for a moment. “Still not the worst mission I’ve been on. We can make this work.”

      He almost sounds convincing.
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      Not the worst thing to happen, and definitely better than I expected. But I wish I had been the one to absorb the memories. Though if my suspicion is correct, only someone of Morgen’s line could’ve done it. Olivia looks nothing like a Merlzhen. The bloodline has been so diluted I wonder how much is even left in her body.

      Enough, clearly.

      “Let’s go somewhere and make plans.” I take her hand. She’s wearing both rings again.

      I’m sure there were detailed instructions, but Arzhur and Morgen probably didn’t expect such a long gap between attacks. I don’t even know if the ship will have been able to sustain him that long. But if we can find the ship, we can figure out a way to call for assistance. Maybe even get it flying.

      So much is unknown. That is the part I dislike. If Avalon is nothing but rubble, then all of this is a waste of time.

      “Go where?” she asks.

      “St Mary’s.” I could let go of her hand, but I like the way her skin feels against mine. That realization is enough to make me flinch and pull away.

      “We can’t go to every St Mary’s in London. It may not even be in London. There must be hundreds of St. Mary’s in England.” Olivia sighs and stares at the ground.

      I pull the tracker out of my pocket. “Even if there is one hundred in the city, I will be able to rule them out quickly.”

      She stares at the device. “How close do you need to be?”

      I don’t know her measurements. “I detected the rings from the train.”

      “Why did you get off so early?”

      “Because the signal was terrible, and I didn’t want to lose it. The tech is old, and the signal is weak.”

      “You were going to Gran’s house, but she gave me the rings before you got there. Would you have stolen them?”

      I keep my mouth closed. I’m not walking into that trap. But of course, I would’ve stolen them. I’ll steal every piece of Merlzhen tech I can put my hands on.

      “If you’d told her what you are, she’d have made you tea and handed them over.”

      “Maybe I should talk to her.”

      “Maybe you should, but she doesn’t know anything else. I asked.” That shoulder slump again. “She’d quiz you.”

      And I would tell her grandmother nothing. “We’ll figure this out, together.”

      Malo snorts. I’m sure he thinks my tail is getting knotted over Olivia. It isn’t. I don’t need or want a mate.

      She draws in a breath. “We should grab a cab and let him drive us around.”

      “Or I can borrow one of the cars parked on the side of the street and you can drive.”

      “I’m going to end up in jail,” she mutters.

      I press my lips together. “Does your Gran have a car?”

      “No. She hasn’t driven for years.” She worries at her lower lip and for a few heartbeats I’m mesmerized.

      I force myself to look away and consider our transport options. “Can you drive any of these vehicles?”

      “Yes. But they all need a key to start them. Do you even know how to hot-wire a car?”

      My language upload takes a moment to translate. When it does, I smile. I have hot-wired transports before.

      “It can’t be that different to taking a ship.” Some had a starting or unlocking mechanism. I had to steal blood once because that was how the ship was keyed to recognize the owner.

      “Go for something cheap.” She scans the street. “That white one…or the red one.”

      Neither car looks like it’s capable of much speed, but humans seem to make do.

      “Wait here.” I glance at Malo and try to ignore the doubt that forms about leaving her with him. As I approach the target red car, the blue one in front flashes as a man walks toward me. Even better. “That your car?”

      He slows and stares at me. “Err, yeah.”

      “I’m commandeering it. I have an alien sympathizer to take to base.”

      “Um…” he glances around.

      I put out my hand. “Now or do you want to be taken in for questioning too. Do you support the aliens?” I step toward him. “Is that why you are stalling?”

      “No.” He almost throws the keys at me, then turns and walks swiftly back the way he came.

      I turn and smile at Olivia and Malo, but they are already coming toward me.

      Olivia takes the keys from me and starts the car. Music fills the vehicle, but she immediately turns it down. I sit in the front with her, and Malo gets in the back.

      She draws in a few deep breaths and winces.

      I know she doesn’t feel well, but without a med suite, or even a field kit, there isn’t anything I can do to help her. I will not fail this mission. I will not die on Earth, as part of the crew that lost Earth to the Fomuri. I will not have that stain on my record. While my father is long dead, I have proven him wrong a million times. He put me in the military because he had no need for a third son—all he wanted was a daughter. He expected me to amount to nothing. With every mission, I have proven myself to be worth more than my brothers.

      “So I just drive and you direct?” Olivia asks.

      I turn the device on. It picks up the rings on her hands immediately, but nothing else. What if there is nothing else to find because it has all been destroyed? If Avalon is beyond waking, then we are doomed. We will be unable to warn the incoming ships and they will be destroyed, or worse, it will look like we are invading. “That will do.”

      I will cross this whole country if I have to. Turn over every rock and dig up every sacred site, castle, or military base.

      If I can find the ship, even if it is well past flying, then someone should be able to find a power source. We only need enough for comms.

      “Should I get on the motorway and loop around the city? What direction did you come from?” She glances at me.

      “West.”

      “Okay, I will go east.” She fiddles with something and a map appears on the screen, and then glances at me. “I want to make sure I’m heading in the right direction.”

      We should search systematically, but the roads here don’t seem to be in any order and some of them are one direction only. I don’t understand the layout of the city.

      As she drives, she mutters and works the levers. I watch each movement, cataloguing how the car behaves beneath her touch.

      “How is your head?”

      “Great…how do you think it is?” She snaps, then sighs. “It’s not just my head, everything hurts.” Her voice wobbles.

      I’d like to tell her she isn’t going to die, but I can’t make that promise. I turn to Malo and speak in Merlzhen. “Can you report back that we are making progress, but that there’s been a complication. We’re going to need a nanobot clean.”

      We don’t have a way to do that, but maybe our medic can think of something.

      “After you’ve gotten the memories?” Malo confirms.

      I resist the urge to look at Olivia, even though I want to check on her. “Yeah, we need to know what Morgen left for us.”

      Olivia takes her gaze off the road. “What are you saying? Why are you talking about me?”

      I switch to English even though her language tangles on my tongue. “We are discussing Morgen. As captain of the Avalon, she knew how it worked. She must have told you where she hid it.” Not a complete lie.

      “And what if it’s on the moon?”

      “I really hope you are wrong.” But what if she’s right? Her brain will be processing the new memories and things that she thinks are random may not be.

      “I don’t remember anything, okay? But when I do, you’ll be the first to know.” There’s a bite to her voice caused by fear.

      I sit back and stare at the tracker, willing it to register a signal. My jump watch vibrates with a message, but it’s only the update Malo sent to Cado.

      We sit in silence. I unravel my tail so I can stretch. I will never cut it off the way the Fomuri have done with their horns.

      Olivia’s gaze flicks over to me. I wish she’d watch the road. “Why do you have a tail but no wings?”

      “Why don’t you have a tail?” Humans are one of the few species without a tail of any kind.

      “No, I mean if you can turn into a dragon…”

      I tilt my head. “We have a tail in both forms. Most of us no longer shift fully into a dragon. We get scales and wings, but that is all.”

      “Oh…why?”

      “We evolved past that.” Or lost it from too much interbreeding with other species. It depends on which scientist you talk to.

      Olivia is silent for several minutes. “I have memories of flying.”

      “We can still fly.” Cado banned us from flying. I hate it. If I could fly, I’d be soaring over this city and finding the beacon in half the time. But then I wouldn’t have met Olivia and by memory, Morgen, and the second ring she wears still bothers me. What does it do?

      “Flying seems like fun.” She smiles.

      “I could take you flying one day.” The words tumble off my tongue before I have a chance to stop them. I clamp my mouth closed hard enough to make my teeth ache. That’s all it is, but I run my tongue behind my fangs, feeling for any suspicious lumps. I’m relieved to find there’s none.

      Being this close to a potential mate might be having an effect on me. Is it affecting Malo? I hope not. And that’s not because I’m worried about the mission. I don’t want him anywhere near her.

      Shit.

      I do not need the basic biological need to mate. I have better things to do with my life than breed. But when I look at Olivia, I wonder…

      No.

      “That might be nice.” She grins at me like she actually wants to go flying.

      My lips betray me, and I return her smile. We need to complete the mission fast, before my body thinks that it’s going to claim a mate—it is not.

      Malo smothers a laugh like he knows what’s going on, and I tell him to shut up in Merlzhen. It’s much safer to think about the mission. So I fiddle with the tracker, adjusting the range so that I can pick up fainter signals. Still nothing.

      I huff out a breath and stare at her. “Do you—”

      “No. The memories have been put through a blender. Are all dragons blue?”

      “Yes. Or at least bluish. If you weren’t driving, you’d be able to concentrate on sorting out the memories.”

      “I’m going to stop at the next supermarket and buy some painkillers, water and chocolate.”

      “We aren’t stopping.” We don’t have time for a shopping trip, though some supplies would be useful.

      “I’m driving. That puts me in charge.”

      “No, that makes you the pilot. I am in charge of this mission and I say no stopping.”

      She pulls into a carpark. “Oops, what are you going to do? Drive off and leave me?”

      Then she’s getting out and walking away.

      “Figure out how to drive this thing,” I tell Malo before going after Olivia.
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      My head is going to explode. I feel like there should be blood pouring out my ears and nose. But there’s nothing there. When I glance at my reflection in the glass doors of the shopping center, I look the same as I did a few hours ago.

      There’s no sign above my head proclaiming that I am wearing alien tech, helping them, or full of some woman’s memories from over one thousand years ago. Kayrus is a couple of meters behind me, like a bodyguard, or maybe just a guard to stop the valuable prisoner from escaping.

      Except I won’t run.

      If I do, I won’t get the help I need. I’m pretty sure the nanobots are going to destroy me. They are doing something to me and anything that hurts like I have a bad flu can’t be good.

      I go into the supermarket and grab a few things while he shadows me. Does everyone think we are a couple mid-argument?

      Or are they staring at his tail? I glance over my shoulder. His tail is away, and he looks like a very hot human soldier, the kind that usually only shows up in movies. Was I hit by a bus and I’m now dead or in a coma?

      That would certainly explain a lot.

      I toss pain killers and three water bottles into my basket then venture into the chocolate isle. I should be buying muesli bars and fruit, but I need the sugar and I want the treat. Kayrus follows.

      “What kind of chocolate do you like?”

      He frowns. “I’ve never had chocolate.”

      “How is that…oh. Right.” I scan the shelves. Then grab three blocks. White chocolate, milk and dark. Because while chocolate can fix a lot of problems, it will not actually stop me from feeling hungry, I add a couple of boxes of protein bars. I ignore the slight tremor in my hand. From fear or nanobots? I don’t want to die. I draw in a deep breath. I’m not going to die. I’m going to help Kayrus find the ship, and then I’ll be fine. A part of me wishes that I hadn’t been so keen to leave the house this morning. “Is there anything you want?”

      He shakes his head. “No. Do you need any other supplies?”

      I don’t know. I’ve never helped aliens on a secret mission before. “How long is this going to take?”

      He doesn’t answer. I sigh. It’s going to take as long as it takes.

      “Just so you know, I’m supposed to be working tonight.” I think I’m going to call in sick. I don’t like doing it, but I need this nanobot problem solved before I need stronger painkiller than what the supermarket sells.

      “Olivia…”

      “I know,” I snarl. My eyes burn. I didn’t ask for any of this. My life might have been boring, but it was safe, and I knew what I was doing. I knew who I was.

      Now I’m not sure.

      I remember things that seem impossible. Sword fights. Fights with aliens.

      Big hairy men with horns.

      Dragons lounging in the sun.

      Gleaming ships.

      Alien technology I don’t understand, much like the stuff that was hidden in the rings.

      I close my eyes and draw in a breath. He puts his hand on my back and I turn toward him so I can rest my cheek on his chest. I need someone to tell me it will all work out. I need him to lie to me just once and say that everything will be fine.

      But he won’t.

      He puts his arm around me. I can’t believe I’m having a breakdown in the middle of the supermarket. I should’ve saved it for the car. Then people wouldn’t be looking. I draw in a breath and sniff.

      Pull yourself together, Olivia.

      Kayrus isn’t blubbing everywhere, and he’s lost his ship, his friends, everything. And is now being hunted by the Fomuri simply for being Merlzhen.

      Would they hunt me too, if they knew?

      I shudder and he holds me tighter as he murmurs, “we will get through this.”

      I nod. I want to believe him. If he fails, then he’s stranded and Earth is lost, and while I haven’t noticed the aliens among us before now, I don’t think they’ll keep their presence hidden forever. Not now the Merlzhen are here.

      I am exactly the kind of alien sympathizer they are looking for, even though I’m not spreading videos on social media. I’m worse. I’m actively helping them. “I’m scared.”

      He draws in a breath. “So am I.”

      For some reason that is terrifying. I lift my head. “Really?”

      “Everyone’s fate is in my hands. Our hands.”

      I stare up at him as the weight of responsibility threatens to crush what is left of my sanity. “You suck at pep talks.”

      “I’m not used to giving them.” He closes his eyes for a second. “We can do this.”

      “That’s the best you have?”

      “We have a greater chance of failure and death, but that’s a great motivator so we’ll do it or die trying.” He gives me a thin smile that doesn’t reveal any of his pointed teeth.

      “Okay, stop talking. You aren’t helping.” I push away and wipe a few stray tears off my cheeks.

      They need Morgen. Not Olivia. But since she’s dead, I’ll have to do.

      I go through the checkout. The girl looks at me and then Kayrus. Does she suspect he’s an alien? Or is she worried about my puffy face and red eyes and his closed expression? Is she worried about me? I force a smile, then drop it just as fast.

      When he smiles and shows his teeth, it’s clear that he’s not human. But in the soldier’s uniform he passes easily. I pay and he picks up the bags before I can.

      “I can carry them.” I’m not helpless just because I had a moment of weakness.

      “So can I.” We walk through the carpark. “This isn’t easy on anyone. We didn’t expect any trouble when we arrived.”

      “Why did you come here?” I remember Gran talking about her cousin leaving with an alien. “Were you here one hundred years ago?”

      “I wasn’t born one hundred years ago. But we come here every hundred years, and to a few other planets we protect, and in exchange we take some mates.”

      “You take women.” Gran wasn’t lying about that either.

      He stops and looks at me. “Yes. We are here for the mate hunt. Or rather, the others did. I was on the ship for diplomatic reasons.”

      “All those stories about people disappearing…” I think of the older tales. “Of the fairies taking them…”

      “Based on truth. This time we made an error. We didn’t see any ships, or any sign of them, but it’s clear they are embedded in your society and already changing your world. We will fix it, unless you want to become one of their worlds.”

      “They will live here and rule over us.”

      “They will enslave you and take whatever resources they want and then leave to repeat the process again on some other world.”

      I shake my head. “Someone took my grandmother’s cousin.”

      “I’m not surprised. Those with our blood are more likely to be taken.” He starts walking again and I hurry to catch up.

      “Taken where?”

      “To wherever they call home.”

      “Where do you call home?”

      “I’m not here for a mate.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      He stops and turns. “I was born on a small moon. But that hasn’t been home in about forty years. I live on various bases, or ports, or stations. I travel all the time because of my job.”

      “You aren’t like the others.”

      “They volunteered for this long-haul protection run because they are guaranteed a mate. They are military the same as me.”

      “No.” I might have only met two Merlzhen, but this guy is used to being in charge and making things happen. He makes quick decisions and puts them into action. He is used to putting his life on the line.

      “What do you want me to tell you?”

      “The truth. You don’t bullshit, but you leave things out.”

      He smiles and nods. “You’re observant.”

      “Did you expect me to be stupid because I am short, blond and chubby?”

      His smile widens into a sharp grin. “You are short and blond, but you are curvy and fearless. I’ve worked with men who’d have been screaming and begging for aid if they were invaded by nanobots of unknown type and with an unknown goal.”

      My heartbeat quickens. He isn’t used to calming people down either.

      “Should I be screaming?” If I take off through the carpark and run until I can’t go any further—which is probably only until the end of this row—will that make things better? No, I have to work through this problem until it’s solved.

      “That won’t help, and you already know that because you aren’t stupid.”

      We walk the last few meters to the car. Malo is in the driver’s seat.

      “We’re in the back.” Kayrus opens the door for me.

      I glance between him and Malo. “But I need to drive.”

      “I’ve learned,” Malo says with a pointy grin.

      How could he have learned to drive in a few minutes? Are there nanobots for that too?

      I slide into the back seat and Kayrus gets in after me. The space seems far too small for both of us. Sitting this close to him, I’m far too warm.

      Whatever the nanobots are doing in my body, I don’t like it.

      His gaze catches mine and for a few seconds I drown in the blazing blue of his eyes.

      I swear I feel a hand on my leg, but when I look there’s nothing there. It’s my imagination…or a memory…or something. When I look up, he’s staring out the window like I don’t exist.

      I don’t like the stab of discomfort that causes. I want his hand on my leg.
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      I am doomed.

      My teeth ache and all I want to do it touch her. I didn’t mean to hold her in the middle of the shop, but she looked so sad, like she was about to be torn apart by a black hole within her. I don’t want her to come undone, and not just because she holds essential memories and is a link to our past.

      I want her.

      I’ve had plenty of casual liaisons over the years, but I’ve never wanted a mate. It’s impractical. I like my life. The travel and the danger. The painful twist that I may never reclaim my life makes it hard to breathe. However, if I give in to the despair, then we are all lost.

      Cado is doing his best to further equip us and gain human support, but we are less than thirty and the Fomuri want our blood. Without being able to call for help and warn the incoming Merlzhen, we are all dead. The weight of the future is heavy, and I haven’t yet mourned for those that were lost.

      The city flickers past beyond the window of the car.

      I check the tracker. Still nothing.

      I’m aware of Olivia next to me. The tension around her, her shallow breaths. Her scent fills my lungs. I shouldn’t give a shit about things like that. That my body has chosen now to react, is inconvenient at best. I sigh and give into the need to look at her.

      Her eyes are closed, lips slightly parted. Blond hair curls against her cheek.

      I bite back on the desire to hear her voice, then cave just as quickly. “How is your head?”

      “Fine.”

      So it is not fine. I had been given the language via upload, but I did not receive the intricacies of tone and the use of opposite language that humans like to use, but I think I am gaining an understanding. “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Find the beacon and take the nanobots out of me.”

      “We are trying.”

      “We are approaching one of the markers on the screen,” Malo says.

      Olivia opens her eyes and leans forward. “The markers are all the St. Mary’s in London. How close do you need to be to get a reading?”

      “I would have it by now if it were there.”

      She points out the window at the dark gray building with a spire that looks nothing like the architecture of the other buildings around it. “There it is.”

      “What exactly are St. Mary’s?”

      “Churches. Places of worship.”

      I nod. “That makes sense if the beacon was viewed as a sacred object.”

      “I’m surprised it hasn’t been melted down if it’s made of precious metal.” She grabs her temples and squeezes her eyes shut. I slide my arm around her and pull her close even though I can’t stop the pain she is in. “It’s a shield. The beacon is a shield—how does that work?”

      “It’s not the shape that’s important. It’s what it does. A thousand years ago your people wouldn’t have understood our technology. We would’ve made it look like something they did understand. Can you see it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Describe it to me.” I want a clear picture of what I’m searching for.

      “Um…a round shield like the men at the time carried into battle.”

      “Color? What’s it made of? What are you seeing?”

      “It’s being made. I don’t understand how. I think it’s metal.” She draws in a breath and slumps back. “I don’t even understand the version of English they’re speaking. One moment I’m in a spaceship, the next I’m in some castle. I need more than off-the-shelf pain killers.”

      “Morgen hasn’t told you anything?”

      “No. And even if she did, I wouldn’t understand what she was saying.” She’s tugs at the ring that has attached itself to her finger. “This shouldn’t have happened to me.”

      “You are her heir.”

      “Why did no one else put it on over the centuries?”

      “Maybe they did, and nothing happened. Maybe there is another trigger that we don’t know about.” Like proximity to a Merlzhen.

      “Maybe, maybe, maybe. That won’t stop my head from exploding.” She reaches into the shopping bag and pulls out the chocolate, tearing open the packet and breaking some off. “Want some?”

      “Sure.” I break off a small piece.

      Malo glances at me in the mirror, so I hand him some too. While he isn’t saying anything, I’m sure he realizes the hopelessness of our situation, and that our mission is our only hope.

      Cado will be making plans should we fail. I’m not sure if we should make a stand and fight or slink away to the wilds and vanish. Those with mates might want the latter, as they have a chance at a life. I glance at Olivia, who seems to be enjoying the chocolate.

      If I had a chance at a life here, would I run or die fighting?

      The decision would’ve been easy to make yesterday. Today I’m not sure.

      I put the chocolate in my mouth. It’s sweet and melts rapidly. I’m not sure I like the way it feels on my tongue. When she offers me more, I decline.

      “A different flavor?”

      “No. But I will have a drink of water.”

      She hands me the bottle and our fingers touch. That contact is enough for desire to expand within me in. This is not the first time I’ve drowned in lust—it is a heady delight—and not the first time at the wrong time. But it is the first time I have wanted to ignore all common sense and act on the impulse.

      I open the window, hoping the cold air will clear my thoughts even though I know it is futile. The only way to shut down the mating impulse it to put distance between me and my potential mate.

      “Are you getting car sick?” she asks.

      Is it common for people to become sick in these vehicles? “No, I only want some fresh air.”

      “Has she affected you?” Malo asks in Merlzhen, catching my gaze in the mirror.

      My lip curls. “Has she affected you?” I throw back.

      “No. Are you going to be able to—”

      “Do not question my professional ability.”

      “I meant no offense, General Dar.” He looks away.

      “Don’t call me that.” I may never be that person again.

      Olivia is watching me. “Your language hasn’t changed in one thousand years.”

      “It has.” We no longer use multiple forms of address depending on social standing. Mostly because we have eliminated rigid social structure for something more equitable.

      “Not as much as English. What did he call you?”

      I grit my teeth, not wanting to tell her. But keeping secrets will only drive a wedge. “It’s something akin to your general.”

      Her eyebrows lift. “You’ve been doing this for a long time.”

      I circle my finger in the air. “This is entirely new for me.”

      And not something I will be in a hurry to repeat.

      “Yeah. But you are military, you do dangerous stuff for a living. I’m a bar tender.”

      “There is no more important person than the bar tender on a base.” I smile at her. “Or in any port.” Depending on the port, it’s also a very dangerous profession.

      She doesn’t return my smile.

      I want to make her smile. “I’d offer to take you to a space port bar, but at the moment it’s a hollow promise.”

      “Are you asking me out for a drink?”

      I’ve stepped into a trap and it closed around me without me sensing it. I do want to ask her out for a drink, but I do not like the connotations that implies in English. My body wants all the connotations. My dick hardens and the base of my fangs throbs. They will become more pronounced the longer I am around her. “I like to celebrate a job well done.”

      That makes her lips curve.

      The tracker in my hand flickers. I bite back on the disappointment that it’s picked up a new signal, even though I know it’s for the best that we finish the job and that I get away from the woman who could be my mate.
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      Is that a date? Do aliens date or do they just kidnap women to be their mates?

      I try to imagine Kayrus coming into the bar I work at and ordering a beer. But I can’t see him fitting into my life at all. He might appear human, but he’s too different and nothing like the guys I’ve dated previously—which may not be a bad thing.

      He’s definitely older, has to be to make general. But he doesn’t look it. His hair is dark without any signs of gray, and his skin is smooth.

      His attention snaps to the device in his hand. I don’t need to be an expert in alien technology to know that he’s found a signal. I should be happy. The memories will be out of my head soon, and my life can go back to normal, and I’ll pretend that Earth hasn’t been invaded the way people have been doing for decades.

      He rattles off orders to Malo, who responds. The more they speak, the more I hear the words in their lyrical growl. I feel like if I strain, I might understand some of the words. I might also rupture a blood vessel and give myself an aneurysm.

      “You’ve found the beacon?” With the beacon found, he doesn’t need me anymore. Instead of happiness, I feel the sting of loss.

      “We have found Merlzhen tech. It could be anything. Another set of rings. A junk part from a ship.” He touches my hand for a second.

      “Or it’s the beacon.”

      “Yes,” he agrees.

      “And you know it’s a shield.” Or at least looks like a shield.

      “Yes.”

      “So you don’t need me.” I hope he’ll still help remove the nanobots.

      His brilliant blue gaze locks with mine and for a moment I see the battle within. There’s something he isn’t telling me.

      “I need you. You have Morgen’s memories.”

      That isn’t me, that’s her. What a fool I am. For a few minutes I thought he actually cared. But of course not. A sexy alien general isn’t going to be interested in a girl like me. I’m only here because I was dumb enough to put on the rings.

      I shouldn’t have listened to Gran. I should’ve handed her the rings back. She would’ve loved this adventure. She might have even enjoyed the memories of the past. I should be enjoying those memories. It’s not everyday someone gets to peak into history and see what everyone has gotten wrong.

      I lean back and close my eyes, determined to ignore Kayrus, his too blue eyes, and all-knowing smile. Instead of fighting Morgen’s memories, I sink into them and step into her world.

      

      I open my eyes to a world made of fires that reach high into the night. The smell is awful and the smoke stings my eyes, but I do not leave even though I know the dead won’t rise. I am offered a drink from a skin and I accept. The crude liquor the humans favor burns all the way down, but doesn’t stop the pain. Too many died.

      Too many have lost their homes.

      Anger rises, and tonight I embrace it. Tomorrow we will plan and take our vengeance.

      We will wipe the Fomuri from the face of this world and make sure they are too scared to ever return. We will mark this planet as our own and leave our bloodlines with these humans.

      There is a way we can protect this world for centuries. But do I have the strength to go through with it? To leave the burden to my own bloodline?

      I turn my gaze to the Fomuri soldiers. Their bodies have been stripped of anything of worth, weapons, and tech that the humans are not ready for. Now their heavy, hairy bodies lie in an ungainly pile, waiting to be dealt with.

      I will not give them the honor of a sendoff by dragon fire.

      But they cannot stay so close to the village either. The corpses will attract predators.

      “Cut off their horns and send them back. Hang up the bodies in the forest for the animals to pick over,” I shout.

      

      “We’re here,” Kayrus says.

      A hand on my leg and a voice in my ear brings me to the present. I gasp like I’ve come up for air. Had I forgotten to breathe while submersed in Morgen’s memory? I glance around the car, trying to remember where I am. Who I am.

      I am not a warrior weighed down by armor and grief.

      Nothing is on fire.

      The people in the car with me are very much alive. When I breathe in, the scent of death that had filled my lungs is gone. But I’m sure I can taste it.

      He stares at me. “Olivia?”

      I blink. “Yeah…I must have nodded off.”

      I fumble at the seat belt, my fingers feeling odd, like they aren’t mine. I check to be sure, but they are my fat little sausages.

      Kayrus offers his hand to help me out of the car. A refusal forms on my lips, then I shrug. To hell with it, he’s hot, and he’s here. I should accept every offer he makes.

      “Thank you.” I step out of the car like a queen getting out of a carriage. My hand goes to my side, expecting to find something, but there’s no weapon of any description there.

      He notices. His gaze flicking between my hand and my face. Oh God. Has my face changed? Have I changed? I check in the wing mirror, but I still look like me. And I’m completely uncool for even checking.

      A sigh escapes my lips. Morgen wouldn’t have checked. She’d have stepped out, assessed the situation and taken control.

      “Are you sure you are all right?” he asks.

      I give Kayrus a look. How all right does he expect me to be when my head is stuffed full of another life? I shake my head and regret it. “Let’s get this done.”

      We’re in the car park of a church that doesn’t seem like much. It’s not a grand or fancy church. I’m not even sure it holds services. The building is stone and draped with vines and made mucky with moss. It’s seen better days, that’s for sure. Hardly where I would keep a sacred shield, or valuable artifact.

      But this is St. Mary’s and according to the sign it’s old, built over nine hundred years ago. Well after the invasion and the battle. Beyond the carpark and the church is a cemetery that’s in a similar state of disrepair.

      Suddenly I have a really bad feeling about this. The kind of bad feeling that makes my stomach cramp with cold. I shiver, not sure if it’s the nanobots, fear, or the weather. The sun has vanished behind the clouds and the sky is gray, threatening rain.

      “I am not digging up any graves,” I mutter, knowing neither of the Merlzhen soldiers will listen. They will do what has to be done without complaint. And I should help them if I ever want my life back. Though I am wondering how I can go back now that I know so much.

      “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Kayrus says. But he is grim as he turns to lead us toward the door of the church, like he expects to be let in and given whatever he wants.

      Malo falls into step with me. “Don’t mind him, his mating instinct has started.”

      The question forms on my lips, but I know what he means because my head is full of Morgen’s memories. The glands at the base of his fangs will be swelling, forcing them to become longer. He’ll be wanting to be alone with me, or run far away. I feel the pressure in my teeth. But it’s a memory of when Morgen found her mate. I know how she bit him, and he bit her as they claimed each other.

      Mating isn’t just sex, it’s the finding of one who is compatible. They mate for life.

      And Kayrus is compatible with me?

      I stare at the gravel hoping no one notices the heat on my cheeks, but my nipples are hard beneath my coat and my blood is hot with the memory of sex the likes of which I’ve never experienced. For a moment, I envy Morgen’s life.

      Kayrus lifts his head and glances at me as if he knows what I’m thinking, and I can’t turn away. For a few heartbeats we are the only two people who exist.

      I lick my lip. I want to bite and make him mine.

      I look away first. That thought wasn’t mine, and neither is Kayrus.

      The door to the church is open so we step in, and I swear it’s like stepping back in time. The inside is stone, there are simple wooden pews and a plain wooden crucifix at the front. There is no gold, no velvet. It’s all very simple and very plain, and I don’t understand how a very important alien artifact is here.

      Kayrus walks up to the front and stares at the cross. Before he can say anything, an old man steps out from the shadows. He’s dressed in black, and I assume he’s the priest.

      “The next service is in an hour. Can I help you?” He glances between the Merlzhen in their stolen uniforms and me.

      If Kayrus straight up asks for alien tech, I might die.

      “Have you had any aliens come through here?” He says in his best clipped, I’m important, tone.

      “Aliens? No. Should I be expecting a visit?”

      “I don’t know,” Kayrus says. “Should you?”

      The old man shakes his head. “You do what you need. Just don’t break anything.”

      Kayrus walks around the church with the device in his hand. I follow, but I study the stained-glass windows, and the walls, looking for clues that this was a secret Merlzhen rendezvous point or something. There’s nothing indicating there’s anything alien here. While the building might be old, everything else is much newer—not that I’m an expert.

      I turn and scan the other wall. Where would I hide a shield for a thousand years?

      I walk up to the priest. “Do you know the history of this place?”

      He peers at me with narrow eyes. “Why are you with them?”

      “Historian,” the lie rolls smoothly off my tongue. “We’re looking for signs of past alien incursions.” I don’t even sound like me… well I do, but I’m confident.

      “There’s a plaque out the back before you go into the cemetery, but there’s no mention of aliens.” He turns away like he’s disgusted with me.

      For looking for aliens? Or for assisting the military?

      Is he an alien sympathizer?

      Fuck. I’m torn between telling him the truth and trusting Kayrus’s device.

      I go after the priest, my footsteps echoing over the stone floor. “We are here to help. We don’t want Earth to be taken over.”

      “And you think they can help?” He scowls at the aliens dressed as soldiers. Maybe he doesn’t trust the military.

      “Yes.” I don’t want to tell him they are the good aliens. “The invasion started decades ago.” And now I’m repeating the lines of a hardened rebel.

      “And you think there’s something here that will help?” He doesn’t seem very pleased about that.

      “I hope so.” I smile, trying to win him over. “I’m looking for a round shield.”

      He sniffs and the scowl returns. “This is a church, not an armory.”

      “Olivia,” Kayrus calls out. His voice echoes off the walls and I can only imagine how amazing the sound is in here when everyone is singing. Kayrus is standing by the door leading to the cemetery, ready to step back out into the wan sunlight.

      I stride over like I’m as important as they are. “I was asking about the shield.”

      “I know. Don’t. We don’t know who we can trust.” He glances at the screen. “It’s not in here.”

      “I figured that much.” I brush past him, and for the first time I smell him. Hot, the way candy smells as it’s being made. I glance at him, wanting to lick him to see if he tastes as good.

      He swallows, then his hand is on my lower back encouraging me to move past him. As soon as I am, he removes his hand. The loss of contact makes me gasp.

      What is wrong with me? I am not reacting to him. I don’t have mating instincts. I’m not that Merlzhen. Am I?

      Did the nanobots change even that?

      The cemetery is swathed in shadows. Trees lean over graves and tombs lurk behind their trunks. Some tombstones lean as though about to fall over, others already have. The graves seem to stretch on forever.

      Malo is already waiting by the gate. The wooden gate barely reaches his knee and seems to be more of a reminder not to trespass than anything actually able to deter people. He pushes it open so that we can pass.

      “How accurate is your thing?”

      “Accurate.” Kayrus turns around to stare at the church. “It is here, but hidden.”

      “Here as in vaguely here, or here as in it should be in the church?” It would’ve been nice if the shield had been hanging on the wall waiting to be taken.

      “As in we were closer in the church.” His frustration simmers off him like a heatwave.

      “Give me a moment.” I jog over to the plaque and skim through the text. Most of it is about the consecration, the age and the size of the graveyard. There is a tomb for a forgotten warrior. Someone of importance whose life predates the church and even the graveyard. I get a little tingle in the pit of my belly and I’m almost sure the warrior is a Merlzhen. But there’s no information on what happened to the warrior’s tomb.

      “I need to speak to the priest again.” I run back to the church with Kayrus on my heels.

      The priest is at the front of the church, preparing for the service.

      “What happened to the tomb of the forgotten warrior? It’s on the plaque.” I point in the direction of the cemetery and hope I don’t sound too puffed or too excited.

      He shrugs. “It was destroyed.”

      “No, it wasn’t,” Kayrus says. “Some of it is here and we need it.”

      The priest shakes his head. “You cannot disturb the dead. Especially not one as cursed as him.”

      I lean forward. “Cursed how?”

      The priest licks his lower lip, then crosses himself. “His body was exposed when his tomb was damaged. It is said he has a tail.”

      Merlzhen.

      Kayrus and I glance at each other. My excitement is reflected in his eyes. “Where is he, please?”

      “Buried in an unmarked grave out there. Demons shouldn’t be on consecrated ground.”

      “And the pieces of the tomb?” I press.

      Kayrus looks ready to rip up the stone floor. His device is flashing like we are standing right on top of the beacon.

      “Please can we see it, it’s a matter of national security.” I smile and hope that I seem sincere, and not like I was dragged into helping this morning.

      The priest’s cold gaze skims over us. “This way.”

      Well, that was easy. Maybe he wants the cursed objects removed.

      He grabs a torch and takes us through a heavy wooden door and down some stairs. Beneath the church there are several tombs, but I don’t need a fancy device to know which one belongs to the forgotten warrior.

      The statue is broken, his head is shattered, one foot is missing, but the stone shield and sword are intact, though worn with age.

      I take a step toward it, remembering it as it had been when it was new. He’d had a kind face, and gentle hands even though he was a warrior. This was her lover, her mate who died in battle. Her grief flows through me and for a moment I can’t breathe, and I drown.

      A door slams, dragging me back to the present.

      I spin but the priest has gone, the torch is sitting on another tomb. “Hey!”

      “Don’t worry about him,” Kayrus says.

      We’re trapped here with dead bodies…and hundreds more beyond the walls. I’ve never seen a ghost and I’m not sure I believe in them, but a week ago I’d have said the same thing about aliens. My skin goes cold and my breathing quickens. I pick up the torch and hug it close.

      “Bring the light over here,” he orders.

      I do as I’m told, desperate to get out as soon as possible. I shine the light on the broken lid of the tomb.

      Fire lashes the stone, sealing the beacon inside.

      I stumble from the force of the memory. I see the lid being made, the warrior being placed inside, and the tomb being sealed. There was nothing here but trees when it was placed in position.

      “It’s in the stone. She breathed fire on it.” My throat is scratchy, like I have been breathing fire.

      Kayrus draws in a breath, then light flares around him, so bright I can’t even look. When I open my eyes. He’s skin is blue and covered in scales, and he has an enormous set of wings.

      “Whoa.”

      Before I have a chance to recover, he breathes fire on the statue.

      Nothing happens.

      I put my hand on his arm. His scales are soft to touch, almost like a snake’s skin. “Wait…if it was made for humans to access, we can’t breathe fire.”

      “What would you do?”

      “I don’t know, probably rob the grave.” But the warrior is out there, and the beacon is in here. I step up to the tomb. Come on, Morgen, how do I activate the beacon?

      I run my fingers over the shield, sure I feel the hum of the ancient tech calling to my blood, or at least the nanobots in my blood. The stone is smooth with no secret levers. Then I see the sword he’s holding. It looks plain, but it looks like there is something missing from the pommel of the sword.

      I pull off the ring not attached to me and press the stone into the cup of the pommel. Something clicks. I scramble back half expecting the statue to sit up and come to life, even though he’s missing his head and foot.

      “Nice work,” Kayrus says. His voice is extra gravelly in his blue form.

      He puts his hand on the center of the stone shield. This time there is a small click, and he pulls off what had been the central disk. It’s palm sized. When he turns his hand over, beneath the stone coating is a metal device that he slips into his pocket. “Now we can leave.”

      “But…” We haven’t done anything yet.

      “You activated it.”

      I frown. “I did? How can you tell?”

      He shows me the device that he used to lead us here. “It’s sending a signal. Avalon will wake.”

      I glance up at him. He was sexy when he looked human, but in his dragon form there is something about him that makes my heart squeeze and my teeth ache like I want him to be my mate even though we’ve only just met. “I guess the adventure is over.”

      He nods.

      I’m not ready for it to be over. I step in and kiss him on his blue lips. My excuse is that I may never have the chance to kiss another alien, but I need to feel his mouth on mine. I want his body against mine. And I really want to bite him.

      I know that’s not me, but Morgen, that doesn’t stop me from giving into the temptation. Today I am the brave captain of an alien ship. The one who offered to stay behind to help protect her daughters’ future and humanity. Who wanted to stay on the planet where her mate had died. I am someone.

      I rake my teeth over his lip, stopping short of breaking the skin. I know that is a step too far, even though I want to taste him.

      His arms go around me, then his tongue dances with mine. I moan as though it’s the best kiss in the world. At that moment, it’s the only one I need. The spark of heat in my belly turns into a wildfire, sun super-heating. I grind against him, pleased to find that beneath the uniform he is hard as stone. He groans and his hands slid over my hips.

      My blood sings, wanting him to take me here in the dark. We are hidden and alone. Our mission was a success.

      He draws in a breath and steps back, keeping hold of me and keeping me out of kissing range. I want him pressed up against me. I want him in me.

      I want him.

      The need is all consuming.
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      There is a heat in her eyes that I want to burn in. Her body is soft and curvy and pressed up against me in a way that makes all my blood sink to my cock. I have never been this hard, or desperate to fuck. Her mouth is sweet from the chocolate, but I want to taste more of her. The base of my fangs throb with the need to bite her. I want to sink my teeth into the soft skin of her neck and claim her as my mate. And if we weren’t fighting for survival, I would.

      Instead I do the right thing and step back, putting vital space between us. My dick aches for what I can’t have. The sooner we are apart, the quicker the need to have her will fade.

      But I’m not sure I want it gone.

      For the first time in my life, I want a mate. I want someone to hold and come home to. Someone who knows me and not passing liaison to fill the time.

      I take another step back before I am tempted to take more than a kiss.

      Red flashes on the screen of my jump watch. A warning from Malo that we are under attack. I shouldn’t have been dallying with Olivia when he was out there on his own.

      “We need to get out of here.” I start up the stairs, my eyes fully adjusted to the dimness. Olivia carries the torch like her life depends on it. The door is locked, as I expected.

      The priest was not on our side.

      For a moment, I consider risking a jump through the door. There is space on the other side, but jumping through things is risky, and it would leave me vulnerable to attack. I don’t dare take Olivia through the solid door.

      Shouts and gun fire make me freeze. I listen, hoping Malo is all right. The footsteps draw closer.

      “Get behind a tomb and turn off the light.” I run down the stairs and pull her with me when she doesn’t move fast enough. We crouch in the dark, my hand around hers. I whisper in her ear. “I’m going to take out the soldiers. You stay hidden.”

      The door creaks open. I lower my gaze, not wanting to lose my night vision, as a sharp beam of light slices over our heads. Three sets of footsteps move rapidly down. They don’t speak as they descend. A good team doesn’t need to. These are trained men, which isn’t good news for us.

      The first one steps off the stairs. I activate my jump watch and put my hand on the stone tomb and jump. I land in front of the soldier and slam my elbow into his face. He’s on the floor and unconscious before the other two realize I am there.

      I barrel into the legs of the next one, snatching him off the steps and dropping him on the floor. Bullets bounce off my scale in hot bursts. I tear the gun out of his hands and swing it into his head.

      A grunt draws my attention, then a gun is thrown across the room. Olivia is taking down the last one. Her moves are familiar. The man goes to draw another weapon, but she’s faster. Flipping him over her shoulder. She is fighting like a Merlzhen.

      He lands awkwardly on the steps and struggles to get up.

      I grab his clean-shaven jaw. This man isn’t the enemy. “We are not trying to invade. You have already been invaded. Your senior officers, your government has been infiltrated by the Fomuri. They file off their horns, have beards to hide more and bleed purple. Open your eyes.”

      “You’re an alien,” he forces out.

      I punch him in the face and he crumples. Maybe when he wakes, he’ll have a think about what happened. We could’ve killed them. It’s usually easier to kill than disarm and knock out.

      Olivia is staring at her hands. “That was weird.”

      “Are you hurt?”

      “No…I just…I don’t know where that came from. But I didn’t want you getting hurt, and I did stuff.” She looks at me. “I knew what to do because of Morgen.”

      It’s not just her memory the nanobots are affecting her if she could fight like that.

      “Come on.” We make it up the stairs without incident. I’m still obviously alien, but better to be blue and bullet proof than dead.

      At the top of the stairs, I pause, keeping Olivia behind me. She might fight like a Merlzhen, but she is still human and has no scales to protect her. I peer around the corner.

      The priest is on the floor surrounded by red blood. Enough that he is dead without me wasting time to check. His loyalty wasn’t rewarded, but I doubt fully human soldiers would’ve killed the priest. I’m willing to bet one of the soldiers here is Fomuri.

      “We know you are in there,” a man calls. “Come out with your hands up.”

      My tail lashes. I am not surrendering. If I do, we are dead.

      “We have your friend,” the man adds.

      I close my eyes as dread seeps through me. My first instinct is to save Malo. But I can’t. He is dead, even though he still breathes, and he will know that. That is a risk we took by accepting this mission. Olivia touches my back between my wings.

      “We need to split up and leave.” I force out the words. They will be looking for us. If we separate, she stands a chance to blend in and disappear.

      “What about—”

      I shake my head. “The mission is complete.”

      “You’re leaving the beacon there?”

      “We can’t carry it.”

      “They will, they’ll put it on a truck and—”

      “It doesn’t matter. Its purpose has been served. They can’t turn Avalon off via the beacon. The emergency signal has been sent.” Now we need to find Avalon and send a follow-up message, warning the Merlzhen that the Fomuri are already here and that the Humans think we are the invaders. We need to be careful with our efforts to liberate them. The metal disk I took is Morgen’s access key to the ship's security systems. Without it, we wouldn’t be able to get the

      “What am I supposed to do if we spilt up?” Her voice is soft. “I have all these memories. You said you’d help me.”

      “I don’t know where Avalon is, when I do. I will come for you.” I don’t want to leave her.

      “How will you find me?”

      Even if I didn’t have the tracker, I am sure I’d be able to find her. I press a soft kiss to her lips. “I swear, I will find you and bring you to Avalon. But if we die here, today then there is no second chance. The soldiers will be searching for a man and a blond woman.”

      She nods, but doesn’t look convinced.

      “I’m waiting,” the man outside calls.

      A small device rolls into the church. I don’t know what it is, but things like that are never good news. I spread my wings for greater protection and pull Olivia close. For a few heartbeats, she’s in my arms.

      Mine.

      The world explodes with sound and light, like being caught in the middle of a supernova. We have to move now, and we aren’t going out the main door.

      She pulls my hand and I follow her down a corridor and into another room. There’s a desk and a phone, an office, probably the priest’s. She sheds her bright coat and slips on his black one. I don’t like her wearing another man’s clothes, but at least she no longer stands out.

      I take a breath and shift, so I look more human. She tosses me a sweater from the back of the chair and I pull it on to hide the rips in my shirt where my wings pushed through.

      She glances around the room. “I guess we’re going out the window?”

      “Yeah.” I shove the desk against the door, clearing a way to the window. I grab the set of car keys off the desk and press them into her hand. “Take his car. Go home. Go to work. Pretend you had a normal day with your grandmother.”

      “You don’t know Gran, nothing is normal with her.” Her voice is strained.

      I want to take her with me, but I’m going to be risking flying as soon as it’s dark and I don’t want to be caught with her. She has a chance to distance herself from this.

      I cup her cheek. “I’ll see you safely to the car. I will come for you.”

      “You promise?”

      “Yes.” I draw in a breath. If we survive, I want more than missions in my future. “I want you to be my mate. For that to happen, we both have to live.”

      She kisses me and nips my lip. “Okay.”

      My blood heats and I want to feel her teeth in my skin. Before I can waste more time, or second guess myself, I open the window.

      I climb out the window first, then check our surrounds. I peer through the windows of the church. Already there are soldiers searching for us. We’re running out of time. I help Olivia out, then we edge around the building. There are two military vehicles in the car park, our stolen car and the priest’s.

      There’s one man guarding the cars. I don’t give her a chance to argue. I jump to the man and knock him out. He’s human, not Fomuri. If he’d been Fomuri, I’d have killed him.

      Glass shatters as bullets whizz past me. I duck behind the stolen car.

      They can’t see Olivia, and she’s already running for the priest’s car. She gets in and starts it. She’s halfway out the carpark before a soldier reveals himself. He’s Fomuri, of that I am sure.

      He barks some orders. I pick up the gun that the soldier dropped and shoot him in the groin. He falls, purple blood staining his uniform.

      Bullets pepper the ground around me, kicking up gravel.

      I hope Malo is using this distraction to escape. I wait for a pause in the shooting, then I jump to the tree on the edge of the carpark. Soldiers spill out of the church; they search the carpark but fail to look up at the tree.

      Olivia is long gone.

      The first drops of rain fall, icy cold on my skin.

      I jump again and again until my watch is out of charge. Then I run, knowing the more I move the faster my watch will charge. When I hear sirens I walk, until I see an alley where other humans are hiding from the weather.

      I wait with them, until darkness falls, resisting the urge to contact Malo—if he hasn’t made contact, there is no good news. I hang my head. The mission was a success. But that doesn’t heal the wound caused by the loss. My failure.

      As night closes in, I know I need to find Avalon and complete the mission. All I want to do is go to Olivia. My mate.
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      My hands shake as I drive the car. I shouldn’t have left him, but what else was I supposed to do? He knows what he’s doing. This kind of thing is his job, and I am a bartender who accidentally got a dose of alien tech.

      Today has been a surreal adventure. I would not be surprised at all to wake up and find it had all been a dream. Except it all feels very real. The bite of the ring on my finger. The pounding in my temples and the ache in my teeth. I run my tongue over them and I’m sure they’re sharper.

      Impossible.

      But that doesn’t stop me from peering at my teeth at the next set of lights. They aren’t pointed. They look the same as always, but when I probe the roof of my mouth with my tongue it hurts. Is it swollen?

      For a moment I imagine biting Kayrus. Lust surges through me, making my panties damp. Kayrus isn’t my mate, he’s not even my boyfriend. He’s an alien. But that doesn’t change the way I feel about him. Like I can’t live without him. The car behind me honks. I gasp and open my eyes. I don’t remember closing them.

      I probably shouldn’t be driving.

      I certainly don’t want to be driving the stolen car home. Dad will ask far too many questions for a start. How long until the cops are looking for it? If I’m arrested, Kayrus won’t be able to help me. If I’m arrested, the soldiers and the other aliens will be able to make me disappear the same way they’ve been doing to other people, like those news reporters.

      I pull into the carpark of a shopping center, park in a busy area and take a few breaths. I’ve turned into the petty thief my father always said I’d become—mostly because he didn’t like my taste in music, fashion, or boys. My lack of career planning didn’t win me any points either.

      Gran on the other hand will be thrilled. She’ll expect every detail, right down to the shade of blue of Kayrus’s scales. Thinking about him makes my heart hitch. We spent a day together, but already I feel like I know him.

      He’s dedicated and caring, and we worked well together.

      He saved my life…though to be fair, it wouldn’t have been in danger if not for him.

      I drop the keys into a drainage pit and catch a bus the rest of the way home, half expecting soldiers to get on at every stop. But nothing happens. I make it to the stop at the end of my block and walk the rest of the way home in the light drizzle.

      I’m ninety percent sure today’s adventure will bite me on the ass at some point. These things usually do. For the moment I want to smile about the fact that I, boring Olivia, had an adventure with a sexy alien.

      I’m also full of nanobots, and I desperately need a coffee and some painkillers before I go to work and pretend that nothing exciting happened today.

      I unlock the front door. “Hey, I’m home.” I drop my house keys on the table by the door along with everyone else’s. Then I hang up the coat, which isn’t mine, up along with my bag. “Hello? Anyone?”

      I peer into the lounge room. The TV is off, but Dad is sitting and staring at the blank screen. I frown. “Hi, Dad.”

      Is he pissed with me for being out all day?

      He doesn’t answer, so I walk up and stand in front of him, not wanting to play these games. “What’s wrong?”

      It’s only then he looks up at me. His eyes are devoid of everything. Usually there’s frustration, or happiness, or something. But they are cold, dead puddles of brown.

      I step back. “Dad?”

      He blinks, then goes back to staring at the screen.

      “I’ll turn the TV on for you.” I do that, then back out of the room.

      “Mum?” I jog up the stairs, hoping she’s in her room. A quick search reveals there’s no one else in the house. I take a couple of painkillers, get changed and call Mum, but if she’s working, she won’t pick up.

      “It’s me. I just got back from Gran’s, she’s fine, Dad is acting weird. Did something happen at work today?” I bit my lip and pain shoots through my teeth, damn it, I do not want to go to the dentist. “Should I stay with him?”

      I don’t want to. His blank expression chills me. I know that makes me a shitty daughter, but I’m scared. I’m not really brave. I hide instead of living. I’m so scared of making the wrong choice, I don’t make any. Today was an aberration.

      I hope Mum calls me back before I have to go to work. I make a coffee and a sandwich, trying to remember the last proper meal I ate. I think it was breakfast and that would’ve only been toast. I’m not even really hungry and every bite makes my teeth ache.

      I want to pretend that I don’t know the reason why, but a trip to the dentist won’t help. Somehow the nanobots are making me experience Merlzhen mating needs.

      I’m halfway through scoffing my sandwich and coffee when I feel like I’m being watched. I turn and see my father standing in the doorway.

      “Did you want coffee?” I ask, holding up my cup.

      “Have you seen any aliens?”

      I take a sip and shake my head. “I spent the day with Gran. Helping her with housework and such.” The lie comes too easily.

      “Have you seen any aliens?” He repeats. His voice is flat, as though he’s been stripped of all emotion.

      I remember a warning posted by the rebels about people being turned into drones who work for the Fomuri. He can’t be a drone. He’s my dad, a cop. Why would they do this to him? “Dad? Are you okay?”

      “Have you seen any aliens?” he asks again. He’s just standing there, but he’s not standing like he usually does. His posture is wrong somehow.

      Because it’s not him anymore. If the posts are to be believed, he’s brain dead, or has been overwritten or something.

      I swallow. The coffee is bitter on my tongue and churns in my stomach. Am I being overwritten? Will Morgen’s memories take over mine until there is nothing left of me?

      But I remember my best friend from primary school. My favorite toy and TV show from when I was a kid. I am still me.

      I hold his cold, dead, gaze. “No. I have not seen any aliens.”

      He nods and turns away, walking back to the lounge room. He’s still in uniform. Dad would never wear his uniform to relax in front of the TV.

      My stomach tightens and hot bile burns the back of my throat. I gag and pour the rest of the coffee down the sink. I need to warn Mum, but what the hell do I say? What if she’s being turned into a drone?

      I freak out some more as I grab my things for work, for the first time I don’t bother calling out goodbye or saying when I’ll be back. And the man who was my father doesn’t ask.

      If Dad was in there, he would want to know when I finish work and when I’ll be getting home.

      I stride up the block. It’s already dark and the wet street glistens in the streetlight. Overhead stars peek through the clouds.

      One week ago aliens didn’t exist.

      Now they are everywhere.

      It’s not just Earth that has been invaded. My house has.

      I have.

      I am part alien. And I still can’t take the stupid ring off. Even if I did, I doubt that will change anything.

      The pub is overly warm, and too full. Like people are starting to creep out of their houses, despite the orders to avoid going out because of the aliens. Aliens is what most of the chatter is about too. It’s a real mix. Disbelieves who think it’s all a government conspiracy to gain more control over our lives, people who think it’s real and that the Merlzhen are the invaders, and those that think that aliens have been here for decades, slowly taking over by stealth.

      I pour beers, serve shots, and nod agreeably with everyone.

      In the corner, a football game plays. Last week the game would’ve drawn all attention, instead only a handful actually watch it. It’s pleasant, familiar, and comforting background noise.

      “Nice ring, did your boyfriend give it to you?” the other girl says with a smirk. She knows I don’t have a boyfriend. “It’s a bit big and clunky, don’t ya think?”

      I wipe the counter, and the ring glints on my hand. It looks like some kind of sapphire, its secrets hidden. I debate about lying and telling her all about my military boyfriend—Kayrus is technically military, alien military—but I can’t be bothered with the lie. Will he be back for me now he’s gotten what he needs? Why would he?

      “It’s my grandmother’s.” I lift my hand and study the way it catches in the light. “I like it.” Which is good because it’s stuck on my finger.

      “I didn’t realize old ladies like dragon jewelry.”

      “They don’t, that’s why she gave it to me.” But she’d love to meet Kayrus and hear about his life among the stars. She’ll want to know how her cousin is. But in such a big universe, I doubt he’ll know Daisy.

      “Oi, that was a penalty!”

      I glance over at the TV. The game has been interrupted by a news broadcast.

      “Today we were successful in capturing one invader.” A military man says. He’s bearded, big and burly. From the way he wears his hair, I’m willing to bet he’s hiding filed off horns. The image changes.

      A blue scaled man kneels on the floor. He’s blindfolded with his hands bound in front of him.

      My heart stops. Kayrus. But his scales are too pale, and his hair is too dark for the man to be Kayrus. Oh no. It’s Malo. That’s no better given that we all spent the day together. I lean on the counter, afraid that my legs won’t hold me up.

      “These aliens are very dangerous. They look like you until they change into this. Half man, half beast. They will claim your women.”

      There’s less than thirty of them. They aren’t going to be claiming much. Unlike the Fomuri who want a whole planet.

      Have I been listening to too much pro-alien media?

      When did I stop trusting the government so completely?

      “He wasn’t working alone. He had help from this alien.” The people in charge never say Merlzhen. It’s like they don’t want people to hear the name and join the dots. Kayrus’s image appears on the screen. He looks human, no sign of scales.

      A rush of heat grips my throat.

      Oh God. I’m going to be unmasked next. I have no doubt that most people in here will turn me in for the reward. But my photo isn’t shown. Instead they cut back to Malo kneeling on the concrete floor.

      Murmurs sweep around the pub.

      “What are they doing?”

      “What’s going on? We know what the bloody aliens look like.”

      But everyone is staring at the screen. Dread swells in my belly.

      “If you see an alien. Or suspect someone of helping them you have to report it so we can eliminate the threat.”

      On cue, Malo jerks then topples over. It takes me a second to realize he’s dead. There’s so little blood. Just a small red puddle spreading beneath his head.

      “We will protect you from the invaders.” The soldier smiles like he hasn’t just ordered the death of a man on TV.

      And then the game resumes. No one gives a shit about the penalty kick now. The noise level rises as people argue over Malo’s death.

      “Did they kill him on TV?”

      “No trial?”

      “Just like that?”

      “What’ll they do to humans helping them?”

      “That don’t seem right.”

      “Got to get rid of them though, and anyone who’s happy to sell us out.”

      I want to throw up, but I stand there with a stupid smile on my face, ready to serve.

      There are people here who think I should die for helping Kayrus. They are the ones handing over our planet to the Fomuri, who don’t recognize the lies because they have been repeated for so long.

      It was a bloodless takeover until the Merlzhen showed up…and the Fomuri were waiting for them. They were ready and had weapons trained at the skies. Can they also track Merlzhen tech? I glance at my ring.

      I need to take it off. I’ll chop off my damn finger if I have to.
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      I need to reach Avalon. Someone needs to be there when Arzhur wakes. And I need to send a message to the rest of the Merlzhen fleet. With the key to the ship in my pocket, I should be able to access all the ship's systems.

      If it’s not too damaged, maybe we can get it in the air—though I won’t trust it to do any portal jumping. Plus if we launch too soon, we’ll be shot out of the sky. It’s better to wait and be ready.

      Before I can do any of that, I need to find Avalon.

      But every time I look at the tracker and the map leading me to the ship, I want to turn around and return to Olivia’s side. This quest will take me too far from her.

      Worse, I don’t think I can do this alone. And if I fail, there is no one to take over.

      I crouch on the roof of the building, chest heaving as I catch my breath. I have been jumping and running and trying to stay out of sight of everyone. But I am still in the city. To reach where the ship is, I will need to fly. Even then, it will take more than a night to get there.

      I run my tongue over my lip. There is a small cut there that throbs with every beat of my heart. I can feel her kiss and the way her teeth felt on my lip. Did she bite hard enough to break the skin? It shouldn’t matter, even if she did.

      Yet the raw need in my body tells a different story. If I didn’t know better, I would say I have been claimed by a human and that’s not possible. She doesn’t have mating venom. But that is the only way to explain the heaviness in my balls and the eagerness of my dick. Just thinking of that last kiss has made my cock hard. I palm my length, knowing that I will not get any relief tonight.

      My jump watch hums against my skin. It’s Cado trying to make contact, and I welcome the distraction.

      I tap it and respond. “Kayrus.”

      “Cado. You are still alive.” Relief fills his voice.

      Cold dread twines around my spine. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      He’s silent for a breath. “Malo was captured?”

      “Yes…” There was no way for me to stay and fight. Not when one of us needed to get away with the key. I wait for the recrimination. I’m sure there will be a review of the mission and my actions. It wouldn’t be the first time, that’s the trouble with special ops. Half the time it’s all on the table, nice and neat, and the other half is under the table, half chewed, bleeding and with pockets full of stolen goods.

      “They put him on TV and executed him. He’s dead.”

      I grunt and sit as though hit. I can’t breathe. We knew that was a risk. We didn’t know if the Fomuri were killing us or simply capturing us. Now we have an answer.

      “I will rip out their horns and burn them all.” I growl through my aching teeth.

      “Your face was on the TV. You need to return.”

      “Olivia.” What if they go after her? If they have my face, they will have hers.

      “Who?”

      I close my eyes. Cado will think I was distracted by my potential mate. No, she will be my mate. I want no other. And while I know some of those thoughts are because of the mating instinct, I don’t care. But I’m also not ready to share that with an unmated male. A man I technically outrank even though he is the war leader. “She has Merlzhen tech, Morgen’s memories.”

      I give Cado a very abbreviated version of what happened. As I do, I study the tracker. Avalon is too far away. Olivia might be in danger. I can get her, then return to base. From there, someone else can go to the ship. “We cannot leave her unprotected. She knows too much.”

      If he refuses to let me go, I will ignore him. He is untried and unprepared for war of any kind. And this is the dirty kind. The kind I have been involved in for far too long.

      Cado mutters a few curses. He’s very uncreative, but he doesn’t speak as many languages as me. “Go. I expect you back here within twenty-four hours.”

      At least he has agreed to use human time. It’s easier when mission planning to be in local time. I’ve been on worlds where a day can be as long as forty Merlzhen hours. In space there standard days which are really no one’s standard and are simply an arbitrary number that was determined by the first space faring species.

      After so long in space, it is nice to be grounded. To be able to watch a sunrise and sunset. Though right now I would be happy with the sterile walls of a ship, and more importantly its weapons. Not that they saved my ship, and all who were on it.

      “I’ll send you the ship coordinates, but you might want to wait for the activation key as it grants access to all systems, and to hear what Olivia has to say.”

      “You think Morgen left traps?”

      “I don’t think she trusted anyone. The beacon was separate to the key which was separate from her memories.” I have no doubt that there is probably more out there as I don’t think she would’ve risked Earth’s future, or that of her brother, on one set.

      “We would be wise to follow that advice.” The comms go dead.

      I sit for a few more moments, wishing I had some of Olivia’s chocolate to eat. Wishing I had her with me. But there’s no way I can jump with her the way I can on my own.

      I can fly with her, but we aren’t supposed to be shifting or flying and I will tire carrying her. The train is no longer an option because of the soldiers and checkpoints—they will be watching for me.

      We will have to steal another car.

      I am of course assuming she will agree to come with me. And if she doesn’t?
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      I stare at my grim face in the mirror. I have delayed long enough. Watched as the others have left to start the journey home, leaving only a handful of us here. Arzhur loyal warriors.

      As captain of the ship, I must stay too.

      I do not want to leave the world where my love is. I will join him very soon.

      I draw in a breath and hold my gaze. “When you receive this. You must action it. My blood is in your veins. I have given you everything I can. If you do not act, then your world will fall and everything I have given up will be for nothing.

      “This is what the beacon looks like. This ring will activate it. Once activated, Avalon will power up, and Arzhur will wake.” I watched as he was put to sleep, knowing I will not be there when he wakes. It has been ten years since we saw off the Fomuri. They will not be back for a while. But they will return. This world is ripe for plucking. The planets around this sun rich in minerals and metals.

      “You must only activate the beacon if the Fomuri invade. Which is why I have separated everything. To my line goes the key, and my memories. To Arzhur’s the beacon.”

      My eldest daughter runs in. She grew up surrounded by battle and bloodshed. These last ten years I have gotten to watch her grow to the cusp of adulthood. That is more than I could have hoped for. Her father was killed just as she was old enough to know him. Her younger sister has no memory beyond what we have shown her. They will live with the remaining Merlzhen and keep the story of Arzhur alive so that when the time comes the humans will be ready.

      Some have argued that I should wait. But if I do, my memories will fade.

      She hugs me. In the mirror we look so similar. I smile.

      What other instructions do I need to leave for the person who will continue my mission?

      Go to Avalon. Arzhur, our brother, will be waiting.

      

      Fire tears through my body. I gasp and curl up, sure that I’m about to die. Then it passes and I’m left panting in my bed. Something doesn’t feel right. I try to roll onto my back, but there’s something in the way. I sit up.

      That’s when I realize that there is something very wrong with my body.

      It’s not mine.

      Nothing works the way it should. Or feels the way it should.

      And in the light slipping in around the edges of the curtains, my skin is now glittery blue scales.

      Oh fuck no.

      I’m still dreaming. The dream flickers through my mind and I know it’s not a normal dream. Morgen was talking to me. She was telling me how everything worked. She walked me through the ship like she expects me to captain Avalon in her place. The strange thing is, I feel like I could sit in her chair and know what to do.

      I shake my head and regret it immediately. What is wrong with my face—aside from my aching teeth?

      I lift a hand that looks nothing like a hand. Why can I see so well in the dark?

      One question at a time. I don’t have hands, I have…I have paws. And claws.

      What am I?

      Kayrus didn’t look like this. I slide off the bed and discover I have to walk on four feet not two—I do not like this at all. My heart is beating so fast I’m sure it’s about to explode. My stomach is tied in so many knots I’m going to win a macrame award.

      Like Morgen had done in my memory, I stare at myself in the mirror. But I do not recognize who, or what, is staring back.

      Not me.

      Because I am not a dragon.

      Yet I must be because there is no one else in the room and when I move, the dragon moves. And in my bones, I know that it is me…or is it Morgen?

      

      Along with my memories, I will gift you flight. Few Merlzhen can shift fully to dragon. You will be one of them, future daughter of mine.

      

      I exhale and smoke trickles out my nose along with a whine.

      Thanks Morgen, just what I need, to be turned into a fucking blue dragon because that’s not going to get me killed at all!

      Footsteps thump along the corridor. I back up and put my body against the door so it can’t be opened.

      “Have you seen any aliens?” the man who had been my father asks outside my bedroom door like he somehow knows that his oldest daughter is no longer human.

      If I could sweat in this body, I would be.

      “No.” My voice is rougher than it should be. I hold my breath. Then his footsteps plod back along the corridor. I remain pressed against the door, knowing I should do something but not knowing what.

      My claws scrunch at the carpet like I’m a giant cat.

      I need to shift back to human. I don’t recall Morgen giving me any instructions about that, but all Kayrus did was close his eyes, glow like a floodlight, and then he was changed.

      I close my eyes and try to summon up some light.

      Nothing.

      I better not be like this forever.

      Stupid nanobots taking over my mind and my body.

      I press down on the panic. Maybe if I go back to sleep, I’ll wake up human. Except humans don’t ever wake up dragon. I huff out a breath. I’m not human anymore.

      Was I ever even though I looked it?

      No. I have always been a daughter of Morgen, captain of the Avalon. Now I must embrace that heritage. I’m sure this newfound bravery isn’t mine. Maybe it’s another gift, something that she knew I’d need.

      I can’t stay here, that much I do know. I must find Avalon, though. I don’t know where that is, and Kayrus has the tracker and the key. I should have stayed with him; he’d know what to do with a dragon.

      I can’t stay here, and I can’t go to Kayrus, so that leaves Gran. She will hide me while I figure out what to do.

      With teeth and claws, I pack a small bag. I will need clothes because I will find a way to shift. I will find Kayrus. I will find Avalon.

      I’m not just Olivia anymore. I hold the memories of a woman who fought, and lived, and loved and died so she could pass them on to me. I am like this because of her. Because she thought I’d need the ability to shift. Her nanobots changed me in ways human science can’t understand.

      I use a claw to open my window and my snout to push it wide.

      What had Kayrus said about no flying? I don’t really have a choice, and I can’t sit here and wait for daylight. My father will hand me over, and my mother will freak out.

      I make the mistake of looking down. I’m on the second floor and I don’t actually know how to fly. My wings are untried. Maybe they won’t hold me. Am I an overweight dragon?

      I’m overthinking this. I need to trust.

      Jump and extend my wings, then flap. Yeah, that’s all there is to flying. I’m sure it will come naturally because it’s in my memories, somewhere.

      I grab the bag in my teeth and leap out the window before more doubts can form. My wings extend. I flap, but crash to the pavement. Landing in an uncoordinated heap. Hot tears burn my eyes.

      The dog over the road starts barking.

      Why am I so useless?

      A light flicks on and someone yells at the dog to shut up. Which makes two others join in. I don’t have time to sit here and feel sorry for myself. I need to move my scaly ass.

      If I can’t fly, I need to run.

      I pick up the bag and trot along the street, as casually as I can muster. I fall into the rhythm of each step, my wings open a little and I give a leap to test them. My feet don’t touch the ground. With a few beats I’m in the air, then roof height, flying over the rows of neat terrace houses.

      I scan the streets, looking for familiar landmarks. It’s disorientating until I realize that it’s no different to the map on my phone. I’ve followed the road numerous times. Below I watch the cars, the taxis. The military check points. I bank hard and hide behind a chimney, my claws scrabbling on the roof.

      That’s bad. What if they shoot me?

      I glance up at the cloudy sky, even though I can’t see any sign of sunrise, I know it’s coming. A blue dragon sitting next to a chimney is going to be bloody obvious in daylight. I will definitely be shot, captured and no doubt—I swallow, thinking of Malo—killed. He must have known what was going to happen, but he hadn’t moved, hadn’t flinched.

      I am not that brave, and I do not want to die. I run along the roof top and launch upward, I’ll use the clouds for cover even though it will make it harder for me to find where I am going.

      Now I know how to get airborne this is fun.

      Clouds eddy around me, swirling and coalescing and hopefully hiding me from the people below. In the gaps, I keep track of where I’m going. I hear it before I see it. The beating of another set of wings. My heart bounces high in my throat, which now has a weird hot tickle at the back.

      I flap faster, hoping to evade them and reach Gran’s house before they see me. I’ll crash through a window if I have to.

      I twist my head—much further that I ever could do as a human—but the clouds hide them as well as me. My scales tingle. I had better not shift up here.

      The thought makes me wobble.

      Then the other dragon is close enough that I can smell him.
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      The dragon smells like Olivia, but it can’t be. I’m flying above her, but that doesn’t stop her from trying to locate me. She doesn’t trust her instincts. She doesn’t need a visual, not when she has marked me. Claimed me as her mate.

      But how can she be a fully shifted Merlzhen?

      Here am I not trusting what I know to be true, even though my eyes and mind are telling me it’s impossible. “Olivia?”

      Her head tilts, and she goes still and immediately starts dropping. She recovers quickly, spinning to face me.

      “Kayrus?” She says around a mouthful of bag.

      “I came back for you. I thought you might be in trouble. Malo…” My voice tightens just saying his name. He didn’t deserve that. I thought he’d find a way to get free. I carry the guilt of not helping.

      She nods.

      “Let’s go up.” I don’t want the clouds to part and reveal us to anyone who might be watching.

      The air is cold and damp on my scales. She gleams like a river in starlight. I want to dive in, even if that means my death. That’s a mating venom induced thought, and logically I know that, but it doesn’t stop my heart from beating faster or my dick from hardening.

      She follows me up. I reach out to take the bag from her so we can talk.

      “It is easier in your claws,” I say. I’m lucky that as a partial shifter, my body does not change beyond sprouting wings. I don’t know what it is like to not have hands.

      “This is kind of new. I woke up like this. My father is a drone, and I can’t change back to human.” Her words are rapid, and I can feel the edge of panic as she attempts to stay in one place.

      Her dragon form is no bigger than her human body, but if she put her mind to it, she could bring me down with little effort. She is stronger than me, even if she doesn’t realize it yet.

      “Does he know about your change?”

      “No.”

      “Okay.” That’s a good thing. “Where were you going?” Because she wasn’t expecting me, yet she was busy going somewhere.

      “Gran’s. I wasn’t sure when or if you were coming back.”

      Our wings are creating unnatural currents in the clouds, but we are high enough that I can’t see anything below. We exist alone in our world of mist and starlight.

      She doesn’t know what she’s done to me. “I had to come, Olivia. You bit me and claimed me. I didn’t need any tech to find you. You are my mate.”

      “I didn’t… What?”

      “You nipped my lip in the church. I thought nothing of it. You weren’t Merlzhen then. Or at least I didn’t think you were. But the nanobots—”

      “She did this. The gift of flight she said. My teeth have been aching all day.”

      “Then you were changing even today. At the base of your fangs there was mating venom. That little bite was all it took.” She’d broken the skin, and I hadn’t even realized.

      “So what does that mean? I don’t know how to be a dragon or a Merlzhen.”

      “You’re doing fine so far.” I smile. My own fangs aching with the need to bite her.

      She growls and lust coils tight around me. I never wanted to claim a mate, yet I find myself easily caught. Willingly. I could resist, but I will never find another like Olivia again. Brave, and willing to help no matter the cost.

      “You’d tell me that anyway.” She prances on the air.

      Would I? I don’t think so. “Are you going to finish what you started?”

      “What I started?”

      “You bit me.”

      “I didn’t know. I’m sorry.” She pedals back, and I follow.

      I want to swoop and fly with her, tumble and turn and ride the currents. But danger waits beneath the thin cover of the clouds.

      I dart in close, careful that our wings do not clash. “I am yours. And you are mine.”

      She snorts. “We barely know each other.”

      But there is something in her eyes, the way she watches me, that heats my blood. “True…does that matter though? We have found someone compatible, and the more time we spend together the greater the connection and the venom—”

      “Yeah, that doesn’t sound like a good thing.”

      “It is, it binds us, makes us crave the other.” The possibility that I would be bitten by a female Merlzhen had seemed impossible. There are very few female Merlzhen, and they live on planets that tend to shun space travel.

      “What if we don’t want to be bound?”

      “Then we have to stay away from each other, and that is harder than it sounds.”

      “You tried to get away from me.” The cloud billows around her, and for a moment she’s obscured. I don’t need to see her to find her. She’s already in my blood and in the beating of my heart.

      “Because I knew you were my mate, and I have spent my life avoiding connections. I have lived for duty.” And it was noble and good, and I liked my life. But it was lonely. “Today I realized what it would be like to have someone, and my body recognized you as my mate. Yours did too.”

      She tosses her head. “I didn’t know what I was doing.”

      “You do not want a mate?” I expected her to welcome the knowledge, to be pleased. But with all of Morgen’s memories, she knows what special ops does. “Is it because I am special ops?”

      She circles me like she is appraising me.

      “Or because I cannot fully shift? You will be hard pressed to find another like yourself.”

      “I know about the damage portal jumping does. I know Morgen was surprised to have daughters. She blamed this planet. And I know what special ops is. You are held with regard and fear and disgust.”

      That about sums it up. We do the jobs no one else wants or is able, and we police our own military. It’s why I hid what I was. My job kept from all but the captain and second in command.

      I twist in the air to keep her in my line of sight. I need to know if she wants me, but no matter the outcome, I have to keep her safe and get her to Avalon.

      “Morgen would find you a worthy mate,” she says.

      “I don’t care what she thinks. I care what you, Olivia, think.”

      “I think I need to learn more about this mate thing.” She headbutts me.

      I let myself tumble over before swooping back to her. “You could bite me again and see if you still like the taste of me now you’ve changed.”

      “It’s permanent, isn’t it?” The note of worry is back in her voice.

      “I don’t know what was done. The tech was old… We will know more when we reach Avalon. Which we won’t tonight.” The sky is not as deep and dark as it was. It has shallowed to a midnight gray. Soon it will lighten to silver, and then the sun will spill gold and chase away the clouds. “I’m sorry.”

      She sighs. “I put the rings on. I guess I chose this even though I didn’t know what this was.” She wheels around me, then drops.

      I follow, not sure what she is doing.

      “Gran’s house is this way.” She sweeps away, faster and more streamlined than me in my partially shifted form. I have never appreciated the grace of a full shifted dragon before.

      I follow, and we weave through the sky, racing the sun. She lands on a dark roof and sits daintily using her wings and tail for balance like she’s always been able to shift.

      I land between her and the chimney, not nearly as gracefully.

      She opens her mouth in a grin. “It is fun to fly.”

      “It is.” I want her to bite me now, sink her teeth deep into me and give me a full dose of venom so I can’t think straight for days. A wishful sigh escapes my lips.

      She flexes her claws on the tiles. “How do I shift back to human?”

      “Hot to become a dragon, cold to become a man, or woman.” It’s a basic thing we are all taught, though for most of us shifting is easy and controlling it is much harder.

      “So I just think cold?”

      “Something like that.” I hope, for Olivia’s sake, Morgen didn’t turn her permanently into a dragon. She’ll be hunted mercilessly or forced into hiding.

      “Then I’ll be naked.”

      “Is that a downside?”

      She rolls her eyes. “You get to keep your pants on.”

      “It is one of the few advantages of a partial shift.” I draw in a breath and the shifting cold ripples over my skin. The scales vanish along with my wings. I stretch and my shoulders and spine crack before settling into place.

      “What if I fall?”

      I put my hand over her paw. “I won’t let you.”

      “Don’t be weird. I’m a dragon and you’re a man.”

      “You’re Olivia in dragon form.”

      “Still weird.” She closes her eyes, and I can see the concentration on her face. The way her snout scrunches slightly and her ears flick back.

      If I could fully shift, it wouldn’t be weird at all for us to play and mate. Because I can’t, she is right. It would be weird.

      I lower my lids, ready for the flash of light that accompanies a shift. Her paw tenses beneath my hand, then the bones move.

      The light burns my eyelids. When I open my eyes, Olivia is crouched on the roof, naked and wild. Her eyes are a brilliant blue and no longer human. She has been transformed all the way down to the tip of her tail.

      I take the sweater from around my waist and hand it to her.

      She grasps the sweater and my hand and peers over her shoulder. “Damn it.”

      “A tail isn’t a bad thing.” Mine trails up her inner thigh.

      Her eyebrows lift. “Help me put this on without falling.”

      “You won’t fall, you’re Merlzhen now.”

      She gives me a look of disbelief. I have to remember that yesterday she was human—or at least thought she was human—today she is Merlzhen. Her human life is gone, out of reach.

      I pull her toward me and hold her while she tugs on the sweater. Between the two of us, we’re wearing one set of clothes.

      “Are you cold?” She asks.

      “No.” I’m not sure I’ll ever be cold with her around.

      She turns and slides onto my lap, facing me, her arms around my neck. “We could watch the sunrise before going in.”

      I can think of several things I’d rather do than watch the sunrise, but I nod.

      Her lips part, revealing pointed teeth. Gone are her blunt human teeth. If she bites me now, it will be all over. I will never get her out of my blood.

      She runs her tongue over her teeth, as if she is testing out the swelling at the base of the fangs. She had fangs as a human, but they were short and dull. Now they have lengthened into something that makes me want to turn my head so she can bite deeper. I smile, showing her mine in a dance that is millennia old.

      Her gaze lowers to my mouth. “So who bites who?”

      “It doesn’t really matter.” I want to be bitten so badly it hurts. I never expected the mating venom to be so potent. Perhaps this is something I can thank Morgen for. I pull her closer so there is no hiding my intent.

      She gasps, then kisses me carefully at first, as though she doesn’t want to risk another bite. “Is it wrong that I want to bite you so hard you beg me to stop?”

      I bite back a groan. “That sounds perfect.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “You won’t. We will be mates after. Bound by blood. We’ll be able to find each other no matter what.”

      “Forever?”

      “Yes.” I cup her cheek. “Is that too much? If it is, do not bite me again. I will wait until you are ready.” Even though I swear it will kill me.

      She turns her head and sinks her teeth into the meat of my hand. The pain and the pleasure jolt through me like an electrical current, for a heartbeat I think I’m going to float off the roof even without wings. My cock twitches against the rough confines of my jeans.

      I want more than my fangs in her.

      Olivia draws back and touches her lip, where a drop of my blood rests. She looks at her finger, then licks it off. “Now do me.”
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      “Are you sure?” Kayrus asks.

      I nod. I have never been more certain of anything. There is a magic between us—or maybe that’s the Merlzhen mating venom, or simply lust brought on by danger—but I want him the way I’ve never wanted anyone. The taste of his blood lingers on my tongue, and the ache in my teeth has subsided.

      He kisses me. The sharp edges of his fangs move over my lips but don’t break the skin. His kisses trail along my jaw and down my neck, then he pulls the collar of the sweater aside and kisses my shoulder before biting me. The heat of the bite makes me gasp. I swear I can feel the venom sluicing through my veins, hot like a shot of liquor and just as heady.

      He claims my mouth again, this time with less care. I meet his hunger with my own. His hands move under the sweater, and mine are undoing his pants. The hard length of his cock presses against the fabric, then it is free. The dark blue head of his dick hits his belly.

      Blue…that’s different. But I’m not shocked. Those memories exist in my mind too if I dig to find them. But I can’t stop myself from comparing him to a human man. The head is the wrong shape, pointier than a human dick. I run my fingers along his length, learning the feel of him, the thickness and length. Wanting to ride him and make him mine.

      His fingers slide lower, over my stomach, and between my legs. The way I’m straddling him, with no pants on, gives him easy access. As his fingers slide over my already slick skin, I roll my hips, offering him everything. He gets the hint and teases my clit before pressing a finger into me.

      It's almost enough for me to come.

      I’m sure it’s a side effect of the venom as I’ve never been this aroused before. But then, I’ve never had a mate.

      Or an alien lover.

      I rock against his hand, until I shatter. The climax steals my breath but doesn’t ease the heat in my veins or the need in my pussy. I ache to be filled and to complete the mating.

      He drags me closer. The roof tiles are cool against my skin and the sky is now a soft peach smudged with gray clouds. We should go in, but I don’t want to break this moment. Up here the world can’t touch us and nothing matters but our desire.

      We wriggle a little until we are aligned, then I sink onto him, taking him deeper inch by inch. Our tails tangle. I steal another sharp kiss. His hands grip my hips, working me over his length until I’m taking all of him. I slide up and down his cock, enjoying every inch. The way his hands grip my ass, the way he lifts his hips to make each thrust deeper. The lust in my belly tightens.

      From Morgen’s memories, I know there is one big difference between Merlzhen and human. When Kayrus comes, he’ll knot inside of me. Just the once to seal the mating.

      I come again, tightening around his cock—or is he about to come and his cock is already swelling?

      His breathing quickens, then he groans. I gasp as the knotting happens. I’d felt full before, but now I am being stretched. It doesn’t hurt…it feels amazing. He rubs my clit like he can tease another orgasm out of me. It doesn’t take long, then I lean against him. Limp and breathless. He’s slumped against the chimney, arms around me.

      “Sunrise is so pretty,” he says. “I didn’t realize how much I missed them living in space until I was here.”

      I open my eyes. It is exceptionally pretty, all pink and gold. “Yeah.”

      I have slept through too many after working late.

      “I want to know more about your life…about you.”

      “Same.” He kisses my temple.

      Now the lust has faded, the doubts are rising. “Can we really make this work?”

      “I have seen mating made on less. We are a match. We were even before you put on the ring.” He lifts my hand and kisses Morgen’s ring. It moves on my finger.

      It has released me from its grip, the changes are complete. I thought I’d be ready to tear it off the moment I was freed, but I have grown used to its weight.

      Kayrus notices too. “Do you want to take it off?”

      I study my hand for a moment. “No. I think I like it.” I kiss him. “But not as much as I like you.”

      “I’m glad.” He winces. “My back is freezing. The bricks are cold, and I have a tile digging into my ass.”

      My ass is cold and I’m mooning anyone who is awake and can see the roof—which fortunately wouldn’t be many people. “Is it safe to move?”

      “Give it a go.”

      He still feels thick and hard within me, but when I lift up a little there is nothing stopping me from moving off him.

      My legs have cramped from the awkward position, and the terror of sliding off the roof and four stories to my death is back. “I don’t think I can move more without falling.”

      Kayrus helps me ease back, then tucks himself away. He reaches back and grabs the bag off the chimney where he’d shoved it. “Shall I break in?”

      I don’t really want to be left sitting here with no pants on, but I don’t want to shift again. Not in daylight. “And then what?”

      “Then I’ll come back for you?”

      I shake my head. “Gran might accidentally kill you. Help me put some panties on.”

      He grins. “I’d rather be taking them off.”

      I glare at him. My thighs are slick and I think a hot shower and coffee are the next things I want, after I have explained our predicament to Gran.

      A couple of minutes later I have panties on—which go a long way to making me feel less vulnerable—although I had to make a hole for my new tail.

      “So how are we getting down?”

      “The only way there is.” He points to the gutter. “Then I open the nearest window and in we go.”

      Despite my fears, it was as easy as he made it sound. Somehow I have become stronger overnight, and hanging from the gutter and swinging into an open window didn’t kill me. It wasn’t even as terrifying as I thought it would be.

      I land almost silently on the carpet. The furniture is draped with sheets. This is one of the rooms that Gran never uses. The reason my parents want her to sell and buy something smaller. But Gran refuses to give up her place. It’s been in the family for two centuries and she wants it to stay that way. I’ve always liked the house. I carefully close the window and draw the curtains.

      “Come on.”

      Gran will be up. She’ll be in the kitchen, watching the birds in the garden as she has her tea and toast. We creep through the house, but the stairs give us a way.

      “Who’s up there? I’m calling the police.” Gran’s voice is calm and firm.

      Kayrus and I freeze.

      “It’s me Gran…please don’t call the cops.”

      “Olivia?”

      I peer over the railing and see Gran staring up.

      I smile. “Sorry for startling you.”

      “Why didn’t you knock?”

      “That’s a long story.” Everything has changed since I saw her yesterday.

      “Well, you’d better get down here and tell me. Bring your friend too. I don’t want him lurking about the house.”

      Kayrus lifts his eyebrows, but we obey and go downstairs to the kitchen. I try to hide my tail under the sweater, but I have very little control over it. Kayrus doesn’t have the luxury given that he has no shirt.

      Gran stares at him, her hand on her mouth and for a moment I think she’s going to faint. “You’re Merlzhen.”

      He nods slowly. “I am. We aren’t here to invade.”

      “I know what you’re here for…” then she looks at me and her face falls. “Not you too.”

      “I’m sorry, Gran.” I hug her and my tail joins in. Hot tears burn my eyes.

      “I’m not taking her away. We are stranded,” Kayrus adds.

      Gran draws back. “I know that. But you will, as soon as you can. I was leaving this damn house to you, child. Now what am I supposed to do?”

      “I don’t know.” I shake my head. I don’t want to leave her, but we can’t say here either as I don’t want her to be in trouble. “Gran, we are being hunted. I just need somewhere to stay for the day.”

      “I saw his face on TV. I assumed it was because you figured how to use the ring. You did it? Help is coming?”

      “We still need to get to Avalon. Arzhur will hopefully be waking, and we need to warn the incoming ships about the Fomuri and their lies.” Kayrus has put on his official voice. He speaks as though he expects Gran to understand.

      Gran nods. “What do you need me to do?”

      “Can we hide here today?”

      “I can do better than that. Tell your people that this is a safe house. No one bothers a crazy old witch.” She smiles. She’s known that’s what my father calls her all along. “But in return, I want to go when you go.”

      Kayrus stares at her. “Why?”

      “I don’t want to be a mate, but my cousin was taken, and I would like to see the stars from a different angle, and see her again if she lives. Grant the wish of a woman who kept your secrets for so long.”

      Kayrus inclines his head. “I will ask my war leader.”

      “And first we have to survive the war.” She touches my tail. “What is this?”

      “That’s part of the story.” I bite my lip. “Shall I make the tea?”

      She gives me a once over. “I’d say put on some trousers first, but that might be a little difficult.” She holds my shoulders and looks into my eyes. “You are one of them, through and through, aren’t you?”

      “I am.” I am Olivia, mate to Kayrus. And we are going to defeat the Fomuri and take back Earth.
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      We reach the hills where Avalon should be in the late afternoon. At first, I see nothing but destruction. The side of the hill had been torn away, revealing the side of the ship, and rubble and mud pool at the base. My heart sinks before I even land.

      The Fomuri found the ship first.

      Olivia is already shaking off the shift and pulling on the soft fleece pants and sweatshirt that she is traveling with. She runs barefoot up the hill, knowing exactly where she is going.

      “Wait, it may not be safe.” I hurry to catch up with her.

      A man steps out into the sunlight. For a moment I think he is Fomuri sent to stop us, but as I draw closer, I recognize him as one of Cado’s warriors. His face is grim.

      Olivia takes a step back when she sees him. “Let me pass.”

      He moves closer to her and I know he is smelling my mate and wondering what she is.

      “Who are you?” Ael asks her before his gaze flicks to me.

      “She is my mate. She is Merlzhen…it’s a long story. I am more interested in yours. What happened here? Was there a fight?”

      Ael shakes his head. “I found it like this. And that’s not all.” He leads us into the narrow cave.

      After a few paces, what appears to be rock changes to sleek metal.

      Olivia breathes in and sighs as though she is coming home. In a way she is, or at least some of her memories are. “She jumped the ship inside the mountain and created this tunnel.”

      I stare at her. That is the only way the ship could’ve gotten inside of the mountain, unless they’d dug a grave the size of the ship and then buried it, but that would’ve attracted too much attention. “That’s…”

      “Dangerous, but smart.” She turns to Ael. “Where is he?”

      “He?” Ael frowns. “The human captive is female.”

      “Captive?” I scowl. “Did a human do this?”

      Olivia puts her hand on my arm. “You deal with this. I know where to go.”

      “Be careful.” I press a kiss to her lips, then she walks deeper into the ship. I push down on the need to go with her. She is Merlzhen and knows what needs to be done. “Where is this captive?”

      Ael leads me around a corner to where a human woman is sitting, guarded by another Merlzhen warrior. Her hands are bound behind her back and the contents of her bag are strewn over the metal floor. “We found her in here.”

      “And I told you I was hiking, and that I found it like this,” she snaps.

      I squat in front of her. “Why were you hiking out here?”

      “Because I like to.”

      I draw in a breath. Human women seem to be made of fire and attitude. It fills me with hope for Earth and annoyance that this one won’t cooperate. “When was the last time you were here?”

      “On this exact hill?” She shrugs. “A month ago. I hadn’t planned on coming here today, but when I saw the landslide, I thought I’d check it out.”

      “You didn’t think it might be dangerous?” Ael asks. His frustration simmering around him.

      “More dangerous than aliens? No.” She smirks. “So are you the horned bad guys or the tailed good guys?

      “Do I look like I have horns?” Ael sweeps his dark hair back. “Why are you answering him and not me?”

      “He asked nicely. You tied me up.”

      “You were poking around our ship.”

      I bite back a groan, then cut in before he can make things worse. “We are trying to figure out what happened.”

      “So am I. Why is there a spaceship inside of the mountain? Did you cause the landslide?”

      I glance at Ael. “I don’t think she had anything to do with exposing the ship.”

      “Thank you, now let me go.” She smiles at me.

      I shake my head. “Not yet.”

      “You’re supposed to be the helpful aliens.” She turns her head away. “All aliens are dicks.”

      Rapid footsteps make me turn.

      Olivia stops when she sees us. She shakes her head, and her eyes are brimming with tears. “We’re too late.”

      No one follows her. Where is Arzhur? Has he been taken?

      “What do you mean?” I clasp her hands and draw her close, wanting to soothe her pain.

      “He’s dead,” she murmurs against my chest.

      The hopes of every Merlzhen stuck on Earth shatters with those two words. “No. He can’t be.”

      “Who’s dead?” The captive woman is suddenly interested in us again.

      Ael mutters a few curses and glares at the woman on the ground. “Did she kill him?”

      “Excuse me, if I’m being accused of murder, I’d like to know who I’ve supposedly killed.”

      Olivia lifts her tear-streaked face. Is she grieving Morgen’s loss or the loss of hope for her world? She stares at the woman for the first time. “Who are you?”

      “Um…Sasha. I was just hiking. I didn’t kill anyone, I swear. I’d barely gotten in the doors before those two showed up.”

      Olivia nods. “She’s telling the truth.”

      “Finally,” Sasha sighs.

      Olivia’s voice is tight when she continues. “Arzhur has been dead for decades.”
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        * * *

      

      Want more alien romance?

      Owned by the Outcast is book 1 in the Banished Alien Warriors series.
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      Where aliens rule the skies, and mates are captured and claimed is where Riley is happiest writing. Her heroes are powerful and her heroines are their match and their romance will ignite your imagination.

      When not exploring other worlds and civilizations, Riley lives in Fremantle, Australia. One day she plans on growing up and doing something sensible with her life, but today is not that day.

      You can join her mailing list HERE
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