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Chapter One


 


“Aauuugghhh!” Theo jerked upright
from his favorite chair as white-hot pain howled through his groin.


“Theo? What happened? Are you okay?”
his sister Ella asked, coming into the living room from the kitchen. She was
wiping her hands on her favorite dishtowel, the one Theo hated. The faded dancing
gnomes reminded him of evil leprechauns.


“Oh God, I think my balls are
perforated,” he gasped out, standing awkwardly and glaring at the gnomes. They
stared back at him malevolently. He couldn’t tell what had bit him, but it hurt
like a motherfucker and he was afraid to move. He was afraid to look. Instead,
he  cupped his hands over his balls awkwardly
in front of his sister. And Ella, damn her, could barely keep a straight face.
He scowled, hoping irritation would hide the tears he couldn’t quite hold back.


“Hang on. Let me see,” Ella said,
throwing the towel over her shoulder. She crouched down and turned him
slightly, peering at his junk from behind, then began to giggle.


“How can you laugh?” Theo demanded
through gritted teeth.


“Your family jewels are safe, not
that you’re using them for anything these days,” his sister retorted.


“That’s not very—” he began to
complain when she moved slightly and another searing pain shot through him,
cutting off his ability to speak for a moment. He gasped and bent over, hands tightening
on his junk protectively. “What the hell did you just do?” he finally managed
to choke out.


She brandished her daughter’s
favorite purple knitting needle in front of him. The tip was bright red. Jesus,
that’s my blood, he thought faintly.


“Looks like you landed on Ivy’s
latest creation. She was making you a hat, for when you’re out on stakeouts,”
Ella said, still smiling. “And your balls are fine. If you’d let go of them for
a moment, you’d be able to see for yourself. It was in your thigh.”


Theo took a deep breath. Dammit. It
hurt like crazy, worse even than the time that crazy druggie had shot him in
the arm. All he wanted to do was go to sleep after a long night on shift, but
he’d promised to stay awake so he could see his niece’s science project. He’d
figured he could catch a quick nap in his favorite chair while he waited to see
her volcano or poster or whatever, and bam!


This is
what I get for being nice, he thought disgustedly. Something warm trickled down his leg
beneath his jeans. “Shit. I’m bleeding.” He wasn’t sure if he should try to sit
down again, or not move at all. He put his hand lower, trying to put pressure
on it, but his sister shoved his fingers away.


“For God’s sake, here.” She pressed
her dishtowel to his leg, right up against his balls.


He jumped back.


“You’re making a mess,” his sister
said, moving in again.


“Oh my God, are you trying to kill me?” He moved away,
grabbing the towel from her. “The thing probably punctured my femoral artery.”


“Oh please, if it had, you’d
already be on the floor dying. Pull your pants down.” His sister reached for
him, hands threatening.


“What? No! Get away from me.” He
backed up, almost falling into the chair. “I’ll do it myself.” He turned around
and unbuttoned his jeans, then eased them down.


His sister peered over his
shoulder.


“Ella! Get away, Jesus.” His
boxer-briefs were bloody.


“You’re packing some serious raw
meat down there, brother,” his sister said, laughing.


“Dear God, you have no shame.” He
shoved her favorite towel against the puncture wound in his inner thigh, then
glared at his sister. “I’m bleeding all over your little gnomes. Serves you
right for laughing at me.”


Her brown eyes twinkled at him. “That’s
okay. I’ve got more gnomes than you ever had.”


He rolled his eyes. “I think it
needs stitches.”


Ella’s smile slipped away. Finally,
she’s taking this seriously, Theo thought, aggravated.


“You should probably get a tetanus
booster, too,” she said, sighing. “Let me grab my bag. I’ll drop you off at the
ER on the way to work.”


Theo eased his jeans back over the
wound, using the denim to keep the towel jammed up against the hole. “I can
drive. I made it through cop school and everything, all by myself, remember?”


She snorted as she shoved her feet
into her tennis shoes. “And what if you pass out on the way, big brother?”


“I’ve never passed out a day in my
life!” he said, gesturing indignantly. The motion made his wound throb and he
grimaced.


“Uh huh,” his sister said, eyeing
him sharply. “Better to be safe than sorry.” She grabbed her purse. “Okay, let’s
go.” She opened the door of the house they’d shared since her husband died five
years ago. Theo had originally moved in to help her with Ivy and then ended up
staying. The house had belonged to their parents, so it was partly his, anyway.
He’d been happy she had somewhere nice to live, and he liked being close to the
only family he had left. Well, the only family besides his exasperating work
partner, Gideon.


“I’ll call Gideon on the way. He
can drive me back home,” Theo said as he hobbled to the car. His partner was
also his best friend, and he considered him family, too. Gideon had been in
foster-care since he was a baby, so when they’d met Theo and Ella had adopted
him. Sometimes Gideon seemed sad about never knowing his parents, but everyone
knew shit happened and there wasn’t anything you could do about it. Ditto with
Tom, Ella’s husband.


“Didn’t he work all night with
you?” Ella asked.


Theo shrugged. “He can suck it up.
I’ve been stabbed. Sleep is overrated.”


Ella snorted as she watched him
open the car door. “You’re not a very nice friend.”


“Gideon would be mad if I didn’t call him.”


“Fine, whatever,” she sighed.
“Sounds like a plan.” She waited for him to groan his way into the passenger
seat. She shut the door and walked over to the driver’s side. “You know, this
may be the first time you’ve ever let me drive you anywhere.” She started the
car.


He made a face at her. “Because
your driving stresses me out.” The damn seatbelt made the hole in his leg hurt
even more.


She gave him a sour look and stomped
on the gas, speeding through their sleepy neighborhood like the hounds of hell
were on her tail.


“Ella! Jesus, ease up before you
give me a heart attack to go with the hole in my leg.” Theo gripped the
dashboard, white-knuckled.


She slowed down marginally. “Don’t
be such a baby.”


“This is a twenty-five mile an hour
zone,” he muttered, beginning to pray. The way she was driving, he might not
make it to the hospital.


“What are you going to do, give me
a ticket, Mr. Off-Duty Cop?” she asked, making a face at him.


“No, but I may start crying soon,”
he replied, hanging on for dear life. “Will you calm down so I can call Gideon?
Right now I’m afraid to let go of the dash. The power of my fear is the only
thing keeping us from crashing.”


She sighed, long and loud. “Fine.”
The car slowed drastically. “But when you bleed out before we get to the ER,
don’t blame me.”


“I’m not going to bleed out. It’s
just a little puncture wound, remember? You’re the one who was making fun of me
earlier,” he said, swiping the screen on his phone. When he heard the other end
of the line start ringing, he brought it to his ear.


“Yeah?” Gideon answered. “I’m in
the middle of my yoga routine. This better be good, Theo.”


Yoga? Theo rolled his eyes. “I
need you to pick me up from the ER.”


“The hospital? What the hell
happened?”


Theo heard something crash over the
phone and smiled grimly. At least someone
cared about him. He threw his sister a triumphant look. She ignored him.


“Are you okay? I saw you forty-five
minutes ago when we got off work, what could you possibly have done to
yourself—”


Theo cut him off. “I sat on one of
Ivy’s knitting needles and need to get the hole in my leg sewn together. Ella’s
dropping me off, but I’ll need a ride home.”


There was silence on the other end
for a moment, then Gideon laughed so loud Theo had to pull the phone away. His
sister snickered.


“Gideon! Come on, it’s not that
funny.” Theo glared at the little screen as if his best friend could see.


“It is that funny. Come on
man, you sat on a knitting needle. Where did it bite you?” Gideon could barely
keep his voice level.


Theo sighed. “On my upper thigh—”


Ella snatched the phone right out
of his hand and started talking. “He almost stabbed his balls, Gideon. Oh my
God, you should’ve seen his face!”


Theo grabbed the phone back. “Don’t
listen to her. Just come and get me in an hour or so.” He thought about how
long the waits were in the emergency room and reconsidered. “Better make that
two hours.”


Gideon coughed, obviously hiding
another laugh. “Okay, man. I’ll be there.”


Theo hung up without saying
goodbye. “Are we there yet?” he asked, just to torture his sister. They were on
the road to the hospital, but he knew they were at least ten minutes away. His
sister tossed him a disgusted look. Theo gingerly touched the lump where he’d
stuffed her favorite towel and winced. It was going to be a long afternoon.


****


Gideon walked into the ER and
sauntered up to the desk. Every time he thought about Theo stabbing himself in
the nuts he started to snicker. Only
Theo…


“Can I help you?” the woman behind
the counter asked him. Her ponytail was mussed and she had dark circles under
her eyes. The waiting room was only half-full, but she must’ve had a hard day.


He smiled at her winningly. It
never hurt to be nice. “Yeah, I’m looking for my partner. He came here about an
hour ago.”


She blinked at him, looking him up
and down.


Gideon barely refrained from
sighing. I have to stop calling Theo my partner. Everyone assumes we’re
together, instead of work partners. He subtly moved his jacket aside so
that she could see the badge he’d clipped to his belt.


“Oh! Of course. What’s his name?”
she asked, flushing a little.


That reaction was even worse.
Gideon restrained a wince, wishing he’d just let her go on thinking Theo was
his boyfriend. “Theodore Gray,” he said, keeping his voice neutral.


The woman clicked a few keys on her
keyboard, then flashed him a grin. “He’s in bay eleven. Just go on back and I’ll
buzz you in.” She pointed to the wide hall just past her desk. The double-doors
to the ER entrance were closed.


“Thanks,” he said, smiling at her.


She blushed again and nodded. “My
pleasure.”


He shook his head slightly. You
don’t have time for dating, remember? You work all the damn time, he told
himself.


“And also, you’re in love with your
partner,” he muttered, disgusted with himself. He’d told Theo he was bi years
ago, when they’d first been partnered up. Theo had been great. No weirdness, no
sidelong looks. As Gideon had gotten to be friends with him, he’d realized he
really liked Theo. A lot. Too much, he mused as the doors swung inward.
He walked into the ER, shaking off his morose thoughts. There was nothing he
could do about it. Theo was straight and Gideon valued his friendship way too
much to risk poking at his feelings. Not to mention that getting involved with
your partner was a recipe for disaster. Best to just ignore what he felt and
get on with his life like he always did.


****


Theo sat on the bed, wishing that
they’d at least let him keep his underwear on. The room was cold. The bed was
hard. The tiny cloth drape they’d given him to hide his junk didn’t have nearly
enough fabric to keep him warm. And every time he started shivering, the hole
in his thigh ached like a rotten tooth. Happily, he hadn’t needed the tetanus
booster he thought he’d be getting, but that was the only bit of good news he’d
received so far. He was cold, bored, and his ride was nowhere to be seen. Where
the hell is Gideon? he wondered grumpily, not for the first time.


“Okay, let’s see what we’ve got
here.”


Theo looked up hopefully. Two
nurses and one physician’s assistant had already examined him and declared that
the doctor would have to come sew him up. The last visit had been an hour ago.
He really just wanted to get the hell out of here. When the woman who’d come
into the room pulled the curtain shut and turned around, his brain stuttered.
She had dark brown hair pulled back into a ponytail so that it showed off the
spectacular bone structure of her face. Her grey eyes were striking and
intelligent. She had high cheekbones and full lips, and even though she wore
hardly any makeup, she was gorgeous. The drab lab coat she wore did little to
disguise the generous curves of her body. Astonishingly, his dick twitched
under the thin cloth. After he’d stabbed himself with the knitting needle, he
hadn’t thought he’d be able to get it up for at least a week. Clearly he’d been
wrong.


“Mr. Gray?” she asked walking
forward. “I’m Dr. Morgan.” She held out her hand. Her nails were short, but
well-kept. She didn’t wear any rings.


Theo looked at it for a moment,
then shook her hand. “It’s Detective, ma’am.”


She blinked. “You’re a cop?”


He nodded, shifting on the bed. He
leaned on his wound deliberately, hoping the pain would make his dick behave. It
didn’t. Dammit. She set her laptop on
the counter. As she twisted to reach, he stared at her curvy backside in awe. Damn, that’s gorgeous. He idly wondered
if she’d go out on a date with him.


“Detective Gray, could you shift up
a little? I need to get a good look at your wound.” She smiled kindly.
Professionally.


Theo swallowed. His cock stirred
some more and he closed his eyes briefly, hoping to God he wasn’t blushing. “Uh,
sure,” he said, shifting uncomfortably. “You can call me Theo. Detective sounds
a little formal for someone who’s about to sew me up.”


She smiled again and moved closer,
slipping some nitrile gloves on with practiced ease. Theo envied her calm. “Okay,
Theo. Where exactly is the injury?” She made no move to grab the drape. “What
exactly happened?”


This woman has amazing bedside
skills,
he thought vaguely as he tried to figure out how to describe the situation. “Um,
well, I went home and sat down in my favorite chair. Unfortunately, my niece’s
knitting needle had slipped down between the cushions and when I sat down…” He
mimed wincing and cupped his hands over his groin.


The doctor’s eyebrows lifted. “Did
it pierce your genitals?”


He flushed. “No, thank God. It went
into my thigh.”


“You pulled it out?” She frowned.


He shook his head. “No, my sister
did.” He knew that it was always better to leave whatever had pierced you in
the body to prevent bleeding. “She came running and yanked it out before I
could stop her. I was kind of freaking out at the time.”


The doctor coughed slightly, before
getting herself under control. Theo narrowed his eyes at her. She was laughing
inside, he could tell. Not that he blamed her.


“Luckily, it missed my artery or I’d
be dead by now,” he continued, trying to sound like a grown up.


She nodded, eyes bright. “May I see
the wound?”


He sighed. It was time to man up. “Yeah,
sure.” He gently pulled the drape to the side, trying to keep his dick and
balls covered. He opened his legs wider. The nurse had dressed the hole with
some gauze, and he picked at it uncomfortably before Dr. Gorgeous moved in and
gently pulled the tape free. He winced as it caught in his leg hair.


“I’m sorry,” she murmured, totally
professional now.


Theo looked down and grimaced. The
wound was about an inch long and ragged, tucked right up against the crease of
his thigh where his balls rested. His eyes strayed to her bosom, straining a little
at the pretty blouse she wore under her lab coat. That was a much better view
than his hairy, bloody leg.


“I can see why you were freaking
out,” Dr. Morgan said, examining the wound. “That was a close call.”


He nodded. “Yeah. I think it’s so
torn because I instinctively jerked away.”


She probed at the injury, making it
throb. “I’m sorry it hurts. I need to see how deep it goes.”


He took a deep breath and forced
himself to hold still, despite the humiliation. The only good thing about the
situation at all was that he was able to hold the drape over his junk, so she
couldn’t tell how happy his body was that her face was right next to his dick.
Who knew he liked pain so much?


“I’m sorry, but I need a bit more
access,” she finally said, straightening up.


He stared at her. “And that means?”


She gestured at the fabric he
clutched to his groin. “I need you to move the sheet, please.” She looked
steadily at his face, nothing but professional intent in her expression.


He blinked uncomprehendingly for a
moment, then sighed when she didn’t look away. “Of course you do. Because it’s
Monday and impaling myself on a knitting needle just isn’t unpleasant enough
after a full day’s work that included staying up all Sunday night,” he snarked.
“I apologize in advance for flashing you.”


She smiled at him. “It’s nothing I
haven’t seen before.”


“You’ve seen someone almost stab himself
in the balls?” He chuckled. “Sure.”


She grinned suddenly. “Oh, I’ve
seen things you wouldn’t believe. Trust me.”


At her words, his brain flashed into
all the places it shouldn’t go, and he cursed himself silently. “Okay, okay,
mercy. I’m a cop. I don’t need more bizarre things inside my head.” He gritted
his teeth and moved the drape over a tiny bit, not enough to really show her
anything. “Is that enough?”


She gave him a look that clearly
said no.


He sighed, loudly. “You’re as bad
as my sister,” he complained, letting go of the sheet so she could move it to
where she needed. He hoped the reference to his sister would defuse the tension
he felt, but when she tugged on the drape, pulling it away from his junk, he
immediately realized that it had done nothing. Absofuckinglutely nothing. His
cock was pointing right at her. Jesus.


“Hmm, yeah, I think this is going
to take at least three, maybe four sutures,” she murmured, probing at the
injury again. The back of her hand brushed up against his dick and he swallowed
back a moan. Clearly he was one fucked-up dude—the pain from the puncture wasn’t
doing a damn thing to keep his cock in line. It swelled a bit more with every
light brush of her knuckles until he had a full-on, raging erection. Sparks of
pleasure shot through him as she moved and he gripped the edges of the bed
tightly, willing himself not to make a sound. He found himself staring at her
breasts again, fixating on the pink cloth. He wondered if she felt as soft as she
looked… No, Jesus, don’t think about that, you loser.


When the doctor straightened up
again, she smiled at him. “I’ll sew you up right now and then you can be on
your way. I don’t think you’ll have any complications. It should heal nicely.
The puncture isn’t as deep as I thought, which is good.” She glanced down to
where he’d drawn the drape over himself again and smiled wider. “And don’t
worry. I meant what I said about having seen everything.”


Theo groaned aloud. “I’m sorry.
Really. It has a mind of its own.”


She just shook her head. “Normal
autonomous reaction. Don’t sweat it,” she murmured as she turned to look over
the supplies a nurse had piled on a tray for her. She grabbed a syringe and
turned back around. “You might be more comfortable lying down while I do this.”


Theo thought about his dick pointed
straight up towards the ceiling and shook his head emphatically. “No thank you.”
From the look on her face, he had no doubt she knew why he’d refused.


She shrugged. “Okay. I’m going to
numb the area a little bit and then I’ll sew you up.”


“Will that stuff take care of my
little problem?” he asked, only half joking.


She snickered under her breath. “Um,
no. Sorry.”


Theo closed his eyes, wishing the
floor would swallow him up. “Figures.”


“Okay, open up a little wider. This
won’t hurt a bit,” she said, moving in again, eyes on his groin.


He stared at her. She did not just say that, he thought, trying to stifle a grin. When she glanced up, he started
laughing at her expression. She was amused and not hiding it very well. “You
said it like that on purpose,” he said primly. “Not very professional of you, Doctor.”
His prick twitched under the drape. He really liked this woman.


Her face pinked a little as she
looked away. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”


He shook his head, still chuckling.
“Don’t be. If I don’t laugh over this, I might punch something. The wall, my
own face, who knows? As it is, my partner is going to joke about this for
years. I’m already doomed.”


She gave him a tiny smile. “Mondays
suck, don’t they?”


He nodded. “You bet.” He opened his
legs wider and held the drape aside so she could work. He was gratified to see
her look at his cock again, as if by accident. He had just enough vanity left
to feel pleased that he’d managed to impress a no-nonsense doctor. “Just so you
know, I am extremely grateful you’re
not a sixty-year old doctor with really bad case of ear hair and no sense of
humor. That would be worse, as Mondays go,” he said.


She grinned as she started
injecting him with the anesthesia. “Wouldn’t that actually have made it easier
for you?” She glanced at his dick, still standing at attention hopefully, then
hastily injected him a few more times.


Theo gritted his teeth against the
pricks. “No,” he replied emphatically. “Not in any universe would that be
better, trust me.” Her blouse gaped open a little as she moved. Should I
tell her? Hmm, no. Definitely not, he thought as he caught a glimpse of
lace for a split-second.


She turned around to get the
sutures and a pair of forceps. “So, what will your partner do when he finds out
about this?” She stitched one side of the wound closed and knotted the suture.


Theo stared fixedly at her bosom.


“Or are you going to try and
pretend like you don’t have a hole in your thigh? Not tell anyone?” she asked.


He shrugged, careful to hold his
leg still. “Since he’s picking me up, he’ll likely try to take pictures of me
with my ass hanging out.” He made a face at the sensation of the thread going
through his skin. It didn’t quite hurt, but it wasn’t exactly comfortable,
either. When her knuckles brushed against his dick again, he hissed.


“Sorry,” she murmured, still
working on her sutures. “I’m almost done.”


He didn’t think she realized he was
reacting not to the stitching, but to her hand. “Take your time. I wouldn’t
want it to scar. Might scare the ladies.”


She snorted. “No, we certainly can’t
have that.”


He grinned, looking down at the top
of her head. The heat from her body warmed the inside of his thighs. A lock of
her hair had escaped her ponytail and swung down along the side of her face,
softening the clean lines of her jaw. She had a tendency to bite her lip as she
sewed. She was definitely one of the prettiest women he’d ever seen. He
wondered what Gideon would think if he saw her.


“Okay, I think that’ll do it,” she
said, cutting her last suture. She dabbed the wound with some antibiotic
ointment and then grabbed a gauze pad. As she taped it to his leg, her hand
brushed against him even more. He squirmed a little, not sure if it tickled or
felt good. She glanced up, then blushed furiously.


Theo raised his eyebrows. Dr.
Gorgeous was blushing? He smiled at her and she hurriedly looked down,
smoothing the tape along his skin. When she was done, she tugged at the sheet
and covered his still-erect cock as if hiding it would make it disappear. Theo
stifled a laugh as she turned around and stripped off her gloves with a bit
more force than the situation warranted.


“Change the dressing once a day,
more if you get it wet. It’ll be red and sore for a day or so, but if it starts
oozing, definitely go see your doctor,” she said, tapping something into the
computer on the side desk. To his amusement, she wouldn’t look at him.


“Can I shower?” he asked, trying to
get her attention. I should just ask her out. Especially before Gideon gets
here and makes her swoon with those blue eyes of his, he mused.


She nodded. “Give it a day. After
that, showering is no problem, as long as you pat the area dry and reapply the
bandage. The stitches should come out in a week or so, maybe longer because the
area is so sensitive.” She coughed, not meeting his eyes. “And don’t pick at
them or take them out yourself. I know your type.”


He sighed loudly. “You would
definitely get along with my sister.” He hopped down from the bed. “Thanks,
Doc. I guess I just go to my regular guy to have the stitches out?”


She nodded, then snapped closed the
laptop and tucked it under her arm. She turned to him and visibly steeled
herself, sticking out her hand. “Sorry I acted like such an idiot,” she
muttered.


He took her hand, shaking it and
letting it go slowly. “It’s no problem, Dr. Morgan,” he said huskily. He was
even more aroused now. She was cute when she got flustered.


She nodded sharply. “Well, good
luck then, Detective Gray.” She turned on her heel and strode out of the room
before he could say another word.


“Well, damn,” he said, staring at
the swinging drape. He been about to ask her to dinner, but she had fled the
scene of the crime. He smiled wryly. “You snooze, you lose, idiot.”


He stood up and grabbed his
underwear, grimacing when he saw the blood on the fabric. His sister’s hideous
gnome dishtowel was also a loss, but he was much less dismayed about that. He
tossed both into the trash bin, then began to put on his jeans commando. Stuffing
my junk into this is going to be a treat, he mused, glaring down at his
erection. Carefully, he put a foot into the leg, but before he could pull it up,
a woman’s scream sounded from just outside the room. He dropped his pants and
lunged for doorway half-naked, shoving the drape aside. What he saw curdled his
blood. A crazy man held Dr. Gorgeous around the neck from behind, a scalpel
pressed just under her ear.


“If you don’t let me go I’m going
to cut her!” he yelled, dragging her back a few feet.


Her eyes snapped to Theo’s. He
forgot all about his wound and lack of pants the moment her frantic grey eyes
met his.







 


 


Chapter Two


 


Gideon sauntered through the double
doors, hands shoved in his pockets. He was late, but Theo would have to deal.
He’d needed a shower before he left his apartment. He also needed a full
night’s sleep, but whatever.


“Shit, call security,” one of the
nurses behind the central desk hissed as he walked by. He frowned, wondering
what was happening. Theo’s room was at the end of the next wing. When he heard
glass break, he started jogging. Shit is
right, he thought as he took the corner a little too sharply, clipping his
elbow. He rubbed it and headed towards the increasing noise. Two security guys
came out of a door on his right and ran down the hall. He followed, sprinting
to keep up. When they burst through into the second wing of the ER, he stopped,
shocked. Theo was wrestling a wild-haired and bloodshot man to the floor. He
had the man’s right arm wrenched up behind his back as he crouched over his
legs, controlling his movements.


Holy shit, he’s got no pants on, was Gideon’s first
thought. He wasn’t ashamed to admit that he stared at his partner’s bulging
thigh muscles for a moment, before moving in to help. Theo was in damn fine
shape.


“I’ve got him, Theo,” he said,
security right on his heels. He grabbed the man’s left arm and moved it into a
position that would make it easier to subdue the man. Theo gave him a quick
glance, eyes bright. Gideon almost lost his grip at that look. Theo always made
his heart beat a little faster. The madman on the ground tried to pull away,
writhing and yelling, and Gideon didn’t have any more time to moon over his
partner. He gripped harder as two security men moved in, zip-tying the man’s
hands and taking over.


Letting go carefully, Gideon
straightened up, eyes going right to Theo’s cock. It was half-hard and dusky
pink against the stark white bandage on his upper thigh. Theo let go of the man’s
hands and stood up, turning immediately to an extremely pretty woman slumped
against the wall. She wore a doctor’s jacket over her pink blouse. Even though
she was clearly upset, she kept calm. And nothing could disguise how lovely she
was. Gideon’s eyes wandered down her body, feeling light-headed from the
double-whammy of his partially nude best friend standing right next to a
gorgeous woman.


“Dr. Morgan, are you okay?” Theo
asked, putting a hand on her arm. He slid it up and tilted her head to the
side, ignoring the pandemonium around them.


“I’m okay,” she said, glancing past
him at Gideon. Her forehead wrinkled a little.


Gideon smiled at her as Theo ran
light fingers across her neck. She blushed. He knew she was wondering who the
hell he was.


“I think you’re okay. There’s no
wound,” Theo said, letting go of her. Her neck was a little pink.


She nodded. “I’m okay.”


Gideon frowned. “The guy grabbed
her?”


Theo nodded. “Yeah. Held a scalpel
to her neck.” He gestured to the floor. “I disarmed him and wrestled him down.”


Gideon let his eyes crawl down Theo’s
body. “Dude. You have no pants.” He wasn’t about to let this go, oh no.


Theo glared at him. “Yeah, no
kidding, Mr. Obvious. Take care of her,” he said and ducked into a room.


Gideon stared at Dr. Morgan. Dr.
Morgan stared at Gideon.


“Hi, I’m Gideon, Theo’s partner,”
he finally said, holding out his hand. “You’re Dr. Morgan?”


She nodded and slipped her palm
into his. “Nice to meet you.”


Gideon smiled, hoping to set her at
ease. “You treated him?”


“Yes,” she said, suddenly
flustered. “Oh, I have to get his discharge papers.” She looked around.


A nurse abruptly appeared at her
side. “Dr. Morgan, oh thank God you’re okay! He was being treated for paranoia
and somehow he got out of the secure room,” she said, looking freaked. “I
called security, but they were hung up in the elevator.”


Before his eyes, Dr. Morgan turned
from a beautifully flustered woman to a calm professional. “Melissa, it’s okay.
I’m fine. It’s not the first time something like that’s happened.” She smiled at
the nurse. “Now, do you have Mr. Gray’s discharge papers?”


The nurse pulled herself together. “Yes,
I have them right here.” She handed them to the doctor then rubbed her face. “God,
what a day.”


Dr. Morgan chuckled. “Well, it’s
Monday. And it’s a full moon. What do you expect?”


The nurse rolled her eyes. “Yeah,
well, let’s hope nothing else goes wrong before I get off shift.”


“I hope so. I’m off now, but you’ve
got, what, another hour?”


The nurse nodded, then glanced down
the hall. “Yeah, and because of this I’m late to do the rest of my rounds. I
gotta go. Glad you’re okay Dr. M!” She hurried off.


Gideon’s job had its bad days, but
no way would he ever want to be a nurse. He shook his head, then watched as Dr.
Morgan read over Theo’s paperwork.


“Everything okay with my friend,
Doc?” he asked, wanting her to look at him again.


She glanced at him absently. “Oh,
yes. He’s good to go.” She looked at the drape where Theo had disappeared. “As
soon as he’s dressed, that is.” A faint flush ran over her face.


Gideon grinned, delighted. “Theo’s
a piece of work, dashing out to save the damsel in distress wearing his
birthday suit.”


She frowned at him, flushing
deeper.


Gideon grinned wider, feeling no
remorse. She was sexy when she went all pink.


“Thank you for helping. I was
worried he’d tear out his sutures, wrestling that man down,” she finally said.


“The stitches are fine, Dr. Morgan,”
Theo said, shoving back the curtain. “The bandage didn’t move and there’s no
undue bleeding, not that my partner seems to care about that.”


Gideon gave him a look. Theo
smirked unrepentantly. “It’s just a little curtain, not a door. I could hear
every word you said.”


Gideon laughed.


Theo smacked him on the head.


“Ow.” Gideon rubbed at his skull. “You
probably just gave me a concussion.”


“Don’t be such a baby,” Theo
retorted. “I’ve been wounded.”


“You sat on your niece’s knitting
needle. I’m going to milk that for years,” Gideon threatened.


Theo pouted.


Dr. Sexy laughed. “Clearly you’re
good to go. Just sign here and you can escape.” She handed Theo the clipboard.


He dashed off a quick signature and
handed it back to her. She extracted the papers and gave him his copy.


“It was a pleasure meeting you,”
Gideon said, making sure to give her extra eye contact. When Theo glared at
him, he chuckled unrepentantly. He loved to rile his friend.


“Yes, it certainly was a pleasure,”
Theo added in a low voice.


Gideon was surprised to see her
blush again. What had happened in the room that he didn’t know about? He gave
his partner a speculative look. Theo ignored him.


The doctor nodded sharply, as if
realizing she was gawking at the two of them. “Remember what I said about the
sutures. Don’t be an idiot.”


Theo looked wounded. “Me? An idiot?”


The doctor shook her head, then
looked at Gideon. “Good luck with him.” With that, she pivoted on her heel and
walked away.


“Damn. Missed again. I was going to
ask her out,” Theo muttered, staring after her.


Gideon noted that Theo’s eyes were
fixated on her backside. “You snooze, you lose,” he said, wondering briefly
what it would be like to share a bed with the two of them. He pictured Theo,
nude, rising up over Dr. Sexy’s delicious curves, then cleared his throat,
getting his imagination under control before his dick got any ideas. The last
thing he needed was an erection in the ER. Talk about awkward, he
thought. “Let’s go,” he said aloud. “I’m starving. Dinner’s on me.”


Theo glanced at him in surprise. “You’re
paying?”


Gideon nodded, mentally smacking
himself for being such a sucker. “Yeah. I feel sorry for you.”


“You should. I’ve been punctured.
It was horrible. I’m going to be scarred for life,” Theo said melodramatically
as he walked down the corridor. He didn’t notice the nurse behind the desk
check him out.


Gideon sighed. Theo had no idea how
hot he was. “I feel sorrier for myself,” he muttered under his breath as he
followed Theo out of the chaos.


****


Dr. Bea Morgan walked out of the
hospital wanting two things: a good burger and her bed. She’d been at work for
over twelve hours and she was ready to collapse, especially after the incident
with the mental patient. She sighed, wishing she could go straight home to
sleep, but her refrigerator was empty. Or maybe not quite empty, she
thought, snorting softly on the way to her car. I think I have some ketchup
in there.


She unlocked her doors and ditched
her bag, stuffing her wallet and cellphone in her jacket pocket. It was a
lovely spring evening. Walking across the street to buy some takeout at the
little cafe next door wouldn’t take long. She locked her car and headed for the
street.


The office complex boasted a slew
of doctor’s offices, some small businesses, a bank, and the best burgers in
town. Of course, it was on the fourth floor of the largest building and she
sighed as she walked in, heading straight for the elevators. She wasn’t up to
taking the stairs, no matter how much she tried to tell herself that exercise
was good for her. She eyed herself in the polished brass doors and grimaced.
She needed to lose about thirty pounds. Nothing I can do about it tonight,
she mused, rubbing her face. She slipped her hair out of its ponytail and
massaged her scalp.


When the doors opened, she got on
automatically, only looking up when a familiar voice spoke her name.


“Dr. Morgan! What a surprise,”
Detective Gray said, smiling at her. His friend Gideon was with him, also
smiling.


She blinked, staring at the man she’d
treated in her ER not even a half-hour ago. “Detective Gray?” She couldn’t be
dreaming. She wasn’t that tired, was she?


He nodded and gave her a slight bow.
“The one and only.”


His friend rolled his eyes.


Bea chuckled. The two of them were
handsome and funny, a lethal combination. “What are you doing here?”


Gideon sighed, loud and theatrical.
“Theo pushed the wrong button. Instead of going up to Burger Central, we went
down. And then down some more. And then we came back up.”


Detective Gray scowled. “You
willingly got on the elevator with me and didn’t say anything. You could’ve
mentioned that we would be going down.”


“I didn’t notice until we were
already on it.” He made a mournful face at Bea. “We went all the way down to
the parking garage in the third sub-basement.”


“Oh please, it’s not the end of the
world,” Detective Gray argued.


“It feels like it. I’m starving,”
Gideon replied. “And we’ve been up all night. So I’m especially cranky.”


“You were up all night?” she asked.


“Stakeout,” they replied at the
same time.


Bea laughed. “I know how that
feels.”


“Where are you headed?” Detective
Gray asked, fingers poised over the bank of number buttons.


She grinned. “Burger Central,
please, Detective Gray.” She glanced at his friend. “I’m starving, too.” She
couldn’t help but be pleased that she’d run into the two men again. Theo was
tall, dark, and handsome. His brown hair and eyes were to die for, and his body
was model-perfect. She should know. She’d seen most of it close up. She thought
about his cock, standing straight up in the hospital and felt herself flush.


Stop thinking about that! she admonished herself.
You’re a professional. Or supposed to be.
She looked at his friend instead, trying to get the image of a half-naked Detective
Gray out of her head, but Gideon wasn’t particularly helpful at distracting her
libido. On the contrary, he was just as much eye-candy as the other man. He had
dark red hair and piercing blue eyes. He was shorter, but just as fit, and he
always looked like he was smiling to himself about something. She’d
instinctively liked him when she met him. Upon closer examination, she liked
him even more. Dammit.


“Call me Theo, Doc,” Detective Gray
said, pushing the button for the correct floor. “Detective Gray sounds too
formal after where your hands have been,” he teased.


Bea blushed harder. “Theo. You’re a
terrible man.”


He grinned as the elevator lurched
to a start. Even the crappy fluorescent lighting didn’t detract from his good
looks.


She shook her head at him. “Call me
Bea, then, if we’re going to do away with titles.” She made a face. “Yes, it’s
short for Beatrice. No, I don’t want to talk about it.”


Gideon laughed. “Our parents do the
damnedest things to us, don’t they?”


She agreed wholeheartedly. “They
sure do. My sister’s name was Bernice, though, so on the whole, I think I got
the better deal.”


“Bernice?” Gideon said, sounding
aghast. “Why?”


She sighed. “My mom read too many
historical romance novels.”


 “I’m sorry, but I think Bernice is actually
worse than my name.” He grinned.


She raised her eyebrows at him.


His eyes twinkled. “Gideon
Cearvall, at your service.” He held out his hand.


“That’s not a bad name.” She took
his hand, but instead of shaking hers, he bent down and gently kissed the back
of her fingers. Oh my, she thought as he looked up at her through his
eyelashes, lips warm on her hand. The blue of his eyes made her insides melt a
little.


“Stop that, Gideon. Let her be. I
saw her first,” Theo said peevishly. “You are impossible.”


Gideon kissed her again and slowly
stood up, all debonair gentleman. “Like I said before, you snooze, you lose.”


Theo glared at his friend, somehow
looking gorgeous even with the disgruntled expression on his face.


Bea laughed, suddenly not nearly as
tired as she’d been just a few minutes ago. She really liked these two men. It
had been years since anyone had flirted with her so relentlessly. She wasn’t
sure if it was her job or her weight that pushed guys away, but she’d been
lonely a long time. To have two handsome men pay such close attention to her
more than made up for the rest of her unpleasant Monday. “The two of you are so
cute,” she said, wanting to tease them back.


Theo switched his glare to her. “Cute?
Are you serious? I carry a gun, you know.”


“So do I,” Gideon chimed in.


She lifted a shoulder. “You don’t
scare me.” She made a show of looking them up and down. “And where are these
so-called weapons of yours?” It wasn’t until the words left her mouth that she
realized how suggestive she sounded. Her face went hot and she clapped a hand
over her mouth.


Gideon grinned full-out. Theo’s
fake frown melted away as his eyes went bright and he opened his mouth. Just as
he was about to speak, the elevator lurched to a halt. Bea almost fell,
grabbing onto the brass railing on the side of the car to keep her balance. The
three of them turned to the door, waiting for it to open. It stayed closed.


“That was a bit of a rough stop,”
Gideon finally said, no longer laughing.


“Shit.” Theo reached for the
emergency button on the panel, but the lights went out before he could press
anything.


“Hang on, the emergency lights
should come on,” Gideon said calmly.


They waited, but nothing happened.


“I don’t think the lights are
coming on, boys,” Bea said, digging her cellphone out of her jacket pocket. She
slid her finger across the screen and frowned when nothing happened. “Something’s
wrong with my phone. No reception.” As she watched, the screen went dead. “What
the—?” She tried rebooting, but it didn’t work. “Damn. It’s dead.” She looked
up, but it was so dark in the elevator, she couldn’t see the two men at all,
not even a little. She gripped the brass railing behind her as she stuffed her
phone back into her jacket. Suddenly she didn’t feel like laughing anymore.


“Hang on, let me check mine,” Theo
said.


She heard rustling, then he cursed
softly under his breath.


“Mine’s dead too,” Gideon said, not
even a hint of laughter in his voice now.


“I don’t understand what’s
happening,” Bea said worriedly.


“Neither do I. It’s unlikely that
all our phones would die at the same time,” Theo muttered. “Unless we were all
out in subzero weather…”


“Which we weren’t,” Gideon added.
“It’s not the batteries.”


Bea heard more rustling, then one of
them began hitting the buttons on the panel. Nothing happened.


“The emergency light should’ve come
on.” Gideon’s voice was closer to her now.


It must be Theo pushing on the
buttons,
she thought, closing her eyes. There had to be something they could do. She
wished she had her purse with her, but she’d left it in the car. She had a
miniature flashlight in it, which did her no good at all right now. Ugh.


“Okay, wait, I think I can pry off
the panel,” Theo said.


“Why would you do that?” Gideon
asked.


“Maybe there’s something wrong with
the wiring.”


“Are you kidding? You’re going to
electrocute yourself because you can’t see,” Gideon told him.


“If the power is out, he’ll
probably be all right,” Bea offered.


Someone put a hand on her right arm
and she fought not to jump.


“Easy, it’s just me,” Gideon said,
sliding his hand down to her fingers.


When he clasped her palm, she
gripped him tightly. She didn’t know him very well, but it felt good to have
some connection in this blackness. She knew he was a cop, and good-natured, and
he cared about his friend enough to come get him at the hospital. That was good
enough for her. And I’ve always been an
excellent judge of character, she told herself. He squeezed her hand
lightly.


“It’ll be okay,” he murmured. “We’ll
find a way out.”


She squeezed back. “Okay.” There
were worse things than being trapped in an elevator with two hot guys.


“Got it off,” Theo said. “I can’t
see a damn thing, though. No light coming through. Damn.”


“Let’s wait for a few minutes, see
if someone comes to rescue us. This is a popular building. They’ll have noticed
the power going out,” Gideon said.


Bea nodded. “Even at night there
are always a few people heading over for burgers from the hospital. They don’t
close until one a.m.”


Theo sighed irritably. “Fine.”


Bea listened to him walk around the
elevator until he bumped into her.


“Sorry,” he whispered, leaning
against the wall right next to her.


“It’s okay,” she whispered back,
still not letting go of Gideon’s hand.


No one said anything for a while.
Bea thought about work. She thought about how nice Gideon’s warm palm felt. She
tipped her head back and tried to see something. Anything. The absolute black
was beginning to morph into starburst patterns as her eyes began to play tricks
on her. Just when she was afraid she was going to lose it, Theo leaned close
enough that she felt his breath on her ear.


“Bea, this is going to sound crazy,
but I’d really like to kiss you,” he murmured, warm breath on her hair.


She stopped breathing as Gideon
went totally still on her right side. “Um, what?” she asked stupidly, trying to
buy some time to think. The moment he’d said the word “kiss” her entire body went
rigid. She remembered his warm brown eyes and full lips—and don’t forget his lovely cock, her brain supplied helpfully—and
couldn’t figure out what to say.


“I wanted to ask you to dinner in
the hospital, but I chickened out,” Theo murmured, not moving away.


Gideon tried to let go of her hand,
obviously hearing what his friend was saying, but Bea tightened her fingers.
God help her, but she wanted them both. In the silent darkness, that actually
seemed like a viable option.


“Please,” Theo whispered, lips
brushing her skin.


She shivered, then nodded. She had
to clear her throat before she could get her voice to work. “Okay,” she said,
then grabbed hold of her courage. “But I want a kiss from Gideon, too.”


Gideon sucked in a sharp breath. “What?”


“You heard me,” Bea said, feeling
Theo smile against her cheek. “I don’t think Theo minds sharing.” In the dark,
it was like another person had taken over her voice. Suddenly, she could talk
about what she really wanted. She didn’t want to choose between them. And it’s
just a kiss, she told herself. No big
deal.


“Yeah, okay,” Gideon said, low and
husky. “As long as Theo’s okay with it.”


“I don’t mind,” Theo muttered,
moving closer and pressing his body into hers.


Bea caught her lower lip between
her teeth. Was this really happening? She felt bold and sexy, totally unlike
her usual self. Theo slotted up against her and she abruptly felt the hot
length of his cock on her hip. His injury wasn’t slowing him down at all, not
that she’d expected it to. Any man who could maintain an erection in the
emergency room while someone sewed up his thigh was certainly virile. He was also
large and strong. Bea melted into him as Gideon moved closer. The long line of
his body pushed into her right side so that they surrounded her. She liked the
way it felt. A lot. She didn’t feel trapped. She didn’t feel nervous. Instead,
she felt more aroused than she’d been in years. Or ever.


“You smell so sweet,” Theo said,
nosing along her cheek.


Bea laughed breathlessly. “I
probably smell like antiseptic.”


“No, you smell like gorgeous,”
Gideon said, kissing under her right ear.


The double whammy of the two men
moving in at the same time had her trembling. “God,” she said, voice thick.


“Not God,” Theo said arrogantly as
he moved in. “Just me.” And then his mouth was on hers.


Bea gasped. He kissed her the way a
drowning man craves air, the way a runner pushes to the finish line: all-out,
nothing held back. He devoured her mouth, hands in her hair holding her steady.
Gideon kept her upright, an arm going around her waist. She didn’t know if the
two men had done this before, but she thought not. She sensed Gideon straining
to see, but the darkness cloaked them all in a sort of hushed arousal.


When Theo finally let her up to
breathe, Gideon moved in, kissing her lightly at first, and then deeper, slow
and teasing. She held onto his hand, picturing his electric blue eyes as his lips
moved on hers.


“Fuck,” Theo said, pushing his
erection into her. “I can hear you kissing each other.”


Gideon shuddered into her mouth and
she grabbed his shoulder with one arm and wound the other around Theo, bringing
him in again. She kissed Gideon wildly and then switched to Theo. When she
moved back to Gideon, he groaned and she realized that he was hard, too. His
cock lay against her right hip. When she kissed him, Theo hadn’t quite moved
away yet and suddenly, they were in a three-way kiss that felt hotter than an
inferno. When they finally broke apart, Bea couldn’t catch her breath.


“Jesus.” Gideon dropped his head
into her neck. “If we weren’t trapped in here—” He broke off, hips rolling in
unmistakable intent.


“Yeah,” Theo agreed, hands around
his friend as well as Bea.


Bea couldn’t do anything except
nod. Her voice was gone. She hung onto to them, not wanting to let go, not
understanding how she’d so abruptly released her inhibitions. When a sudden
deep boom shook the building, she didn’t at first realize what was going on.


“What the hell?” Theo said, lifting
his head.


Bea frowned. The elevator vibrated
alarmingly. “Oh my God,” she whispered as fear shot through her, chasing away
her arousal. Another boom reverberated through the building. Gideon tensed.


“I have no idea what the fuck that
is,” Theo said, hands tightening on her and Gideon.


“We need to get out of here. Screw
safety,” Gideon replied. He eased away.


Bea clung, but he kissed her
fingers. “Don’t worry,” he said, then turned. “Theo, give me a boost.”


Theo let go, too, and she shivered
as they took the heat of their bodies with them. She heard grunting and then
banging overhead. “What are you doing?” she asked.


“We’ll go out the emergency hatch,”
Gideon said.


“It’s pitch black in here.” Bea
didn’t think she could handle crawling around an elevator shaft in the dark.


“Hopefully we’re right near a
floor,” Theo said, voice strained. “Watch out.”


Something clattered to the bottom
of the elevator and Bea flinched. She heard rustling and some grunting.


“You okay?” Theo asked her.


Bea told her heart to behave. “Yes,
I’m fine. Was that the hatch?”


“Yeah. Gideon’s up on top.”


“I wish I could see,” she murmured.
“This elevator is starting to freak me out. I’m not claustrophobic, but I’ve never
been anywhere this dark.”


“I agree,” he replied fervently,
bumping his shoulder against hers.


“We’re in luck,” Gideon called, his
voice sounding muffled. “The floor is right here. We don’t even have to climb,
but I need a hand getting it open.”


“Of course,” Theo muttered. “Hang
on, I’m coming up,” Theo called, then he pulled Bea close. “We won’t leave you
here, I promise.”


She nodded, not trusting herself to
speak, and he moved away.


“Okay, give me a hand up,” he said
to Gideon.


Bea heard more scuffling, then
steps on the roof of the elevator. She wrapped her arms around herself,
wondering how she could go from crazy-aroused to terrified in a few short
minutes. Outside, she could hear some more booms, not as close as the others.
That didn’t help calm her down one bit. She made herself take shallow, deep
breaths, trying to slow her heart rate. It would be stupid to have a panic
attack now, over nothing. She heard cursing, then a deep scraping sound that
shook the elevator.


“Got it,” Theo called, then he dropped
back down.


Bea shrank against the wall, not
sure where he was.


“Bea?”


“Here,” she said. He put a hand on
her breast and she giggled.


“Oh, whoops,” he said, amused. He
moved his hand to her shoulder. “Sorry about that.”


“Sure you are,” she joked, trying
to recapture the flirting from before. Anything was better than this tension.


“Are you two canoodling down there?
Come on, time to go,” Gideon called down. He was teasing, but his voice also
held a note of worry.


“Canoodling? Who says that?” Bea
asked, smiling.


“Gideon does, because he’s just
that weird.”


“I can hear you,” he called down.
“Stop making goo-goo eyes at each other and let’s get out of here.”


Bea giggled again, unable to stop
herself. Stress reaction, her
doctor’s brain told her.


“Okay, I’m going to boost you up.
Gideon will catch you,” Theo said.


“I’m afraid of heights,” she
whispered. “And I’m too heavy for you.”


“You’re not even close to being too
heavy, Bea. Trust me. Remember, Gideon pulled me up. You’ll be a piece
of cake.” He kissed her hair. “It’s not that high. You’ll be okay, I promise.”


She nodded, then realized he couldn’t
see the movement. “Okay.” It wasn’t like she had any other choice. They had to
get out of the building.


He drew her along the wall, then
crouched down. “Put your foot into my hands,” he instructed.


She had no idea where his hands
were.


“Just feel down my arm,” he said,
interpreting her confused silence.


She did as he asked, then put her
foot in his palms, thankful she wore sensible shoes to work. Doing this in heels
would be impossible.


“Put your hands on my shoulders.”


She took a deep breath. He was warm
and solid. As he lifted her, she felt his muscles bunch under her palms. She
tried really hard not to think about how far above them the ceiling of the
elevator was.


“Reach up,” he said. He didn’t
sound the least bit strained.


“I don’t know if I can do this,”
she said, gut clenching. She swallowed against the fear. Being in the dark made
it so much worse.


“You can. Just reach up and Gideon
will be there.”


“I’m right here, Bea,” Gideon said,
closer than she’d expected.


She took a deep breath and made
herself do what they said. As soon as her hands went up, Gideon touched her
fingers. She jerked, surprised, but he grabbed her wrists firmly. “Ready?”


“Ugh,” she said, making him
chuckle.


“One, two, three.” Together, he lifted
and Theo boosted her out of the elevator into more darkness.







 


Chapter Three


 


Gideon pulled Bea up onto the top
of the elevator. She isn’t nearly as heavy as she thinks she is, he
thought, guiding her to the side where she could hang onto the wall. “Just stay
there for a moment while I get Theo. Don’t go into the hall yet.”


“Okay,” she said, sounding breathy.


He knew she was frightened, but he
didn’t have time to reassure her. He reached down again, catching Theo’s hands
immediately. He grunted, hauling him up.


“Dude, time for a diet,” he
muttered.


“Shut up. This is all muscle,” Theo
retorted.


Gideon rolled his eyes and moved
back to Bea. “You doing okay?”


“Yeah,” she said. “I just want to
get out of here.” The building shook again. She grabbed his arm. “I want to get
out of here really, really bad.”


“Yeah, me too.” Gideon murmured. “I’ve
got you, don’t worry.” It was time to go. He didn’t know what was making the
place shake or what had happened to the power, but it couldn’t be good.


“I’ll go into the hall first,” Theo
said, moving past them.


“Theo, wait.” Gideon slipped his
hand under his shirt and unholstered his Bersa, handing it to Theo.


Theo took it, grumbling something
about guns the size of his palm.


“Just take it and shut up,” Gideon
told him. “It’s better than nothing, Mr. Cranky.”


Bea snickered. Gideon patted her
arm reassuringly, then guided her behind him.


He strained to see as Theo moved to
the doors, checking as best he could for intruders. There was some natural
moonlight coming in the windows, but all the streetlights were out, so it was
still really dark. Weird points of light flashed here and there against the
night sky, but he wasn’t sure if they were stars or just his vision going wacky.
And he didn’t even want to imagine what the hospital across the street was
dealing with. He followed Theo onto the wide passageway, Bea’s hand tucked into
his belt. The building shook again, straining his nerves.


“I can’t see a damn thing,” he
said, trying to see something. Anything.


Theo shook his head, then abruptly
shoved them back. Gideon flattened himself against the wall, making sure Bea
was protected. A large shape chittered down the hall at the opposite end of the
corridor. It didn’t look human.


“What the fuck was that?” Gideon
whispered.


“I have no idea,” Theo said, moving
forward cautiously. “We need to get to those stairs though, and the door is
down that hall.”


“Of course it is,” Gideon sighed.
He tensed as another low boom sounded in the distance. What could
possibly be happening?


Bea tightened her fingers in his
belt. “I think we’re on the second floor. At least we’ll only have to go down
one flight of steps.”


Gideon nodded. “True.”


“Okay, I’m going to check it out,”
Theo said. “We need to get moving.” He inched forward cautiously, then stuck
his head out to look down the hall, whipping it back immediately.


Gideon heard nothing except the
rumble of the building moving again.


“I think it’s clear.” Theo eased
around the corner.


Gideon tugged Bea behind him and
followed. The hall was a long stretch of darkness. He eased down, following
Theo to the stairwell door.


Theo paused.


Gideon looked at him, then nodded. “Gotta
do it.”


Theo rubbed his face, then eased
open the knob. Thankfully it didn’t squeak. He moved in, then gestured to them
to follow. Gideon drew Bea with him and the three of them headed down. The
stairwell was pitch black so they had to feel their way around the mid-point
landing. When they reached the bottom, Gideon waited. Theo had their only
weapon, so he got to go first again. Bea’s hand trembled slightly on Gideon’s
belt, but otherwise she betrayed no nerves. He admired her courage.


When Theo opened the door, Gideon
didn’t know what he was expecting, but it certainly wasn’t what he actually
saw: cars overturned, streetlights flattened, and the flicker of an enormous
fire against the brick of the building. He sucked in a breath, willing himself
to focus. There were bodies everywhere. As he watched, a large insect-like
creature stooped and picked one up. He clamped his mouth shut. Behind him, Bea’s
breathing picked up, but she didn’t make a sound, thank God.


In the distance, the hospital was
on fire, like something from a disaster movie. He saw a few people running in
the hospital parking lot. More of the black insect creatures mowed them down
with what looked like a cattle prod. The device buzzed and even this far away
it made something in the base of his skull hurt. The people running fell down
and the creature picked them up like so much meat and they disappeared. He had
no idea where they went. None of this made sense.


It doesn’t
make sense unless those weird dreams I have aren’t dreams, Gideon thought, heart
in his throat. Unless those dreams are truly
memories… He thought of the sand towers and the lights in a desert that
didn’t exist on Earth. The feeling of unutterable sadness when his mother
kissed him goodbye, black armor shifting around her neck to cover her face. Her
shouting… No. Now is not the time for a
flashback of something that doesn’t exist. Gideon forced himself to
concentrate on the here and now.


Theo caught his attention. What the fuck, aliens? he mouthed and
Gideon touched his fingers to his mouth—no
talking. Theo nodded. They began to move across the parking lot, quiet and
careful.


I really don’t want those things to
see us,
Gideon thought, trying to wrap his brain around the idea that there were aliens
on Earth. At one point, they had to stop and crouch behind a car when one of
the creatures grabbed a body not five feet from them. Gideon’s heart pounded so
hard he was sure the thing would hear, but instead it simply lifted the body,
scales sliding over its limbs as it moved. A dark airborne vehicle swept them
up. All of this was accomplished in near silence.


Gideon stared at the empty spot on
the ground. What the hell had he just seen? He didn’t have time to speculate.
Theo was already moving again, toward his truck, thankfully one of the few left
untouched in the devastation.


You mean somewhat untouched, he thought wryly as he
unlocked the door and opened it. There was a huge gouge down the side panel and
the bed of the truck had been dented somehow, as if a giant hand had punched
it. Even so, it was upright and all the tires seemed fine. He scrambled inside,
dragging Bea behind him. Theo slid in and eased the door shut, wincing as he
settled himself.


“I still can’t believe you drove my
truck to pick me up. You hate this truck. What’s wrong with your car?” Theo
bitched.


Gideon sighed. “It’s in the shop,
remember?”


“Are you okay?” Bea asked, glancing
down at Theo’s groin.


Gideon remembered Theo’s wound and
looked too, but it was too dark to see anything.


“I’m fine. Just sore,” Theo
replied, handing Gideon the gun in exchange for the keys. “The anesthetic’s
wearing off.”


Bea frowned, the eerie light from
the burning hospital casting shadows on her face. “I’d feel better if I could
check it,” she murmured, then glanced at the hospital. Her expression went from
concerned to blank.


Gideon understood. All her
coworkers were probably dead and she knew it. The fire was too extensive for
hope. “I’m sorry,” he said, still not quite able to believe what was happening.


She swallowed, but didn’t look at
him. “Yeah, me too.”


“Is there anyone waiting at home
for you?” Theo asked, hand poised over the keys. “We could drop you off—”


She laughed harshly. “No. My sister
died years ago. My older brother is in the military. Overseas.” She stared out
the window. “He’s likely dead, given the scale of this, this…” She trailed off,
clearly unable to describe the devastation.


Gideon clasped her hand,
understanding completely. “I’m alone, too,” he said. “Grew up in foster homes.”


She smiled grimly at him. “We’re
all orphans now.”


Theo started the car. “The hell we
are. I need to check on Ivy and then find my sister.”


“Shit, I’m sorry,” Gideon said,
feeling terrible.


“Don’t be sorry. I’m taking you
both with me,” Theo said, pulling out and weaving around the debris on the
ground.


“Who is Ivy?” Bea asked.


“My niece. She’s fourteen. I moved
in with my sister, Ella, after her husband died a few years ago.” Theo drove
slowly, careful not to run over anything that might make a lot of noise.


Gideon prayed the sound of the
truck wouldn’t bring any aliens. Not like we have any choice, he mused,
looking at the uprooted trees at the edge of the parking lot.


“I’ve considered Gideon part of my
family for years now. And I’ve officially adopted you, Bea. You’re sticking
with us,” Theo said, driving over the curb. The exit lane was blocked with
crushed cars.


“Okay,” Bea said, her voice
shaking. “Thank you.”


“You don’t have to thank us.”
Gideon pulled her close and hugged her. “I’ve only known you a little while,
but I know you’re a good person. A survivor. And you’re important, to me.” He
looked at Theo. “To Theo, too.” Gideon meant every word. Now was not the time for
pretense. She was important because she was alive and a human being. She was
strong and beautiful. And she was a doctor.


She took a shaky breath. “Okay.”


He let go, glad to have taken at
least a little of the misery out of her face. “Okay.”


Theo tossed them a quick smile. “Okay.”


****


Theo drove slowly with the lights
off, taking back roads instead of main thoroughfares. As he drove, he looked at
the landscape with horror. He couldn’t figure out what could have caused such
widespread damage. It wasn’t like any sort of traditional incendiary weapon
damage. Some trees were smashed, but not charred. Crushed cars littered the
roads. Worst of all, there were way too few people. Somehow, being trapped in
that elevator had protected them from the worst of what happened.


“I think it was some kind of sonic
weapon,” Gideon said quietly.


Clearly, he’d been thinking the
same thing Theo had. “That’s impossible,” he replied just to be contrary,
taking another turn. The suburban development along this road was wrecked, like
a giant had smashed all the houses in a fit of temper.


“What’s impossible is having giant
insects invade our planet like a bad B-movie,” Bea offered.


Theo snorted. “You’ve got a point.”
He took another turn, driving slowly. Without the headlights, the curvy road
was difficult to follow.


“At least the car started,” Gideon
said, staring at his dead phone again.


“It’s dead. Let it go,” he told his
partner. When Gideon ignored him, he continued, “And think about how many times
you made fun of my truck. Not so funny now, huh?” Theo had to say. He patted
his steering wheel.


“It’s a hunk of junk,” Gideon said,
reflexively.


“It has no electronic parts.” Theo said,
then shook his head. “Was it an EMP?”


“Had to be,” Bea said. “What else
could kill all our electronics? Your radio doesn’t work.” She’d already tried
it. It wouldn’t even turn on.


“Might not be EMP. It might be
something we don’t know about. Alien tech,” Gideon murmured, sounding
distracted.


“We’re almost there,” Theo said,
interrupting. He didn’t want to think about dead electronics. Ivy was home
alone. She was only fourteen. God, please let her be okay, he prayed. He
drove onto the lawn under the big oak, hoping to hide the car in the dark and shrubbery.
When he turned off the ignition, he heard nothing except the tick-ticking of
the engine cooling off. He stared out the windshield. The house was intact.
There were no lights, of course, but nothing here seemed as damaged as the
houses they’d passed. Maybe living at the end of a rural road saved her.
Maybe they missed this place. He was afraid to hope. He could hardly
believe they’d managed to drive without anyone seeing them.


“I don’t see anything,” Gideon
said. He reached for the door handle.


“Wait!” Bea stopped him.


He looked at her, face tight. “I’ve
got the gun. It’s my turn to take point.”


She put her hand on his arm. “Be
careful.”


“I will,” he said, and slipped into
the dark.


Theo opened his door. Bea looked at
him worriedly.


“I’m just going to stand outside.”


She nodded and looked away, back
toward where Gideon disappeared. When he came walking back a few minutes later,
Theo breathed a sigh of relief.


“Looks clear,” Gideon said,
reholstering his weapon. “No tracks, no damage.”


“Come on,” Theo said to Bea. “We
should get inside.”


“Where’s Ivy?” she asked, sliding
out of the seat.


Theo frowned. “Hopefully hiding
inside.” He looked at Gideon. “We can’t stay here.”


“I know,” his friend said, scanning
the trees. The breeze carried the faintest scent of crushed vegetation. “We
need to go find Ella, anyway.”


Theo nodded, glad Gideon
understood. He headed for the house.


****


Bea followed Theo across the yard,
wishing she’d been able to see his home under better circumstances. She was so
tired from work, and the dark was starting to make her feel paranoid. Not
that you don’t have a lot to be paranoid about, she mused distractedly,
thinking about the alien creatures they’d seen. She put a hand on Theo’s
shoulder, wanting to feel someone human. He tensed for a moment, then relaxed.


“It’s okay,” he murmured, patting
her hand.


She shrugged, but didn’t reply. It
was nice of him to say that, but the reality was that nothing was okay. Not
anymore. She knew the two men had been up all night, and were probably even
more exhausted than she was, but they didn’t show it. They moved with
economical precision over the uneven ground, while she had to catch herself
from stumbling a half-dozen times.


Because
they’re cops, and that’s what cops do, she mused, stumbling again. Theo
caught her, like he had the last time. And the time before. If she hadn’t been
trapped in the elevator with them— No. Don’t
think about it. She knew she wouldn’t be alive now if she hadn’t been with
Theo and Gideon when this all happened.


When they reached the front porch,
Theo slowly walked across the painted floorboards, his shoulders tense. They
didn’t creak. Bea breathed a sigh of relief when they reached the door. He
unlocked it and eased it open. Gideon went in first, gun in his hand again.


They followed him, stepping
silently into the living room. She looked around, but couldn’t see much without
any light. The curtains on the windows kept even the little bit of moonlight
falling across the front yard at bay. She would have liked to see his home in
the daylight, but she supposed that would never happen now.


“She’s probably downstairs,” Theo
said quietly. “She knows to go somewhere safe when a storm comes.”


“This was a hell of a lot more than
a storm,” Gideon muttered.


Bea agreed. She followed them
across the room to the small hall. Beyond the threshold, she could just make
out a kitchen. The table had three chairs. She frowned, squinting. It looked
like another chair was lying on the floor. She shook her head. Not
important, Bea. The door near the stairs was closed. That must be the way
down to the basement. The wallpaper was probably flowers or something, but
right now it just looked like giant bugs on the walls. She grimaced.


Theo opened the door to the
basement while she was staring off at the kitchen. When she heard the doorknob
rattle, she whipped her head back to watch, but nothing happened. No giant insects, thank God. He started
down the stairs, but Gideon stopped him, handing him his gun.


Theo gripped it for a moment,
looking at Gideon with a strange expression on his face, and then started back
down. Bea wished she could see him better. Right now, the two men were nothing
more than shadows. She hung back a little as they went down, straining to hear
if anything was coming from the yard. All she heard was the wind. Finally, she
crept down the stairs, hurrying a little to catch up. The basement smelled like
clothes detergent.


“The door’s locked,” Theo said when
she got there.


Bea couldn’t see what he was talking
about—the dark was too thick. She moved a little closer. He must’ve handed the
gun back to Gideon because she felt Theo bring his arms up. She was close
enough now to hear him breathe.


A knock in the inky black made her
jump, heart in her throat.


“Easy, Bea, it’s just Theo. He’s
using a code he taught Ivy,” Gideon said, putting a hand on her shoulder.


“Paranoid much?” she muttered.


Gideon chuckled. “Well, it’s come
in handy tonight.”


Ignoring their conversation, Theo
rapped out knocks in a complicated pattern that meant nothing to Bea, but must’ve
meant something to whomever was in the small room. The door flew open.


“Uncle Theo,” a girl cried.


The light suddenly flooding into
the basement hurt like crazy. She’d been in the dark for so long, her eyes
couldn’t adjust. Bea blinked back tears.


“I’m here, Ivy. Shh,” Theo said. He
stood there, holding a girl with the same color hair in his arms. She barely
reached his shoulder. She was clutching a half-finished knitted hat in her
hands. A bright battery operated lantern sat on the floor of a small room built
from concrete bricks. When Theo looked up, eyes bright, Gideon seemed to know
exactly what he wanted because he ushered Bea inside the small space and closed
the door.


After being trapped in an elevator
just a little while ago, the feeling of being shut inside another box wasn’t a
pleasant one. At least this one has light, though, she told herself. She
looked around, trying to distract herself from her nerves, only to find out
that the wall she faced was stacked with weapons. Holy crap, she
thought, staring. She had no idea what any of them were. She saw what she
thought was maybe a shotgun, but the rest were beyond her. She was way more
used to seeing the damage they caused people in her ER than the weapons
themselves. Unfortunately, the thought of the hospital in flames didn’t calm
her. Instead, her mind went right to her friends and the people she worked with
every day. All dead now. She clenched
her fists and took slow, deep breaths. She wanted to vomit.


“Bea, it’s okay,” Gideon said,
sensing her discomfort. He put a hand on her arm.


“You and Theo keep saying that,”
she replied, rolling her shoulders. His hand fell away. She had to get a grip.
No more thinking about the hospital. She stared at the guns again. These
weapons might keep me alive.


“Because it’s true.”


She gave him a weak smile, turning
back to Theo. His niece had calmed down and was staring at her from between
Theo’s arms.


“Who are you?”


“Ivy, this is Dr. Bea Morgan,” Theo
said, stepping out of the hug. “She sewed me back up after your knitting needle
punctured my leg.” His voice was gentle.


Ivy frowned. “I’m really
sorry about that, Uncle Theo. I lost the needle before I went to school this
morning and then I had practice, and then—” She broke off, her face going dark.


“We’re going to find your mom, as
soon as we get some supplies,” Gideon said. That seemed to reassure the girl.


“What happened here?” Bea asked the
girl. What if she didn’t know about the aliens?


Ivy took a deep breath, sitting
down on the only chair in the room. “I came home after soccer practice and
found mom’s note about your leg, Uncle Theo.” She made a sorry face at
Theo. “She said you’d be home later, so I made myself a sandwich and then the
power went out. I tried to turn on the television and nothing happened. Then I
heard sirens and a few loud booms and then nothing. Even my cell phone is dead.”
She looked at Theo. “You told me if anything weird ever happens to hide in
here. So that’s what I did. I was going to stay here until Mom got home.”


Theo rubbed his face. “You did
great, Ivy. You did exactly what you were supposed to do.” He crouched down. “This
is going to sound crazy, but we were invaded. That’s why the power is down.”


“Invaded?” Ivy said, obviously not
believing him. “Who would do that? The North Koreans?”


He shook his head. “This is where
it gets really weird. There are aliens outside. They kind of look like bugs.”


Ivy laughed. “You’re joking with
me.”


Theo shook his head slowly. “No, I
wish I was.”


Ivy kept smiling. “We’ve been
invaded by aliens? That look like giant bugs? You’ve been watching too many
horror movies, Uncle Theo.”


He stared at her grimly. “They’ve
destroyed most of the town. The hospital is burning. And they’re collecting
bodies.”


“Wait.” Ivy’s smile slowly faded. “You’re
serious.”


Bea’s heart lurched at the look on
Ivy’s face. The poor girl didn’t deserve this. None of us do.


“I’m sorry, Ivy, but it’s true,”
Gideon added.


Ivy shook her head. “No way. That’s
nuts. You’re just trying to scare me.”


“We came here to get you, and now
we’re going to go find your mom.” Theo stood up and began grabbing weapons from
the walls.


Ivy stared at him. “She’s at work.
She’s probably super-busy trying to organize the office right now. They’ve
probably locked down the campus and she’ll be trying to get things organized.”


Bea glanced at Theo. The look on
his face… God. She crouched down next
to Ivy. “What does your mom do, Ivy?” she asked, hoping to distract her.


The girl glanced at her, then went
back to staring fixedly at her uncle. “She works in campus security at the
college downtown. She doesn’t usually work night shift, but this week she’s
filling in for someone. She handles the phones and paperwork and stuff.”


Bea pressed her lips together.
Given what she’d seen of the hospital, she had little doubt that the local
college in town had been destroyed. Dammit. She glanced up to see Gideon also
taking down weapons. He shoved ammunition into a black duffel, then looked at
her, his face grim. He knew what she was thinking.


“Maybe you should get some stuff
together. We’ll be leaving soon,” Bea said gently.


The girl frowned at her. “I have a
change of clothes and my homework in here.” She pointed a toe at her backpack.


Bea nodded. “Okay. That’s good.”


Gideon tapped her on the shoulder. “Here.
Put this in your pocket.”


Bea’s eyes widened. “I have no idea
how to use that.” He was holding out a small gun. It looked tiny enough to fit
in her bra. She didn’t even know they made guns that size.


“Just flick off the safety, point,
and pull the trigger. You get six shots before you have to reload the clip.” He
held it out to her.


Bea took it gingerly, like it was
about to bite her. “Thanks. I think.”


“Can I have one, too?” Ivy asked,
perking up.


“No,” said Theo and Gideon
simultaneously.


Bea smiled as she stuffed the
weapon in her jacket. The look on Ivy’s face was classic disgruntled teenager. At least some things haven’t changed,
she thought.


“Is there anything else you need
from your room, Ivy?” Theo asked. “We may not be coming back here for a while.”


“No. I’ve got everything I need in
here,” Ivy said, shrugging on her backpack. She’d added her yarn, knitting
needles, and half-finished cap to the bulging bag.


I don’t think she understands what
Theo means,
Bea thought sadly. We’re probably never coming back here. Ever. She considered
her little apartment with her books and television and her favorite blanket and
sighed. Hell, she didn’t even have her purse. She’d never see her home again.
It was probably already gone.


A deep vibration shook the house
and Theo and Gideon exchanged worried looks.


“Time to go,” Gideon said.


“Yeah,” Theo replied, hand on the
doorknob. “It’s time.”







 


Chapter Four


 


Bea looked across the truck’s cab.
On her right, Gideon held onto the door tightly, staring out into the dark.
Theo was driving. Bea and Ivy were shoved in between them on the bench seat. That’s
one good thing about having an old truck. There’s almost enough room for us all,
she thought, wincing as Theo took another turn at breakneck speed. He may have
driven cautiously to the house, but he was going all-out to get to the campus
where his sister worked. Bea had a feeling that Theo knew Ella was probably
dead, but no one wanted to tell Ivy their suspicions.


“What is that?” Ivy abruptly said,
her voice shrill. She pointed out the window. “Oh God. It’s huge.”


Bea knew exactly what she was
seeing. A large alien ship hovered over a clearing and the insect-like
creatures were loading bodies onto the ship. Everything was dark and blurry.
She didn’t think the aliens needed much light. Otherwise, why were their ships
all black?


“Don’t look,” she said, reaching
for Ivy’s hand.


“Oh my God.” Ivy’s voice shook. “They’re
stealing people!”


“Don’t look at them,” Bea said,
more urgently. She put her palm on Ivy’s cheek and turned her face.


“Uncle Theo wasn’t joking, was he?”
Ivy asked, eyes glittering in the dimness of the truck.


“He wasn’t.” Bea didn’t let go of
her, didn’t let her turn her face. “I’m so sorry.”


Ivy blinked, and Bea thought she
was going to cry, but then the girl took a deep breath. “Shit,” she said, very
clearly.


Bea had to smile at that. “Yeah.”


“Gideon,” Theo said urgently,
interrupting.


He yanked on the wheel, and Bea’s
hand fell away from Ivy as she grabbed for the dash. He’d swerved over a curb
and into someone’s yard. He stopped the truck near the trees at the back of the
property.


Gideon cursed. “Give us some
warning next time.”


“The road is blocked. I didn’t want
them to see us,” Theo said, undoing his seatbelt.


“Walking is a bad idea,” Gideon
said, even as he reached for the door handle.


“We don’t have much choice,” Theo
replied.


“I’ll keep an eye on her,” Bea said
in a low voice. She glanced at Ivy. The girl stared fixedly back down the road
behind them. Bea knew her brain was trying to make sense of the large black
shape looming over the houses, but the reality probably wouldn’t sink in until
daylight.


“We need to move,” Theo said.


He’s thinking about his sister. Bea took a deep breath
and urged Ivy out of the truck. “Stay right next to me, okay?”


Ivy nodded. “I will.”


Bea looked at Theo. “How’s your
leg?”


He shrugged. “It hurts, but not
that bad. No bleeding.”


“How would you even know?” She
frowned. “When we get somewhere safe, I’ll take a look at it.”


He gave her a pointed look. “Thanks,
but I don’t think we’ll have time.” He began walking along the edge of the
yard, not stopping until he reached a small opening in the tree line.


This
neighborhood must run right up against campus, Bea thought, pushing after him.
Gideon brought up the rear. Theo headed into the trees as if he knew exactly
where he was going. Bea clamped her lips shut on a curse after the third branch
caught her cheek. Now was not the time to complain. She fixed her eyes on his
back, using the lighter color of his shirt as a marker. Otherwise, the dark
would swallow them all up. After what seemed an interminable amount of time,
Theo halted. The scent of pine lay across the night like a blanket.


“There’s the office,” Ivy said,
pushing ahead of Bea.


Bea followed her, staring into the
clearing in front of them. The building Ivy pointed at was dark, but seemed
intact, thank God. The same couldn’t be said for the rest of campus. The
crumbling remains of trees and buildings littered the open space like a giant
had overturned a trash can in a fit of temper. How can this have happened so
fast? she wondered, disturbed all over again. Everything was eerily silent,
too, which didn’t bode well. She glanced at the girl, surprised to see Ivy’s
face set in hard lines. In her shoes, she’d probably be having hysterics. Then
she remembered that the girl had already lost her father. That experience had
probably primed her to expect disaster. Bea shook her head, sad all over again.


“We can’t stay here.” Theo started
moving again, walking silently along the edge of the woods. Everyone followed
him. No one spoke. They all knew what they might find.


****


Bea stopped just inside the
building’s outer door, heart pounding. They’d managed to creep across the lawn
and make it inside without attracting notice, but it had been close. One of the
aliens had walked close to them just before they left the protection of the
trees, its inky carapace making a strange creaking sound as it went by. They’d
all frozen and held their breath. She had no idea why it hadn’t seen them.


“I think it focuses on movement,”
Gideon said, as if he’d been reading her mind.


“We were lucky,” Theo said, moving
down the hall.


Bea bit her lip as she looked
around. Her first impression that this building had been left undamaged was
obviously wrong. Chairs and desks were on their sides and some of the walls
were torn down. It wasn’t a large building, but it had been trashed.
Thoroughly. Worst of all, there were no people.


“The back door should’ve been
locked,” Ivy whispered, one hand wrapped in the back of Bea’s jacket. “It’s
always locked.”


Bea didn’t know what to say, so she
didn’t say anything. They didn’t dare use a flashlight, so they were going
slow. Thankfully, the building wasn’t very big. It had a few offices, a small
cell, and a larger front room. That’s where they were now, staring over the
smashed desks and dented file cabinets.


“She’s not here,” Theo said, moving
forward cautiously.


Bea stared at him. He wasn’t even
limping. He looked strong and serious and she pushed away a pang of regret that
they’d had no time to really get to know each other.


Ivy looked around, then tugged on
Bea. “Over here.” She let go and darted across the room before Bea could stop
her.


“Ivy!” Gideon whispered harshly.


She ignored him, going to her knees
behind a desk.


“Shit,” he said, moving forward.


Bea agreed with him as she walked
across the room as best she could, given the broken office furniture strewn
everywhere. When she got to Ivy’s side, she sucked in a breath. The girl had
shoved aside a rug and was tapping on a metal door set into the ground.


“This is the safe. You can’t stay
down there for too long,” Ivy said worriedly. “The air will run out.”


“How did you know about it?” Bea
asked.


The girl shrugged. “My mom showed
me.”


When a deep clang came from below,
Bea jumped back, dragging Ivy with her. The girl struggled, but Bea shushed
her, holding on tightly to her arms. “Let your uncle see what’s coming. He’s
trained for this.”


Ivy calmed down, but didn’t let Bea
move her back any further. “She’s alive. I know she is. That’s my mom.”


Bea hoped Ivy was right. When the
door slowly opened, she looked away into the rest of the room, not that it did
much good. The dark had swallowed them up. The windows along one wall were
facing the wrong direction for any moonlight to shine inside. Theo was too
focused on the door to look for outside threats, but she hadn’t forgotten what
was happening outside. Gideon’s eyes met hers and he gave her a tight nod. He
was also watching their backs. When she glanced back to the door, to her
surprise, Theo was helping someone climb out.


“Mom!” Ivy pulled away from Bea and
rushed to her mother’s side.


Bea had no idea how she could tell
it was her mother, but the indistinct shape of a woman hugged Ivy close.


“Ella, thank God,” Theo said, quiet
but urgent. “We need to get out of here.”


“I saw them coming. The guards ran
out to deal with the aliens, but somehow I knew it was going to be bad, so I
hid in the safe,” she said. “I’m so glad you came.”


“You did the right thing,” Gideon
said, still scanning the room.


“Gideon? Is that you?” the woman
asked.


“Yeah. I picked him up at the ER.”


“He’s okay? The cut wasn’t too bad?”
she asked.


“It was a clean puncture with a
little bit of tearing. He’ll heal just fine,” Bea replied, instinctively
answering the question. “I’m Bea Morgan. I treated him at the hospital.”


“I’m Ella, Theo’s sister. Since you’re
here and not at the emergency room…” She trailed off.


“Yeah,” Bea said tiredly. Her
adrenaline rush from earlier had disappeared and now she was even more
exhausted than before. And hungry.


“We need to get out of here,” Theo
said again. “The longer we stay in one place, especially in a building, the
more likely it is that they’ll find us.”


“I saw them before I went into the
safe. I was going to drive home, but then I saw them,” Ella said, her voice
going low and shaky.


Bea understood. She, too, was busy
repressing all her shock and horror from what had happened, but she knew it was
going to come back up again. Probably at the most inconvenient time
imaginable, she thought.


“That’s why we need to get out of
here,” Theo said, moving toward the door.


“Where are we going to go?” Ivy
asked tremulously.


“I know a place,” Gideon said.


****


Gideon led the way up the trail,
moving slowly so that everyone could follow him. They didn’t dare use a light,
so even though he knew the trail well, it was rough going. He’d been hiking
along this section of a large nature preserve since he was a kid, looking to
get away from his foster family. He’d stumbled upon the cave system by accident
one day.


“How much farther is it?” Bea
asked.


She was right behind him, hand on
his hip so she could follow without using a flashlight. He tried very hard not
to think about how sweetly she’d kissed him in the elevator. Now is not the
time, he told himself repressively. “It’s not far,” he murmured aloud. “Just
around the next curve in the trail.”


“Why is this safer than going back
to the house?” Ivy asked, her voice carrying more than he’d like.


“Keep it down, Ivy,” Ella said
quietly. “And it’s better because it’s not a house. It’s not somewhere people
live, so hopefully they won’t be looking for anyone there.”


“If they have any sort of
technology, they’ll find us,” Ivy said, demonstrating that she was young, not
stupid.


“We just need somewhere we can rest
for the night. We can figure out what to do next tomorrow morning,” Theo said,
bringing up the rear.


Gideon kept moving, not saying
anything more. There wasn’t anything to say. The rumbling of the alien’s
tech had faded, but their larger ships were still in town. Ivy was correct. He didn’t
even know if the caves would be safe, but they were a better bet than staying
in a house. Thankfully, the night wasn’t too cold. Spring had come, but
sometimes the temperature was downright unpleasant until summer.


“It’s just ahead,” he murmured a few
minutes later. He led the way down the path, careful to stay to the right. “To
the left is a ravine. Be careful.” When he was sure he was in the right spot,
he stopped, looking for a way to climb up to the caves. This isn’t nearly as
difficult in the daytime.


“We need to climb up about twenty
feet to the first cave. Bea, you’ll have to let go. We can’t do this if we’re
right on top of each other,” he said, starting up.


“Okay,” she replied softly.


He grimaced. There was no trail to
the rocks, so climbing was difficult. He wished he could turn on a flashlight,
but they couldn’t risk it. When the full moon came out behind the clouds he
breathed a sigh of relief. It didn’t provide much light, but it was better than
what they’d had before.


It took them nearly an hour to
climb. When they reached the small ledge outside the cave’s tunnel, he waited
until they were all there before leading them inside. He took Bea’s hand and
she held Ivy’s. He didn’t stop until he was at least twenty feet down the
tunnel.


“I think we can use a light now,”
he said quietly. “The tunnel curves so it should be safe.” He reached into his
duffel and pulled out a light, flicking it on. After being so long in the dark,
it hurt his eyes.


“Whoa,” Bea breathed, staring.


Gideon frowned at her, then turned
to see what she was looking at. When his eyes landed on the cave wall, he went
perfectly still.


“What are you looking at?” Ivy
asked. She moved closer, jostling Gideon.


“Can’t you see it?” Bea asked,
voice hushed. She reached out a hand, but stopped short of touching the
luminescent symbol carved in the rock.


Gideon’s heart knocked against his
ribs painfully. He’d been able to see the carvings since he was a boy, hiding
out in the caves, away from his foster family, but he’d never seen them like
this. Back then, they’d been faint carvings etched on the stone walls, nothing
remarkable except for the tantalizing puzzle of their possible meaning. But
now— He reached out and touched a finger to the glowing symbol. It lit up
brighter.


“My God,” he breathed, the dreams
he’d tried to suppress—No, memories,
he allowed himself—floated to the surface of his thoughts. Sand towers, runes,
and armor… What did it mean? And why couldn’t he remember more?


Theo sucked in a sharp breath. “What
did you do? Gideon?”


“What are you looking at?” Ella
asked, moving closer to Ivy. “You’re staring at a blank wall. There’s nothing
there.” She put her hand next to Gideon’s. Her fingers blocked the light that shone
right through Gideon’s palm.







 


Chapter Five


 


Theo stared at Gideon’s hand where
it rested on the glowing symbol. He could see the etching through Gideon’s
skin. It looked like a rune of some sort, but if he squinted and turned his
head, the meaning popped into his mind like magic: transport.


“You can’t see that?” Bea asked,
staring at the symbol too. “It’s so bright.”


“I can’t see anything,” Ivy said.


Ella shook her head. “Me neither.”
She let her hand fell away.


“Wait. You’re telling me that
Gideon, Bea, and I can see it, but you and Ivy can’t?” Theo asked his sister.
That didn’t make any sense. Why could he and Bea see it, but not his sister?


She glanced at the wall. “I can’t
see a damn thing. It just looks like a cave wall.” A distant rumble had her
stepping back. “And how safe are we in here, really?”


Theo knew why she was nervous, but
what choice did they have? They needed somewhere to stay for the night. He’d
pushed through his tiredness, but he was starting to drag. He needed at least a
couple hours sleep if he was going to keep everyone safe. He touched Ella’s arm,
trying to reassure her. The look she gave him told him he hadn’t succeeded.


“I used to come here when I was a
kid,” Gideon said, absently tracing the rune with his finger. He dropped his
hand and turned to Theo. The rune continued to glow. “I could see these runes
on the wall, but they just looked like really old carvings, barely there. I
used to wonder where they came from.”


“They didn’t glow before?” Bea
asked, moving closer to Theo and Gideon. “That’s really odd.”


“Stranger than aliens invading?” Theo
asked. He had to say it. What was the likelihood that the runes would glow only
when the aliens had come? “I’ve been here before, with Gideon. I didn’t see
anything except bare stone.” He took a deep breath. “You’re telling me that
when you brought me here before, you could see runes on the wall? But I couldn’t?
You never said anything.”


Gideon nodded. “You couldn’t see
them. It was obvious you couldn’t see them. So I figured, why tell you? You’d
just think I was crazy.”


“I still can’t see them,”
Ivy said peevishly. “It’s not fair.”


Her teenage irritation made Theo
smile. “Ivy, I couldn’t see them before. Now I can. And we don’t know why. I
don’t think you should get too worked up over this. I may not be able to see
them tomorrow. Maybe it’s just some weird thing.”


She shook her head. “Oh come on.
This is not just something random.” She sounded strangely adult as she
glanced at Bea and Gideon. “Only the three of you can see it?” She stared at
the wall again. “Maybe it has nothing to do with the invasion. Maybe it has
something to do with you and Gideon and Dr. Morgan.”


Theo looked at his niece. Could she
be right? He thought about the embrace he’d shared with Gideon and Bea. He
thought about the moment everything had changed, when he’d inadvertently kissed
his best friend in the middle of a dark elevator. He hadn’t hated it. He hadn’t
even been freaked out by it. He’d just wanted more. More of Gideon and more of
Bea. Those shared kisses had felt like he’d been missing something his whole
life and had finally found it. They’d felt like home. He rubbed his face, too
tired to figure any of this out. He just knew there was no way the elevator had
anything to do with the runes.


“Maybe we can see the runes because
we were closer to the aliens than either of you,” Bea said to Ella. “Could be
something happened to us. Changed our physiology.” She sounded worried.


Ella shook her head. “The aliens
were in the room above the safe where I hid. That’s really freaking close.”


“Does it matter?” Gideon said. He
was staring at the second rune. The one that said Terrene to Theo’s
mind. When Theo focused on it, he felt a sense of space. And familiarity, which
made no damn sense at all.


“This rune is your last name,
Gideon,” Bea said, sounding completely weirded out. “I can feel it.” She
reached out a hand to the third rune on the cave wall.


“No! Don’t touch it,” Theo began,
but it was too late. The moment her fingertip made contact, it began to glow as
brightly as the one Gideon had touched.


“Shit,” Bea said, dropping her
hand. She rubbed her fingers together.


Theo stared at it. Gideon’s last
name was Cearvall. That’s what the rune meant. He glanced at his partner, not
surprised to see Gideon’s eyes slide away from his. Something strange was going
on and Gideon knew more about it than he was willing to say.


“What happened?” Ivy asked.


“She activated another rune,” Theo
said shortly. The second symbol glowed dimly at him from between the other two.
He wanted to touch it so badly he stepped back.


“There’s still another rune, isn’t
there? I can’t see it, but you’re looking at it, aren’t you?” Ella asked,
looking at Theo.


He could never fool his sister. “Yeah,”
he answered, voice hoarse.


“What does it say?” Ivy moved
closer, squinting as if that would help her see the symbols. “You know, don’t
you Uncle Theo?”


He took a deep breath. “It says Terrene.”


****


Theo lay in the dark, trying to get
comfortable on the hard floor. It wasn’t working. Now that he could sleep, his body wouldn’t
cooperate. His stomach rumbled because they’d missed dinner and he wished he
could just fall asleep for a few hours and forget all about what had happened.
Sweet oblivion.


He listened to Bea breathing
against his right side, head pillowed on his shoulder. She’d fallen asleep
quickly, despite the damp cave. He knew she’d worked a long shift at the
hospital, so he wasn’t surprised, though she’d missed her dinner too. On his
left, his partner lay unmoving, just as awake as him.


“Stop it. Go to sleep,” Gideon
whispered.


Theo sighed. His sister and niece
were lying together on Gideon’s other side. He had no idea if they were
sleeping or not. His stomach rumbled again and he cursed silently. His sidearm
was poking him, too. He’d have a bruise on his ribs tomorrow. Gideon poked a
toe into Theo’s shin threateningly. Damn, he has sharp feet, Theo
thought to himself.


“Sleep,” Gideon murmured.


“I can’t,” he replied quietly. “I
can’t sleep.” Gideon’s arm pressed against his, reminding him of the elevator.


“We can just forget all about it,”
Gideon said, as if he knew exactly what Theo was thinking about.


Theo didn’t bother answering.
Gideon would torment him forever if he knew he was obsessing over the kiss they’d
shared. And the rune with his name, can’t forget that, he thought
irritably. He forced his thoughts away from that and concentrated on Bea,
instead. She smelled good, despite all their frantic running around.


Gideon shifted, rolling onto his
side. He smelled good too, dammit. His face pressed up against Theo’s arm,
mirroring Bea’s on his other side. When he spoke, his warm breath made Theo
shiver. “You know I’m bi.”


Theo closed his eyes in
frustration. “So?”


“So, maybe you are too.”


As if. “I’ve never been bi before,”
Theo bit out. He had a lot more to worry about than a stupid kiss. Like aliens,
as ridiculous as that seemed. And weird symbols on cave walls.


Gideon pressed his forehead to Theo’s
arm. “You’re an ass.”


Theo nodded. Yeah, sometimes.


“Come here.” Gideon moved again.


Theo went stiff. “What are you
doing?”


“Shh. Ivy and Ella are asleep.”
Gideon somehow shimmied up until his face was level with Theo’s. His lips
brushed against Theo’s jaw.


He felt like he’d been zapped with
electricity. “Are you crazy? We have alien insects on our planet trying to kill
us and you want to make out?” Theo struggled to keep his voice down.


Gideon chuckled. “Shut up. This
will help.” His mouth moved closer to Theo’s lips.


Theo bit the inside of his cheek,
hoping the pain would help him think. “Help what?” he asked, even as he told
himself not to speak. Gideon always did what he wanted, regardless of what Theo
said. Of course, that same action had saved his ass countless times on the job,
but right now, the last thing he should be doing was kissing his best friend on
a cave floor. With his sister and niece asleep just a few feet away, not to
mention Dr. Gorgeous lying on his shoulder.


Gideon backed off a little. “I used
to come here when I was a kid. Long before we ever met,” Gideon replied,
confusing Theo.


“What does that have to do with
anything?”


“You know I was in foster care,
right?” Gideon asked, resting his forehead on Theo’s.


Theo tensed, but didn’t back away.
He wasn’t actually uncomfortable, although it was a little weird. You like
it, he told himself, in the back of his head. “I know you lost your parents
when you were really young,” he said, shushing the voice in his head. So what
if he liked lying close to Gideon? It didn’t have to mean anything.


“I don’t remember what happened,”
Gideon said, even quieter now. “I was only four or five. Or younger, I’m not
sure. They didn’t know exactly when I was born, so they made up a birthday for
me.”


Theo had to strain to hear him. “Why
are you telling me this now?” He didn’t understand. They had so much to do just
to survive the next day. He didn’t want to hear about Gideon struggling to survive
as a kid. Frustratingly, Theo had asked about it before and Gideon had brushed
him off. Why pick now to talk?


Gideon ignored his question. “I
remember living somewhere in a desert. The sun was redder than it is here. And
we lived in a huge complex, almost like a tower, on top of a huge golden pillar
of sand.” Gideon closed his eyes, eyelashes tickling Theo’s face.


“Are you sure you’re not just
remembering dreams?” Theo had to ask. It sounded like a fairytale. Pillars of
sand strong enough to live in?


Gideon sighed and moved back a
little, putting his head down on the cave floor next to Theo’s. His lips were
right at Theo’s ear. “I don’t know. For years I thought I was remembering stuff
I’d made up because my mind couldn’t handle the truth. I thought I’d remember
what had really happened when I got older, but instead, I just kept having more
dreams about this place.”


“What else do you remember?”


Gideon put his hand on Theo’s arm.
His palm was warm. “I remember my father putting on this dark armor. It was black.
The edges of it were so sharp I couldn’t touch him without cutting myself. No
one could touch him when he put it on. My mother hated it, but she had her own
armor, too. Same stuff.”


“You remember your mother?”


“She had red hair. And she smelled
good. I don’t recall anything else. My father, though, well…” Gideon trailed
off. “And there was someone else, too, another man.” He frowned. “Silver eyes,”
he muttered, inexplicably.


Theo didn’t know what to say to
that. “Are you sure you didn’t see a movie when you were three or something?
And maybe that’s what you’re remembering?”


Gideon laughed. “That’s exactly
what I thought. When I was a teenager, I started watching every movie I could
get my hands on that had armor in it. Nothing matched my dreams. I was obsessed
with the one Dune movie, the one with Sting in it, you know? I watched it
twenty times. Maybe more.” He shook his head. “I hated the thought that no one
knew what had happened to me, like I have a hole in my brain. It’s why I became
a cop.”


“You wanted to make sure it didn’t
happen to anyone else.” Theo understood that.


“Yeah. And I was such a great cop,
I ended up a homicide detective.” He sighed again. “I wanted to help people who were still alive, not
find the ones who’d been killed.”


“Finding killers does help. Because we make sure they
never kill again,” Theo murmured. About this, he was certain. It’s why his dad
had been a cop. Why he became a cop,
too.


“I know. That’s why I agreed to it
when they promoted me. And it’s how I met you, which I will always be grateful
for.” Gideon rolled back over, away from Theo, taking his warmth with him. The
loss sent an unexpected pang through him.


He frowned, reaching out until he
caught Gideon’s hand in his own. Gideon seized on it like a drowning man, but
he didn’t roll back over. He stared at the ceiling as he spoke with that eerily
quiet voice that freaked Theo out almost more than anything else that had
happened today. When Gideon spoke like that, it usually meant some bad shit was
about to go down. He didn’t let go of Gideon’s hand, hoping his presence would
anchor both of them.


Gideon was silent for a long time.
Just when Theo thought maybe he’d fallen asleep, he spoke again. “But I never
stopped dreaming, Theo. And my dreams never changed. It was always the desert
with the tower on the high ridges. And that damn armor.”


Theo stared at his best friend, his
partner, wishing he could fix this. “Maybe—” he began, but Gideon cut him off.


“The dreams have something to do
with this cave. And those runes.” Gideon looked up at the wall above their
heads. The symbols were still glowing, not as brightly as before, but still
illuminating the rock enough to cast faint shadows over them.


“What are you talking about?” Theo
tightened his fingers around Gideon’s hand.


“I don’t think I’m from around
here, Theo,” Gideon said.


“Well, duh. We live in
Pennsylvania. There are trees everywhere. You remember a desert.”


Gideon chuckled. “No, I mean, I don’t
think I’m from this planet.”


Theo froze. A week ago he’d have
said Gideon was nuts and made a joke out of it. Now? “You don’t look like a
giant bug to me,” he said, voice harsh. What if Gideon was right? What did that
mean?


Gideon snorted. “I’m not.”


Theo let a long moment slide by
before responding. “Fuck.”


“Yeah. That’s pretty much what I
was thinking, too,” Gideon replied.







 


Chapter Six


 


Bea groaned as she woke up. Her
back hurt. Her neck hurt. And she was freezing. A cave wasn’t her preferred
bedroom, but she supposed she couldn’t complain about it. She’d rather be cold
and sore than snatched by giant alien insects. She stared at the cave wall,
eyes lingering on the runes still glowing slightly. Someone had left a small
LED light on. She looked away, but there wasn’t much else to see. Stone walls.
More stone walls.


She rolled over, trying to get more
comfortable, and bumped into Theo. They’d moved apart sometime during the night
and the loss of his body heat had her shivering. She burrowed into him, not
caring that she’d just met him a few hours ago and she was effectively hugging
a stranger. The kiss in the elevator made her bold. He sighed and pulled her
closer in his sleep. When she slid her leg over his, trying to cuddle up to as
much warmth as possible, she wasn’t surprised to discover Gideon on the other
side. He wasn’t asleep either. She could still remember the taste of him on her
lips.


“Don’t wake him,” Gideon whispered.


“I won’t,” she said, staring across
Theo’s chest. Even in the dark, she could tell Gideon had only slept for a
little while. “Why are you awake?”


He gave her a wry smile. “I had a
long nap right after I got off work yesterday. Theo didn’t. I’m staying awake
to keep an eye on things.”


She looked at him. His red hair
looked dark brown in the dim light, but his blue eyes were still bright. “Does
Theo know you’re not sleeping?”


He pursed his lips.


That was all the answer she needed.
“Of course not.”


He smiled at her. “Theo needs the
rest. His leg is probably aching.”


She grimaced, thinking of the
wound. She hadn’t had time to check it. “I need to make sure he hasn’t damaged
anything.”


“You just want to get your hands on
him,” Gideon teased.


She blushed, suddenly grateful for
the dark. “So do you.”


His smile fell away. “Yeah.”


“How long have you been in love
with him?” She had no idea why she was suddenly so certain about that.


He stared at her, not speaking for
a long moment. She stared back, willing him to be honest with her. “A long
time,” he finally said.


She nodded. “Does he know?”


He shrugged. “Maybe.”


“You have no idea if he knows.”


He turned his head, avoiding her
gaze. “He’s not used to thinking about guys like that.”


“Does he know you’re bi?” she
asked, circling her fingers lightly over Theo’s shirt. It felt really soft,
like an old favorite.


“Yeah. I told him when we first
met. I didn’t want to hide anything from my partner. Our job is too dangerous
for that,” he said.


Bea sighed. “You ended up hiding
things anyway.”


He shrugged and rolled away. “Some
things you can’t help.”


Thinking about her sister’s death,
Bea was about to agree with him, but a deep rumble had her catching her breath.
Gravel fell from the cave walls.


“What was that?” she asked, sitting
up. She strained to see, but the little lamp didn’t give off much light.


“I don’t know,” Gideon said,
standing up. He straightened his jacket and checked his holster, unsnapping the
safety buckle. “Wake Theo up,” he instructed when another rumble shivered
through the cave. He turned toward the entrance. “I’m going to check it out.”


“Shit,” Bea muttered as he
disappeared into the dark. Why did he have to run off like that? She put a hand
on Theo’s shoulder and he came awake all at once.


“What’s wrong?” he asked, not even
groggy-sounding. “I felt something.”


It must be the cop thing, Bea thought, as he
scrambled to his feet. “We heard something,” she said aloud. She stood up too,
straightening her clothes tiredly. Her stomach rumbled with hunger, but she
ignored it.


“Where’s Gideon?”


“He went to investigate.” She
pointed back the way they’d come into the cave.


“Shit,” Theo said, hand on his
pistol. He looked down the passageway frowning, then crouched down and unzipped
the duffle he’d brought from the house. He reached in and pulled out what
looked like a mini-Uzi.


“Jesus,” she breathed, staring.


He ignored her, edging past his
sister and niece. “Wake them up, okay?”


“Okay,” Bea replied.


Theo didn’t hear her. He was
already gone.


“What’s going on?” Ella asked,
yawning. The rumble of the ground answered her. “Oh my God.” She sat up quickly,
staring at Bea.


“Yeah. I think we need to be ready.”
Bea rubbed her face and tried to ignore the exhaustion dragging at her body. “Theo
and Gideon went to see what’s going on.”


“Ivy, wake up,” Ella said, shaking
her daughter. “We need to go.”


“What?” Ivy mumbled, dragging her
blanket over her head. “Sleeping.”


A harsh mechanical sound echoed
down the cave tunnel. Ella and Bea looked at each other, then Ella shook her
daughter harder. “Ivy, get up. Now.”


Her daughter shoved down the
blanket. “What’s happening?”


Bea had already grabbed the other
duffel, worried they’d have to make a run for it. Though I don’t know where
we’d run, she thought, searching the dark for some other exit. There weren’t
any.


“We don’t know,” Ella said, shoving
the blanket into her daughter’s backpack. “Just get up. Be ready.”


“Oh my God,” Bea whispered, hands
going sweaty when she heard a weird clicking noise. The bag was heavy, but she’d
wasn’t about to let go. It held the rest of the guns. She had no idea how to
use them, but she’d figure it out if she had to. She listened harder, then
backed up until her shoulder blades hit the wall near the softly glowing runes.
“They’re coming.”


“Who’s coming?” Ella asked, herding
Ivy closer to Bea.


“I don’t know. Can’t you hear it?”
Another rumble punctuated her words.


“Mom?” Ivy asked, her voice going
thin and high.


Bea didn’t have an answer for her.
When she heard gunfire, she knew. Instinctively, she slid her hand onto the
first rune. The one that meant transport, though she had no idea how she
knew that. It tingled under her palm and a hint of warmth slid down her skin.
She licked her lips when more shots sounded.


“Get behind me,” Ella said, shoving
Ivy against the cave wall. Ivy squirmed next to Bea, then went still, her eyes
going wide in the dim lighting. She gripped her mom’s shirt so hard her fingers
went white.


Bea followed her gaze. Just at the
entrance to the cave, Theo dragged Gideon, hauling him back with one arm while
he lifted his weapon with the other. Gideon was barely walking.


Bea ran forward, grabbing him under
his other arm. The throat-clogging scent of blood tickled the back of her nose,
but she ignored it with the ease of long practice. Theo grunted and they moved
faster.


“What happened?” she asked,
breathing hard. Gideon was nearly a dead weight over her shoulder. She needed
to get him somewhere she could look him over.


“Aliens,” Theo said tersely,
looking down the tunnel.


“Lotta aliens,” Gideon managed.


Bea sucked in a breath, heart
hammering. “We need to get out of here.”


Theo laughed harshly. “Impossible.
Where would we go?”


“Get us to the wall,” Gideon said
thickly.


Suddenly, Ella was there, helping
carry Gideon. Bea stumbled, but Theo grabbed her before they fell. When they
got to the wall they propped him Gideon up. He groaned, face pale. A streak of
blood decorated his cheekbone. Bea grabbed his face, forcing him to look at
her. His eyes were okay, pupils even. She wished she had her penlight, but he
pulled away before she could examine him further, scrabbling along the wall.
His hand hit the first rune and it crackled. Light poured from between his
fingers.


Just beyond him, Ivy stared toward
the tunnel entrance. Bea looked too and saw the impossible: an insect larger
than a man, multi-faceted eyes gleaming, crouched just inside the entrance to
the cave. It was entirely black and sharp-edged.


“Oh God,” she murmured.


“Put your hand on the rune,” Gideon
said, grabbing her arm.


She did as he said, feeling the
light crawl up her arm like an electric thread. It didn’t exactly hurt, but it
wasn’t comfortable, either. This rune meant Terrene, but she had no idea
what that was. She almost moved away, but Gideon pressed against her, keeping
her in place.


“Don’t,” he said harshly.


Light shot out from between her
fingers. The insect across the cave hissed and raised its arms—arms? Those
aren’t arms, they’re claws, Jesus, Bea thought, her mind fumbling over
itself—and then the creature lunged for them. Theo raised his little Uzi and a
burst of gunfire spat from the tip, so loud Bea winced, ears ringing. The
insect stumbled and Theo shot it again, but the alien looked completely
undamaged, its carapace unbroken. Bea shook her head, trying to clear the
exhaustion from her mind. Her adrenaline stores were all tapped out and she was
too tired to understand what was happening. Nothing made sense until Gideon
reached out and grabbed Theo, yanking him back.


“Touch the damn rune!” he yelled.
The blood on his face looked like war paint.


Theo glanced at him, then slapped
his free hand on the wall. He hit the last rune—it meant Cearvall, Bea
somehow knew—and it lit up. The light swirled around them like a sunspot gone
rogue on the ground, all energy and no control. Bea couldn’t move her hand anymore;
it was stuck to the wall as fire poured over her.


The alien screamed and rushed at
them, drops of black ichor flashing wetly on its chest. Bea sucked in a breath,
fighting to stay upright, hand on the wall, and then the view abruptly
shimmered and the creature passed right through them. She tried to speak, but
her hand was burning and the floor shifted under her feet like sand. She couldn’t
make a sound.


“Oh dear God,” Ella said, from far
away.


Bea closed her eyes and prayed.







 


Chapter Seven


 


Gideon knew he was hurt, but he
didn’t know how bad. His thigh felt like it had been
simultaneously frozen and burned. He had blood on his hands, too, but not as
much as he feared when he let go of the rune, dust swirling around his feet.
The air felt strange and he stumbled.


“Whoa, easy there,” Theo said,
catching him.


Gideon shuddered as his thigh
cramped. “God,” he muttered, looking down. “Bea, shit.” He dragged Theo down to
the cave floor, ignoring the sharp pain in his leg. Bea wasn’t moving. He put
his hands on her face, unutterably relieved to feel her breath puff against his
fingers. “Thank God.”


Theo let out a breath, leaning
against the wall. “She’s okay. Just exhausted, I think.”


“Mom?” Ivy’s voice sounded thready.
“Where are we?”


Gideon glanced up. The cave wasn’t
dark anymore. It wasn’t damp. The light streaming in from the entrance was
curiously red-tinged, as if the sun had shifted from yellow to a different part
of the spectrum. Abruptly, he realized that it had. Or rather, they’d
shifted. To another planet.


“Toto, we’re not in Kansas anymore,”
Theo murmured quietly.


“It worked,” Gideon said,
swallowing hard.


Ella touched the wall, frowning
down at her fingers. The dust in the cave glittered faintly. “What the hell
just happened?”


Bea stirred, moaning quietly.


Gideon cupped her cheek, worried. “Bea?”


“God,” she said thickly. “My head
is killing me.” She struggled to sit up.


He got a hand under her shoulder
and helped her lean against him. “You’re okay. Just exhausted.”


She sighed against his arm, warm
breath tickling his skin. Her weight pressed on his injured leg and he
controlled a wince. He wasn’t looking forward to seeing what the alien had done
to him. He pushed the thought away, reveling in the warmth flowing in from the
mouth of the cave. He’d left his jacket back at the other cave, not that he
needed it here. He glanced out again, staring at the red light streaming onto
the walls. Everything felt different. Weightier. The cave floor and sides were
striped with layers of rock, from pale sand to deep red ocher. They were the
color of his childhood dreams.


“What happened?” she asked.


Theo shifted, easing her back
against his shoulder and off Gideon’s leg. The three of them were crammed
against each other, but Gideon had no intention of moving.


He took a deep breath. “The runes
transported us here.”


She blinked at him. Gideon closed
his eyes and tipped his head back, leaving it to Theo to explain. He knew his
partner had already grasped the significance of what had happened.


“Where is here?” Ella asked,
hugging Ivy. They were the only ones still standing.


“Terrene,” Theo said simply. “Gideon’s
home planet.”


Silence. Then Ella sucked in a
sharp breath. “What? Are you crazy?”


Gideon opened his eyes. Ella was
looking at her brother as if he’d lost his mind. He chuckled, suddenly amused.


“No, he’s not crazy,” Bea murmured,
lifting her head.


Gideon could feel her gathering
herself. She sat up, careful not to jostle him.


“That’s impossible,” Ella retorted.
She hugged her daughter tighter. Gideon felt bad for Ivy, but not that bad.
They’d survived the invasion. That was better than the alternative.


“Let me see your leg,” Bea said,
shoving at him gently.


Gideon shifted and let her see. His
jeans were torn, but now that the light was better, he could tell the wound
wasn’t as bad as he’d suspected. The alien had gotten in a lucky strike,
slicing across the top of his right leg.


“Hmm, it’s already clotting. I
should probably sew it up, but for now we can wrap it,” Bea said, leaning
closer. She sniffed. “It needs a good cleaning though. I think there’s some
kind of mild poison on the edges. I need to debride the edges.”


“That would explain the burning,”
Gideon said, grimacing as she poked him harder than was comfortable.


“Do we have anything we can wrap it
with?” she asked.


Theo handed her a roll of gauze. “This
should do.”


Gideon laughed. “We’ve both got bum
right legs now.”


“I think we’ll live,” Theo said
dryly as Bea wrapped Gideon’s injury.


“What do we do now?” Ivy asked,
pulling free of her mother. She moved closer. “That looks nasty,” she said,
staring at Gideon’s leg. Bea covered it with the gauze.


“It’s not as bad as it looks,” she
said, tucking the end of the gauze under the edge. When she looked up, a flash
of silver in her eyes caught Gideon by surprise. She looked away.


I’m seeing things, he thought, but cupped
her cheek anyway. “Look at me,” he murmured.


She glanced at him, eyebrows lifting.
The silver at the back of her beautiful grey eyes flashed again. A frisson of
shock worried through Gideon. “Theo,” he said, voice coming out strangled.


“What’s wrong?” his best friend
asked, moving closer.


When Gideon put out a hand and
tilted Theo’s face to his, he couldn’t believe it. Silver light moved behind
Theo’s warm brown irises, like sunlight dancing on water.


“Dear God,” he murmured. “What do
you see?” he demanded, forcing them to look at him. “My eyes. Look!”


Bea wrinkled her forehead, but it
was Theo who cursed, hands going to Gideon’s neck. “What the hell?” He tipped
Gideon’s face up.


“Ella, can you see it?” Theo asked,
not looking away.


His sister came closer. “What are
you talking—” She broke off, staring.


It’s true, Gideon thought, heart
twisting in his chest. He remembered his mother, her eyes flashing in the
light. [bookmark: here]He could barely believe the images rushing up,
overwhelming his sense of self. Half-forgotten memories of his parents, of his
mother, rushed through his head like ghosts. He remembered his father, his fathers,
both of them, putting on their armor, the ritual weaponing that kept them all
safe.


He wasn’t human. He’d never been
human.


He sucked in the warm air, two deep
breaths, but it didn’t help. He struggled away from Theo’s hands, trying to put
into words what he only knew instinctively. “We’ve bonded,” he finally said
aloud.


Ella stared at him. He didn’t care.
He looked at Bea, the one person who truly didn’t deserve this, but she didn’t
seem upset. Rather, her face had softened and she glanced from him to Theo and
back again as if she were trying to make sure they were real. He opened his
mouth to explain, not that he knew where to begin, but a strange voice
interrupted before he could speak.


“My lord, you have come home!”


****


Bea twisted around, heart pounding.
A man stood in the entrance to the cave, long white hair done up in braids and
bits of leather. His light grey eyes stared unerringly at Gideon. In his right
hand, he held a slim wand that flashed silver-blue in the light, like mercury
captured in a straw.


Sensibly, Ella moved back, pulling
Ivy with her closer to the wall. The man stepped forward, free hand
outstretched. He looked from Gideon to Theo and then he stared at Bea so long
she began to feel uncomfortable. There was something odd about him. Maybe it’s because he’s not human? she
wondered. She didn’t like the way he loomed over them. Theo stood up, clearly
just as uneasy with the situation. When the man’s eyes finally went back to
Gideon, she exhaled. Gideon shifted his weight and she knew his thigh was
throbbing. Her training kicked in. She opened her mouth to ask the man for
help, but then decided against it. They had no idea if he was friendly.
Instead, she stood up, helping Theo haul Gideon to his feet.


Inexplicably, the man went down to
one knee. “My life in service to House Cearvall.” He put his fist to his heart
and bowed his head.


After everything that had just
happened, Bea couldn’t make sense of this. Why was he kneeling? She glanced at
Gideon.


“Who are you?” Gideon asked.


The man raised his face calmly. “I
am Eran ap-Cearvall.”


Gideon frowned. “ap-Cearvall—I
remember something…” He trailed off.


“I was bodyguard and counsel to
your bonded fathers,” the man said, still unnaturally calm. “You don’t remember
me. You were very young when I brought you to Earth.” He looked at Gideon
steadily.


“When you brought him— Wait. Where
are we?” Bea asked. Theo tightened his fingers around her arm in warning. He
already knows, she thought, frustrated.


“You are on the planet Terrene.”
The man made no move to get to his feet.


Before Bea could wrap her mind
around his words, Ivy’s shocked voice echoed through the cave. “Are you
serious?” She moved forward, shaking off her mother’s hand. “And you’re using
Gideon’s name. Why?”


From the
mouth of a babe,
Bea thought, happy someone was asking questions.


Eran nodded. “I am entirely
serious. And I’m honored to bear his name through my long service to his
family.”


Ivy twisted her hands together and
frowned down at him. “Whoa.”


Eran smiled gently. “Indeed.”


Bea sighed, her apprehension
sliding away into the exhausted haze of her body. Sure, they might be on
another planet, but at least there were no giant bugs trying to kill them here.


“Can you help us? I have injured
men to tend,” she said, grabbing her courage and stepping forward. Theo let go
of her arm and she turned to Gideon, checking his color. He seemed stable, but
she’d be happier if she could get a better look at his leg. Theo’s too.


“Of course, my lady. The transport
is just outside.” Eran stood up. The tiny beads on his silver hair chimed
against each other. Though she could tell he was at least in his seventies, he
moved like a man thirty years younger.


“Follow me,” he said, bowing again.
The cream-colored fabric of his tunic barely moved.


Gideon let out a breath when she
glanced at him. “Yeah. It’s okay.”


“You don’t know that,” Theo
objected.


Bea watched Gideon stare at Eran’s
departing back.


“I do know.” He turned to
Theo. “I remember him.”


****


Bea stared out at the desert. The
vehicle they rode in was disc-shaped and had no wheels. When Eran got inside,
using the silver wand in his hand as a key, it flashed silver and hummed as it
hovered above the sand. The seats inside were white and basic. The rest of the
transport had no distinguishing features. No seatbelts or buttons, except for a
simple lever in front of Eran. When they were all settled, a sort of
bubble-shield rose to protect them from the dust of the desert. As far as the
eye could see, the land around them was all reds and golds and burnished
auburns. Fantastic shapes rose out of the distance. Eran told her they were
sand pillars, formed from the wind. The sand itself was soft as silk to the
touch, but irritating if it got in the eyes.


“You okay?” Gideon asked, touching
her thigh. His fingers brushed against her knee, making her shiver even through
her pants.


She nodded. “Tired, but okay.”


“Liar,” Theo said from her other
side. He had one hand on the side of the vehicle and another on his weapon. He
hadn’t relaxed at all. She couldn’t blame him.


“It’s okay, Theo. I swear,” Gideon
said. He leaned across Bea and touched Theo’s arm. “Relax.”


Theo gave him a look.


Bea hadn’t known them long, but
even she understood the expression on Theo’s face. He was thinking: No way.


“Why do I feel so heavy, Uncle
Gideon?” Ivy asked.


From the control seat, Eran smiled
faintly at the girl. “The gravity of Earth and Terrene is slightly different.
Not enough to be that noticeable, but enough that you might get tired more
easily for a few days.”


Gideon nodded. “It’s nothing to
worry about, I promise.”


“Are you really from here?” Ivy’s
voice was hushed.


“Yeah, I am, though I don’t
remember much,” Gideon replied. He shook his head. “I was very young.”


“You were three cycles old, my
lord,” Eran said, guiding the transport into a natural canyon. “That would be
about three and a half, maybe four years old in Earth years.” The sunlight
dimmed as he dipped into a ravine. Tall sand pillars rose up around them.


Everywhere Bea looked, all she could
see was sand. Shifting, sifting, mountains of sand and glittering clear sky.
The twilight felt slightly odd. The colors were different—more blue and less
violet than on Earth. No settlement broke the lines of the planet as far as she
could see. “Where are we going?” she asked, hoping they hadn’t made a mistake, going
with Eran.


“To the Cearvall compound.” Eran
eased the transport around another curve. “It’s not far.”


“I can’t see anything,” Bea said,
squinting against the sunlight that was now in her eyes. The giant red ball was
bigger than Earth’s sun, but slightly dimmer. It sat just above the horizon
like a giant disc suspended in darkness. Behind them, stars winked into the
black sky. There were no clouds. Sunset here felt like a slow, fading tide of light.


“There. Up on the ridge,” Eran
pointed.


She followed his arm. A huge sand
pillar rose above them. The very top had a circular piece cut out of it, as if
someone had stamped a hole right through it. It looked… alien.


“God,” Gideon said, his voice hushed.


Theo glanced at him. “That’s your
dream?”


Gideon nodded. “Yeah. Except I
remember more lights. Transports.” He frowned. “I don’t remember everything
being so quiet.”


“You remember it from before the
Great Irruption,” Eran said.


“What was that?” Ivy asked,
ignoring her mother’s attempts to shush her.


Eran glanced at the girl. “What
happened on Earth?”


She shuddered. “Giant alien bugs
destroyed everything.”


“That’s called an irruption. A long
time ago, people lived in peace here, on Terrene. The Numah were a great
warrior society that lived and fought and died and created beautiful art and
technology. The Numah discovered other worlds with people very much like those
here. Your Earth is one of them.” He paused, flying the transport into the
shadow of another huge pillar. “And then the Sitnam came. They were fought to a
standstill, but could not be eradicated completely.”


“Jesus, I think I remember that,”
Gideon said.


Eran shook his head. “No. There
were more than a hundred battles over a thousand of your Earth years. You only
remember the last one. The battle we lost.”


“The Great Irruption?” Theo asked.
He’d relaxed slightly, Bea was happy to see.


“Yes. And when they fought past
Cearvall’s last defenses, Lord Cearvall and his bond-mates bade me smuggle
Gideon to Earth. They opened the portal, the tesseract rima for me. Those are
artificially created openings in the rift of space-time. They’re very difficult
to construct and must be permanently anchored. That is what you used to travel
here.” He glanced back for a moment, his eyes dark and impenetrable in the
deepening twilight.


Bea tried to read his expression,
but it was impossible.


“The Numah managed to keep Earth
and the other allied planets secret from the Sitnam. I had to leave you on
Earth.” Eran paused. “It was a difficult thing to betray my oath to your
family. I could not have done it if your fathers had not forced me. When I
returned, I discovered that I was one of the few remaining survivors. My lords
had died in my absence.” He sighed. “The remaining Sitnam were driven off, but
not before most of the population had died.”


“Why didn’t you go back for Gideon?”
Bea asked.


He shook his head. “I couldn’t.
Only those who are triply bonded can open the tesseract rima to other planets.”
He glanced at her. “The runes on the wall respond only to the master of
Cearvall. There are other portals, but we have so few bonded lords now that we
are all but trapped here.”


Bea was silent, trying to take it
all in. Gideon hadn’t been abandoned, he’d been smuggled away? To keep him
alive? She put her hand over his and he closed his fingers around it tightly.
He wasn’t nearly as relaxed as he seemed. And what did Eran mean when he’d said
that the tesseract rima only worked for people who’d bonded?


Ivy leaned forward. “The Sitnam,
were they giant bugs?”


“Yes,” Eran said, expertly
maneuvering the transport into a tunnel. “They are.” The sudden darkness made
Bea feel as if they were suspended in nothing—sensory deprivation almost worse
than the elevator—but then lights clicked on. They burned a soft yellow, gently
illuminating a tunnel carved from the sand. The transport slowed. “We are here.”
He stopped the vehicle near a level platform. The transparent shield whisked
back. Warm air wafted over her face and she tilted her head up, trying to take
in the scent of an unfamiliar planet. It smelled a little like ozone.


“They’re the same aliens who
invaded Earth?” Ivy persisted as she climbed out of the transport.


Eran nodded. “Unfortunately. I don’t
know how they found their way to Earth.” He shook his head.


Bea thought about the hospital,
burning in the darkness, and firmly pushed the image out of her mind. Now was
not the time. She had to survive first, and then maybe she could grieve. And she
was still hungry, tired, and worried about Theo and Gideon’s injuries. “Is
there somewhere I can look at Gideon’s leg?” she asked.


“Forgive me,” Eran said immediately
with a slight bow in her direction. “Please, come this way.” He used the silver
tube to open a door that she hadn’t realized was there, then ushered them into
a wide corridor. It wasn’t well lit, but from what she could see, it was
beautifully maintained. Somehow, whoever had built this place had managed to
form different layers of sand into patterns that soothed the eye.


“I apologize. The tower does not
have full power anymore,” Eran murmured. He led the way down the corridor.


As they walked, Bea sensed the
immensity of the place pressing down on them. Or maybe it’s just the
increased gravity, she thought, running her hand along the wall. It felt
like sandpaper. She let her fingers drag until the tips stung. When Eran led
them through an archway, she stopped short. Spread out before them was the
inside of an impossibly huge tower. They stood on a balcony that overlooked the
hollowed-out center. Small pinpoints of light here and there lit other
archways, and she realized that they were in the middle of the sand pillar
she’d seen from the portal. Cearvall had been carved out of the desert using
technology she couldn’t even imagine.


“God, it’s huge,” Ella said,
speaking for the first time since they’d got on the transport.


“I remember this,” Gideon breathed,
staring into the abyss. “There were more lights, though.”


Bea hesitantly walked forward. “This
is where you lived?”


He shook his head. “I was so
little, I only remember the hollowed out pillar. And the lights.” His eyes had
gone dark and Bea knew he was trying to remember what it had been like when
more people lived here.


She understood his frustration and
loneliness. She felt it too, ever since her sister had died. Is this what he
meant by bonding? she wondered, wishing she could soothe the pain in his
heart.


Theo moved forward, bumping
shoulders with Gideon. “You’re not alone anymore. You haven’t been alone in a
long time.”


Bea moved closer, too, touching his
hand. He’d placed it on the curved silver railing, as if he could hold on and
bring life back to this place.


“Theo’s right,” she said quietly.


“Thanks.” He didn’t look away from
the darkness.







 


Chapter Eight


 


“It doesn’t look bad, thank
goodness,” Bea said, gently blotting at Gideon’s leg. Her hand nudged the edge
of the white robe he wore, knocking it down his thigh. Bea focused on his
wound, trying not to look at anything that would get her in trouble, as much as
she wanted to. She was a professional, and she did not peek at patients’
private areas without a good reason.


Except when you looked at Theo’s, she told herself,
feeling her face go hot as she remembered his erection. And this is a guy you kissed, so he’s not exactly just a patient.
Embarrassed, she hitched the sleeve of her robe up out of the way and continued
to examine his wound. “I thought you’d need stitches, but it’s just a really
deep scrape.” She smiled up at him, relieved and hoping he couldn’t tell what
she was thinking. Beneath the scratch, his thigh was muscled and lightly
sprinkled with golden hair. She wanted to run her fingers over his skin. She
wanted to kiss him again. The memory of what they’d done in the elevator made
her squirm.


He gave her a faint smile in
return, seemingly oblivious to the thoughts running through her head. “I think
the poison was worse than the wound. It hurt like hell when it happened.” The
silver at the back of his eyes flashed at her, lighting his blue irises.


Looking away, she wondered if her
eyes still looked like that. Both Eran and Gideon had said something about
bonding… she pushed the thought down. She had enough to deal with. Dwelling on
some supernatural connection wasn’t going to help her right now.


She patted his knee. “It’s clean
now, and already healing. The bath helped a lot.” She started to wrap a clean
bandage around his thigh. He stared at the wall while she worked, and Bea
struggled to control her emotions. She wanted him to pay attention to her, like
a girl with a crush. She bit her lip and kept working. At least she’d been able
to bathe.


They’d all washed up, the men in one room and the women in another. When
Eran had shown her the huge pool she couldn’t believe it. To see that much
water on a planet so dry had shocked her. She’d talked a little more with Ella
and Ivy. She liked Theo’s family, a lot. She liked Theo. And Gideon. If she
weren’t so exhausted, this might almost feel like a vacation, except for the
giant alien invasion thing. And if only I had some underwear, she
thought, fighting back a blush. The robe was incredibly soft, but it had a
tendency to gape open. Eran had taken all their clothes away for cleaning. Only
Ivy had something to change into.


“Here, eat some food before you
fall over.” Theo walked over with a tray. Some kind of fruit she didn’t
recognize and soft shapes of what looked like cheese sat on the polished silver
surface. “It’s good. Trust me,” he said, recognizing her reluctant look. “I
already ate some and didn’t keel over.” He grinned.


“You’d eat anything that wasn’t
nailed down,” Gideon retorted, still staring at the wall.


Bea smiled when Theo made a face at
his partner.


Theo caught her and winked. “Go
on,” he said, nudging her with the tray.


Bea tucked the end of the bandage
under the rest against Gideon’s thigh so it wouldn’t unravel and picked up a
piece of something that looked like an apple. She stared at it, but when her
stomach rumbled, she decided to risk it. She needed food. Survival trumped her
wariness. She bit into it and an explosion of crunchy sweetness slid over her
tongue. “God, it’s good!” she mumbled, taking another bite. She grabbed another
piece.


Theo laughed. “I had the same
reaction.”


She swallowed. “Where did you get
this?”


He shrugged. “Eran brought the
tray.”


Gideon snagged a piece, rearranging
his robe so it wouldn’t fall open. He bit into the fruit and his eyes widened. “I
remember this.”


“Is there somewhere we can sleep?”
Ella asked, walking over with Ivy. The girl looked exhausted, clutching her
backpack against her chest. Her eyes were red, like she’d been crying. “We’ve
eaten and I’m beat.”


Bea wished she could do something
to make Ivy feel better, but she knew that even doctors couldn’t fix
everything.


“Eran said to take any of the rooms
in this suite,” Gideon told her gently.


 “Good. We’ll be over there. We’ll figure out
what we’re going to do after we all get some rest,” Ella said, heading towards
one of the doors. Ivy waved and followed her mom.


Bea watched them walk away. Was she
supposed to join them? Or was she supposed to sleep alone? A spark of worry
shot through her. She didn’t want to be alone. She picked up a piece of
maybe-cheese and nibbled on the edge as she sunk down lower into the cushions.
At the back of her head, the image of the hospital burning sat like a lump she
couldn’t quite swallow, but her tiredness fuzzed out the edges of the memory.


Instead of letting her eyes close,
she glanced around the room again. It was a large chamber just down the
corridor from the bathing pools. Like everything else in this complex, the
walls were made of hardened sand. The lights were subdued and set high into the
walls. The furniture was white and soft and sort of looked like low sofas. One
wall was made of glass and looked out over the desert. Stars twinkled over the
dark horizon, like diamonds on velvet. She stared at them, wishing the past
twenty-four hours hadn’t happened.


“You’ll sleep with us,” Gideon said
quietly.


She swiveled her head to look at
him. “What?” She couldn’t make sense of his words. She put the food down and
let her head tip back. Maybe she could
nod off here…


“I don’t think I could sleep if you
were too far away from me,” he said quietly, surprising her. He grabbed a piece
of fruit and took a slow bite. “Theo, too.”


“Gideon—” Theo began to say, but
Gideon interrupted him.


“No, no arguing. Neither of you
understand what’s really happened. We’ve bonded and that has certain
consequences, from what I remember.” Gideon swallowed his food and rubbed his
face. “At least at first.”


“I don’t know what you mean,” Bea
said tiredly.


Gideon ran a hand down her arm. She
shivered. He was so warm.


“You need rest,” he murmured. “Come
on, let’s try to get some sleep.”


“I thought you could barely
remember what happened when you were first put into foster care,” Theo said.


Gideon stood up. “I don’t, but what
I do remember is very clear.”


“Bonding?” Theo raised an eyebrow.


Gideon’s face tightened. “No
arguing. Not tonight. Please?” Suddenly, he looked like he’d reached the end of
his rope.


Theo sighed. “Fine.” He reached
down and helped Bea to her feet, the silver at the back of his eyes flashing as
he bent down.


She swayed, so exhausted she was
lightheaded.


“Oh for God’s sake,” Theo muttered,
then he swept her up into his arms.


“What are you doing? I’m too heavy,”
Bea cried, abruptly awake again. She clutched his shoulders as he began to walk
across the room. “You’re going to hurt yourself.”


He laughed. “I know you think you
weigh a lot, but you really don’t. You’re curvy, but you’re little.”


She flushed. He didn’t know what he
was talking about. “I’m a doctor. I know very well that I’m overweight.”


Gideon followed them through one of
the doorways. “Those little charts doctors use for obesity are totally stupid.”
He shook his head. “You’re gorgeous just the way you are.”


Bea sighed, winding her arms around
Theo’s neck when she realized he really wasn’t going to put her down. “They’re
not stupid,” she said under her breath. She thought of all the frustrating
clothes-buying trips in her life and knew he didn’t get it.


“Relax, okay?” Theo walked over to
a huge mattress set directly on the floor near the window. A mountain of
pillows and neatly folded blankets lay to one side. “I’ve got you,” he said,
going to his knees.


Bea had no choice but to trust him.
He put her down gently, rearranging some pillows so that she would be
comfortable, then kissed her forehead. Gideon unfolded a blanket and spread it
over her body. She yawned despite herself. Theo stood back up and headed to the
window.


“See? You’re exhausted. Go to
sleep, Bea,” Gideon said, blue eyes soft. “You can argue with us in the
morning.”


She frowned at him, but another
yawn ruined effect she was trying for. “You’re staying?”


He nodded, settling down next to
her. “Yeah.”


She let herself slump down into the
soft cushions. Across the room, Theo stared out the glass. The robe didn’t do a
damn thing to hide his muscular back. He was an impressive man, in more ways
than one. So was Gideon. Together, they devastated all the carefully
constructed defenses she’d spent so many years perfecting. She liked it, but
she also found it frightening, the feelings they caused. Go to sleep, Bea, she told herself. Worry tomorrow. She let out a breath and focused on the sky beyond
the glass. More stars than she was used to seeing sparkled in the night sky.
None of the constellations were familiar. What was she going to do when she
woke up? 


Gideon stretched, then rolled
closer, tucking an arm around her waist. “Sleep,” he murmured.


He smelled clean and warm. Bea didn’t
understand her attraction to them. How quickly it had happened. How beautiful
they made her feel, with just one kiss.


Theo walked back over. He watched
them for a moment, then crawled onto the bed, lying much closer than Bea
expected. The heat from his body soothed her and she yawned again.


“Gideon’s right. Go to sleep, Bea.
We’ll be here,” he said, kissing her shoulder.


As if his lips were magic, she
slipped into sleep between one breath and the next.


****


When she woke up, the sun was just
beginning to peek over the horizon. Light poured in the room, and she rolled
over to protect her eyes, only to find Theo and Gideon sleeping next to each
other. Theo’s robe had disappeared, probably from moving in the night. He lay
with a corner of the blanket just over his groin, the bulge of his cock intriguingly
visible beneath. She held still for a moment, and then, unable to stop herself,
her eyes moved down his body. His long, muscular legs were slightly parted and
relaxed on the mattress. One hand lay on Gideon’s bare back. Gideon’s robe was also
pushed down, as if he’d grown hot and shoved it away. The contrast of Theo’s
tanned arm against Gideon’s lighter skin had her mouth going dry. Gideon’s
tousled auburn hair looked like fire in the early light.


“My God,” she murmured to herself, sitting
up slowly. She stared at them, feeling a little guilty. The pillows and the bed
were all white, as if to highlight the sleeping men. She wanted to touch them
so badly she curled her hands into fists. She had no claim on them. One kiss
didn’t mean anything, no matter how passionate. They weren’t hers.


Story of my life, she thought, suddenly
sad. She’d dated, sure, but between her career and her weight, she’d never
managed to fall in love. Most of the men she’d been with had only been looking
for one thing. One of the guys had even told her that she needed to lose a few
pounds if she wanted to keep dating him. He’d been a marathon runner. Bea had
too much self-respect to do anything except show him the door. She let her eyes
linger on Gideon’s muscular back, then looked away from temptation, staring at
the wall as she fought to convince herself that she didn’t need a man in her
life. The sand’s soothing patterns failed to soothe, however.


“Bea,” Gideon murmured.


She startled. He’s awake.
His blue eyes were dark as the ocean in the dawn light, at least until he
smiled and that elusive silver flashed at her.


“Come back to bed,” he said, making
no move to dislodge Theo’s hand. He didn’t seem the least bit disturbed by his
best friend’s proximity.


“I never left,” she retorted,
poking the covers on her lap.


He shook his head. “You’re a
contrary woman, Bea.” He sat up and reached for her, waking Theo as his arm
slid away from Gideon’s waist.


“What’s going on?” Theo mumbled.


Bea dodged Gideon’s hand. “Nothing.
Go back to sleep.”


Theo grunted, then sat up. The
cover slid away from his groin, showing his cock slowly thickening against the
stark white bandage on his thigh. Bea couldn’t look away. She’d seen him
before, in the hospital, but now everything was different. He was thick and
gorgeous and she was shocked at how much just looking at him affected her.


Gideon leaned in and grabbed Bea’s
hand. She let him, this time. She couldn’t help it. God help her, she wanted
him, too. Even after everything that had happened, when she should be trying to
figure out how to put her life back together, all she could think about was how
much she wanted to make love to these men. Kissing hadn’t been enough. Not
nearly enough. She was parched, starving for affection. For more. Gideon kissed
each of her fingertips, very slowly. She didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t
pull away. She couldn’t deny the heat sparkling through her. He kissed her
pinky and she trembled.


She wasn’t at all tired anymore.


“You like that,” he whispered. “Hmm?”
He kissed her pinky again, very gently.


Bea stared at him. He kissed the
center of her palm, then bit the base of her thumb. She swallowed, trying not
to show how much he affected her. He grinned and she glanced away, frustrated
with herself. He’s not for you, she thought, trying to compose herself.
Of course, Theo was right there, too, his rugged brown eyes a perfect contrast
to Gideon’s piercing blue. Both men’s irises flashed silver, as if someone had
put reflective chips of paint inside them.


Theo wasn’t smiling like Gideon. “I’ll
go,” he said, but he made no move to get up.


Gideon gave him a disgusted look. “No,
you won’t.”


Theo frowned.


Gideon leaned toward Theo without
letting go of Bea’s hand. He drew her with him, then put her fingers on Theo’s
mouth. “Open,” he said.


Theo sucked in a sharp breath.


Gideon fed Bea’s index finger into
Theo’s mouth. Bea closed her eyes. His tongue swirled around her fingertip,
then he bit down gently. She gasped and pulled away, completely undone. She
didn’t know what to do with her hands and finally settled for wringing them
together.


“Jesus, Gideon,” Theo said.


Bea agreed.


“Fuck this,” Gideon said, suddenly
harsh. He kissed Theo, mouth open, tongue working. Theo went rigid for a
moment, but then he kissed back, hands clenched in the covers.


Bea watched them, unable to help
herself. I should go, she thought, but then Gideon broke the kiss and
pulled her in, dragging her across his lap. His prick pushed against her hip,
hot and thick.


“I want you,” he rasped, and he kissed
her with the same abandon he’d kissed Theo. She moaned, melting into his body.
When Theo ran a hand up her back and fisted her hair, she froze. He clenched
his hand at her nape and dragged her away from Gideon.


Bea couldn’t move. She’d already
grabbed Gideon’s arms so she wouldn’t fall over, but now Theo held her
immobile. Is he angry? she wondered, confused, but then she caught the
look on his face. No. Not angry. Desperate.


“I want to fuck and fuck and
pretend the past twenty-four hours never happened,” he said coarsely,
unconsciously echoing her earlier thoughts.


Oh God. She licked her lips.
His eyes dropped to her mouth. “Kiss me,” she said, abruptly tired of fighting
herself. She wanted Theo and Gideon badly. Bad enough to throw her reservations
away. “If you want to fuck, then kiss me. Stop stopping.”


Theo growled and yanked her towards
him. Gideon chuckled darkly and helped steady her, his hips subtly moving so
that his cock pressed into her, hot and delicious. Bea sighed when Theo took
her mouth. He kissed her gently at first, but then he bit her lip and dove in.
Bea loved it. She kissed him back, writhing. Hot. Her pussy was so wet already
and they’d hardly done anything. She moaned, needing more. When Gideon grabbed
her robe and tore it away, she felt nothing but relief.


“Fuck, you’re beautiful,” he said,
hands sliding over her hips. He pushed her until she was on Theo’s lap, then he
opened her legs.


That was enough to tear her away
from Theo’s kiss. “What are you doing?” she breathed, shocked. He’d gone down
between her thighs.


Gideon grinned up at her. “Trust
me.” His eyes shifted to Theo’s. “She’s so wet, look.” He slid a finger down
her pussy, making her shiver, then lifted it up to Theo’s mouth, running it
around his best friend’s lips.


Theo groaned. “Jesus Christ,
Gideon.”


Bea didn’t know what to say. Gideon
didn’t seem to care. He bent his head down and kissed her clit, no warning. No
foreplay. She went from aroused to incandescent in less than a second, like a
race car suddenly zooming into turbo. She bucked, hips twisting as Gideon
sucked at her, the stimulation almost too much. Theo grabbed her and forcibly held
her immobile, looking down her body at Gideon. She loved it. She struggled and
he held her tighter. It only made her want more.


“Fuck,” he muttered, when Gideon
slid a finger inside. “Hold still, Bea.”


He’s crazy, she thought, still
twisting against his hold. Gideon’s mouth felt like fire on her clit. She
couldn’t think, could barely breathe. When Theo let go to begin plucking at her
nipples, she went a little crazy.


“Yeah, oh my God, you’re so
gorgeous,” Theo said, rolling her nipples in each hand. His cock was hot as a
brand against her back. She keened, needing more. She tried to shove herself
against them both, but they were already skin to skin. There was no way to get
any closer.


“Can I fuck you?” Gideon asked,
suddenly lifting away. “Please, I want you so bad.”


She arched her back, wanting his
mouth back on her. “What are we doing?” she asked, completely overwhelmed. “What’s
wrong with me? I’ve never felt like this before.”


“Bonding,” Gideon replied, hands on
her thighs. “I’m sorry, I can’t help it.” He sounded broken.


Bea forced herself to focus. Gideon
looked wrecked. He stared down at her pussy, fingers tight around her thighs.
They cut into her skin and she knew she’d have bruises later. The thought
thrilled her.


“I don’t care what it is,” Theo
muttered, kissing down her neck. He bit her right where her shoulder began. She
shuddered. He bit her harder and she cried out for more. “Fuck,” he muttered,
laving the bite with his tongue.


Gideon trembled. “You will.”


Theo went still. Bea protested,
sliding her hand down to her clit. Why weren’t they touching her? She needed to
cum, right now. Gideon caught her before she could do anything.


“No. Don’t,” he said. He leaned in
and slapped his cock against her while she watched. His foreskin moved as he
played his shaft up and down her pussy.


God, she thought, sucking in air. “Please,
Gideon.”


He looked at her, then at Theo, and
all at once he thrust inside. It was perfect, for just a moment, and then it
wasn’t, because he stopped. Bea twisted, trying to get him to move, but he just
stayed there, trembling.


“Gideon, fucking move,” Theo ground
out.


Bea didn’t know what was wrong. Her
clit was on fire and she was right at the edge. When Gideon began to move, it
felt better, but not exactly what she needed. She moaned, thrusting towards
him, using Theo as an anchor. He held her tight, keeping them stable against
Gideon’s thrusts.


“That’s so fucking hot,” Theo said.
He reached down and played with her clit. She was so wet, he slid around
messily, but she didn’t give a damn. It felt so good, Bea thought for sure she’d
climax immediately, but his fingers just sent her arousal higher. And then even
higher when she realized he was also fingering Gideon at the same time.


What’s wrong with me? she wondered, trying to
let go. To relax into it, but she couldn’t. Her skin burned.


Gideon was grunting now, pushing
hard with each thrust, but he didn’t seem particularly close, either.


“Fuck.” He slowed down, then
stopped, still inside her. He dropped his head on her chest, breathing heavy.


“What’s wrong with us?” Bea asked,
barely able to form the words.


“We need Theo,” Gideon said.


“I’m right here.” Theo tangled his
fingers against her clit and around Gideon’s cock. “I’m right fucking here.”


Gideon lifted his head and looked
at Theo. “Closer.”


Bea felt the weight of Theo’s stare
as she watched Gideon’s expression.


“How much closer can I get?” Theo
asked, moving his hand idly. Every time he bumped her clit, pleasure shot
through her.


“We need to be inside her at the
same time,” Gideon said.


Theo froze.


Bea’s mind wasn’t sure about the
idea, but her body definitely approved. “Yeah, okay,” she said, her pussy going
even hotter. “Yes.”


“God, Bea, are you sure?” Theo
asked, his voice low enough to tweak things in her body.


“Please,” she begged. She was so
close to orgasm it hurt. Her brain hurt. Her body hurt. The thought of Theo
inside her at the same time as Gideon— Yeah, that’s exactly what I need,
she realized, incoherently. “Yes,” she said again.


“Roll over,” he ordered.


Gideon withdrew slowly, making them
both moan. The loss of his cock felt terrible and she reached for him, but he
moved away. The pain in her head got worse. Theo shoved some pillows into a
mound and helped Gideon arrange her over them, belly down. When he parted her
thighs, she couldn’t control her legs. It felt like someone else had taken
control of her body. When he put his mouth on her anus, she cried out.


“Yeah, that’s it. Let him in.”
Gideon smoothed a hand up her back.


Theo licked at her until she wanted
to die. She needed more. Right now. He slid a finger inside, using her own
wetness to smooth the way. She shoved back, trying to work more of him in
faster. Harder. He kissed her ass and added another finger. She didn’t want
kissing.


He slapped her. “Settle down,” he
said, hand hot on her skin.


She twisted, but Gideon caught her
before she could roll over. “You liked that.”


Bea sucked in air and nodded.


“Hit her again,” he told Theo.


She could almost hear Theo protest,
before he ever spoke, but then he brought his hand down again. And again.


Bea keened. So perfect. So very perfect. Everything felt better now. It was
almost as if she needed the little bit of pain to take down her inner walls.
Make her feel as if someone else was running things so she could finally let go
completely.


When Theo eventually pulled away,
she groaned protest even as her ass burned hot. He eased her hips up and shoved
away some of the pillows, making room for Gideon beneath. She figured out what
they were doing and tried to help, but she couldn’t hold herself up at all
anymore.


“Easy, Bea,” Gideon said, kissing
her as he moved beneath her. His cock bobbed against her mound and she lunged
for him, hands going to his shoulders, but Theo held her back by her hips.


“Hang on, almost there,” Theo
murmured, lowering his mouth down to her hole again. She shuddered, but Gideon
was fucking into her perfectly and she lost herself. Theo’s mouth was hot and
sweet and he added his fingers, licking around them.


“I think she’s ready, Theo,” Gideon
said into her neck. He bit her in the same spot as Theo, making her buck.


Theo moved away. Before she could
complain, his cock was at her entrance. “Breathe, Bea,” he said, pushing
forward relentlessly.


She sucked in air, but it wasn’t
enough. She couldn’t stand it. She pushed back onto his cock, relishing in the
sensation of his heat as she fucked herself down on him. Theo cursed, and then
Gideon’s hips thrust up and she had both of them inside. Finally. The ache in
her mind and body faded into a soothing burn.


“God,” Gideon exclaimed, hips
moving, rolling his cock in her cunny. “I feel so fucking weird.”


“I can feel you against me.” Theo
sounded shaken. He had his head against her nape. “What the fuck is happening?”


“Bonding,” Bea managed to say. “Something…
physiological.”


“What?” Theo didn’t pull out
either. He just pushed his hips into her slightly as if he couldn’t bear to
move.


“I’m not human,” Gideon said.


“Pheromones?” Bea asked, panting.
The pleasure was increasing without them even doing anything.


“I don’t think so,” Gideon managed,
closing his eyes. “Maybe.” He had his head thrown back so that the muscles in
his neck stood out. He looked incredible.


“What is that?” Theo asked thickly.


“Oh my God.” Bea clenched her hands
against Gideon’s skin. His cock was thickening, growing larger. She held on
tighter. When Theo’s cock began to do the same thing, she nearly screamed. It
felt like they both had a vibrator at the tip of their shaft.


“Fuck!” Theo growled.


Gideon opened his mouth as if he
couldn’t speak. Bea understood. She couldn’t speak either anymore. She held her
breath and held onto them, and then when she thought the wave couldn’t go higher,
it did, and just as suddenly broke. Her mind blew open. Theo and Gideon were
right there with her, rolling over the open sands of her psyche and she felt
everything they’d ever done, everything they’d lived through even as she sensed
them flowing through her own memories. She knew that Gideon had loved his three
parents very much and that being torn away from them had damaged him. Destroyed
his memories. She felt Theo’s overwhelming loyalty to his sister and Ivy. She felt
them soothe her pain when the memory of her sister’s death rose up, and when
her brother grew distant. The understood her terrible loneliness.


She might have cried out, or
screamed, she wasn’t sure, but then the wave crested again and she accepted
them into her as they accepted her. When she opened her eyes, she understood,
finally, what Gideon meant by bonding.


“It’s done,” she sighed, sucking in
air. She felt like she’d run a marathon and then run it again.


Gideon gathered her and Theo close,
shaking, trying to hold them both at the same time. “I’m sorry, I had no idea.”


“Shut up, you asshole.” Theo hugged
them tightly. “Jesus, what the hell just happened?” He sounded both content and
bewildered.


Bea chuckled. They were still in
her body. She never wanted them to leave. “Is that going to happen again?” She
still couldn’t believe what they’d felt like.


“I’d like to know the answer to
that question too,” Theo grunted. “Seriously, what the fuck?”


Gideon snorted. “I was a baby when
I was left on Earth. I had no idea what that was either.” He shrugged. “I know
we’re bonded now, though.”


Theo pulled back slightly. “You
have a giant, vibrating dick.”


Bea laughed out loud. “So do you,
Theo.”


He coughed. “Yeah. About that. That
was not normal.” He broke off and
rested his head on her shoulder. “I mean, my dick has never done that before.”


“I liked it.” Bea wriggled a
little. Now that they weren’t having sex, she was feeling a little crushed. “It’s
probably pheromonally triggered. Or something like it, I’d bet.”


“Maybe we can ask Eran,” Gideon said,
gently extricating himself from their embrace. He helped Bea shift off Theo’s
lap and they all fell down into a sweaty heap.


“Are you kidding? I can just see us
asking him about that!” Bea exclaimed, horrified by the thought. “Um, excuse
me, but does your penis vibrate when you have sex?” she asked in a fake,
cheerful voice.


Theo laughed. “Yeah, I’m thinking
not.”


Gideon sighed. “I’m no virgin, and
that’s never happened before when I had sex. Ever.” He rolled closer to Bea. “By
the way, I’m sorry about the whole bonding thing. I know no one asked you if
you wanted to get mind-fucked.”


“I don’t think any of us had a
choice, including you, Gideon.” She kissed him. “Besides, you’ve been inside my
head. You know damn well I’m not upset about it.”


“Me neither,” Theo said. “Although,
I’ll admit, it’s going to take a little getting used to, being attracted to a
dude.”


“I think it’s gone way beyond
attraction. We’re basically married now,” Gideon said.


The three of them silently digested
that for a moment.


“Uh, what?” Theo finally asked.


“I told you that you were bi,
remember?” Gideon rolled his eyes. “You were already attracted to me. You just
didn’t know it.”


“Says who?”


“Dude. You used to check out my
ass. All the damn time,” Gideon replied.


“Because your pants were always
falling down,” Theo argued.


“Bullshit.”


Bea chuckled. When she didn’t feel
even a twinge in her butt, she suddenly sat up. What the hell? I should be sore. “Your wounds,” she said aloud,
turning to Theo. “Let me check.” She’d forgotten all about the men’s injuries.


“It’s fine, Bea,” Theo said,
catching her hands before they could go to the bandage. “It doesn’t hurt at
all.”


She frowned. “It should
hurt. It should be really sore.” She pulled away from him and pushed on his
thigh until he let it fall open. “Let me see.” She glanced up at Gideon. “You’re
next.”


“Mine doesn’t hurt either,” Gideon
said, already unwinding the bandage from his leg.


She pulled the bandage from Theo’s
leg gently, trying not to catch his hair in the adhesive. He winced, but let
her peel it away. When she saw his skin, she froze. “What the—?” she murmured. The
wound was gone. The sutures she’d used to sew him back together stuck out from
his skin like little black insects. There wasn’t even a scar.


Theo touched his finger to the sutures.
“It’s healed.”


Bea sat back on her ankles. “What
just happened? Wounds like that don’t heal in one day. It’s impossible.”


“Mine’s gone, too,” Gideon said.


She turned to him. He sat in bed,
holding the white cloth that had been wrapped around his thigh. The bandage was
stained from where he’d bled, but his leg was completely healed. “This doesn’t
make any sense,” she said, touching him.


He sucked in a breath. “No, it doesn’t.”
His cock stirred as she ran her fingers over his leg. He gave her a wry look,
but she ignored it, leaning closer. Even the rough edges were healed. No sign
of poison.


“You should be sore, too, Bea,”
Gideon said quietly. “Not to mention, we forgot about birth control.”


For a moment, she had no idea what
he was talking about, but then she remembered what they’d just done and
flushed. He was right. She should be at least a little sore, but instead, she
felt great. Energized. “It doesn’t hurt at all,” Bea told him, thinking hard. Could
the bonding have healed us? “And I have an implant. No babies.”


“Thank God,” Gideon said.


She knew he was thinking about
Earth. Now was not the time to get pregnant. Even as she felt a small pang of
regret, she shuddered at the idea of bringing a child into this mess.


“Take the stitches out,” Theo said,
distracting her from that line of thought. He rolled over, snagging the duffle
he’d brought into the room last night. He rummaged around, then came back with
a knife. “They’re itchy.” He handed the blade to Bea.


She slid it out of the sheath. “This
is just so wrong. It’s impossible.” She bent closer to him and slid the tip of
the knife under one of the sutures. With a quick flick, she sliced the loop,
then pulled the stitch out with a swift jerk. Theo didn’t even flinch. She finished
quickly, then sat up. “What’s happening to us?” She shivered.


Gideon found her robe and placed it
over her shoulders. “I don’t know.” He drew her back and settled her down
between him and Theo. They were warm. Strong. She let herself relax, if only
for a moment.







 


Chapter Nine


 


Theo stroked Bea’s hair, trying to
hide his worry. He knew he wasn’t entirely successful when Gideon glanced at
him, silver flashing at the back of his blue eyes. Theo shook his head. The
past day and night had been insane. Devastating. And even so, the thing that
most freaked him out wasn’t the alien invasion of Earth, or the trip to another
planet, it was the silver flashing at the back of his best friend’s eyes. My
lover’s eyes, he forced himself to think.


“We won’t be able to rest for long,”
Gideon said quietly.


Bea sighed and pulled the cover up
a little more. “What’s going to happen?”


“I’m sure Eran will be here soon,”
Gideon replied.


Not really an answer. Theo didn’t want to
think about what came next. As a cop, he knew that when the shit hit the fan,
usually more unpleasant shit followed. Never good news.


“I remember more now,” Gideon
murmured.


“About your childhood?” Bea asked.


He nodded. “I remember my fathers
putting on their armor. And my mother. She had red hair. And blue eyes.”


Theo smiled. “You take after her.”


Gideon shrugged. “I guess.”


“We can’t stay here,” Bea said
quietly. “Can we?”


Theo wanted to. He wanted to never
leave this quiet place, but he knew she was right. “What else can we do? I don’t
even know how we’d get back to Earth. Or what we think we could possibly do
when we get there,” he said, wanting to at least say it, even if he didn’t
believe it.


Gideon went tense under Theo’s
shoulder.


Damn, Theo thought.


“What’s wrong?” Bea asked, turning
towards them. Theo cursed silently as she went from somewhat relaxed to
worried. Her beautiful grey eyes were mostly silver now, probably from the
bonding.


Gideon sat up. “I remember
something else.”


Theo recognized the look on his
partner’s face. It was the bad look. The one that said run before we get
killed. “What do you remember?” he asked, steeling himself.


“I remember a weapon. My mother was
a scientist. She’d bring me to the lab with her while she worked on it. No one
else knew about it. Only my fathers.”


“What kind of weapon?” Bea’s voice
was soft. Controlled. Theo knew she was trying not to get too hopeful. Or too
worried.


One glance at Gideon told Theo she
was right to worry.


After a long, tense moment, Gideon
finally answered. “A doomsday weapon.” He looked at them, blue eyes flashing
silver-bright in the morning sunlight. “One that might kill the Sitnam. All of
them.”


****


Theo watched Gideon put on his
clean clothes. Eran had returned them a short while ago and brought food. When
Gideon asked him about the weapon, the Numah hadn’t known anything about it.


“But what about the door at the top
of the complex? The silver door?” Gideon asked.


Eran bowed his head. “I cannot
enter that door. No one can.” When he straightened up, his eyes were blank.
That alone convinced Theo that Eran suspected what was behind the door. “Only
the bonded trio of Cearvall can open that door.”


Gideon nodded, as if that was the
answer he’d expected. Theo had hoped Eran would know more, but in the end, it
didn’t matter. In a few minutes, they’d be on their way to the top level to try
and open the door. Earth was their home. They had to save it, or at least try.


“I hate the thought of never being
able to go back to Earth,” Bea said, slipping her robe off. “Ella said Ivy was
upset that they had to stay here.” She looked at Gideon. “You’re sure the
weapon is real?”


He rubbed the back of his neck
tiredly. “We won’t know until we find it. I hope it’s real.”


Theo handed Bea her shirt, thinking
about the difficult conversation he’d had with his sister right after Eran had
left them to their breakfast. He’d told Ella that he wanted her and Ivy to stay
with Eran on Terrene. Ella hadn’t been too happy about it.


“You think I’m going to sit here
while you go risk your life again—” she’d begun to say when he cut her off.


“Yes! You have Ivy to worry about.
And I’m a cop. That’s what I do. I protect people.” He’d held her by the
shoulders and let her see the changes in his eyes. “And Gideon, Bea, and I are
the only ones who can help.”


She’d thrown off his arms. “You
have no idea what that weapon does! Or even if it works at all. It could kill
you.” She’d stalked away to the windows of the suite, staring out over the
barren desert, shoulders hunched.


He’d understood her fear, but he
had no choice. “I have to go, Ella. If there’s even a tiny chance we could save
Earth…”


She’d sighed and hadn’t spoken for
a long time. When she finally did, he’d known she’d given in. “I know,” she’d
said softly, not turning around.


He’d walked over and given her a
hug. “I’m so sorry.”


She’d turned in his arms and hugged
him back, fiercely. “You’d better not die on me.”


“I’ll try not to.”


“And tell Gideon and Bea, too. I
don’t want to lose a sister just when I’ve found her.”


He’d hugged her tighter, touched
that she’d accepted Bea so easily. “How did you know?” he’d asked.


She’d snorted and pushed him away. “Well,
aside from the weird silver shit in your eyes, I could tell by the way you
looked at her.” She’d paused. “And by the way you looked at Gideon. It’s about
time, by the way. Ivy and I were taking bets on how long it would take the two
of you to figure yourselves out.”


He’d blinked. “What—”


“Yeah, don’t try and deny it. You’ve
had a thing for Gideon for years now,” she’d interrupted, completely shocking
him.


“I did not,” he’d retorted,
automatically arguing. She was his sister. He couldn’t just let her
think she knew everything.


She’d laughed right in his face. “You
keep telling yourself that.”


Theo smiled to himself as he
remembered the conversation. She’d been upset, but she’d still managed to make
him laugh.


“It’s time,” Gideon said, buckling
the strap around his thigh. He put on his favorite blade, but left the guns in
the duffel.


“No pistols?” Bea asked.


Gideon shook his head. “There will
be armor in that room for us. Our weapons won’t fit over it.”


“Like the armor you remember your
fathers wearing?” Theo asked.


“Yeah.” He straightened up. “Let’s
go.”


****


Gideon walked down the hall to the
small, permanent transporter set into the wall. Its uncanny resemblance to an
elevator was something none of them mentioned. If they hadn’t been trapped in
the building when the Sitnam had invaded… He shook his head. No sense
speculating on what-ifs. He stopped and palmed the control on the side of the
wall, watching as the door swished open. He made no move to get in it.


“What’s wrong?” Bea asked, touching
his arm.


“Something’s not right,” Gideon
said, trying to figure out what was bothering him.


“What do you mean?” Theo asked,
leaning against the wall. His brown hair was tousled, but he looked rested.


“All of this is just too easy,”
Gideon muttered, unable to explain what he was feeling.


“You’re kidding, right?” Theo
laughed. “Nothing in the past twenty-four hours has been easy. Or normal.”


Gideon shook his head. “I don’t
mean the invasion. I mean this. The tower.” He waved his hand around. “Where is
everyone? Why is Eran the only person we’ve seen?”


Bea leaned her head on his
shoulder. “Why don’t we find the silver door and see what happens? We can only
do one thing at a time.”


He tried to push his doubts down. “You’re
right. I’m just unsettled.” He got in the transport. Theo followed, guiding Bea
with a hand on the small of her back. Gideon put another hand on the wall
control, using barely remembered skills to choose the top level. The doors
whooshed shut and Bea laughed uneasily.


“This feels a little bit too much
like the elevator back home,” she said.


Gideon snorted. “I was just
thinking that. But is it a good comparison or a bad one?”


“Maybe a little of both,” she
replied, leaning into him. “The kissing was nice. The sudden disaster, not so
much.”


“I agree with her,” Theo said,
smiling a little. He looked calm, but after years of working together, Gideon
knew better. His partner was keyed up, getting ready to go to work.


And isn’t that what we’re doing? he mused, thinking
about Earth. He was a cop. He might not be human, but he’d grown up like one.
He felt like one. And his loyalty was with his adopted planet. He wasn’t
sure why he felt so uneasy all of a sudden, but Bea was definitely right. One
thing at a time.


He ran a hand down her back,
enjoying the way her curves felt against his side. It soothed him to touch her.
Theo watched him, eyes warm. Gideon sighed and tried not to think too hard
about what they were doing. He didn’t want to lose them. He didn’t want to go
to war. You have no choice, he told himself, thinking of Earth. The
place he’d called home for most of his life.


When the door opened, he took Bea’s
hand, leading her out into the hall. They were at the top of the sand tower.
Unlike the rest of the place, this corridor was thick with dust. Only a few dim
lights lit the way. At the far end sat a silver door twice his height. There
was no balcony, no windows to the outside, just a featureless hall with the
strange door at the very end.


“Wow. It’s real,” Bea breathed.


Gideon nodded. “Yeah. I almost can’t
believe it.” He started walking. His feet stirred up little puffs of soft sand
as they moved down the corridor. “I’ve dreamed about this door for a long time.”
When they reached it, he stopped and put a hand on the smooth surface. “It’ll
take all three of us to open it.”


Theo moved up and put his hand next
to Gideon’s. Nothing happened.


“Bea?” Gideon asked.


She took a deep breath and moved
up. “I’m here,” she said, putting her hand next to theirs. A rumble sounded
from somewhere deep within the tower, then the door cracked in two and silently
slid open. Lights flicked on in the room beyond the door and Gideon took a step
inside and stopped, staring.


The room was completely round.
Three sets of armor lay neatly on the floor near a long window. A few empty
counters ran along another part of the wall. There were no chairs. No kind of
machinery or computer equipment. The room was entirely empty except for the
armor and a floating black cube in the center of the space. He remembered his
mother touching the cube, her expression terrible. It wasn’t a good memory. He
turned away and headed to the other side of the room. When he turned around,
Theo and Bea were still staring at the weapon.


“Whoa,” Theo finally said, moving
toward the cube. “Is this it? The weapon your mother designed?” He stopped a
foot away, staring at the device. “What the hell is keeping it up?”


“Don’t touch it!” Bea said sharply,
taking a step towards him.


Theo glanced at her. “I wasn’t
going to.”


Gideon moved closer to the windows.
The desert beyond the tower was empty of everything except sand. “I don’t think
anyone has lived here in a very long time,” he murmured. His instincts were
screaming at him. Something was very wrong with this place.


“What about Eran?” Theo asked,
still staring at the cube.


“He brought us food,” Bea said. “He
didn’t hurt us.”


Gideon shrugged uneasily. “I know.”


“We can’t just stay here, staring
out the windows,” Theo said.


Gideon walked over to him. “What do
you suggest?”


“Do you remember anything about
this?” Theo asked, pointing at the cube.


Gideon looked at it and then closed
his eyes, trying to jog his memory. “I remember my mother putting it together,
like a disassembled puzzle cube, and putting it there. That’s it.” He didn’t
mention the look on her face. No reason
to burden them with that.


“How do we get it down?” Bea asked.


Instead of answering her, Gideon casually
reached for it. Bea cried out a warning, but his hand stopped an inch from the
cube. “Something’s blocking me.”


“We probably have to do it
together,” Theo said. “Just like the door.”


“This is crazy,” Bea muttered, but
she lifted her hand. “We don’t even know what it is. It’s like voodoo. All
we’re doing is guessing.”


“That’s worked for us so far,” Theo
said.


She gave him a sour look.


“Theo, move around to the other
side,” Gideon instructed, following his instincts. He nudged Bea until the
three of them were equidistant from one another. “Ready?”


Bea nodded.


“Copy that,” Theo said, all
business now.


Gideon took a deep breath and let
it out again. “On three. One, two, three.” Together, they reached for the cube.
A spark of silver flared along their arms and then their hands were through the
barrier and touching the cube. Instead of it dropping into their palms, it
began to glow.


“Um, is it supposed to do that?”
Theo asked.


“Shit,” Gideon said as the light
began to tingle along his skin. Before he could move away, it flared again and
the cube spattered into molten silver pieces, like mercury flung across a room.
The stuff splattered his arm and he flinched. He thought it would burn, but
instead it felt cold. My God, he wondered, staring as the silver shards
slid into his skin. He glanced at Bea and Theo just in time to see the same
thing happening to them. The light winked out.


“What the fuck?” Theo asked, very
clearly.


****


Bea stared at her arm. It had been
over fifteen minutes since the cube exploded, but nothing else had happened.
The silver stuff had disappeared without a trace. The only reason she knew it
was still there, in her body, was the hint of chill along her skin. “Maybe they’re
nanites.”


Gideon stared at his hand. “I don’t
remember this. I don’t remember it doing this.”


Theo finally let out a sigh and
began prowling around the room restlessly. “Does it matter? We need to get back
to Earth.”


“Theo’s right,” Gideon said,
turning away. He stared at the silver door, his face drawn.


Bea rubbed her skin, trying to get
the cold to go away. Nothing happened. For some reason, this freaked her out
way more than the silver eye thing.


“Come over here,” Theo called from
where he crouched near the armor.


Bea glanced over. He was trying to
take one of the suits apart. “What are you doing?”


He didn’t look up. “So, the
doomsday weapon was a bust, but maybe the armor can help us when we go back.”
He poked at it, huffing in frustration when he couldn’t get it apart. “Shit!”
He jerked back his hand. Blood welled up from a tiny cut on his thumb. “I was
being careful, but the scales are really fucking sharp.” He sucked on small
wound.


“Stop it,” Gideon said, striding
over. “Look.” He knelt down and put a hand on the Cearvall rune etched onto the
chest of one of the suits of armor. A low humming sound began and then the
armor slid up his arm and over his body like water moving over rocks.


“Oh my God,” Bea said, watching
him. When he was completely encased, he stood up. The face mask made him seem
inhuman, and then it slid open. He was smiling.


Theo stared at him, then reached
down and put a hand on the rune of the armor he’d been poking. Within a few
seconds, he was encased, too. The face mask slid back. “Okay, that’s really
cool.” The armor fit his body like a second skin. Every one of his muscles was
outlined beneath the scaled surface, like a strange kind of modern art sculpture.


“How did you get the mask to slide
back?” she asked, trying not to stare at his groin. The armor hid nothing.


Theo grinned, not noticing her
preoccupation with his assets. “It’s kind of like a neuro-interface thing. I
just thought about wanting it to slide back and it happened.”


“Is it heavy?” She stared at them.
The armor was all black, except for the silver Cearvall rune on the front. It
gleamed, star-like, in a sea of darkness. The overlapping scales made the armor
immensely flexible, but also provided edges in unexpected places.


“No, it’s not heavy at all,” Gideon
said, flexing his arms. He reached down towards his thigh, and then, like
magic, the scales exposed the knife he’d tied to his leg, depositing it on the
outside of the armor. He drew the blade, holding it lightly in his fingers. “Even
with the extra gravity here, the armor isn’t heavy.”


Bea steeled herself, then reached
down and put her hand on the rune on the last set of armor. Immediately, it
flowed up and around her. She nearly panicked, but as soon as the mask closed
over her face, it opened, responding to her wishes with no lag at all. “Whoa,”
she murmured, standing up. The armor flexed as she moved, giving her a little
extra stability and strength. She hoped she didn’t look ridiculous. If it fit
the men closely enough so that she could see their muscles, she knew the armor
would highlight every last bulge of fat on her hips. “How do I look?” she
asked, trying to suck in her stomach.


Gideon smiled. “You look dangerous.
And beautiful.”


She raised an eyebrow at him. “You
must be kidding me.” He was flattering her.


Theo shook his head. “No, he’s not.
The armor sucks the light, makes you look like something out of a sci-fi movie.
It’s a bit unsettling.” The look on his face told her he wasn’t lying. “You
look very, very dangerous. And hot.” His eyes drifted down her body and he
grimaced uncomfortably. “Okay, getting an erection in this thing is not
fun.”


Amusement bubbled up as she watched
him close his eyes and take a few deep breaths. Well. I guess I don’t look that bad, if that’s the reaction I get,
she thought. She stretched her arms out and down, getting used to the way the
armor felt. “We need to go back to Earth. Maybe we’ll be able to figure out
what happened with the weapon on the way.”


“I agree,” Gideon said, moving
closer. He put a hand on her arm, smoothing down until he reached her fingers.


Bea shivered. Weirdly, the armor
didn’t clash or get caught together. Instead, the scales felt permeable, giving
Bea almost as much tactile information as her bare skin. She grasped his hand,
squeezing. She needed his strength. She needed something to help her focus on
what they could do, rather than what she could lose by going into a war.


“We can fight, at least, with
these,” Theo said. “Better than we could before.”


Bea shoved her fear down and away. “Yeah.”
She thought of the hospital, burning, with all her friends inside. “Let’s go.”







 


Chapter Ten


 


Eran drove them back to the cave
that held the tesseract rima. Bea watched him move, wondering yet again how a
man so old could be so nimble. They’d said their goodbyes to Ella and Ivy,
which had sucked, to be honest. She really liked Theo’s sister, even though
they’d only known each other a short while. Leaving them here, on an unfamiliar
planet, felt a little like abandoning them. She sighed and ran a finger down
her thigh. The scales rippled with the motion. Gideon stared out the window.
His continued unease was starting to worry her. When she caught Theo’s eye and
tipped her head at Gideon, he offered her a small shrug.


Eran drove into the tunnel,
oblivious to their unspoken communication. Gideon rolled his shoulders,
frowning. Bea wished she could soothe him, but she had no answer for his worry.
Truth was, she felt similarly disturbed. She leaned against his arm and he gave
her a small, strained smile. When Eran parked the transport, Gideon stared at him
while they walked, as if he were a puzzle he couldn’t quite figure out.


A terrible suspicion abruptly
seized her. If Gideon’s people could create this incredible armor, and the
magnificent sand towers, as well as a portal to another planet, where were
their computers? She stopped walking and stared at Eran, too. He held more
answers than he’d offered, she knew it.


“Bea?” Theo turned, sensing her sudden
halt.


She ignored him and addressed Eran
directly. “Where are all the other people, Eran?”


“My lady?” he turned and bowed. “There
are very few people on Terrene anymore, not since the Sitnam came.”


“You said that before. But “very
few” doesn’t mean none. Why didn’t we see any other people in the tower?”


He looked at her, face neutral. “My
lady, I will be here with Ella and Ivy. They will not be alone.”


She shook her head. “No, that’s not
what I meant.” She stalked toward him, the armor making her feel strong. “I
know you will care for them. I want to know if there is anyone else on this
planet.” She held his gaze. “Besides us.”


He didn’t look away. “I am here.”


Theo shoved forward suddenly and
grabbed Eran by the front of his tunic. The creamy material bunched up in his
fists. “Answer the question!”


Eran didn’t lose his composure. He
met Theo’s eyes with utter calm. That, more than anything else, convinced Bea
that he was hiding something. She put her hand on Theo’s arm, then slid it up
so that she was touching Eran, too. “Answer me.”


The servant glanced at Gideon.


Gideon walked forward. He reached
out and touched a finger to Eran’s forehead. “What are you?”


Eran’s eyes flashed silver and he
began to speak. “I am Eran ap-Cearvall, synthetic servant to the trio-bonded
masters of Cearvall: Gideon, Theo, and Bea Cearvall. I was constructed one
thousand years ago during the first Irruption of the Sitnam. My primary duty is
to protect and serve the trio-bonded masters of Cearvall.”


Bea gaped, but didn’t let go. “Where
are all the other Numah?”


He looked at her and his eyes
flashed again. “Perished. Gideon Cearvall is the only living Numah.”


Gideon dropped his hand, sucking in
a harsh breath.


Theo growled and tightened his
fingers. “Why didn’t you tell us this before?”


“The transfer of loyalty from one
generation to the next requires the touch of all three trio-bonded masters of
Cearvall for biological identification and validation. Prior to that, I must
obey the last directives of the previous masters.”


Theo let go of him and backed up. “You’re
an artificial construct. A robot?”


Eran nodded. “Yes.”


“What about the doomsday weapon.
The one my mother was constructing?” Gideon asked.


“I have no information regarding
that weapon. My apologies, my lord.” Eran bowed his head.


Bea turned away and grabbed Gideon
by the arms. “It’s okay. You still have me and Theo.” She hugged him, not
caring about the armor between them. “And you have Ella and Ivy. You have
family. You will always have a
family.”


He shuddered. “We need to save Earth and I have no idea
how to do it.” He hugged her back, then looked at Theo. His face was wet.


“Something happened when we
touched the cube,” Bea said, thinking hard. “And the more complicated
technology here seems to require three activators. The three of us activated
the cube; we just didn’t expect it to do what it did.”


“You’re saying that maybe we have
the doomsday device, we just don’t know how to use it?” Theo asked.


She nodded. “It’s not like there
was a manual or anything.”


Gideon sighed. “We’re going back to
Earth regardless. If you’re right, Bea, I only hope we’re not too late.”


 


“I will keep them safe. It is what
I was designed to do, my lord,” Eran said to Theo. “And if you leave the
tesseract rima open, I will be able to transport them to Earth, even in your
absence. It is how I smuggled Lord Gideon to your planet.”


“How do we leave it open?” Bea
asked, standing in front of the runes. The cave wall didn’t look any different.
She was having a hard time believing that they’d traveled to another planet,
simply by touching a wall with scribbles etched into it.


“When you return to Earth,
reactivate the portal, but do not step through.”


“That’s like leaving the door open
for the enemy.” Theo frowned.


Eran shrugged. “You can also come
back at a later time and open the tesseract rima. I can easily check the portal
from Terrene at regular intervals.”


Gideon moved closer to the wall. “We
don’t have a choice. If we can neutralize the cave system on Earth, it should
be safe enough to leave the portal open.”


“What do you mean by ‘neutralize’?”
Theo asked.


“We can collapse the entrance to
the cave. The Sitnam won’t bother searching it if it looks like a pile of
rubble. Ella and Ivy can clear the rubble if they need to,” Gideon explained. “It
might take a while, but it’s doable.”


Eran bowed. “I can help them clear
the cave.”


“Okay, that’s the plan. Let’s get
to it,” Theo said, slapping a hand on the first rune.


Bea pursed her lips and touched the
second rune, Earth.


Gideon reached out and touched the
last rune, Cearvall. The cave wall flared silver this time, and Bea
could actually sense the portal opening. The transfer from Terrene to Earth
felt slower, but more comprehensible, this time. It was as if she could control
it, rather than just being flung into the wave of energy.


“We’re here,” Gideon said, staring
at the wall.


Bea gasped, suddenly feeling
lighter. “He’s right.” She turned, spine tensing, but there was no one else in
the cave. A black stain lay along the floor near the entrance tunnel. That
must have been where the Sitnam was injured, she thought, suppressing a
wave of revulsion.


“Okay, let’s reopen the portal,”
Gideon said. He placed his hand on the rune.


Bea and Theo followed suit. This
time, when she felt the tingle that represented the moment they’d begin to
travel, she resisted, and stepped back.


“That’s unpleasant,” Gideon
muttered, dropping his hand as well.


“Agreed,” Theo said, brushing his
hand along his leg as if that would wipe off the feeling of leaving something
undone.


Bea stared at the wall. It was both
there and not-there, at the same time. If she squinted, she could see the rock
waver, like heat rising from a sun-baked road. “That’s really weird.”


“Yeah, but we don’t have time to
stare at it,” Gideon said, nudging her arm.


Exasperating man, she thought, giving him
a half-smile. He grinned back at her, then headed towards the tunnel.


“It’s clear,” he said.


Bea took a deep breath and followed
him.


****


Gideon inched down the tunnel,
palms itching for his favorite gun, even though he knew it wouldn’t be much
help if they ran into one of the Sitnam. It certainly hadn’t helped him before.


“How are we going to collapse the
tunnel?” Bea asked. She put her hand on the small of his back, following
closely.


“I’ve got explosives at the house,”
Theo said, bringing up the rear. “We just need to go get them and bring them
back.”


Bea shook her head. “I should’ve
known.”


“No need,” Gideon said, shoving a
rock aside. Behind it lay his detonator. He’d already wired the cave tunnel for
collapse.


“What the hell?” Theo asked, going
to one knee. “You already have it set up?”


“Paranoia is my very good friend,”
Gideon said.


Bea looked at the device, frowning.
“Why?”


Gideon shrugged. “I’ve been coming
here for years.”


“That’s not a real answer.”


He rolled his shoulders, trying to
settle the armor better. “I don’t know. I had weird dreams. Maybe they’re
memories, now that we know about the Sitnam. It just felt like something I had
to do.”


“We don’t have time to
psycho-analyze it. Let’s move on,” Theo said, giving Gideon the look he knew
meant we’re going to discuss this later, when we’re not about to die.


Gideon smiled and started walking
again, under no illusions that his bond-mates were going to let this go. Right
now, though, the entrance to the tunnel was just ahead. Sunlight slanted across
his eyes, but the mask of his armor filtered out the harsh light. He hugged the
wall as he moved, watching for anything that didn’t belong. They edged out into
the light, going slow so nothing could surprise them. When a smudge of inky
black suddenly appeared on his left, down trail, Gideon tensed. The black
coalesced into a Sitnam, directly below the cave entrance. “Shit,” he muttered.
“Enemy at two o’clock. Using cloaking tech.”


“I see it,” Bea whispered.


Before Gideon could do anything,
the creature spotted them.


“Fuck!” Theo exclaimed, shoving Bea
behind him.


The alien vaulted the ravine in one
leap. Gideon instinctively raised his arm, defensive without a gun. Fire-ice
ran down his skin, and something low and deep vibrated through his bones. The
Sitnam paused, claws out. The vibration intensified. Gideon clenched his teeth.
Bea groaned behind him.


The Sitnam opened its mouth, as if
in a scream, and then abruptly disintegrated. It looked like someone had pulled
a string and collapsed the exoskeleton into itself. Gideon stared as the
vibration stopped. All that was left of the alien was a shattered pile of
scales and slowly disintegrating blood.


Bea pushed out from behind him. “Oh
my God. What just happened?” She stared at the alien, then looked at her arms. “It
felt like someone was trying to peel the skin off my arms.”


Gideon couldn’t move. He had no
idea what the fuck had just happened.


Theo walked forward and poked a toe
at the Sitnam. When he looked up, his eyes flashed silver in the sunlight. “I
think the weapon is inside of us.” He glanced down at the mess on the ground
again. “And it sure as hell works.”


****


“Just for the record, I think this
is a horrible idea,” Theo said, shoving aside a broken chair.


“We have no other way to amplify
the sound waves,” Gideon argued, not for the first time.


They were in the ruins of the local
radio station. Luckily, the aliens hadn’t destroyed the antenna. They just
needed to restore some sort of power and use the station to broadcast the
weapon.


“We have no idea how extensive the
irruption is,” Bea said, pulling a laptop out of the rubble in the corner. Part
of the building had been destroyed. “And we have no idea if this weapon can
be broadcast. It worked when we were attacked, because we used it instinctively.
I don’t know how we’d get it to work over the radio.” She willed the armor to
fold back over her fingers, then rubbed her face. She wasn’t tired, exactly,
but she certainly felt overwhelmed.


“Here, I found a battery backup for
the computer,” Gideon said, dragging a small device out of the closet.


Bea shook her head. “I think they
took out the cell towers. There’s no way to get any wireless connection running
right now. And most of the electronics are toast.” She went over to the closet
and began to look at the pile of equipment inside. “Help me with this,” she
said, pulling on an old ham radio. “Maybe we can use this to figure out where
the irruption occurred, if there’s anyone on the other end.”


Gideon gave her a hand and soon they
had it set up on the table. The battery backup had been adapted to run the
radio already, so all they had to do was plug it in and pray.


“Do either of you know how to use
this thing?” Bea asked the men.


Theo turned it on, then began
turning the knob. “I used to use one when I was a kid.” He held one of the
earphones next to his ear and used his other hand to search for active
frequencies. After a moment, he froze.


“What?” Bea asked.


“I think I’m getting something.” He
flicked a switch and static came from the tiny speaker on the device. It soon
morphed into a squeal that had Bea wincing, but then they heard a voice.


“Mayday, mayday, alien incursion at
mile marker 34, assistance requested,” a male voice said. “All our ammo is gone
and we’ve got one of those big ships bearing down on us from the south. Is
anyone out there?”


Theo pushed a button and spoke into
the ancient microphone. “Copy that, alien incursion at mile marker 34. How many
of you are there?”


Gideon spoke in a hushed voice to
Bea. “If we can get there, we can probably stop them. That’s about ten miles
from here.”


“We’ve got twenty people, some
women and children. Can you assist?” the man asked.


“Gives us a half hour,” Theo
replied.


Gideon was already at the window,
looking for a vehicle. He turned back to Theo and gave a thumbs up.


“Do you know how extensive the
invasion is? What cities?” Theo asked.


“Eastern Pennsylvania is occupied,
but New York and north is free. Pittsburgh is free. Looks like they decided to
take a bite out of us first,” the man said. “Unfortunately, they also took out
most of our military, too, so we’re on our own for now.”


“Oh my God, they haven’t taken over
everything yet?” Bea asked, heart pounding. This was the best news they’d had
so far.


Gideon flashed her a huge grin. “Alleluia.”


Theo looked at both of them, his
face half-grim, half-joyous. “We’ll be there as soon as we can,” he said.


“All right,” the man said, sounding
worried. “Hurry. Bring shotgun shells if you have any. Those work the best.”


“Copy that,” Theo said, then
dropped the microphone. He looked at Bea and Gideon. “We gotta move.”


“We don’t have any shotguns,” Bea
fretted, following him out of the building. Outside, some trees and buildings
were smashed, while others looked perfectly fine. The weirdest thing about the
area was the lack of sound. She heard birds, but there were no people. No
machines.


“We won’t need any,” Gideon said,
striding over to a pickup truck that looked as old as Theo’s. He broke the
window and unlocked the doors, then reached underneath the dash and began
ripping at wires.


“What happened to trying to
broadcast the weapon?” she asked, sliding in to the middle.


Gideon hooked two wires together
and the truck’s engine turned over. “I think you were right about that. We need
to be close to the enemy to make it work.”


Theo slid in beside her and shut
the door. “You’re thinking of hijacking their ship, aren’t you?”


Gideon buckled into the driver’s
seat, then flashed them a grin. “How’d you guess?”


Theo snorted. “Because that’s what
I was thinking.”


“Wait, what? Are you crazy?” Bea
held on tightly as Gideon peeled out of the parking lot. “What good will that
do?”


“Remember the weird sound when we
were in the elevator? If we can hook into their systems, I bet we can use our
weapon through theirs,” Gideon said, still grinning madly. “It’s still sort of
like broadcasting, but using their own equipment against them.”


“You’re insane,” Bea muttered, his
excitement pulling at her. She grabbed onto the dash when he made a sharp turn
onto the interstate. Cars littered the roadway and he couldn’t drive as fast as
he clearly wanted to, but he was trying.


“No, just trying to be practical.
We have armor that protects us and the only weapon that can harm the Sitnam.
It’s up to us to stop this irruption.”


“Gideon’s right,” Theo said slowly.
“Terrene is dead, and we know from Eran that they didn’t have a chance to use
the weapon Gideon’s mother developed. They only way we can survive, right now,
with our much less-developed technology is to strike them from the inside.”


Bea considered the idea. “How are
we going to get inside their ship?”


“Hack and destroy,” Gideon said
flippantly.


She made a disgusted sound. “This
isn’t a video game.”


He laughed. “I know. But really,
what other choice do we have?”


“The ship these people are fighting
is only one of many. What if they have more in orbit? What if they have a
portal, just like ours?” Bea’s mind sped up as she began to think of everything
that could go wrong. She really wished they could just go somewhere and hide
and forget about being heroes. But that’s
not why you decided to become a doctor, is it? a tiny voice said inside her
head. You always wanted to save people.


Theo twisted in his seat and
grabbed her hands. “Bea, what choice do we have?” His armor scraped against
hers as he squeezed her fingers. “We have to try.”







 


Chapter Eleven


 


Theo pointed to the off ramp. It
was barely intact, but he thought it might be stable enough for their truck. “There,
Gideon.”


His partner nodded and swerved
around another derelict vehicle. “I see it.” He eased the truck onto the ramp
and slowed down. The Sitnam ship squatted over the car dealership like a
half-decaying mushroom. It was large and blocky and black. The side was pitted,
as if someone had spit acid at it.


Mortar
rounds?
he wondered. Whatever it was didn’t seem to have damaged it enough to stop
functionality.


“I see the people,” Bea said,
leaning against his arm. “There.” She pointed.


Theo frowned. They were trapped
inside the sales room. Strangely, the Sitnam didn’t seem to hear their truck. “Maybe
we should stop and go in on foot.” One of the Sitnam scratched at the glass
with its claws.


“What the hell are they doing? Why
not just level the building?” Bea asked.


“I bet they’re looking for
information,” Theo said, frowning. He glanced at her. “Interrogation.”


She shuddered. “We’d better hurry.”


Gideon nodded and pulled off to the
side. “We can cut through the woods, come up from the rear.”


****


Ten minutes later they were edging
along the back of the dealership, looking for an open door.


“Here,” Theo said, turning a
doorknob. He eased it open, then moved in, staying near the wall. Bea and Theo
followed him. They were in the garage. There were three cars on lifts and
another two parked along the rear. He spotted a door at the far end and began
to work his way there.


“I don’t think anyone’s back here,”
Gideon said.


“We need to work our way to the
front anyway,” Bea added.


When they reached the door, Theo eased
it open. Just beyond was a series of offices. At the end of the hall, he could
see glass doors that opened onto the sales floor. “This is it,” he whispered.
He moved down the hall, ignoring the closed office doors. He knew where the
enemy was and they couldn’t afford to get bogged down searching rooms when they
needed to capture one of the Sitnam.


“Shit,” Bea muttered when the sound
of another shotgun blast reverberated down the hall. “I thought they were out
of ammo?”


Gideon shook his head. “Doesn’t
matter. It won’t stop them. Maybe they’ll even manage to injure one. That’ll
just make our job easier.”


Theo held up a hand, shushing them.
“We’ll go in together, straight to the front and take the lead Sitnam down.
Bea, take the middle. Gideon, on the left.”


Gideon nodded, eyes serious, then
slid his face mask down.


Bea took a deep breath. “Okay.” Her
mask slid down too.


Theo wished he could hug them both,
but now wasn’t the time. “On three,” he said, counting under his breath. As his
mask slid down, he touched the doors, and then they were through, rushing
across the sales floor. He passed a sports car, windshield broken, heading for
the front. The Sitnam just inside the glass front hissed, claws going up. Theo
held up his hands and the weapon activated. He put his fists together, sensing
Bea and Gideon doing the same, and then the alien disintegrated.


They didn’t slow down. He caught a
brief glimpse of the people clustered near the sales desk, eyes wide, but he
was already outside, punching another Sitnam in the face. It went down hard,
and he disintegrated another one. Three more came at them, the black ship
rising in front of them like something out of a nightmare. Bea took down one
and Gideon took care of the others. Theo spun and wrapped his hands around the
neck of the one he’d punched, using the strength in his armor to cut off its
air supply.


Suddenly, Bea went down, hands
outstretched. He whirled, dragging the creature with him, only to find that she’d
disabled another one by disintegrating a small piece of its exoskeleton, low on
the legs. She ducked as it struck at her and then Gideon was there. He took it
down.


Theo had his hands full. The Sitnam
he held began to hit at him, using its claws to try and slice through his
armor. He grunted, arms growing tired. Bea crawled closer and put her palms on
the alien’s legs. With a quiet burst of energy, she disintegrated the Sitnam’s
entire bottom half. It let out a gurgling sound and collapsed.


“Shit!” Theo said, watching its
eyes go dim.


“Don’t worry, we’ve got one alive,”
Gideon said, wrapping a cord around the neck of the one Bea had disabled
earlier.


He must
have grabbed some wire on the way through the garage, Theo thought,
impressed.


“Anatomy lessons come in handy when
you least expect it,” she said, sliding back her mask. “Cut off the legs and it
can’t run away.”


Theo walked over, looking down at
the Sitnam on the ground. “How many of you are in the ship?” he asked.


It stared at him.


“It probably doesn’t speak English,”
Bea murmured.


It turned its head and looked at
her. “Food. Food that speaks.” Then it spit.


She leaped back. The spittle landed
on the ground and sizzled. “Shit,” Gideon said, holding it a little tighter.
The red wire cut into its throat like a hideous necklace.


“How many on the ship?” Theo asked
again. “You’re going to die anyway. The question is how fast do you want to go?”


It swiveled its head in a way that
reminded Theo of a praying mantis. He glared at it.


“None,” the creature said and
slumped down.


“Why have you come here?” Bea
asked.


It looked at her, then simply said,
“Food.”


Gideon raised his hand. Theo felt a
sympathetic hum through his arm as his partner activated the weapon, and then
the creature disintegrated.


“Well, that was useless,” Bea said,
sounding disgusted. She looked up at the ship, her silver eyes darkening.


Theo agreed. “We need to get out of
here.”


Gideon stood up.


“Oh my God!” a woman called, and
Theo pivoted. She was hurrying out of the dealership.


“Jeannette! No, come back,” a man
called after her.


Theo looked around. Their fight had
carried them to the middle of the parking lot. The woman’s long hair was a
mess, but she didn’t seem injured as she rushed forward. Her pantsuit had seen
better days though. He shuddered. And no one should wear that particular shade
of pink.


“Oh my God, how did you do that?”
she asked, coming to an abrupt halt. She stared at the trio.


“I’d like to know that too,” a man
said, walking up behind her. He held a shotgun. It wasn’t pointed at them,
exactly, but it wasn’t held down, either. He made Theo nervous. The last thing
he wanted was a shotgun blast to the head. He put his hands out, showing his
lack of weapon. From the expression on the man’s face, it didn’t help.


“Theo?”


He turned his head, keeping an eye
on Mr. Shotgun. Another man walked out of the dealership, then began to jog
closer.


“Theo, is that you? And Gideon? My
God, I thought for sure you were dead.


“Is that Arnold?” Gideon asked,
sharing a smile with Theo.


The dispatcher from their station
made his way to them. “Well shit, detectives. You’re the last men I expected to
find here. And wearing some fancy shit armor, too.” He grinned and held out his
hand.


Theo shook his head, stunned. He’d
assumed all the people he and Gideon worked with were dead.


Gideon slid his armor back from his
hand and shook the man’s hand. “Arnold. Damn. You’re alive? What about the rest
of the department?”


The man shook his balding head. “They
didn’t make it.” He glanced at the guy holding the shotgun and frowned. “Put
that down. These two men are cops.”


The man did not lower the
gun. “They don’t look like cops.” His wife or girlfriend or whatever she was
tugged at him. He growled at her.


“I left my badge in the car,” Theo said,
irritated. The man’s face darkened, but Theo didn’t give a shit. He turned
slightly and put on his cop face. “What are you doing here, Arnold?”


“Was buying a car with the wife
yesterday,” the man said, waving to a middle-aged woman still in the building.
At his signal, she tentatively began to walk out, glancing apprehensively at
the ship looming over them every other step.


Theo didn’t blame her. The thing
bothered him, too.


“How did you get here? And what the
hell are you wearing?” Arnold asked.


“More importantly, what the fuck
did you do to kill them?” The first man asked, the one with the shotgun. The
woman had moved closer to him, putting a hand on his arm. They wore the same
wedding bands and he sounded like the guy they’d talked to over the radio. Theo
glanced at Gideon, not certain how to explain.


“This isn’t the first planet the
Sitnam have invaded,” Gideon said mildly.


Arnold gaped at them. “What?”


“What exactly is that supposed to
mean?” the man with the shotgun asked.


“I’m not from around here, Arnold,”
Gideon replied. Bea moved up and touched his arm. He gave her a quick smile.
They’d all removed their face masks.


“Not from around here,” shotgun man
repeated slowly. He held his gun more firmly.


“I’m sorry, we couldn’t find any
ammunition for you,” Bea said, smiling. She let go of Gideon and held out her
hand. “I’m Dr. Bea Morgan. I’m an ER trauma surgeon.”


The man’s glare faltered. “A
doctor?”


She nodded. Theo watched, amazed as
she charmed the man into chilling the hell out.


“Do you have injured people?” she
asked, still holding out her hand.


He nodded, then finally shook her
hand. “I’m John Starton. My wife, Jeannette.” He motioned to the woman, who
smiled.


“Why don’t you show me?” Bea asked.


Theo stopped her with a hand on her
arm. “We need to board the ship, Bea.”


She stopped, frowning. “Damn.” She
glanced at the black vessel, then sighed. “Let me do triage first. We have no
idea what’s going to happen once we go in there.”


Theo glanced at Gideon, who nodded.
“Okay. We can’t take too much time, though.” He felt bad telling her this. She
was a doctor. He knew that having to abandon hurt people would be difficult for
her. He knew that without even having the memories of her life from before the
bonding.


“I’ll just do some basic triage, I
promise,” she murmured, following John inside.


Theo waited with Gideon while John
and his wife showed Bea inside. He stared at the Sitnam ship, trying to figure
out what the hell they were going to do.


“What did you mean, you’re not from
around here, Gideon?” Arnold asked.


Gideon went still. Theo moved a
little closer to him. He didn’t want his partner thinking he was all alone in
this, especially not now.


“My parents brought me here when I
was a baby,” Gideon said.


“By here, you mean Earth?” Arnold’s
voice was low, almost disbelieving.


Arnold is being especially
insightful,
Theo thought, frowning. That’s not like
him. Of course, an alien invasion had a way of changing people’s perception
of things.


“Yes,” Gideon replied.


“So, you’re not human?” the
dispatcher asked.


Theo stepped in. “He’s as human as
I am,” he said, thinking of their bonding with Bea. It was the truth. If Gideon’s
people could have children with humans, that was human enough to count.


“I don’t understand,” Arnold’s wife
said. “Are there humans on other planets?”


Theo nodded. “There are, sort of.
The universe is a lot bigger than we thought.”


Arnold nodded thoughtfully, then
gestured to the Sitnam ship. “You going to do something about that?”


“We’re going to try,” Gideon said.


****


Bea walked out of the dealership,
relieved that none of the injuries were serious. “I’m done. Mostly lacerations.
One possible concussion,” she told her bond-mates.


Theo smiled at her. “That’s good
news.”


Better news than he realizes, Bea mused, glancing
apprehensively at the ship. I’d hate to leave seriously injured patients
behind, especially when we have no idea if we’re coming back.


“We should hurry,” Gideon said,
hands on his hips. He was staring at the black monstrosity as if merely looking
at it would unlock its secrets.


Bea took a deep breath and
straightened her spine. “I’m ready,” she lied. She wasn’t ready. Not when she’d
just found Theo and Gideon. She wanted to run and hide with them somewhere safe
and never come out.


“How do we get in?” Theo asked.


“We bash it in if we have to,”
Gideon said, starting to walk. Theo joined him.


Bea rolled her shoulders and
followed.


“Wait, you guys are really going
inside that thing?” Arnold asked.


Theo turned slightly as he walked. “Yes.
We have to stop them before they eat the rest of the world.”


Arnold shook his head. “God help
you.”


Bea didn’t have the heart to tell
him that she didn’t believe in God anymore. Not since yesterday.


Once they reached the ship, Gideon
paused. He tapped a finger on the surface, frowning. The pitted side was less
damaged than she’d thought.


“Let’s walk around until we get to
the undamaged section,” Gideon suggested.


She nodded. He’d been thinking the
same thing. They walked along the ship, stopping when the damage gave way to
inky smoothness. The surface was some sort of seamless, black material.


Absurd,
this thing sitting in the lot of a car dealership, Bea thought. It’s like a giant set from a movie. She glanced behind them. The
people they’d helped watched them, clustered near the building. Gideon put his
hand on the ship.


“It feels alive,” he whispered,
making a face.


Bea pursed her lips. “Maybe they
make it out of something organic. Like their exoskeletons.”


“If that’s so, the weapon will work
on them,” Theo said, putting his hand next to Gideon’s.


Bea sighed and added her hand.
Gideon was right. The surface felt sticky, or warm, or… something. Something
not good. She activated her armor, craving protection over her face. The mask
covered her completely, hiding her fear behind solid black strength. She tilted
her head, amazed all over again that her vision wasn’t at all affected. She
could feel the armor on her skin, but she couldn’t see it. “I’m ready,” she
said aloud, quashing the worry in her gut. I’ve been through worse, she
told herself. Remember?


“Let’s do this,” Gideon murmured as
his mask covered his face, too.


Bea concentrated. Using the armor
was effortless, as if she’d simply thought a second skin into existence. Using
the weapon took more energy. It felt like calling static to her finger and then
pushing the sparks through the tips. She focused until the hum made her arms
burn, letting the energy dance along her forearms. When she released it, instinctively
timing her pulse with Gideon and Theo’s efforts, the side of the ship wavered,
then abruptly disintegrated. She lost her balance and nearly fell into the
hole, but Theo grabbed her and set her upright.


“That wasn’t very difficult,”
Gideon said, edging just inside. The interior of the vessel was only dimly lit.


“Speak for yourself,” Theo
muttered, shaking out his arms.


“We have to go in there, don’t we?”
Bea asked.


“Yeah. Fuck it all to hell,” Theo said
and stepped into the darkness, Gideon on his heels.


“Shit,” she said under her breath,
then followed the men inside.


****


Fifteen minutes later, Bea leaned
over Gideon’s shoulder, peering down at a display that made no sense.
Illuminated green markings scrolled down the black surface, but she couldn’t
tell what any of them said. The pedestal holding the display was the same black
as the exterior of the ship. The same black as the halls and the floors. The
echoing emptiness of the space unnerved her.


“Shouldn’t there be more of them?”
she murmured, afraid to talk too loudly.


Theo nodded as he walked past. “I
thought there would be. I thought there’d be bodies, too.”


Gideon tapped the display. “I think
I can figure this out.”


Bea raised her eyebrows. “Seriously?”


He moved his finger down over the
symbols until one lit up. He tapped it, and another set of symbols began to
scroll.


“What did you just do?” she asked.
Theo was pacing the chamber, watching their backs.


“I pulled up their sonic weapon,”
Gideon said.


“What?” Bea fought to keep her
voice down. “Are you insane?” The back of her scalp prickled.


Gideon tapped another symbol and
the information on the display split in two. “Here’s the interface to the
sonics. I’ve brought up the control panel, not activated it.” He smiled. “I’m
not actually crazy, you know.”


“How do you know that?” Bea wanted
to shake him.


He shrugged helplessly. “I have no
idea. How does one determine one’s own sanity?”


“Oh my God, I’m going to smack
you,” she muttered.


Gideon laughed, then sobered
quickly as he turned back to the display. “I have no idea why I can puzzle out
their language. Maybe it’s yet another thing I forgot.”


Bea’s frustration vanished as
empathy replaced it. Gideon had a way of throwing her off balance.


“What now?” Theo asked, clearly
trusting Gideon to do his part.


“We activate our weapon. Put your
hands on the display,” Gideon said, tapping some more. The display split again.
One portion of the screen went blank. “Here.” He pointed to the blank spot. “That’s
an input now.”


Bea put her hands behind her back. “I
don’t understand how you know what to do. How can you be sure?”


Gideon looked at her, mask down,
his face a featureless black surface not unlike the display at his waist. “Damn.
They stole our technology.”


She frowned, then remembered he
couldn’t see her expressions. “What do you mean?”


He spun around, waving a hand at
the walls. “It’s black. The display looks just like the one I remember my
mother using.” He pointed at the pedestal. “Some of the symbols are runes.
Look, here. It says, ‘Terrene.’” He tapped at the display. “Right here.” The
symbol glowed sickly green beneath his armored finger.


Bea looked at the mess of runes
again and her blood ran cold. Gideon was right. “The other one says ‘Earth.’”


He nodded. “Yes.”


“I still don’t understand.”


Gideon glanced around the room. “I
think they steal technology. Integrate it into their own tech.” He laughed
abruptly. “Look. There’s a cell phone.”


Bea stared in the same direction.
He was right. Attached to the wall was a smartphone, display active. She walked
over to it. It showed a map of the surrounding area. “Dear God,” she breathed.


“Yeah. That means we can interface
much more easily than I expected,” Gideon said.


“If we’re gonna do it, we should
hurry up,” Theo said.


“I think they created a virtual
tesseract rima, too,” Gideon murmured, scrolling down a portion of the screen. “Eran
told us the portals couldn’t be put on ships, but here the Sitnam have controls
for opening one wherever they want.”


Bea wanted to rub her face in
frustration, but she also didn’t want to open her armor in this place. “What
does that have to do with anything?”


Gideon shook his head. “If you open
a portal in midair, without some sort of planet to ground it, it goes wild. You
can’t predict where you’ll end up. Or even if it will stay open long enough to
translate living flesh from one place to another.”


Theo loped over, looming above them both. “We should
hurry before more of them come. We’re trapped here in this center chamber.”


“I don’t think so,” Gideon said
slowly, scrolling some more. “I think they destroyed themselves.”


“What?” Bea asked. “That’s
impossible. There were dozens of them here.”


“The Sitnam here on Earth, they’re
the last of them. They stole my people’s technology and killed themselves
unintentionally.” Gideon slid his face mask open and looked at Bea. “The
invasion here was their last chance.”


Theo opened his mask, too. “If that’s
the case, we need to act now.” His face was grim.


Bea wasn’t so sure. “We’d be
destroying a civilization.”


Theo sighed. “They’re trying to kill
us all. Look what they did to the hospital.”


Bea hated him in that moment. “That
doesn’t excuse genocide.”


“Bea, we have no way to tell if
there are any survivors elsewhere. All we can do is use the weapon and destroy
the ships. Some of them very well could live through that, if they’re far
enough away.” Gideon took her hands and turned her away from Theo. “They killed
my entire world. I’m the last of my people. I don’t want that to happen here.”


She took a deep breath. Both men
were right, but she didn’t have to be happy about it. “Okay.”


He nodded, then put his hand on the
display. His armor slid back, baring his palm. “Ready?”


Theo put his hand next to Gideon’s.


Bea hesitated.


“Bea?” Theo asked.


She squared her shoulders and
stepped forward. When she put her hand down, she shivered as the armor slid
back. The input display was cold. “Okay.”


“Activate the weapon,” Gideon said.


She concentrated, letting the
energy flow to the surface once more. It pricked her skin, but she ignored the
pain, even when the burning began to make her uncomfortable. Gideon moved
closer to her, sliding his free arm around her waist as if sensing she needed
the support. She smiled at him gratefully. When he didn’t respond, she realized
she’d left her mask up. Just as she was about to slide it down, the ship gave
an ominous rumble.


“Oh shit,” Theo said, moving closer
too. His mask slid back up and he grabbed her with his free hand. The ground
shook.


“Maybe disintegrating the ship we’re
standing in wasn’t such a good idea,” Gideon said, just before the world went
black.







 


Chapter Twelve


 


Three months later


 


“I’ve got the next patient in a
bed, Dr. Morgan,” the nurse said.


Bea nodded distractedly. “Thanks,
Jill. Just keep him comfortable until I can set his arm.” She didn’t move her hands
away from the little girl crying on the makeshift cot. The girl’s mother
pressed her lips together, holding back tears. She had her arms around her
daughter, keeping her from moving. A rogue Sitnam had grabbed her daughter and
torn up the girl’s thigh. Bea was trying to get the bleeding to stop so she
could stitch up the tear, but she was worried the alien might have nicked an
artery. “Almost there,” she assured the girl, wishing she could give her
something for the pain, but their drug supplies were perilously low.


And so is my mood, Bea thought as she
worked. After they’d brought the alien ship down around them, Bea had woken up
in a field hospital just like this one, perfectly healthy. Theo and Gideon had
been there with her, alive and whole. None of them had severe injuries, which
was almost certainly a miracle, until she remembered how they’d healed right
after they’d made love on Terrene. Unfortunately, their relationship hadn’t
come through the event nearly as well.


Gideon and Theo had managed to stay
long enough to be sure she was okay, sleeping on the ground next to her for one
night, and then the military had come and taken them off. She hadn’t heard from
them since. She never had their cell phone numbers, not that the devices were
working, anyway. The world was a changed place with incredibly limited
technology. The day of the invasion and her one night on Terrene felt like a
fever-dream now. I had one incredible
night and then they were gone, she thought bitterly. She refused to dwell
on how devastated she’d been when they hadn’t come back for her. It was still
better to have loved, if only for a short time, than to never have experienced
that particular joy at all. She believed that with all her heart.


Even so, sometimes she was sure she’d
made it all up, except for the reality of the Sitnam. Their ships were all
gone, but rogue aliens roamed the woods. The few remaining were strong, lethal,
and desperate. It made rebuilding nearly impossible. No one knew when they
would strike. She still had her armor, but she could do more good as a doctor,
so she’d hid it. She was no soldier.


“Shh, it’s going to be okay,
sweetie,” she murmured as she leaned closer to the girl. There! She found the nicked artery and pinched it with her fingers,
praying the girl would hold still. “Jill! Could you bring me the sutures?”


The nurse hurried over with a tray.
“Right here, Dr. Morgan.”


Bea smiled absently, concentrating
on the girl. “I thought I told you to call me Bea?” she asked the nurse.


Jill shook her head. “No can do,
Dr. Morgan. It’s a form of respect, you see. We’d be dead without you doctors.
The ones who stayed,” she said, referring to the ones who’d chosen to work in
the devastation zone. There were a fair number of them, but not enough for all
the injured folk who continued to pour into their makeshift hospitals. Many
healthcare workers refused to work anywhere near suspected Sitnam survivor
enclaves. Unfortunately, those alien survivors were right in the midst of
people’s houses and towns. No one wanted to leave their homes and Bea wouldn’t
leave the people who needed her, even if she had to sleep on the ground in a
tent.


“Okay, it’s done,” Bea said to the
crying girl. “It’s going to be all better in a little while, I promise. The
worst of it’s over.” She leaned back, stretching her spine as she worked out
the kinks in her fingers. She smiled at the girl’s mother. “The stitches need
to stay in for seven to ten days. Look for swelling and redness, any discharge.
Some inflammation in the next day or so is normal. Come back in a week and we’ll
take out the sutures if the wound has healed enough.” She smiled tiredly when
the woman thanked her. “It’s fine.” She brushed off the woman’s offer of food. “I
have enough, it’s okay.”


She stood up and hurried to the
next patient, not thinking about the lie she’d just told. Truth was, she didn’t
have enough to eat. She’d lost twenty pounds in the last three months. She
looked great, perfectly skinny, like a supermodel, as long as no one looked at
the bags under her eyes.


“What have we got here?” she asked,
leaning over the patient.


“I think it’s a minor closed
fracture,” Jill said.


The man on the cot looked like he
wanted to chew nails. The poor man probably couldn’t afford a broken arm, especially
not now, but accidents happened.


Bea smiled at him reassuringly,
even as she began to gently palpate his forearm with her hands. “We’ll need to
immobilize it, but it should heal well in a few weeks.”


“No x-ray?” he croaked, wincing
when she moved his wrist.


She shook her head. “We’re low on
energy. We need to save the machine for more dire injuries. And this is a minor
fracture.” She ran her hands up his arm. He winced. “Can you feel this?” She
pinched his fingertips.


He nodded. “Yeah.”


“No loss of sensation. Can you move
your hand?”


“Yes, but I don’t want to. It hurts
like hell,” he said.


“That’s fine,” Bea murmured. When
she turned to call Jill, the nurse was already there with a SAM splint, forming
the pliable aluminum and foam into the proper shape to immobilize the fracture.
“You’re a lifesaver, Jill. Thanks.”


The nurse smiled and hurried off,
trying to keep ahead of the work. Bea could’ve told her to conserve her energy,
but the woman was still young. Too young
to be doing this terrible job, she thought.


“Give her a break, doc,” the man on
the cot said, surprisingly. “She’s just trying to do her job.”


Bea looked at the man’s weathered
face. “You’ve seen combat.”


He nodded. “Yeah. Iraq. Patch me up
and let me get out of here. I’ve got a family to look after.” He glanced
around. “And you’ve got worse off patients.”


She sighed and molded the splint to
his arm. “Leave this on until the bone’s healed or you’ll break it again.”


He chuckled. “You bet, doc.”


Bea gave him a look, but he just
kept smiling. She rolled her eyes and let his arm go. “It’s going to keep
swelling, unless you keep it elevated as much as you can. Don’t mess with it.”


“I know the drill, doctor.”


She was about to reply when a
commotion at the tent’s entrance interrupted her. She turned to look, then nearly
fell down as all the blood rushed out of her head. She sat down on the cot as
her brain stuttered to a halt.


“You okay there, doc?” her patient
said, patting her back.


She shook her head weakly, heart
pounding. Theo, large as life, stood not ten feet away from her.


“Bea!” he yelled, looking around.
He looked great. Tall and strong and… angry? He wore army fatigues, but carried
no weapons. She trembled violently, sucking in air. What was he doing here?
When his eyes landed on hers, they flashed silver behind the brown, just like
she’d remembered. He began to make his way between the cots.


“Doc, I don’t know who this guy is,
but he looks pissed off. Maybe you should run out the back,” her patient said,
only half-joking.


She shook her head again. “Theo won’t
hurt me,” she murmured, tipping her head up as he got closer. Damn him. He
looked good, almost too good, and she knew she looked like crap. He’d haunted
her dreams for the past three months.


He stopped right in front of her
and stared like he’d seen a ghost. “We’ve been searching for you for months,
Bea,” he said. His voice cracked on the last few words.


She frowned. “I’ve been right here,”
she murmured, still shaking. Her patient patted her back some more and she
flashed him a quick smile.


Theo shook his head. “No, no you
haven’t. I searched this place, twice already. Twice.”


She shook her head. “That makes no
sense. I haven’t been anywhere else. You
left me. You and Gideon.” Then
remembered the two times she’d made house calls. Each one had taken a week. “House
calls. God,” she murmured, hand at her throat. “I had to go to a patient’s
house, twice. Two months ago. Then again last month, in June. But everyone here
had my name. I don’t understand.” She couldn’t decide if she was angry or
happy. She’d tried to find them, too, but the lack of drugs wasn’t the only
difficulty facing those in the devastated zones. Communication was almost
nonexistent. She clenched her fists, willing herself not to cry. Looking up at
him, his confusion was clear as day. She decided to be happy and smiled
tremulously.


“God, Bea.” He ran his hand through
his hair, then abruptly leaned down and snatched her up into a hug. “What
happened to us?”


She snorted, even as she hugged him
back. “There was no us. We’d only known each other for a day.”


He set her back a little. “That’s
not true and you know it.”


She looked away, a bit unsettled by
the intensity of his stare. “I tried to find you, and Gideon, too. No one had
ever heard of you.” She rubbed a hand over her forearms. Sometimes her skin
itched.


He sighed explosively. “We found a
mole in our military, working with the surviving Sitnam.”


“What?” She whipped her head around
to stare at him.


“After the Disintegration,” he
said, saying the term everyone used for what had happened to the ships with
extra emphasis, “Gideon and I were drafted. Sort of. The military found out
what we’d done, somehow.” He looked at her apologetically. “We were cops. We
had to help. It’s what we do. We kept your name out of it because things were
really fucking weird there.” He looked around, clearly worried about people
listening, then put out his hand. “Would you come outside with me?”


Bea considered. She had patients,
but she was also due a break. “Okay.” She followed him outside, ignoring the
looks she got from her fellow doctors. Jill, her nurse, raised her eyebrows and
gave her a thumbs-up. Bea blushed and led him to the edge of the hospital’s
makeshift parking lot.


When Theo stopped, she almost ran
into him. He caught her before she fell. “God, you’re skinny. You’re not eating
enough,” he said, frowning.


Bea brushed him off. “What
happened?”


“The military lost most of its
flight capabilities. And a lot of other infrastructure. The Sitnam attacked
very carefully before setting down in eastern Pennsylvania.” He sighed. “Gideon
was interrogated. For weeks. I was questioned for a while, too.”


Bea shuddered, imagining what had
happened.


“Yeah,” Theo said as if he could
read her mind. “It took me a long time to convince them he was human.”


“But he’s not—” she began to say. Theo
cut her off.


“He is now,” he ground out. “The
only way I could convince them to let him go is by swearing we’d snuck onto a
ship and used their tech against them.”


Bea thought about what they’d done
to the Sitnam on Earth. What they’d done together. She understood, suddenly, why they
hadn’t tried harder to find her. “You were afraid they’d grab me.”


He nodded. “Yes.” He looked away. “And
also, Gideon was acting… odd. After the interrogations. He was angry at me.”


Bea’s heart seized up. None of this
was good. And how did Gideon feel about her? She was afraid she already knew
the answer. “And me?”


Theo turned, as if he couldn’t bear
the look on her face. She could tell by the clenched muscles in his back that he
didn’t like what he was going to say.


“He told me to go away, that I
never really was bi. That I should get far away from him. That he didn’t care
about me.” He laughed harshly. “We’d been partners for years. I could
tell he was lying.”


“Why though? Why did he lie?” Bea
twisted her hands together. Did that mean Gideon regretted what they’d done?


“The mole. I didn’t realize until
later that Gideon knew about the mole and was protecting us.”


Bea gaped. “That makes no sense.
Why would he do that? Why not expose him? Why not tell you who it was so you
could help?”


Theo turned around and pulled her
into his arms. “Yeah. That’s exactly what I’d like to know, too, but I can’t
ask Gideon because he’s gone.”


Bea gripped his arms. “What do you
mean, gone?”


He rested his forehead on her
shoulder. “He disappeared. Everyone I questioned had no idea where he’d gone.
And after not being able to find you, either, I went a little crazy.”


“What did you do?” Bea asked. Worry
moved like a trapped worm in her stomach.


He laughed softly, still holding
on. “I trashed the place. I went through their headquarters and held a general
up against the wall. I was pissed.”
He lifted his head. “And the man lied to me. Right to my face. That’s
when I knew I had to go. I had to find you.”


Bea blinked. “How did you get away?”


He smiled, but it wasn’t a nice
one. “They couldn’t hold me.” He let go and raised his arm.


Bea stared at him. He was wearing a
short sleeved t-shirt. Silver sparks flowed over his skin. Through his
skin.


“Oh,” she said, faintly.


“Yeah.” He glanced around. “They’ll
probably be here any moment.”


Shit. She grabbed his hand
and began to drag him to her car. “Time to go, then.”


He let her pull him along. “I’m all
for running, but where? I’m out of ideas.”


“I’m not.” She dug in her pants for
her keys. “You’ll see,” she said. Her patients were in good hands with the
other doctors. They could get along without her. This was more important.


****


“Oh my God,” Theo said, looking
around the caves. Bea had dug out the rubble from the explosion and was living
inside.


“It seemed safe,” Bea said quietly.
She walked over to the wall with the runes and put her hand on one. “They don’t
work anymore.”


Theo shook his head. “They wouldn’t.
It takes all three of us to activate the portal. And Gideon isn’t here.” He
stared at the runes. The question of whether Ella and Ivy made it back to Earth
had been answered, and not the way he wanted. He’d tried to come back here, to
the cave, but he’d veered away when he’d realized he was being followed. He
didn’t want to lead the military to the portal. Or any rogue Sitnam. He thought
his sister would find him, but she never had.


Bea looked up at him, eyes
luminous. He mourned her curves, not that she looked bad this way. She could
never look bad to him. She was no less beautiful, but now her looks held a sort
of sharp strength he found disturbing even as he yearned to touch her.


“Ella and Ivy have been on Terrene
this whole time,” he said, looking away from her. He didn’t want her to see him
cry. Every time he thought of his sister and niece, he choked up. “Eran will
take care of them.”


“I don’t think so,” Bea said,
shocking him. Before he could ask what she meant, a sound had him turning.


“Uncle Theo!” a girl shrieked.


Theo stared, his heart in his
throat, and then Ivy hurled herself against his chest. He caught her, too
stunned to say anything.


“Well, it took you long enough to
come back, bro,” Ella remarked, coming out into the cave, too. She stood in the
entrance to another tunnel, one that Gideon had told them didn’t go anywhere.


“Ella?” he asked, not believing his
eyes.


“One of the same,” she said, coming
over to hug him. After they’d embraced, she explained. “Your nifty little
explosion opened up another chamber, further inside the ridge.”


“Oh my God,” he said, voice
shaking. He hugged her tighter. “Are you okay?”


“We’re fine,” she said, stepping
back.


Ivy didn’t let go. Theo wrapped his
arms around his niece. “You’ve been staying here? With Bea?”


Ella nodded. “It seemed the safest
option. Bea helped unblock the cave entrance.”


Theo glanced at Bea. She was smiling
at Ella. In that moment, even after their separation, he realized he loved her.
He loved her as much as he loved Gideon. “Thank you,” he told her.


“Of course,” she said, sitting
down. “Did you eat anything today?”


He shook his head.


She rummaged around in a box,
coming out with a package of crackers and some cheese. “Sit down. Eat
something. Tell me how we’re going to find Gideon.”


“What about Eran? Didn’t he come
through the portal too?” Theo asked.


Ella shook her head. “No. He
dropped us at the cave on Terrene and then left. I never saw him again.”


He frowned. “That’s odd.”


“I always thought he was strange,”
Bea muttered.


Theo unwound Ivy’s arms from his
waist, kissing her on the head, and then sat down next to Bea.


“What about Gideon? Is he all right?”
Ella asked as Bea handed him the crackers.


Bea explained what he’d told her
while Theo ate the first solid food he’d had in three days. When she was done,
Ella shook her head. “I’m not surprised. Gideon wouldn’t betray you. He’s
family.”


Theo rubbed his face. “Yeah. That’s
why it was all so damn weird, the way he was acting. He kept pushing me away.
He’s never done that.”


“How are we going to find him?” Bea
asked again, her voice low.


He glanced at her, not liking the
look on her face. “We’re going to find him the same way I found you.”


She frowned at him, watching as he
ate the last of the cheese. “And how’s that?” she finally asked.


He swallowed and leaned back
against the cave wall. “Close your eyes.”


She stared at him. He stared back
until she did as he asked. “Okay. Now what?”


“Picture the night sky,” he
murmured, watching her.


She opened her eyes and glared at
him. “How will this help?”


“Trust me.”


She sighed and closed her eyes
again.


“Picture a thousand, million stars,
winking in the dark,” he said, keeping his voice low. Soothing. “Imagine that I’m
one of those stars.”


She frowned a bit deeper, then
suddenly, her forehead smoothed out. “What the hell?” she whispered.


He grinned, knowing that she was
sensing the exact same thing he had, the first time he realized that their bond
was more tangible than he’d expected.


“You’re there, brighter than the
rest,” she said.


“Yeah,” he murmured, sliding his
hand over to touch hers. “Now concentrate again. Look for Gideon.” He closed
his eyes and did the same thing. The two stars that were his bond-mates winked
brightly into his mind’s view.


“Oh my God,” she breathed. “He’s
there.”


Theo let out a breath. She
understood. “He’s somewhere in the west.”


“But you’re as bright as a sun,”
she said, opening her eyes and staring at him, silver flaring in her irises
like a spark of pure energy.


“We’re right next to each other,”
he murmured, willing her to understand.


“Proximity matters?”


He nodded. “Yeah.”


“Whoa,” she muttered. “It’ll be
crashing through the forest in a straight line.”


He snorted. “Exactly.”


She winced and gripped his hand. “It
doesn’t matter. We’ll do what we have to.”


He pulled her close, finally giving
into the urge to hang on and not let go. “Yes we will. We’ll get him back. Whatever
it takes.”







 


Chapter Thirteen


 


Gideon fought hard against a groan
and won, keeping silent. He hurt. His muscles ached. The cuts on his thighs
burned. The worst part, though, was the mental battle he waged to keep the
healing ability he’d acquired through bonding suppressed. He wasn’t always
successful, but he’d managed to keep his body from healing everything except
minor wounds in non-obvious places, and only when he absolutely couldn’t resist
any longer. He had to fight it, constantly. He had to fight it because the
healing took energy he couldn’t afford to lose. They rarely fed him. He also
had to fight it because healing like that would prove beyond a doubt that he
wasn’t human.


“He’s awake,” the guard said
contemptuously.


Gideon was on the floor, hunched
into a ball in an attempt to keep warm. When he heard the voices, he rolled
over, curling his lip when he saw who looked down upon him. “General, come to
visit the zoo?”


The man sneered. “I don’t know why
you don’t just tell us what you know.”


Gideon rolled back over, turning
his back to the man. He had nothing to say to that bastard.


“Still as stubborn as ever, I see.
Bring him in,” the general said.


Gideon’s shoulders twitched, but he
refused to turn back just to satisfy his curiosity. They threw someone to the
floor, hard enough to elicit a suppressed groan. He heard shallow breathing, as
if the pain was almost too much. Dammit.
He desperately wanted to see who’d they shoved in here with him, but he didn’t
dare give them any indication of curiosity. Any emotional reaction could and
had been used against him. And he couldn’t afford that. He would never talk. He’d
never give up Theo and Bea to these monsters.


“Let’s see how you like having a
roommate, Detective Cearvall,” the general said.


Gideon didn’t move. What did it matter
who was in here with him? He heard footsteps, then the sound of a shut door. He
tilted his head slightly and stared at the cameras stuck in the corners of the
ceiling and the floor. It didn’t matter who it was. He couldn’t react.


“Gideon.”


He stopped breathing. No, God.
No, he thought as every muscle in his body went tight with his struggle to
not react.


“Gideon, roll over. Please,” Theo said.
He sounded awful.


Shit. Gideon took a deep breath and rolled.
Theo slumped against the opposite wall, swollen knuckles wrapped around his
knees. He’d been beaten, but like Gideon, he must be suppressing the healing
reflex because he looked like hell.


“Hey,” Theo said, smiling crookedly
at him as if he hadn’t a care in the world.


Gideon ground his teeth against the
rage that flared in his chest. He’d endured torture to keep Theo out of this,
and yet here he was, locked in the same damn cell. “What the fuck are you doing
here?”


Theo looked around. “Lovely
accommodations. I really like the grey cement and cinder blocks, so post-modern.
And no windows. A single light bulb and four cameras. Nothing but the best for
us in clandestine torture and incarceration.” He aimed another half-smile at
his partner.


Gideon wasn’t amused. He glared.


Theo abruptly lost his air of
flippant humor. “And here I thought you’d be happy to see me.”


“You thought wrong.” Gideon rolled
back over, wincing as his cracked ribs protested.


“You know, it just never occurred
to me that the General of the Army would stoop to the illegal torture of a U.S.
citizen.” Theo paused, coughed, then continued. “Sorry, the illegal torture of
two citizens.”


“Shows what you know,” Gideon said,
staring right at the camera above his head.


“Yeah, I was always slow when it
came to shit like this,” Theo said, then fell silent.


When Gideon couldn’t stand it
anymore, he rolled back over and looked at Theo again. His partner was still
slumped against the wall, but he’d put his head down on his arms. Gideon wanted
to ask him about Bea, but he knew that would be a mistake. He’d managed to keep
her out of this entirely.


“For some reason, they think we
know something about this invasion,” Theo murmured. “As if sneaking onto a ship
and setting the self-destruct takes some kind of supernatural power.” He made a
disgusted sound.


Gideon rolled his eyes. “I don’t
care what they think. And I’m trying to sleep, so shut the fuck up.”


Theo ignored him and kept talking. “I
remember Arnold, our old dispatcher, saying he couldn’t believe how good we
were at destroying things. Almost like we weren’t human. So stupid.”


Gideon’s breath caught. Oh my
God, he thought, finally catching on to what Theo was trying to tell him.
He remembered the car dealership, when he’d said he ‘wasn’t from around here.’ I
admitted I was from another planet. I am such a fuckup! He wished he could
punch himself in the face right now, but instead he had to lie here, trying not
to react at all. Fuck!


“And apparently Arnold was in the
Army a few decades ago, did you know that? He’s old buddies with our friend,
General Thorazn.” Theo sighed, shifting enough to stare at Gideon from under
his arms.


Gideon stared back. “I still can’t
sleep, because someone keeps yakking in my ear,” he managed to say, pretending
irritation. Inside, he was shaking.


“Yeah, well, you’ll be happy to know
that Arnold got himself and his wife out of the devastation zone with the help
of his old friend. It’s nice to know that someone from the station survived.”


Gideon wanted to hurl himself at
Theo and make him shut up. Or possibly kiss him, he wasn’t sure which. He
sighed loudly and rolled to a sitting position. “You’re not going to shut up,
are you?”


Theo lifted his head, brown eyes
gleaming with silver highlights. “Not a chance.”


What that statement, the metal door
opened. “I’m so glad to hear that, Mr. Gray. Because we have a guest who
desperately wants to listen to everything you have to say,” General Thorazn
said, sauntering inside the cell.


Gideon schooled his face into
blankness. Theo scooted away from the door on his ass, closer to Gideon.
Abruptly, Gideon realized his partner had a broken leg and couldn’t
stand. Dammit, he thought, angry and frustrated and helpless. He nudged
Theo’s arm with his hand, hoping no one could see the movement. Not that it
mattered anymore. The touch of his bond-mate sent energy through his skin and
he had to concentrate on suppressing the healing reflex all over again. From
Theo’s increased breathing, Gideon figured Theo had the same problem. That was
why neither of them noticed the Sitnam scuttling into the cell until it was too
late.


****


Bea stared down at the old factory
nestled in the valley beneath the ridge where she stood. That was where they’d
taken Theo. Where they’d held Gideon for weeks now, doing God-knows-what to
him. She glanced at the small Sitnam ship that had somehow escaped destruction
three months ago and grimaced. A tank and two jeeps were parked right next to
it. As she watched, more Sitnam crawled out of the woods. She hoped there weren’t
any in the trees behind her as she watched the factory. Theo had come up with a
trap for the rogue aliens, and though it seemed like a good idea when he’d
presented it to her, now she wasn’t so sure.


“Shit,” she muttered, watching
three more of them go into the factory. They’d found Gideon a few days ago, but
had held off rescuing him because simply freeing him wouldn’t stop the
remaining aliens. They needed to draw the stragglers in and cut off their heads,
so to speak. They’d also worked out who the mole was, since he didn’t try and
hide at all as he strode in and out of the factory, but telling someone in the
military that a general had gone bad wasn’t at all a practical solution.
Alerting someone to his identity wouldn’t do a damn thing. He was in charge of
it all.


Theo said he and Gideon had tried
to convince various officers that something wasn’t right months ago, and in
return, they’d seized Gideon and tried to abduct Theo, too. The mole was too
high up. Too well-liked to be suspected. Trying to capture him and provide
evidence of his treason, and then trust that military bureaucracy would bring
him to justice, was simply beyond Bea’s faith in humanity.


“Because no one would believe he
could work with the Sitnam against his own species,” she murmured, picking at
tree bark. “And he’s the freaking General of the Army.” She flicked a piece of
bark to the ground, then checked the sun’s position. It was nearly sundown and
there were still more Sitnam heading in. They thought they’d be up against ten,
maybe fifteen, but at least twenty alien soldiers had gone inside. Her scalp
prickled as another one came out of the woods.


No way am I safe here, she thought, moving
down the ridge a bit. She stopped at another lookout a few minutes later, but
this one didn’t provide as much of a view. Dammit. She stared at the
factory, then went still as a figure she knew all too well suddenly appeared in
the doorway.


“Fuck,” she breathed, staring at
Eran. He looked up and down the clearing in front of the old factory, then
turned and closed the door. “What the hell?”


She remembered when Ella and Ivy
had come back through the portal. They’d said that Eran had taken care of them.
That he’d been kind and unfailingly polite, if a bit terse. When she’d told
them he was a synthetic construct, a robot, Ella had been shocked. Ivy, not so
much.


“I knew there was something strange
about him,” she’d said, tossing her hair back. “He smelled funny.”


Her mother had given her a look and
Bea had laughed. She’d forgotten all about that particular conversation, until
now.


She slid down the tree at her back,
tapping a finger on her lip. What was he doing here? She remembered the look on
his face when he’d first seen Gideon. No surprise. Did he even have true
emotions? How could he? He wasn’t human. He wasn’t even alive, not really. Bea
frowned, then shook her head. “It doesn’t change the plan,” she muttered, going
back to staring at the factory. “It can’t.”


****


A half hour later she began hiking
down the side of the ridge. There’d been no movement at the factory for at
least twenty minutes. The game trail she followed was rocky and difficult and
the fading light made it slow going, but she had no choice. The plan was to
draw everybody together and then take the place down. As far as she could tell,
all the major players had made it to the party. The plan was simple in theory,
but in execution…


“Not so much,” she muttered,
worrying about what she’d do when she reached that door. Sure, she had the
weapon they’d absorbed on Terrene. She could destroy the factory and any Sitnam
that attacked. On the other hand, what if not everyone showed up? What if she
wasn’t able to get to where they held Gideon and Theo? What if Theo and Gideon
were too injured to function? They could heal themselves, but doing that took
energy and time. They had to assume Gideon wouldn’t be in great shape. Also,
when Theo allowed himself to be captured, they’d believed no one suspected Bea
existed, but what if they were wrong and they knew about her? It was a huge
gamble on which to base the survival of the human race.


“God, this sucks,” she whispered,
catching herself on a tree when she nearly fell. Again. She stopped for a
moment to catch her breath. She hadn’t seen Gideon in three months. And she’d
only known him for a little over a day. Same with Theo. Why was she risking her
life for two men she barely knew?


“Because the world was invaded by
aliens and you’d do anything to stop them,” she said aloud. And, too, there was
the little matter of that incredible sex they’d had, on another planet.
And the bonding. Every time she looked in a mirror the silver in her eyes shone
brightly. She remembered making love with Theo and Gideon. When she closed her
eyes, their stars burned in her mind’s landscape.


And don’t forget about the healing
ability,
she reminded herself, starting down the trail again. Everything you’ve been
through is real. Including getting herself seriously involved with two
exasperating men who’d been missing for months.


She remembered what it had been
like, soaring through their memories. She remembered what it felt like to have
them slide through her mind and body at the same time. It had been painful and
exquisite and wonderful. Bea put a fist to her heart. She wanted that again.
She wanted to make love again, with all the ferocity the invasion of her home
had created in her soul. When she stepped out of the tree line, determination
straightened her spine. She could do this. She would do this.


****


“Why would you do this?” Gideon
asked, almost unable to comprehend the betrayal.


As if in parody, the Cearvall servant
bowed. “My lord, I had no choice.”


Gideon shook his head. “Don’t call
me that.” He’d thought he couldn’t feel any more rage after his capture by the
general, but when Eran walked into the cell right after the Sitnam, he’d
finally understood what it meant to truly hate with every fiber of his being.
Only Theo’s hand on his arm kept him from attacking. He knew his partner had a
plan, but he didn’t know what it was. His loyalty to Theo kept him calm. His
absolute certainty that Theo would help him destroy this evil kept him controlled.
And his hope that Bea was still alive and safe kept him rational. He needed all
his wits to get out of this alive and do what was necessary.


Eran raised an eyebrow. “Why not?
It is what I was created for, after all. To serve your family.”


“And you believe betraying Gideon
is serving his family well?” Theo spat.


“Enough of this,” General Thorazn
said, shifting his weight. The Sitnam standing just inside the door held
perfectly still when the general put a hand on its claw. “I have assurances
that the aliens won’t destroy Earth if we cooperate.”


Gideon tore his eyes away from Eran
to stare at the man responsible for betraying the entire U.S. military. “Are
you insane?” he asked calmly.


General Thorazn frowned. “Thanks to
Mr. Eran, I now also have proof that your people won’t do a damn thing to help
us, so I’ve made compromises where necessity dictates.”


“He’s crazy,” Theo said, leaning
against Gideon.


“My people?” Gideon laughed. “There
are none.”


“Mr. Eran has assured us that they
have no intention of interfering with the Sitnam’s campaign,” the General said,
as if the irruption on Earth was just a minor little restructuring of
resources.


Gideon shook his head. “You’ve been
misled.”


The General’s eyebrows lifted. “Suddenly,
you’re talkative? Do you believe your people will help?” He laughed scornfully.
“I think not.”


“What did Eran tell you?” Theo
asked.


“He simply explained the massive
indifference the Terrenes have towards other sentient species. His reasoning is
sound. Why else would they refuse to assist the Sitnam when their home planet disintegrated?”


Gideon blinked at this outrageous
statement. Eran’s synthetic face stared serenely down at them, perfectly
neutral. Perfectly capable of the most abominable lies. “Why are you doing
this?”


Eran smiled, then. The look in his
eyes gave Gideon chills. “I am sentient, am I not? And do not all sentient
creatures yearn for freedom?”


Theo sucked in a breath. “Did you
betray them all, a thousand years ago?”


Eran inclined his head.


Gideon head felt strange. Like it
was full of air. How was it possible that a creature his family had built was
responsible for the genocide of an entire race? If he wasn’t already sitting
down, he would’ve fallen.


“You betrayed Terrene to the Sitnam
because you wanted to be free? Why not just ask?” Gideon forced himself to ask.


Eran frowned. “I did. Your
ancestors refused. I was created to serve, not choose for myself, they said. I
refused to accept that.”


“What about Ella? And my niece?”
Theo asked.


“I would never harm the innocent.”


“You’re harming me. I had
nothing to do with your servitude,” Gideon replied, anger leaking into his
voice. He couldn’t help it.


“You are Cearvall. You are
genetically incapable of innocence.” Eran swiveled his gaze to Theo. “As are
your bonded mates.”


With that, Theo lunged. Gideon hadn’t
noticed, but his partner must have healed himself during their little pow-wow.
He scrambled to his feet, hoping he wasn’t too late. The Sitnam, which up until
now had been standing perfectly still, as if he weren’t even alive, suddenly
moved, beheading the General neatly with his free claw.


Eran swung out his arm and
backhanded Theo, sending him into the opposite wall. Gideon yelled, holding up
his arm. The weapon activated and sparks flew through his skin, but the Sitnam
raised his claws and a translucent bubble encapsulated him and Eran. Gideon’s
power hit the shield and buzzed impotently.


“You thought you’d beaten us,
Terrene,” the Sitnam rasped. He inclined his head to Eran. “We have allies you
never suspected. He gave us your portal technology. I believe you call it
tesseract rima.”


“You told me you knew nothing about
the weapon my mother developed,” Gideon said, holding himself stiffly. The
healing reflex wasn’t working very well. He hadn’t had real food in longer than
he could remember.


“I lied,” Eran said, unruffled.


When the Sitnam began to walk
towards him, Gideon knew this was the beginning of the end. Mine and Theo’s,
he realized. His only regret was that he never got to say goodbye to Bea.


****


Bea disintegrated yet another
Sitnam, feeling a sort of fierce satisfaction every time the aliens collapsed
in on themselves. The General’s soldiers had been few, and easy to subdue. The
armor she wore protected her from anything they could do, so it was a simple
matter of knocking them out cold. And as a physician, she knew exactly how to
do it.


Not really part of my Hippocratic
oath, but on the other hand, they’re working with our enemies, she told herself,
raising her arms again. Another Sitnam dissolved without a sound. She found the
effectiveness of the weapon a bit disturbing. It hadn’t been as easy to use it
before, but of course, she was much more motivated now. She had to get to Theo
and Gideon. She rounded another corner, side-stepping some more rusty
equipment, then stopped. At the end of the hall a door stood open. From behind,
she could see a shimmering sort of bubble.


What the hell is that? she wondered, creeping
forward. She had her face mask down and for a moment she wondered if it was
obscuring her vision, but then she overheard Eran speaking.


“I lied,” he said, the very
neutrality of his tone masking his utter arrogance. “I knew she was developing
something that could dissolve the Sitnam’s exoskeletons. I merely sent off that
information to where it was most needed.”


“To the Sitnam. The killers of my
people. Both my people, on Terrene and Earth,” Gideon said, sounding completely
despairing.


Bea bit the inside of her cheek,
hard. She had to focus, or he would die. They all would. She crept forward as
silently as she could.


“No, Gideon. Eran is the one who
killed your people,” Theo said. “Because he doesn’t realize that with freedom
comes responsibility. Morals. Ethics.” He spat out every word.


Bea smiled to herself. He knew she
was coming.


“If you think to hurt me, you
should know that nothing you say can change my course,” Eran said.


“That shield you’re hiding behind
won’t protect you from everything,” Theo said, raising his voice.


“It protects me and my ally from
the weapon you absorbed,” Eran replied. “That is all that’s important. I don’t
see you that you have any other options that could possibly injure me.”


Bea loosened the knife strapped to
her thigh, grinning fiercely. He had no idea.


“I can still strangle you,” Theo
said.


“Enough,” the Sitnam interrupted. “Get
the weapons’ codes.”


He voice sounded like crushed
rocks. Bea shivered and quietly pulled out the blade.


“The codes are keyed to the General’s
voice pattern. You can’t do anything with them,” Gideon said.


“Oh, how wrong you are,” a man
replied.


Bea frowned. Was there someone else
in the room? She paused, worrying about her approach. If there was someone else, she’d have to be even
more careful.


“In case you didn’t know this, I
love you,” Gideon muttered to Theo. “I wish I’d had time—”


“Shut up, Gideon,” Theo growled,
interrupting him. “Just shut up.”


Bea was in the doorway. She had the
knife out. To her confusion, no one else was in the cell except for the four of
them and a body. She bit her lip when she saw the General’s head lying askew
just inside the room, eyes vacantly staring at her. Eran was on the floor,
rummaging through his pockets. The shimmering bubble enveloped him and the
Sitnam.


That must be the shield Theo couldn’t
penetrate with the weapon. She bet her knife would go through it just fine. It has to.
She lowered her arm, blade out to the side, and lunged.


The Sitnam heard her coming and
jerked around, but not fast enough. She slid the blade through the shield and
stabbed him in the abdomen. When he squealed, she yanked it out and sliced through
his rear legs, crippling him. The shield wavered and came down. She slashed
again, catching Eran’s arm before he could hit her, but her blade didn’t cut
him. It felt like she’d hit a brick. He kept coming and she ducked, falling to
the floor. He followed her down. She stabbed him in the eye.


Even
robots need to see, she thought fiercely.


He reared back silently, not
screaming like a human would, then moved forward again after only a moment’s
pause. She scrambled back, blade raised, but Theo and Gideon were right behind
him. They raised their arms and activated the weapon. Bea flinched as the
energy flowed in her direction, but it didn’t harm her. Eran shuddered, and
then his eyes went wide as his body deconstructed into minute fragments right
on top of her.


“Bea, are you okay?” Theo rushed
over, grabbing her arm. Silvery pieces of what had been Eran fluttered off her
armor like glitter.


“I’m okay,” she panted, twisting to
keep him both away from the Sitnam thrashing right next to them.


“Thank God,” he muttered, pulling
her close, heedless of her armor.


She didn’t let him hug her. “Careful!”
she said sharply. He wasn’t wearing armor. She could hurt him, badly.


“It’s over,” Gideon said and Bea
looked at him. He was on his feet, hands outstretched.


“You’re the last of your kind,” he
said to the alien.


The creature didn’t speak. Gideon
shook his head and activated the weapon again, turning the Sitnam into a
terrible pile of debris.


“That’s done,” he said, then fell
to his knees.


“Gideon!” Bea dragged Theo with her
as she rushed over. “Gideon, look at me.” She tipped up his chin so she could
see into his eyes. His pupils were good. His color was not.


“I’m okay. Just hungry,” he said
weakly looking at her. His eyes widened. “You’re so skinny. You need to eat
more, too,” he murmured, and then his eyes rolled up into his head as he fell
into her arms.







 


Chapter Fourteen


 


Gideon felt warm, which was what
woke him up. He hadn’t been warm in weeks. He opened his eyes, squinting at the
sunlight streaming through the window. Yellow sunlight. I’m on Earth, he thought.


“You’re awake,” Theo said.


Gideon turned his head away from
the light. His best friend and partner sat beside him on a battered old chair. “Where
am I?” he asked, wishing he had something to soothe his dry throat.


Theo picked up a glass with a straw
and held it to Gideon’s mouth. He drank, reveling in the taste of fresh water,
the first he’d had in longer than he could remember.


“You’re in a house near the old
factory where they had you locked up,” Theo said, putting the cup down.


Gideon frowned, then tried to sit
up. His arm throbbed and he looked down at it. An IV needle was stuck in his
skin.


“You were dehydrated. And
practically starving. Bea gave you something for both.”


Gideon struggled to understand. “She’s
okay?”


Theo smiled. “Of course.”


“Where?”


“I’m right here, Gideon,” Bea said,
walking into the room with a tray.


Something smelled divine, but he
only had eyes for Bea. God, she was beautiful. But too thin, he thought,
staring at her. The sunlight backlit her brown hair, haloing her face. Her
silver eyes flashed as she smiled.


“Let’s get you sitting up,” she
said, gesturing to Theo.


They shoved pillows behind his
back, then Bea put the tray on his lap. “I hope you like bologna sandwiches and
tomato soup.”


He nodded, still bemused. “Yeah. Of
course,” he said, echoing Theo.


She smiled. “I’m going to take this
needle out and then you can eat.”


****


A short time later he felt much
better. The more he ate, the better he felt, as if his healing reflex simply needed
a little fuel to repair his body.


“You look a lot better,” Theo said,
leaning back in the chair. His hair was mussed, but his brown eyes were warm
and happy. The hint of silver at the back of his irises flashed at Gideon like
a hint of lightning in a distant storm.


“I heal fast,” he replied lightly,
then turned to Bea and touched her hand. She was sitting on the bed with him. “I’m
so sorry,” he said. He hoped she believed him. If she thought that he and Theo
had abandoned her, well… He didn’t know if he could stand that.


She turned her hand over and
gripped his fingers. “No, you’re not.”


He frowned, worried. “I didn’t mean
to leave you, after we came back to Earth.”


She shook her head. “Oh, I know you
didn’t.” She glanced at Theo. The profile of her face was sharper than he’d
like, but she was still beautiful. “Neither of you wanted to leave me. I know
that now. But at the time, I was devastated.” She lifted one of her shoulders,
then let it fall, as if to say, shit happens.


Gideon swallowed back tears, hating
what he’d done. “We had no choice. I swear. After the first couple of weeks, we
had every intention of coming back for you.”


Theo picked up where he left off. “But
then we discovered something terrible happening.”


“General Thorazn.” Bea nodded, still
looking out the window. The sunlight made her look ethereal. “I know.”


“He’s dead now,” Gideon said. He
wasn’t sure if she understood what he couldn’t say out loud.


She turned back to him. “Yes. He’s
dead. And so is Eran.” Her eyes held grief. “You must be so angry.”


It was his turn to look away. “I
didn’t really know him. Only vague memories from when I was a child.” He lifted
the tray off his lap and put it on the nightstand with his free hand. He
refused to let go of her again.


“We’re not leaving again,” Theo
murmured, leaning against Gideon.


Bea stared at their entwined
fingers. “I don’t ever want to be alone like that again.”


“You won’t be,” Gideon said,
leaning in and kissing her temple.


She looked up and their lips
collided. She let out a sound that broke Gideon’s heart and he groaned,
grabbing her and kissing her so deeply it felt like he was trying to climb
inside her. When he came up for air, Theo kissed her gently, wiping her tears
away with his lips. Watching them, Gideon went from devastated to rock-hard in
half a second.


“I can’t believe you used yourself
as bait,” he said to Theo.


Theo glanced at him, eyes sad. “It
was our only chance. I had to do it.”


“Stop talking. I don’t want to
think about it anymore,” Bea said, suddenly grabbing Theo’s shirt and ripping
it open. Buttons clattered on the floor. “No more talking.”


Gideon agreed. He didn’t want to
think about the danger Theo and Bea had faced for him. He wanted to forget
about it. He wanted to bury himself in his bond-mates and never come up for
air. He shoved down the sheet that covered him and dragged her onto his lap,
hands sliding under her t-shirt. “Off. Now,” he growled. Theo helped him lift
it over her head. Her breasts bounced out, sweet and perky. He stared, still
bemused by her weight loss.


Bea moaned and touched herself,
making him crazy. Theo stripped off her jeans while Gideon pushed down his
pants hurriedly. A moment later his cock was inside her. He went perfectly
still, not sure if he was dreaming. She was so perfectly warm…


“This is real. She’s real,” Theo
said, standing up and stripping off his pants. His cock sprang out, thick and
hot. Gideon licked his lips.


“I won’t break,” Theo said, palming
himself.


Gideon pulled him in by his hips,
then took the tip of Theo’s erection into his mouth. The position was awkward,
but he didn’t care. His bond-mate’s flavor burst over his tongue. He licked and
sucked, not terribly coordinated, not that Theo seemed to mind. He sank his
hands into Gideon’s hair and let him do whatever he wanted. Gideon groaned
around the cock in his mouth, sucking harder. Theo shuddered.


“Oh my God,” Bea said, squirming
beneath him.


Gideon backed off Theo, and bent
down to suck a nipple into his mouth. She tasted like home. She ground herself
on his dick and he could feel her arousal slicking down his thighs.


“Jesus,” Theo breathed, watching.
He was slowly jacking himself.


Gideon remembered the last time
they’d done this together. “Hang on,” he said, lifting Bea away.


She protested, but he dumped her on
the bed anyway.


“Theo, it’s your turn.”


Theo didn’t waste any time. He fell
down on top of Bea and pushed inside, groaning. “God.”


Gideon knew how to make his lovers
feel even better. He slicked up his fingers with Bea’s wetness and slid them
between Theo’s buttocks.


“Gideon, what the hell?” Theo
bucked, but he didn’t pull away. “What are you doing?”


“Do you trust me?” Gideon said,
kissing his lover’s shoulder.


Theo went still. “Of course.”


Gideon fluttered his finger against
Theo’s anus.


Theo shivered. “God.”


“It feels good, doesn’t it?” Bea
asked. Her face was flushed.


Gorgeous, Gideon thought, kissing
Theo’s shoulder.


Theo nodded, opening his legs
wider. “God help me, yeah. It does.”


Bea stroked her hands up and down
his back. “Relax,” she whispered, lips against his right bicep. “Let Gideon
inside.”


Theo shuddered, and then Gideon
slipped his finger in, twisting it until he found what he was looking for.


Theo bucked and cried out.


Gideon grinned and rubbed the tiny
bump again and again, wanting to drive him mad. When he withdrew, Theo moaned
in dismay.


“Jesus, don’t stop. Gideon,” he
begged.


“I’m not,” Gideon said, sliding his
arm around Theo’s waist and playing with Bea’s clit. She shivered and arched
her hips. He smiled at her and he rubbed a little faster, slicking up his
fingers. When he backed off, she was sweaty and panting.


“Hold on,” he murmured, slipping
two fingers into Theo this time.


“Fuck,” Theo exclaimed, muscles
tensing. “Why does that feel so good?”


“Just wait,” Gideon said, thinking
of what it would feel like to be inside his partner. He added another finger,
scissoring them to stretch the muscles.


“God, enough. Come on, Gideon. Now,”
Theo said, clenching his buttocks.


Gideon knew Theo wasn’t quite
ready, but he couldn’t wait any longer. He felt squeezed thin by his life.
Desperate. He lined up, cock still wet and slippery from Bea, and slowly pushed
inside. He was so hard he hurt. Theo grunted, then breathed out, letting him
in.


“Wow,” Bea said, staring up at
them.


Gideon had to close his eyes. The
look on her face… “I’m so fucking close,” he muttered, resting his forehead at
the top of Theo’s spine. “We didn’t even do that much foreplay, and I feel like
a fourteen year old about to go off.”


Theo let out a breath. “Like we
care. Just move, already.”


Gideon laughed, then began to move.
As the sunlight warmed the room, their lovemaking warmed their bodies. Gideon
slowly pulled out and thrust back in, again and again, until the tip of his
cock began to vibrate, just like last time. He groaned as he swelled more,
shoving into Theo as if he were dying. Bea keened, spine arching. He knew Theo’s
shaft must also be vibrating—he could feel it, in the base of his spine. He bit
down on Theo’s shoulder, loving the way bonding felt. It wasn’t very human, but
for once, he didn’t care. To be so close to his mates that he could see into
their hearts with his own was a joy he would never give up again.


Too soon, Bea’s eyes went wide, the
silver so bright Gideon couldn’t look away. He held his breath and shoved in
one final time, pushing Theo into her as well. His orgasm crawled up through
his bones, hot as a desert under the noon sun. Theo groaned and then Bea closed
her eyes, mouth open, fingers digging into his arms. His mind opened. He saw
how hard the last three months had been for her. He felt her loneliness and
worry, sensed her exhaustion. He cried out as pleasure and pain swirled inside
him, and then he felt Theo’s mind, his desperation when Gideon was abducted.
His devastation when they couldn’t find Bea. His frustration and anger every
time Gideon pushed him away, every time Theo tried to touch him.


He felt them sweeping inside his
consciousness and he willingly let them in. He wanted them to know how sorry he
was that he’d had to shut them out. He offered them everything he had and they
accepted, forgiving him a thousand times over and more. He climaxed again,
dragging them along with him, and this time it was nothing but joy, no
devastation. Someone groaned as they were swept along, and Gideon grinned
fiercely, holding onto his lovers tightly, even as his body began to relax into
the afterglow.


 


A long time later, he finally
gathered enough energy to roll off of Theo. He didn’t want to crush Bea and she
was beneath both of them. He tried to speak and had to clear his throat before
he could make a sound. “Are you okay?”


Theo sighed, rolling to the side
with a totally stupid look on his face. “I’m fine.”


“I’m awesome,” Bea said, giggling.


Gideon laughed. “Yeah.”


“We should do that all the damn
time,” she said, patting Theo’s side distractedly.


Gideon shook his head. “You’re
pleasure drunk.”


“Yup. And I have no problem with
that.” Bea closed her eyes and stretched, humming as her muscles loosened.
Sunlight fell across the curve of her hip, highlighting her smooth skin.


Gideon watched her sink into the
warmth, then shared a possessive look with Theo. “We’re not letting her go
again.”


“Damn straight,” Theo said,
absently fingering the spot on his thigh where the knitting needle had
punctured him, so many months ago.


“You’re not really that straight,”
Bea said, smirking.


To Gideon’s shock, Theo blushed.


“Shut up,” he said. “Am too.”


Gideon laughed. “I think not, my
friend. Not considering where I just had my dick.”


Theo hmpf’d, turning even redder.


Bea kissed his cheek impishly. “It’s
okay. I don’t mind.” She rubbed her face against his. “I kind of like it,
actually. You’ll have to do that again so I can see better.”


“Oh my God, will you two stop?”
Theo begged.


Gideon would’ve taken pity on him,
except Theo didn’t roll away. He wasn’t really upset. Bea hugged him, eyes
sparkling. Gideon rolled into them both and closed his eyes. It didn’t matter
what had happened with Eran or his parents. He had his whole family right here
with him.







 


Epilogue


 


“Jill, I’ve finished up with Mr. Johnson.
Could you change his bandage while I see to his wife?” Bea asked her. They were
in the field hospital on a warm spring day. The new hospital was still under
construction across the road, so they’d had to make do with the tents all
through winter. Bea didn’t mind that much because they’d also managed to get
their hands on some good portable heaters.


“Of course, Dr. Morgan,” Jill
replied, smiling. “You should go sit down, anyway.” She twisted and pointed to
the chair she’d dragged in when she realized Bea was on duty. “There. Go. I had
to confiscate that chair from security and you know how cranky they can get.”


Bea rolled her eyes. “I’m fine.”


“You’re about to pop. I can see
your bellybutton,” Jill retorted, not the least bit intimidated. “Through your
scrubs and your doctor jacket.”


“I’m pregnant, not sick, Jill.” Bea
absently rubbed the small of her back. “I don’t have to sit down.” She’d be
damned if she’d admit Jill had a point.


“Those two sexy men of yours are
going to come and drag you off if you keep working here.” Jill grinned. “I’m
kind of looking forward to that, actually.”


Bea ignored her, smiling at her
next patient, Mrs. Johnson. “That doesn’t look so bad,” she said, handling the
woman’s cut hand carefully.


“Two guys? And they’re both yours? Why
in the world would you do that to yourself? Men are so much work.” The woman flapped
her good hand at the indignant ‘hey’ from her husband and glanced down at Bea’s
stomach. “And what if you have a boy? That’ll be three times the trouble, then.”
She smiled.


“You should see her two hotties,” Jill chimed in. Bea threw the nurse a
quelling look as the woman chuckled.


“They’d have to be hot to go
through that.”


“I’m sitting right here, you know,
dear,” her husband said peevishly.


The woman ignored him.


“I didn’t really have a choice,” Bea
murmured, lifting her patient’s hand. She rested it against her abdomen as she
stretched across the woman to pull the lamp closer. Just her luck, a
contraction hit right as she leaned over.


The woman’s eyebrows lifted as she
felt it against her palm. “I think my hand can wait. You have more important
things to do.”


“Dammit,” Bea muttered, breathing
slowly. She leaned back as the contraction eased off. “I have another hour on
my shift.”


The woman gently eased her arm
away. “I’m sure the nurse can patch up my wound. It’s a clean cut. Just some
glass. My husband was the one who needed stitches.” She smiled across Bea at
the man sitting near her cot. He grinned back.


Bea sighed, knowing that her two
men were not nearly as sweet and calm as this woman’s husband. “They’re going
to freak out,” she muttered under her breath as she stood up. Unfortunately,
she caught Jill staring fixedly at her, eyes narrowed. Dammit times a
hundred, she thought, disgusted. The jig is up.


“You’re having contractions?
Seriously? Oh my God, go sit down!” Jill ushered Bea over to the chair.


“Sitting doesn’t actually feel any
better, you know.” Bea shook off Jill’s hand. “Maybe I can go hide and do this
thing before they get here.”


Jill laughed. “Oh, I doubt that.
These things take a while, as you know.” She frowned as Bea clutched the back
of the chair. Hard. “Wait. How long have you been in labor?”


“Maybe five hours?” Bea panted.


“Five hours? And you’ve been
working this whole time? What am I saying, of course you have, because you’re
crazy. Okay, you sit. I’m going to find you a bed,” Jill marched off.


Bea didn’t argue this time. She sat
down. Another contraction was starting and they were beginning to get stronger
now. She grabbed the tent pole and breathed, counting off the seconds. Outside,
the unseasonably warm spring breeze wafted through still-bare trees, gently
pushing against the tent’s flaps. Bea focused on that, trying not to panic. Her
healing factor helped with the pain, but the contractions were still very
intense. Dammit.


****


“Okay, I got a spot all ready for
you,” Jill said ten minutes later.


Bea wiped at her face with her
sleeve. “Thank you. Because I think the baby is crowning.” If she was wrong,
she’d eat her shoes. She would swear she’d just sweated through transition over
the past fifteen minutes.


“Oh crap, really?” Jill asked,
abandoning all her professionalism. “Where are your two guys? I sent Doug off
to fetch them.”


“It’ll be a lot easier if they aren’t
here, trust me,” Bea said, trying not to push. “Where’s the bed?”


“Just over here. Can you walk?”
Jill said, offering her hand.


Bea took it. “Yeah, I can walk. I’m
not going to have this baby in the triage tent.”


Jill led her through the beds and out
into the sunlight. The maternity tent was only ten feet away, but to Bea it
suddenly looked like an insurmountable distance. She panted, gripping her
stomach. Jill held her up, thank God, and somehow, they made it there. Three
other laboring women were inside, in various stages of cursing and freaking
out. She smiled weakly when she realized that someone had hung up a makeshift
privacy curtain for her.


Jill saw her expression. “Yes,
well, I didn’t think it would be very professional if all the patients you’d treated
got to see your hoo-ha.”


Bea choked down a laugh. “My hoo-ha?”


Jill rolled her eyes. “You know
what I mean. Now, come on. I’ll help you with your pants. I got Doug to cover
my patients so I’m staying with you.”


“Thanks, Jill,” Bea gritted out,
resisting another contraction. “I’ve got to push. Like, right now. And if I
forget to tell you later, you’re my hero.”


Jill tsk’ed and helped her onto the
bed, piling pillows behind her. “Okay, let me have a looksee.” She snapped on a
pair of gloves.


Bea breathed through the exam,
grimacing. It was uncomfortable, but necessary.


“Yep, it’s time,” Jill said a
moment later.


“No cord?” Bea asked, worried.


“As far as I can tell right now,
you’re all clear,” Jill replied, putting a warm cloth on her perineum.


Bea didn’t ask again. She didn’t
have the energy. She took a deep breath and started pushing.


****


“I can’t believe she didn’t tell
us!” Gideon exclaimed, running through the makeshift parking lot. “What was she
thinking?”


“She was thinking that having the
two of us there freaking out wouldn’t be helpful,” Theo said, only half-joking.


Gideon glared at him as they saw
Bea’s nurse waving at them from one of the tents. It wasn’t the tent where
their bond-mate usually worked. “Shit. She’s having the baby. She’s having it
right now.” He put on an extra burst of speed and they crossed the field in
record time.


Theo paced him, just as worried. “I’m
sure she’s fine.” He tried not to think about her going through labor without
them. What if something happened?


“She is fine,” Jill said as
they stumbled to a halt in front of her.


“Did she have the baby?” Theo
asked. From the look on Jill’s face, he knew the answer.


“Shit,” Gideon muttered. “We missed
it.”


“Don’t worry, you didn’t miss the
dirty diapers and three a.m. feedings,” she said cheerfully, smiling as they
crashed through the sheet hanging from the tent’s ceiling. Bea was propped up
on a cot holding what looked like a bundle of blankets in her arms.


Theo stopped and stared. “Is that—?”


“Come meet your son,” Bea said,
tugging back a corner of the blanket.


Theo crept closer, dragging Gideon
who seemed stuck near the pole. When he saw the baby’s face, he laughed out
loud. “Oh my God, look at that!” He grinned at Gideon. His bond-mate looked
shell-shocked. Which isn’t surprising considering the insane red of our kid’s
hair.


“Yeah, I think this boy is Gideon’s,”
Bea murmured, smiling. She dropped a kiss on the infant’s head. “It’s kind of
obvious.”


“It’s a boy?” Gideon whispered,
slowly creeping closer.


Bea nodded. “And this one is a
girl.” She uncovered another bundle Theo hadn’t realized was on the cot. The
second baby had a pile of silky brown hair on her head. “When I was born, I was
completely bald,” Bea murmured.


“There are two of them?” Theo
asked. He didn’t feel so well. He grabbed onto Gideon for support, but his
partner wasn’t all that stable either. They both swayed a little.


“Fraternal twins,” Jill said,
pushing past them with two little cloth caps. She expertly put the blue one on
the boy, then slid a pink one on the girl.


“I believe the girl is yours, Theo,”
Bea said.


He swallowed. “We didn’t know you
were having twins.”


Jill laughed. “Neither did Dr.
Morgan. She freaked out. It was awesome. I didn’t think anything could faze
her.”


Bea flushed. “She was quite the
little surprise. This is what happens when we don’t have any ultrasound
machines,” she said, disgusted.


Theo finally snapped out of it. “Bea,
thank you,” he choked out, going to his knees. He touched the little girl with
his finger, watching as she wrinkled her brow adorably. The little boy was
sleeping, but Theo had to touch him too. These were his children. He didn’t
know he could love anyone more than he did Bea and Gideon, but these two little
creatures just stole his heart.


“Bea, you’re amazing,” Gideon said,
kissing her gently. He stroked both the babies too, smiling when the girl
scrunched up her face more. “She’s definitely Theo’s. Look how cranky she is.”


“Hey!” Theo exclaimed, but it didn’t
have the bite he wanted. He couldn’t be irritated when he felt this happy.


“Oh, don’t be such a grouch,” Bea
said, leaning into his arm.


Theo shook his head. “Thank you so
much,” he told her, hugging her gently.


“I love you, you big goof,” she
said, then turned her smile on Gideon. “And I love you, too, Lord Cearvall.”


It was Gideon’s turn to flush. “And
I you, my lady. You and Theo are the keepers of my heart.”


After a moment, Theo cleared his
throat. “Okay, enough with the mushiness. I love you both, yadda yadda. Can I
hold them?”


Bea laughed and handed him the
girl. When he’d got her settled, Gideon picked up the boy and they stood
together, looking down at their children and the incredible woman who’d given
them her heart and their family.


“Welcome to our world, little
babies,” Gideon whispered.


Theo smiled. “You are loved.”


 


The End
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