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Chapter One
“Mate or die.”
The guttural words made Devlin Gray’s arms tighten on the woman in front of him. Bloody hell. For a second, he felt like he was in a very bad nightmare.
Then Taylor Cates shifted in his arms, her body tensing. The alien raptor who’d spoken banged his weapon on the bars of their cell.
They’d been caught sneaking around the alien factories—an ugly blight of buildings the invading aliens had erected north of Sydney on the scenic Australian Central Coast. But the Gizzida aliens weren’t here for the scenery or the beach.
They were here to enslave and destroy the human race.
Devlin and Taylor had been stripped of their weapons, armor, and boots. He’d even had his shirt torn off by raptor claws, so they both stood in this dank cell in cargo trousers, Taylor having been allowed to keep her thin, olive-green tank top.
And to make this dramatically worse, the aliens wanted them to mate.
His mind turned over, searching for a way out of this unreal situation. He was good at that, and he always found a way out. He’d spent his entire adult life as a spy, and MI6 had spent a lot of time and effort making him one of the best.
Devlin studied the otherwise empty cell. The enclosure consisted of a carved stone wall at the back, and black, scaly bars forming the other three walls.
And one giant reptilian alien, with glowing red eyes, aiming a weapon at them.
A stone bench was carved into the rear wall. He sat down, pulling Taylor forward until she straddled him. He felt her jolt.
On this mission, he’d seen Taylor Cates at her best. She was a hell of a soldier, and not much had rattled her.
Until now. With the alien still watching, Devlin leaned forward, pressing his face against the side of her neck. She started again.
“Easy,” he murmured.
“You have a plan, right?” she whispered.
“I’m still working on it.” He didn’t have much to work with, but he had to find a way out of here and back to their base at the Enclave.
He glanced over her shoulder at the alien again. It was staring at them through the bars. Devlin suppressed a sigh. He’d pretty much been faced with shitty situations ever since the Gizzida ships had first appeared in the skies, almost two years ago. He’d been on an assignment in Sydney, the capital of the United Coalition of Countries. During those first few, horrible days, the aliens had rained down on the Earth and decimated humanity.
He nuzzled Taylor’s dark hair again. In the sunlight, the dark-brown strands gleamed with red, but down here in the bowels of the alien facility, it looked almost black. “I don’t think they know exactly what sex is like for us.”
The human scientists had no idea if the raptors were male or female. They suspected the aliens weren’t capable of reproduction, as their method of operation seemed to be to conquer other planets and put other species in their genesis tanks, which fused Gizzida DNA into the victims, turning them into raptors.
“So?” Taylor asked.
“So let’s fake it.”
Taylor pulled back a little. “What?”
She had beautiful amber-colored eyes that made Devlin think of a glass of his favorite cognac. Those wide eyes sat in a creamy-skinned face that could have graced magazine covers.
“Let’s put on a show. Would you be up for that?” He hoped to hell she was. He was asking a lot, but this was the only way he could think to keep them alive.
She frowned. “Let me think. Pretend to have sex, or die?” Those gold-brown eyes rolled. “Tough choice.”
Devlin fought a smile at the biting sarcasm. That she could still find humor in this situation was pretty amazing. “So, let’s—”
Suddenly, she arched her back, letting out a long, drawn-out moan.
Devlin’s hands clenched on her hips. Damn. That sexy noise went straight to his cock. She started moving against him, with a graceful shimmy of her lean, strong body.
He glanced over her shoulder, and saw that the two raptors who’d dragged them down here were watching them.
Devlin let his head drop back against the wall. “Nice work,” he murmured. “Keep going.”
“Oh, yes.” She said it loud enough for their captors to hear. She leaned her arms back behind her, her hands gripping his knees.
Her full breasts pushed against the thin fabric of her top. His gaze zeroed in there, and he couldn’t look away. He saw a thin silver chain resting against her chest, several small charms hanging from it. She moved faster, her body brushing over his again and again. He could smell her—healthy sweat and the musk of woman.
God, this was supposed to be pretend, he shouldn’t be turned on right now. He’d noticed that she was attractive, of course, long before they’d ever set out on this mission to uncover what was happening in these alien factories.
But he didn’t allow himself to fraternize much. The Enclave was filled with human survivors trying to make the best of a bad situation. But his work on the intel team kept him busy, especially since his boss, Santha Kade, had fallen pregnant. Besides, Devlin had learned that while he was a very good spy, he was very bad at relationships. Hell, the last woman he’d let close had almost killed him.
He did better on his own.
Devlin forced himself to study each charm on Taylor’s necklace, and to not look at how her breasts pressed against the fabric of her top.
“Ready to bring it home?” Taylor whispered.
Devlin’s throat was too dry to answer her. “Yes. They’re watching.” A new raptor had joined the other two.
Small husky cries came from Taylor’s throat. Damn, she was pretty convincing, and for a second, Devlin wondered what she really sounded like when she came.
She kept moving, and he knew his fingers had to be biting into her hips. Devlin fought to keep his unruly body in check, and forced his own groan out, loud enough for their audience to hear.
Taylor slumped forward, collapsing against him.
Devlin had a clear view of the raptors. The newcomer didn’t look happy. He strode toward the cell, the others following behind him. He was a little taller and a little slimmer, with the same red raptor eyes, but his somehow seemed very cold.
The new raptor grunted and snarled at the other two, and one rushed forward to unlock the cell. Devlin’s hands tightened on Taylor.
The newcomer raised a clawed hand and slapped one of the guards on the back. Then his red gaze turned to Devlin.
This alien looked very angry.
Shit. This didn’t look good. Devlin tensed and felt Taylor do the same. “Something’s happening. There’s a new raptor on the scene.”
The newcomer strode through the door of the cell, towering over them.
***
Taylor heard the angry snarls and guttural grunts of the raptor language behind her. Beneath her, she felt Devlin’s body tense, coiled for action.
She hated the raptors. With every ounce of her being. They’d come here and destroyed the Earth for no reason but their own selfish desires.
God, she missed her squad right now. If Squad Nine was here, they would kick some raptor butt.
But they weren’t here. It was just her and Devlin. She lifted her gaze to his.
Even in the gloomy confines of this shithole, she took a brief second to admire his face. It was worth a look or two. Sharp cheekbones and full lips, and eyes so dark they looked black, but this close to him, she could see they were a deep, midnight blue. He had a face that inspired a woman to sin. Not to mention that mouth-watering British accent of his. More than one woman at Blue Mountain Base, and now at their new home, the Enclave, had wondered how to melt the cool exterior of Devlin Gray.
Suddenly, rough hands gripped her arms, claws biting into her skin. She was yanked off Devlin.
“Hey!” he shouted and leaped to his feet.
The two raptor guards brushed past her and slammed Devlin against the wall. He struggled, but the raptors were both well over six-and-a-half feet, and carried a lot more muscle mass than humans. The only way humans had a fighting chance against the aliens was with the high-tech armor the squad soldiers wore. It had a built-in exoskeleton that enhanced their strength.
But her and Devlin’s armor had been torn off them and left in a pile outside their cell.
Taylor was violently swung around, and she looked up into the glowing eyes of a tall raptor. The eyes would have looked perfect on a demon, but there was something especially cold and calculating about the way this alien watched them.
He spoke in more grunts to the guards, both of whom hung their heads. If Taylor had to guess, she’d say these guys just got their asses handed to them.
“I am not so easily fooled.” The tall raptor’s English was accented and halting, but clear enough.
Her gut cramped. She guessed her and Devlin’s show hadn’t been quite good enough.
“I am in charge of this research. And you will give me what I want.”
Great, so he was some sort of raptor scientist. Most of the raptors were just foot soldiers. They plowed into a battle without too much strategy or thought.
But some of the aliens were smart. And they were the dangerous ones.
“I’ll call you the Doctor, then,” she told him.
His gaze narrowed on her. He reached out and grabbed her necklace. With a hard yank, he tore it off her, the charms at the end of it tinkling together.
“Give that back!” She surged forward, anger searing her. Her parents had given her the charms. After she’d joined the Army, she couldn’t wear a bracelet, so she’d had them put on a chain. It was the one thing she had from her life before the invasion that meant something. Her mother had selected most of those charms for her.
She snatched at it, one charm coming off in her hand. The raptor shoved her back a step, studying her necklace. She quickly slipped the charm she’d snatched into her pocket before he noticed. Then he shoved her necklace into his trouser pocket. Raptors all left their gray, scaled chests bare, but wore armor-like trousers and heavy boots on their bottom halves. When he pulled his hand out, he was holding something else. He held out his palm.
Several flat, black patches rested on his scaled skin. Taylor frowned. What the hell were they?
As she peered closer, one of the patches moved. Eww. The aliens’ technology had a lot of organic features built into it, and most of it was pretty gross.
The Doctor yanked her closer. She dug her bare feet into the stone floor. She didn’t want to touch those wriggly black things.
The raptor held up one of the patches, bringing it toward her. Horror flooded her veins.
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Devlin surge against the raptors holding him. “No!”
She tried to yank away from the Doctor, but he held her in a firm grip. That wiggling black patch moved closer to the skin of her shoulder.
Suddenly, there was the sound of a scuffle. Devlin broke free and jabbed an elbow in the throat of one raptor, who gasped for air. Then he jammed a punch into the stomach of the second alien.
But as the first raptor clutched his throat, making a horrible rasping sound, Devlin’s punch barely affected the hard muscle of the second. The second raptor punched Devlin in the chest, hard.
Devlin slammed into the wall, his face contorted in pain.
The raptor smiled and stepped closer.
The pained look vanished from Devlin’s face. He circled the raptor, jamming hard hits against the alien’s back. As the alien stumbled and shouted, Devlin yanked a jagged knife from the raptor’s belt and slammed it between his opponent’s shoulder blades.
She’d seen him fight before, and his quick, lethal fighting style took her breath away. But this time, he was fighting to help her. Something bloomed inside her. Long ago, Taylor had once been helpless, with no one to fight for her. She’d grown up ensuring she could fight for herself, but that didn’t mean seeing someone risk themselves for her wasn’t damn touching.
As the dead raptor fell to the floor, Devlin pulled the knife out and spun. He advanced on the second raptor who was still gasping for breath.
“Enough!” the Doctor bit out. “I cannot have you damaged.” Before she realized what he had planned, the raptor yanked her hard against him, grabbing her head, and wrenching it to the side. “I will break her neck.”
Devlin froze. The second raptor attacked. He slammed a hard punch into Devlin’s head, driving him to his knees. The raptor blade fell from his hand, clattering on the floor, and broke in two. The raptor followed with another hard blow that snapped Devlin’s head back.
Taylor tasted bile in her mouth, never taking her eyes off Devlin. He knelt there, dazed. She could see some swelling and bruising starting around his left eye.
The Doctor moved again, and slapped one of the black patches just below her collarbone.
Fiery pain dug into Taylor. She grimaced. It was like being stuck with a hot knife. She looked down and saw the black patch moving, sucking onto her skin, and she could feel some part of it burrowing into her skin. “Ahh!”
The Doctor slapped a second one on the other side of her chest, and the pain doubled. A cry escaped her lips.
“Taylor.”
She lifted her head, her gaze locking with Devlin’s midnight one. He stared at her—direct and intense—like he was willing the pain away from her and into himself. That composed gaze steadied her. After a minute, the pain subsided.
Devlin didn’t fight when the Doctor moved toward him with the final patches. The other raptor held Devlin’s arm tight. As the Doctor pressed the patches to Devlin’s bronze chest, he gritted his teeth and made no sound.
This was Devlin Gray. Cool strength. Lethal cunning. He didn’t show any frustration or anger, nothing that his enemies could use against him. And Taylor knew he’d be running every possible escape scenario through his head. Trying to find a way out.
While the raptors were busy with Devlin, she scooted backward. She spotted the remnants of Devlin’s tattered shirt just through the bars and snatched it up. Then she saw something else on the ground…something useful. She crouched slowly and grabbed that too, sliding it into her pocket with the ruined shirt.
The Doctor spun and Taylor froze. Two strides, and the raptor sank his claws into her hair. He pulled her up roughly, spinning her to face Devlin.
“This time, you mate.” The Doctor shoved her forward and she collided with Devlin. “We will monitor your bodies as you do.” He nodded at the patches.
“It is not our way to mate under duress,” Devlin said. “We choose our mates.”
The tall raptor cocked his head. “She is not attractive to you?”
Taylor licked her lips, sensing Devlin’s gaze on her.
“She’s very attractive.”
Taylor felt a flush in her cheeks. Jeez, get it together, Tay.
“But that’s not the point,” Devlin continued. “On our planet, mating is consensual, not forced.”
The raptor seemed to take that in, thinking for a few seconds. Then he shrugged. “I do not care. I have my orders.” He nodded to the other raptor.
A flash of movement caught Taylor’s eye. The raptor guard had pulled his knife, and, like the other one, it had a jagged black blade. He shoved it into Devlin’s shoulder.
“No!” she cried.
She took one step and felt the sting of a blade at her throat. The Doctor’s blade was smaller than the guards’ knives, but still sharp.
Once again, she looked at Devlin, and the slow slide of blood down his shoulder.
It looked like they’d run out of options.
 

Chapter Two
Devlin hissed out a breath. The pain searing through his shoulder was bad, but he’d had worse.
Right now, he was more concerned with the knife at Taylor’s throat.
The tall raptor moved his hand, sliding the blade lower. He cut through one of the straps of her tank.
“Stop,” Devlin snapped. “Get out.”
There was a flare of satisfaction in the raptor’s gaze, and he jerked his head at the raptor guard. Devlin grabbed the hilt of the knife still stuck in his shoulder and yanked it out.
The raptor guard snatched the knife from Devlin, and then grasped the arm of his dead comrade on the ground. He brushed past Devlin, dragging the body behind him.
“Mate,” the tall raptor warned as the door swung shut with a clang. “Or her blood will wash the walls.”
Devlin was breathing heavily, trying hard to control his emotions and the pain. Taylor stepped in front of him, pressing a wad of cloth to his wound. He frowned at it and realized it was the tattered remains of the shirt the raptors had torn off him.
“It’s not bad,” he said.
She dabbed gently. “I guess we’ll have to put on a better show.”
He reached out and touched the thin, red line marring her neck. It wasn’t deep, but he knew it would sting. Then he lowered his finger and touched one of the black sucker pads.
“Raptor version of a sensor pad, I guess,” she said.
“Does it hurt?”
She shook her head. “Not anymore. Yours?”
“Same.”
She glanced over her shoulder and he followed her gaze. The Doctor was standing with the other raptor, huddled around a screen attached to one wall. The raptor screens were made of a black, glasslike substance, but he was too far away to see what was on it.
“I think they’re measuring our heart rate, and who knows what else.” Devlin ran a hand through his hair. “Taylor…shit—”
“Bleeding’s slowed.” She shoved the stained cloth in her pocket. “It’s fine, Devlin.” She pressed her hands to his chest. “We’re in this together. So, we’ll make it look more convincing. We can do this.”
Devlin hated feeling so helpless. He’d been there once or twice, and did his best to stay one step ahead.
She cleared her throat. “And if we have to—”
“No.” His hands curled into fists. He really wanted to hit something.
Taylor stepped back. Then she gripped the hem of her tank top and yanked it over her head.
He froze. “Taylor?”
She undid the buttons on her cargo pants and let them fall to her feet. She stood there, wearing a set of sporty-looking, black underwear and bra. Hooking her thumbs in the side of her panties, she pushed them off.
“It’s got to be a good show, Dev.” She pulled her bra off, leaving her naked. She was studiously not looking toward the raptors. She stood there, straight and proud.
Bloody gorgeous. Devlin let himself look, couldn’t make himself stop. She had full breasts and curves, but every inch of her was toned up by her job.
His cock pressed hard against his trousers, desire a hot burning in his gut. It had been a long time since he’d been with a woman. This was supposed to be a show only. Outside the cell, he heard the grunts of the raptors.
Block them out. Okay, they needed to put on a show, he needed to keep Taylor safe, and he needed to keep his unruly cock under control.
Then her hands smoothed up his chest and she pushed him down to sit on the stone ledge again.
She straddled him, her legs tucked into his hips, and this time, she was gloriously naked.
“They’ll think human women are dominant during sex after watching us,” Devlin said, trying to keep some sort of control.
She shot him a smile. “I don’t care. I’m sure as hell not lying on this filthy floor.” Then she winked. “Besides, I kind of like being on top.”
He let out a strangled laugh, his hands touching her hips. “I like you being on top, too.” His hands itched to move up and touch her, but he ruthlessly kept them locked on her hips. He couldn’t let himself forget the situation that had led them here.
“You are so beautiful, Taylor. Strong…with gorgeous breasts.”
Now she laughed. “Men. So easily pleased.” She moved against him.
“If things were different…” he murmured.
She arched a dark brow. “You’d be all shut up behind your icy, super-spy shell.”
“My what?”
“Come on, Dev. You hardly ever socialize and I’ve never seen you with a woman. You’ve got more defenses than the Enclave.”
A faint smile touched his lips. “I do better alone.”
She moved closer, the warmth of her pressing against him. “No one does better alone. Especially not since the world went to hell.”
Their conversation was heading somewhere he wasn’t interested in going. Time to focus on the task at hand. “This time, they need to see our heart rates increasing, and the responses of our bodies.”
“Oh, yay,” she muttered.
“Touch yourself.” He wasn’t going to touch her, refused to violate her for the aliens’ whims.
Her eyelids fluttered, a flash of hesitancy in her eyes.
“Right here, it’s just you and me, Taylor.”
She nodded and then lifted her hands to cup her breasts. Devlin couldn’t drag his gaze off her. She flicked her fingers across her nipples, her lips parting and her breath hitching.
Her hips found a rhythm, moving against him. He saw a flush spread across her skin, her pulse pounding in her throat.
“You are so pretty.” He didn’t mean to say it. The words just slipped out.
“Charming me, super spy?”
“Do you like being charmed?”
Her hands slid downward now, across the creamy skin of her taut belly. “You know what? I do.” Her fingers inched lower.
Devlin’s gaze followed, to the dark, neat strip of hair between her toned thighs.
“I like nice things.” Her voice was just a little bit breathy. “Good wine. Pretty flowers. I have a notebook fetish, the prettier the better.” She moaned a little. “There is too much bad in the world, and I like a little light every now and then. When I was a little girl, I saw how much darkness there was. How quickly things could be snatched away from you.”
The tone of her voice had changed. He wondered what darkness Taylor had seen. He understood because he’d seen darkness too. Hell, there was darkness inside him.
But when she moaned again, his concentration shattered.
She needed to come, and he wanted to help her get there. “Are you touching yourself?”
“Mmm, yes—”
“Are you wet?”
Slumberous gold-brown eyes met his. “I am now.”
“Touch your clit, Taylor. I want to watch you come.”
***
Sensations cascaded over Taylor. She rubbed her clit faster and faster.
She looked up, staring at the hard planes of Dev’s face, and the way his muscles were straining in his neck.
Right now, it was only the two of them, caught in this private connection. There was no denying the man was delicious—dark, lean, dangerous. That magic combination that could drive any woman crazy.
“Are you close?” he murmured.
The deep rumble of his voice made her pleasure spike. “Yes.”
“Come.” His gaze was locked on her face. “I want to watch you come.”
That was enough to catapult her over. Her back arched, and she bit her lip, trying to stop from screaming. She shuddered under the rush of sensation.
“Beautiful.” His voice was a deep, harsh whisper.
Taylor dragged in a deep breath, her pulse still racing. She shifted, and felt the hard bulge of his cock beneath her.
“Your turn,” she murmured.
He gave her one short nod.
She scooted back so she was balanced on his knees. “Open your trousers, Devlin.”
His eyes flashed. “I prefer to give the orders.”
She smiled. “Why am I not surprised? Get your cock out.”
With a growl, he flicked open his cargo pants and pulled out a long, hard cock. God. She’d never thought a man’s penis was beautiful before, but Devlin’s was.
She wanted to touch it. So badly.
She released a long breath. But not here, not like this.
His strong fingers circled his cock, he started to pump. His moves were rougher than she would have done herself. She watched each tantalizing movement.
“That is so hot,” she said.
As she watched, a drop of pre-come glimmered at the tip of the thick head.
“Don’t look at me like that,” he groaned.
Her eyes flicked up to him. “Like what?”
“Like you want to put your mouth on me. I can see everything you want to do to my cock reflected in your eyes.”
Oh, yes, there was a lot she wanted to do.
He kept moving his hand with hard, rough pumps. She sensed him getting closer to his release, felt his thighs tightening beneath her.
“Damn. I don’t—” his muscles strained “—I don’t want to leave anything for them to get their hands on.”
The words ripped out of him, his hand slowing down.
She understood. If the raptors got their hands on any of their bodily fluids, who knew what they could do. She reached down and snatched up his ruined shirt from her trouser pocket. “It’s okay, I’ll take care of it. Come, Dev.”
With a deep growl, he did. As his release started spurting from him, she pressed the shirt down, catching his come.
Finally, he fell backward against the wall, his chest heaving. “Damn.”
She pulled in a deep breath. Damn was right.
 

Chapter Three
Devlin watched Taylor shimmy back into her trousers and pull her tank top back over her head. Beyond the bars, the raptors were talking quietly to themselves and looking at the screen. They seemed satisfied. Bastards.
Taylor tied a knot in her torn tank strap and then came and sat beside him. “We okay?”
He slid his arm across her shoulders. “Yes. You did great.” He’d been stuck in some bad places, and he’d seen some terrible things during his career. But watching Taylor Cates come was definitely not one of them. Damn, he wished circumstances were different.
“Now, we work out how to get out of here.” She shifted, opening the palm of her hand. He saw a jagged shard of one of the raptor knives. She’d wrapped some fabric around the bottom to make a makeshift hilt.
“When—?”
“When you dropped it earlier, it shattered. I managed to snag a piece of it.”
“You are brilliant.”
“I know.” She tossed her dark hair back. She’d lost her hair tie long ago and her locks fell past her shoulders. “I also have a garrote wire threaded into my bra.”
He stared at her. “I could kiss you.”
“Save it for later, super spy.” She reached under her top, tugging and pulling, and then a second later, she passed him the thin garrote wire.
“Now, we just have to wait for the right moment,” he said.
“I wish we had our shoes.” She cast a wishful look through the bars at their pile of confiscated armor, weapons, and shoes. Then her face hardened. “And I’ll kill that raptor for taking my necklace.”
Devlin studied her face. “It was important?”
She nodded. “From my parents. The charms held special meaning.” She pulled a small piece of silver out of her pocket. “I managed to save this.” It was a tiny silver heart. “My mother gave it to me.”
“It’s pretty. Now, we should rest while we can.”
They sat side-by-side and waited. The minutes turned to hours. They both watched a raptor carry away their armor and weapons. Damn. Escaping with no armor or shoes just made things tougher.
At one point, a raptor shoved a container of water through the bars.
“Drinkable?” Taylor sniffed it.
Devlin tested it. “It seems okay.”
They shared the water, but it was barely enough to quench their thirst. Taylor leaned against him on the bench, curling her legs beneath her. “You’ll keep watch?”
He nodded. “Sleep.”
Devlin lost track of time. Both of them dozed, one keeping watch while the other slept. With no windows, it was impossible for him to judge what time of day it was or how much time had passed.
Taylor got more and more tense. “You think we missed the deadline to check in with the Enclave?”
“If I had to guess, I’d say yes.”
“So maybe a squad is coming after us.”
“They’ll never find us here.”
She leaped to her feet. “Then we need to get out. We need to make the raptors come in.”
He’d been toying with the idea, too, and he didn’t want to wait any longer. “Ideas?”
She tapped her finger on her chin. “Pull these sucker pads off?” She looked down and grimaced. “I want them gone anyway.”
He nodded. “Excellent idea.” He gripped the slimy edge of one of his and started peeling it off.
Instantly, pain shot through his chest, and he felt like his skin was on fire. Damn, it hurt. He could feel the tentacle buried deep into his skin, wriggling. He gritted his teeth and kept pulling.
Taylor’s hand joined his, helping him to pull it off.
Outside the cell, there were grunts.
“Stop.” Someone banged on the bars.
Devlin and Taylor ignored the aliens. Finally, their hands jerked away. Taylor held the sucker pad, one long tentacle waving in the air like a crazed worm. Devlin swallowed a groan and grabbed the second pad.
Taylor tossed the first one through the bars and out of the cell. It flopped around on the floor like a fish out of water.
Devlin got the second sucker pad free, his entire chest feeling like it had been hit with a blowtorch. Panting, he flung it against the wall, squishing it.
The sound of raptors approaching caught his ear.
“Ready?” Devlin whispered to her.
She gave a barely perceptible nod, bouncing a little on her bare feet. He saw her right hand was held down by her leg and knew she had her makeshift knife ready.
His chest was still burning, but he fought to block out the pain, using every trick he’d been shown in his training. He wound the fine garrote wire between his hands.
The door banged open, and two scowling raptors entered.
As soon as the raptors had completely entered the cell, Devlin and Taylor exploded into action.
Devlin took the raptor on the left. He ducked in low, and after a quick jab to the raptor’s thigh, he slid behind the alien. He jumped up and slid the wire over the alien’s head. It settled against the creature’s neck, and Devlin pulled back hard.
His opponent was stronger, bigger. Without his armor, Devlin knew his strength couldn’t match the raptor’s.
They started a deadly tug-of-war, the alien trying desperately to get free of the wire cutting into his neck. They spun in an unwieldly dance and smacked into the wall. Devlin jammed his foot against the stone, and used it as leverage to jump upward. Then, he used his weight and pushed backward.
It was enough to topple his raptor over. Enough to have the wire dig deep.
As they hit the ground, the raptor twitched a few times before going still.
Devlin jerked his head up. He had to help Taylor.
She was darting forward, stabbing her raptor over and over with her blade. His chest was a mass of bleeding cuts. Taylor used the advantage of speed to stay clear of her opponent.
With a bellow, the raptor swung a huge, clawed fist. She ducked beneath the swing, coming up beside him, and jammed her blade into his side.
Devlin rolled to his feet, intent on helping her, but by the time he reached her, the other raptor was down.
Taylor stood over the body, wiping blood off the blade onto the raptor’s trousers.
She looked up. “Ready to get out of here?”
Devlin reached down and grabbed one of the raptors’ guns. They were large and ugly, covered in scales. He knew they fired some sort of debilitating poison. But their carbines were gone, so these would have to do. He tossed the gun to her, and she caught it deftly. She started checking it over.
Devlin snatched up a second raptor weapon. “We need to get those sucker pads off. They might be able to track you through them.”
“I want the damn things off.” She widened her stance, bracing herself.
Devlin gripped the first one. It squirmed in his fingers, like it knew what was coming. He yanked it hard, pulling it out in a slippery rush. He dropped it and slammed the butt of his weapon down on it.
“Goddammit,” Taylor bit out. “You’re supposed to count to three.”
He gripped the second one and yanked on it fast, too. But this one fought, sticking tight to her skin. Devlin pulled and pulled, and Taylor let out a pained moan.
The noise cut into him. It was really hurting her. “Almost there, baby. Hang on.”
She made a hissing sound, and Devlin watched the tentacle slide out of her skin.
As he squashed that one, Taylor hunched over, her hands pressed to her thighs, sucking in deep breaths.
He rubbed her back, wishing he could take her pain away. “You okay?”
She straightened, lifting her weapon. “I will be.”
“Let’s get out of here.”
Her amber eyes flashed. “Hell, yeah.”
***
Taylor crept silently down the corridor, following in Devlin’s steps. They hugged one wall, and she marveled at the way Dev seemed to blend into the shadows. The man moved like a cat on the hunt.
Her gaze drifted over the play of muscles in his back. God, she’d just watched him stroke his long cock. She blew out a short breath. And she’d watched him kill a raptor with lethal ease.
It seemed wrong that she found all that attractive.
Focus on escaping, Tay. Once they were out of here, she could process everything that had happened.
Dev paused, holding up a closed fist. At the signal, she stopped. They were nearing the door that led out into the main part of the alien factory.
She lifted her raptor weapon. Without her armor on, the weapon felt heavy, and its scaled exterior was rough against her skin. She missed her carbine. Hell, she missed everything—her squad, most of all.
She gripped the weapon. She’d see them all again soon.
Dev touched something near the door, and it whispered open. She followed him out of the corridor.
Steam hit her in the face. She wrinkled her nose at the harsh smells. The center of the factory floor contained large vats filled with dark fluids. Off to one side, there were raptors building more of their ugly, tank-like vehicles, in a huge assembly line.
Here in this factory, it appeared they were building all the things they needed to continue to pick off the remnants of humanity. And when the raptors captured humans, they usually ended up in tanks in raptor labs.
Dev moved his hand, indicating to stay close to the wall. They headed toward the exterior door, which they’d been brought through only two or three days ago. God, she wished she knew exactly how long they’d been stuck here. It felt like forever.
They were moving quietly along, nearly at the exit, when suddenly, three raptors stepped out from behind one of the vats.
Shit. The aliens looked as surprised as Taylor and Dev.
She and Dev lifted their weapons in unison and fired. The alien gun kicked hard, but Taylor tightened her grip and kept firing. Dark-green poison splattered the three raptors.
One raptor went down, roaring and tearing at his face. Another lunged forward, and Dev sidestepped and spun, shooting the alien in the back. Taylor fired at the third raptor.
Moments later, all three raptors were down.
“So much for being quiet,” she said.
“Yes. We need to move.” He nodded in the direction of the exterior door. “This way.”
They hadn’t gone far, when the door they were aiming for opened.
A raptor patrol ran in, shouting in the unintelligible Gizzida language.
Dev muttered a curse. He pointed in the opposite direction, deeper into the factory. Dammit. They ran down a line of vats. The smell was even worse here—a heavy, tar-like stench that seemed to coat the back of her mouth.
Where could they go? She looked up at the ceiling soaring high overhead. All around them were more vats and behind them, she could hear the raptors searching the factory.
The lines of tanks ended at a wide open area. Taylor pressed her back to the last tank in the row, peering out to check left and right. From here, she had a better view of the raptor vehicles being built off to the left. Dev lifted his hand and pointed. They darted across the open space, and ducked down behind some squat raptor equipment. She thought they were some sort of power generators, since they pulsed with a red light.
“We need to find another way out,” Dev said. “I’m hoping there’s another exit to the outside at the back of the factory.”
With a nod, she followed him, keeping low as they ran beside the line of alien generators.
Suddenly, a raptor appeared from behind one of the generators. His leg kicked out, and the weapon flew out of Taylor’s hands.
Dev spun and started firing. More raptors appeared behind the first.
Taylor focused on the raptor in front of her. Its clawed hand swung out and Taylor dropped to the ground, feeling the rush of air as its arm swung past, only an inch from her head. She yanked her knife out. As the alien pulled back, she burst upward, jabbing the knife into his belly. She pulled back and stabbed again. She circled around him, and got in a few more hits.
She could still hear Dev firing, but as poison splattered the ground near her, sizzling, she knew the raptors were firing back. More poison came in her direction, spraying in a wild arc. Shit. Taylor hit the floor, rolling, before jumping back up.
She spun…and found herself face to chest with a raptor.
His blow hit her in the head. Seeing stars, she staggered. Her ears were ringing and she couldn’t focus. Stay on your feet, Tay. Stay on your feet. She knew that if she went down, it was all over.
She saw another hit coming at her and jumped backward. Her back slammed into a smaller tank, and she felt the vat rock on its base.
The raptor advanced, its face twisted into what she guessed had to be an arrogant smirk.
Suddenly, Dev appeared. He was holding his raptor weapon like a bat, and she assumed it had been hit by poison, and therefore had to be useless. He swung the weapon, hard. It hit the raptor’s shoulder with a crack. He swung again, hitting the raptor in the head.
The raptor slammed into the tank beside Taylor. The vessel toppled over with a deafening smash, amber glass shattering, and black fluid rushed out, spilling all over the floor. Alarmed-sounding cries rose up from the factory floor.
Dev wrapped an arm around Taylor’s waist, hauling her away from the gush of mystery liquid. He pulled her behind a row of tanks, where they paused for the briefest of seconds.
“Come on.” He released her and grabbed her hand, heading farther away from the commotion. “More are coming.”
They sprinted as fast as they could down the row. She heard the raptors giving chase—more shouts and grunts, and the loud, hammering sound of raptor footsteps.
“Where do we go?” she said.
Dev shoved another raptor weapon at her. It was a smaller alien pistol. “That way.” He pointed.
She expected an exit, but it wasn’t a door. It was a set of stairs, leading downward into blackness.
Her stomach hardened, old memories biting at her, their teeth razor-sharp.
 

Chapter Four
Devlin took the steps slowly. The blackness was thick and unforgiving. He had to feel for each new step with his foot.
Who the hell knew what horrors the Gizzida were hiding beneath this factory?
He knew Taylor followed behind him, but all he could hear was her quiet breathing. It sounded slightly ragged. He hoped to hell he wasn’t leading her into a worse situation.
Finally, they reached the bottom. Tunnels opened up ahead of them, illuminated by a faint yellowish glow. He paused for a moment, listening for any sounds, but heard nothing—not even indications of pursuit from above.
Three tunnels branched off, each one a perfect circle. He reached out and touched the vertical striations on the walls.
“It looks like these were bored out recently,” Taylor said.
Devlin nodded. Taylor stepped in front of him. She had her scavenged knife and the pistol he’d given her tucked into the waistband of her trousers. She gently pressed her fingers to the knife wound on his shoulder.
“How’s this holding up?”
“It’s fine.” He’d blocked it out.
“It’s bleeding again.”
She was only a few inches shorter than him. He liked that. He reached out and cupped her cheek. There was enough light to see the swelling on her face. “That raptor gave you a good wallop.”
He saw the white flash of her teeth in the darkness. “I paid him back.”
So she had. “This will bruise. You’ll have a black eye.”
She shrugged. “It’ll be my second one this week. Sienna got a lucky hit in at the gym the other day.” Her tone was amused.
Devlin tried to imagine tiny, pretty Sienna giving Taylor a black eye, but had trouble picturing it.
Taylor apparently read his mind. “It’s why she’s such a good soldier. People underestimate her.”
When the squads had first been formed by the remnants of the United Coalition’s military, many people had underestimated the ladies of Squad Nine. They were headed by rough, tough Roth Masters, and with the only other male soldier on the team being Theron, the ladies had made a lethal name for themselves.
People only underestimated them once.
“Let’s stick to the left-hand tunnels and see where we end up.”
She grimaced, dragging in a shaky breath.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“I hate being underground.” Her voice was flat, toneless.
“You were okay in the cell.”
“I know, but this is more overtly underground.”
This woman had faced down raptors twice her size, and been captured and told to mate. None of that had put fear in her voice.
“Taylor—”
“I don’t want to talk about it.” She set her shoulders back. “I’ll be fine.”
He grabbed her hand and started down the tunnel. He felt the tension pumping off her.
“Why’d you become a soldier?” he asked quietly to distract her. “Was it your dream to fight for your country?”
She snorted. “Hell no.” Her voice changed, charged with emotion. “My mom inspired me. She was a stay-at-home mom who loved to bake, but I learned what it meant to protect others from her.”
There was pain there. Lots of it. When they’d started this mission, Devlin had looked at Taylor Cates and had only seen an attractive and extremely competent soldier. Now he wanted to peel back those layers and uncover more of the woman beneath.
He was a man used to uncovering secrets. It was an urge he never denied.
“Did you always want to be a super spy?” she asked.
He frowned. He hadn’t thought of his life before he’d joined MI6 for a long time. “No. My family was killed when I was fifteen.”
She gasped. “I’m sorry. An accident?”
“No. My parents and brother were murdered.”
She hissed in a breath. “Dev—”
“It was a home invasion, and I was lucky enough to be studying at a friend’s house. It was a long time ago.”
“What happened to you?”
“I had a few years in the foster system, and then went on to university. I was recruited by MI6 in my first year. I was…a good fit for them, and it turned out I was good at it.”
“They recruit agents with no family ties.”
He nodded, following the curve of the tunnel, alert for any signs of movement. The job had fit him like a glove, and for the first time since he’d lost his family, he’d belonged.
Until too many years of deception, lying, and killing had carved away at him. Until he’d screwed up and trusted the wrong person.
“Hey?” A warm hand on his shoulder.
He looked back at Taylor, her touch anchoring him back to the present. He liked her. He liked her a lot. But right now, he needed to get them out of here, and he knew himself well enough to know he was a failure at dealing with people. He was always better off alone.
He slipped away from her touch. “Come on.”
They made their way through the network of tunnels. He was thankful for the golden light, wherever it was coming from. He kept taking the left-hand tunnels. They had to come out somewhere.
Finally, the tunnel widened, and ahead he saw cells lining one side of it.
He slowed. Trying to see inside the cages.
“Shit. What now?” Taylor lifted her raptor pistol. She looked wrong, holding the strange alien weapon.
Devlin walked slowly toward the cages, each of them dark inside. Maybe they were empty?
“Creepy,” Taylor murmured.
It was. And in the darkness, he sensed something there. Something watching them.
They continued walking, and from one cage, he heard a strange, clicking sound. A noise that set the hairs on the back of his neck rising.
His steps slowed and he moved closer to the cell.
Something rushed forward and slammed against the bars.
Devlin saw a flash of teeth and feathers. He stepped back.
Fuck. A velox.
These alien creatures looked like Earth’s velociraptors. Powerful, feathered bodies balanced on back legs, and huge sickle-shaped claws on their feet. They were fast and dangerous hunters.
“Oh no,” Taylor said.
“It’s stuck in the cell.” He moved toward her. “Let’s move.”
“Dev, look.”
He saw her staring at the rest of the cells. His body locked. He could see more red velox eyes watching them hungrily.
Damn. One velox was hard to bring down. Eight of them would be a death sentence. Especially with no armor, and unfamiliar weapons. He pushed her ahead of him. “Go.”
They broke into a jog.
They rounded a corner, and as they did, he heard a strange beeping noise and the clank of metal behind him.
“Jesus. Did the cages just open?” she asked.
“Let’s not wait to find out.” He took another tunnel to the left. “I think we should run.”
They sprinted, bare feet slapping on the stone floor.
“You really think there’s a way out?” she asked.
“Yes.” There had to be. He was getting Taylor out of here, no matter what.
They rounded another corner, and then he heard a noise behind them.
That damned clicking, followed by a long, drawn-out growl that echoed through the tunnels. Another growl joined it. And another.
Devlin and Taylor stumbled to a stop, looking back over their shoulders.
“They are definitely out of the cages,” she said.
The veloxes were on the loose.
And now, Devlin and Taylor were being hunted.
He looked at her, lifting his raptor weapon. “Run.”
***
Taylor was sprinting as fast as she could.
She couldn’t hear the veloxes anymore, but she and Devlin were so lost in the twists and turns of the tunnels that she had no idea where they were.
But she knew the creatures were coming. She’d been locked in the dark with a monster once. Prey could sense when something dark and dangerous was after them.
Dev ran beside her with a long, powerful stride. Her chest loosened. She wasn’t alone.
They turned another corner, and ahead, she could tell the light looked stronger. “Look.”
They reached the end of the tunnel. It joined several others at a larger junction. Together, they pressed their backs to the wall, peering around.
One tunnel in the center shone with a brighter, deeper-golden light.
Dev nodded and they headed straight for the tunnel. But they’d only taken a few steps when she heard a clicking noise.
Close. Too close.
They both swiveled…and watched a velox step into view.
“Bloody hell,” Dev said.
They both brought their weapons up. Taylor had never felt more naked, with no armor or shoes, and just this alien pistol and a broken blade.
The creature rushed at them.
Both of them fired, poison splattering the animal. She could smell the sizzle of burning feathers as the green ooze ate away at the creature.
It let out a loud roar and continued its rush.
They both dived out of the velox’s path. It stopped and spun, then started shaking itself, trying to dislodge the poison.
The velox’s eyes glowed and it raised its head. It made a long string of strange clicking sounds.
Taylor ground her teeth together. “It’s calling its friends.”
Dev stepped closer to the alien beast. “Taylor. Go.”
He opened fire, walking steadily toward the vicious creature.
Go? He thought that she’d just leave him?
She saw the velox swipe out at him with one of those wicked claws it had on its hind feet.
Oh, no, you don’t. She advanced. Devlin and the creature were circling each other, then it rushed toward him.
The velox leaped, taking Devlin down. Thankfully, it didn’t use its claws to gut him, instead, it snapped at Dev’s face.
Dev dodged his head left, right, left.
Taylor launched herself into the air and leaped onto the velox’s back. She jammed her weapon up under its jaw and fired.
Nothing happened. The weapon didn’t fire.
The creature spun, trying to knock her off its back.
She clamped her legs down on its body to stay on. What the hell? The weapon was either jammed, or out of ammo.
She tossed it aside and pulled out her knife, stabbing the velox in the side of the neck.
It roared, bucking and trying to throw her off. She stabbed again, aiming for the creature’s eyes. She slid to the side, desperately scrabbling for purchase.
The velox spun around, and this time, managed to throw her off.
She rammed into the tunnel wall.
Ow. She hit hard, and landed on the ground in a sprawl. She sucked in air, quickly assessing. Nothing was broken or bleeding.
She heard a click of claws on stone and raised her head. Two reptilian feet with horrifically huge, sickle-shaped claws stepped into view.
She’d lost her knife shard when she’d fallen. She had no weapons. Nothing. She looked up into a mouthful of demonic teeth and red, angry eyes.
Something slammed into its head.
As the creature let out a cry and turned to face Dev, he whipped his weapon around and fired at point-blank range in the creature’s face.
The velox staggered back and hit the wall. Dev kept firing. She saw now that he was holding her pistol and his raptor rifle.
The alien beast dropped to the ground.
Taylor heaved in air.
“Are you all right?” Dev knelt beside her, hand out.
She put her hand in his, and let him pull her up. “I am now.” Her legs were a little shaky, but he didn’t need to know that.
There was a faint smile on his face. Damn, the man was handsome, even bloodied and bruised.
“Beauty, competence, and grit.” He touched her face. “Hell of a combination.”
Taylor felt a flush touch her cheeks. They stared at each other for a beat. She cleared her throat. “Where are the other veloxes?”
“Combing the tunnels would be my guess. It’s a maze down here and there’s no telling how far they extend. Let’s keep moving and hope we don’t run into them.” He held something out to her.
It was her makeshift knife.
She took it, and then together, they headed back down the tunnel.
“So, if you didn’t dream of being a soldier, what did you want to be?” he asked her, out of the blue.
She laughed quietly. He wanted to chat, like they were just out for a stroll. Like they hadn’t just killed a vicious alien and were being hunted by more. “A writer. I was always writing stories.” God, she hadn’t told anyone about that in years.
“Oh? What kind?”
“Action-packed ones. Stories where my super girl sleuth always got the bad guys and solved the crime.”
“You don’t write anymore?”
A sour feeling developed in her stomach. “No—”
Suddenly, he grabbed her and jerked her to a stop. He pulled her against the wall and stared ahead into the tunnel.
Taylor cocked her head, trying to hear what it was that had spooked him.
He kept staring, his body taut.
Then she heard it. Voices.
Raptor and human.
 

Chapter Five
Devlin could hear confused, panicked human voices echoing in the tunnels ahead.
“Where are we?” A man’s sharp voice.
“Oh, my God.” A woman sobbing.
Then there was the distinct sound of raptor grunts. Golden light flared brightly, then the voices cut off abruptly.
“You inferior species. So easily manipulated.” A raptor speaking in English.
Devlin crept to the tunnel’s edge. Taylor moved with him, staying right behind him. They peered around the edge.
In the adjoining tunnel, he saw a group of about twenty humans. They were huddled together, several raptors standing in front of them. One raptor was holding a large, glowing, yellow globe the size of a basketball. All the humans were staring at the light, enraptured.
Devlin frowned, taking in the wide, vacant eyes and the still bodies. What was going on?
The raptor began to walk and the people followed. Moving with their arms still by their sides, feet shuffling, like automatons.
Taylor gave a quiet gasp. “What the hell is that thing?”
“Some sort of mind-control device.” It was Devlin’s best guess. And the implications were bad. “We need to be careful not to look directly at it.”
The raptor with the globe had what passed for a smile on his face, as he spoke with the other raptors, leading the humans into another tunnel.
“We need more intel on this globe.” Taylor gripped Devlin’s shoulder. “They have a way to control us. We have to find a way to stop it.”
Damn, she was incredible. They were hurt, they needed to get out of here, but she was willing to risk herself to help others.
He nodded. “Let’s follow them.”
They moved stealthily through the tunnel after the others, careful not to make any sound.
Devlin glanced down at Taylor’s bare feet and could see they were dirty and bloody. If she felt any pain, she wasn’t showing it.
He heard the raptors talking again. They’d stopped. Taylor and Devlin paused at the end of the tunnel and ahead, he saw a large cavern.
There were cages. Lots of cages. And even more humans behind the bars. Devlin’s jaw tightened. Imprisoned like cattle.
He pressed his hand against the wall, his fingers digging into the rock. Using this globe, the raptors could lure people out of hiding and lock more of them away. Or worse.
He and Taylor watched as the people were herded into cages. He spotted one woman, with long, tangled, auburn hair, wearing a ragged skirt. She appeared to be less under the influence than the others, and was starting to struggle.
A raptor moved closer and hit the woman.
Beside him, Devlin felt Taylor take a step forward. He slammed an arm out and held her back.
He saw the raptor land another blow on the defenseless woman, and Devlin struggled himself, not to help her.
But they couldn’t take on all these raptors by themselves, and they couldn’t rescue these people right now. It made his gut burn, but there were other people—at the Enclave and other human outposts around the world—that also needed to be protected from whatever the hell the raptors were doing here.
“We can’t rescue them now,” he murmured. “But we’ll come back.” He vowed that he’d be back for them, one way or another.
Suddenly, the alien holding the globe swung around, the orb glowing brightly and shining in their direction. Devlin automatically closed his eyes, but beside him, he felt Taylor’s body go lax.
She took a step away from their cover.
“No.” He kept his whisper quiet. He wrapped his arms around her middle, tugging her back into the shadows.
She struggled woodenly against him, trying to get free, but she didn’t make a sound. Her eyes were eerily blank. All the life he’d seen burning in her subdued.
“Taylor. Snap out of it.”
A milky-white film seemed to be covering her eyes. She was just…gone.
She pushed feebly against him, and he tightened his arms.
Then, he heard raptor shouts, and his head snapped up.
Goddammit. The aliens had spotted them.
Devlin sucked in a deep breath. Seven raptors were heading their way. He shoved Taylor back against the wall, and lifted his raptor weapon.
Battle calm settled over him. He’d been outnumbered plenty of times before. Devlin preferred to get in and out without getting seen, but when you made a career of spying in enemy territory, sometimes your luck didn’t always hold.
And this time, he had extra incentive standing behind him. He had to protect Taylor.
He widened his stance, aimed the weapon, and fired. The gun bucked in his hands, but he’d learned to compensate for the strange feel of it. He took down two raptors before the other two leaped over their fallen comrades and got close to him.
Devlin ducked, then kicked out. With no shoes, he couldn’t do much damage unless he did this right. He hit the raptor’s knee at just the right angle, and the raptor toppled. Devlin leaped up—his emotions were stone-cold now, and he was completely in the zone. He was focused on nothing but what he had to do to take the enemy down.
He slammed an elbow into the neck of the nearest raptor, gripped the leather straps crossing the raptor’s scaly chest, then spun him. He pushed the raptor into another oncoming one. He jumped over the fallen bodies, and jammed his stiffened fingers into the eyes of the next raptor. The alien roared.
Devlin turned, lifted his weapon, and fired. He didn’t make a sound as he took them all down.
Only one raptor was left.
The one holding the globe.
Without looking directly at the light, Devlin strode toward the final raptor. He appeared frozen, staring at his downed friends.
Devlin kicked out, and the globe fell from the alien’s hands. It hit the ground, smashing into pieces, and plunging them into murky darkness. Another swift kick, and the shocked raptor fell backward. As the alien scuttled backward, Devlin crouched and scooped up a shard of yellow glass. Two more long steps over the broken pieces, and he reached the raptor. The alien snarled, but Devlin rammed the glass into his scaly neck. The raptor fell back, gurgling.
Devlin straightened. The humans locked in the cages were starting to cry and yell.
He pivoted and moved back to Taylor. She was still huddled against the wall, blinking.
“Taylor?” That white film still hid her beautiful eyes.
She blinked again, but didn’t respond to him. His heart kicked in his chest. He cupped her cheeks, desperate to see the life back in her eyes. Without thinking, he pressed his mouth to hers.
After two seconds, she made a throaty sound, and her mouth opened. The next thing he knew, her tongue was thrusting inside his mouth, tangling with his. He groaned, pulling her closer, deepening the kiss. Her arms slid around his neck and she moaned against his lips.
He lost all sense of time, lost in the taste of her. He was damned reluctant to give up her mouth, but he forced himself to lift his head. “You back now?”
She nodded her head. “Yeah. Thanks.”
Her eyes were once again warm cognac and it eased the tightness in his chest.
Taylor looked over his shoulder, and saw the sobbing humans in the cages. “We have to help them.”
As Taylor hurried over to the cells, Devlin paused to snatch up a piece of yellow glass. He shoved it in his pocket. The geek squad back at base would need it.
At the cells, people reached their hands through the bars, most of them clearly dazed and confused.
One young boy stood close to the bars, large, dark eyes staring at them. He couldn’t be older than five. When he saw they were looking at him, he smiled.
“God,” Taylor murmured. “Hey there, sweetie. We’re going to get you out, okay?”
The boy nodded.
Devlin studied the locks on the cages. He felt a muscle tick in his jaw. They were heavy-duty, and he couldn’t see a way to pick them open. Damn.
“Maybe if we fire the raptor weapon on the locks, the poison will start eating through the metal,” Taylor suggested.
Devlin nodded and lifted his weapon. “Move back,” he warned the prisoners inside. He fired.
The poison hit the lock…and not much happened. The poison did sizzle faintly, but the damage was minimal.
“The locks must be reinforced,” he said grimly.
“Keep firing,” she said, her face set.
He nodded and fired again.
The sounds of raptor shouts and grunts echoing down the tunnels caught his ear.
Reinforcements were coming.
Despair washed through him, and he glanced at the boy watching them. Devlin closed his eyes for a second. It wouldn’t be the first time he hadn’t been able to save someone. He suspected it wouldn’t be the last, either.
He looked at Taylor. “We can’t stay.”
She bit her lip, looking like she wanted to hit something. She sucked in a few breaths.
Finally, she nodded. She turned to face the cages, crouching down near the boy. “What’s your name?”
“Max,” he whispered.
“Hey, Max, I’m Taylor.” Devlin saw her pull something from her pocket. The small heart charm. She handed it to the boy. “We’ll be back for you. A very brave woman gave this to me, so you take care of it for me now, okay? It’s a lucky charm.”
The boy’s fingers closed around it. “You’ll really come back?”
“I promise,” Taylor said.
Devlin caught Max’s eyes. “Be strong.” He looked at the others standing by the bars.
The sounds of the raptors were getting louder. “Come on, Taylor.”
They hurried away from the cages, and he saw the pain ravaging her face. They stopped by the raptors he’d downed, and both grabbed a gun and knife. Then, he pointed to a tunnel away from the sounds of the incoming raptors. They broke into a run.
They followed the twists and turns, but he could still hear the sounds of pursuit.
As they neared a junction, Devlin felt a rush of air on his skin. He turned his head and spotted a circular hole in the wall. “Wait…”
He moved over to it and stuck his head inside. A warm breeze brushed his face. It was a perfectly circular space, not even wide enough for him to stand in with his arms outstretched.
Faint light filtered in from above.
He turned his head and looked up.
His heart kicked in his chest. He could see a patch of blue sky far above. It was a shaft. It was a way out.
“Quick, Taylor. Get in here.”
He climbed in, and she did too, both of them pressed together.
“It’s a ventilation shaft,” she said.
“If we press our feet to the wall on either side, we can climb up to the surface.”
She nodded. “Let’s do it.”
She pressed one foot to the rock wall. He gripped her waist and helped boost her up. Keeping her legs spread across the shaft, she started inching upward.
He waited for her to move up a few meters. It would be slow going, but finally they had a way out.
Devlin thought once more of the people they were leaving behind, took a deep breath, and followed Taylor.
***
Every muscle in Taylor’s body was burning.
Sweat poured off her face, despite the air rushing down the ventilation shaft. Not that the air was cool. It felt like the cooler weather they’d been having had given way to a summer heatwave. Just her luck.
Her tank top was soaked, and the muscles in her back and legs were aching. She hauled herself up, her palms and soles of her feet sliding against the rough rock. She left a smear of blood behind with each move. The raptor weapon she’d hung over her shoulder bumped her side with every move.
“You’re doing great, Taylor.” Dev’s deep voice came from below her.
“Shouldn’t we have reached the surface by now?” She felt like that patch of blue above was taunting her, never getting any bigger.
“I’m guessing this shaft goes up into some sort of chimney. It must rise above ground level.”
“Great,” she muttered.
“We’re almost there. Keep going.”
Right. She could make it. She stared upward as she climbed, and finally could make out some white clouds in the sky.
She was just glad to see regular sunlight, and not that yellow globe light. She remembered the feeling of wanting to follow the light. It had blanked out everything else in her head. She’d felt hollow, just with a driving need to follow.
The taste of acid filled her mouth. The thought of having her free will stripped away left her sick. It was her worst nightmare.
“Speed it up, Cates.”
She glanced down at Devlin with a frown. “Bite me.”
She heard a laugh, and then he quietly muttered something. It sounded suspiciously like, “It would be my pleasure.”
Taylor continued to inch her way upward. “Are you looking at my ass?”
“I’m in a prime position to. And it is a great one.”
Now she laughed, the sound echoing in the shaft. “You sure know when and how to charm a gal, super spy.”
His laugh this time was deep and honest. Taylor liked the sound of it, and she wasn’t sure if she’d ever heard Devlin laugh before. They kept moving, and soon the shaft was filled with the sounds of their harsh breathing. Her arms and legs felt like noodles. Floppy noodles dipped in fiery lava.
“Almost…there,” Dev panted.
Thank God, or Taylor thought she might start to cry. She focused on getting to the top, and suddenly, she was there.
With a stifled sob, she gripped the edge and pulled herself up.
She rested there for a second, her hips pressed to the lip and her legs still dangling in the shaft. She looked out, and all the air left her lungs.
Dimly, she was aware of Devlin pulling himself up beside her. Without saying a word, they both swung their legs over and sat on the edge of the chimney.
They were at the top of a giant stack that offered a dizzying view. The alien factory spread out below them like an ugly, black city. Black smoke pumped out of other stacks, and far below, raptor patrols moved like tiny ants.
An overgrown, ruined town lay in the distance, and, beyond that, a strip of golden beach and the ocean. For the first time, she wondered how Finn and Lia had fared on their mission. Hell Squad had dropped Dev and Taylor off, then taken Finn and Lia in to steal an old plane. The pilots were then tasked to fly over the Pacific Ocean and drop a comms device that could reestablish communications with other human outposts. Taylor looked toward the ocean. Had the pilots made it?
Taylor’s fingers pressed into the ledge below her. The chimney was made of a slick, black substance, and curved away from them to form a wider base. How the hell were they going to get down? What she wouldn’t give for a good, solid rope about now.
Dev peered down. “Are you afraid of heights?”
“No.”
“What about slides?”
Her brows drew together. “Slides?”
Suddenly, he grabbed her hand and pushed off, dragging her with him.
 

Chapter Six
As they slid down the slick surface of the chimney, Taylor swallowed a scream. They gathered speed, the wind rushing into their faces. She held tightly onto Dev’s hand, and leaned into him.
They flew down the chimney, faster and faster. Oh, God. They were going to kill themselves at the bottom.
But as they hit the curving base, the chimney flattened out and their speed decreased.
Still, the ground rushed toward them, too fast for comfort.
Taylor braced herself. Her feet hit the ground, and she was flung forward. She ran several steps, arms flung out, trying to keep her balance. Rocks and sticks dug into the soles of her feet.
Finally, arms windmilling, she came to a stop.
She turned to grin at Dev. He stood, bent over, a few steps behind her, his hands pressed to his knees. He smiled back.
Then, she heard raptor shouts.
Dev’s smile evaporated. “They’ve spotted us.” He looked around. “Run for the trees.”
Taylor spun, heading toward the tree line beyond the factory area. It was how they’d snuck in originally, but the trees were still a long way off. Raptors didn’t like the trees. Something about the vegetation gave the raptors a bad reaction.
Off to the left, she saw raptors charging out from behind some buildings. She pumped her arms, trying to go faster. But dammit, it only took her a second to see that the raptors would cut them off well before she and Dev reached the trees.
She swung her weapon around. Just behind her, she heard Dev start firing and she joined him.
The raptors reached them. One huge raptor swung out and knocked Taylor’s gun to the ground. As Devlin kept firing, Taylor yanked out the raptor knife she’d appropriated and leaped into the air.
She attacked the giant raptor using every ounce of her speed. She got in a quick stab to his shoulder before she landed back on the ground in a crouch. She went in low, and jabbed up into his gut. The alien roared and kicked out, catching her in the side.
Taylor fell back in a sprawl, pain radiating through her. Damn. She jumped back to her feet.
“Taylor!”
She turned, just in time to see another raptor jumping at her. He was even bigger than the first.
She moved to dodge away, but her first opponent wrapped his arms around her middle and held her in place. She struggled against his brawny, scaly arms but she couldn’t move. Her arms were trapped at her sides.
The incoming raptor had his claws out, aiming for her gut.
Suddenly, a lean body leaped in front of her. The raptor’s claws sunk deep into Devlin’s stomach.
No! “Dev!”
Emotions coalesced to a tight, hard ball in Taylor, her head clearing of everything. Once before, she’d felt this. A will to survive. A will to fight. And now, she felt a desperate need to see Devlin survive.
She lifted her legs and dropped her body weight. She surprised her captor and his hold loosened enough for her to get an arm free. She swung out with the blade, fighting like a crazy woman.
Four vicious stabs and he fell back with a cry.
She spun, reached past Dev, and slammed her blade up into the gut of the raptor whose claws were still embedded in Dev’s skin. The raptor pulled back, and as his claws came free, Dev let out a long, pained groan.
As the raptors pulled back to regroup, Taylor slid an arm around Devlin. She started backing them toward the trees. It wasn’t too far now.
But he was limping. “How bad?”
“Bad.” His voice was a pain-ravaged rasp.
She felt goose bumps on her skin, despite the warm sun. Something told her that a man like Devlin Gray didn’t use the word “bad” unless he really meant it.
She took more of his weight, glancing back at the raptors. Another patrol was racing to join the battered remains of the first one. They were pointing toward Taylor and Devlin.
They’d be in pursuit soon.
When they finally reached the trees, she felt a shudder of relief. The trees wouldn’t stop the raptors completely, but it would slow them down. She urged Dev on into the deepest vegetation.
“This is where you lie to me, super spy, and tell me you’ll be fine.”
As they moved deeper into the trees, he made a pained sound. “This is where I tell you that I have internal injuries and I’m bleeding out.”
Taylor felt like she had a rock lodged in her throat. “You know what, for a spy, you suck at lying.”
“I’ll never lie to you, Taylor.” Deep blue eyes stared down at her. “I’m not going to make it, but you are.”
***
Dammit, he couldn’t block the pain anymore. Fighting through the agony, he focused on Taylor.
“You need to leave me. Get out of the alien jamming zone around the factory, and try to make contact with the Enclave.”
Devlin felt Taylor’s arm tighten around him. “And leave you here? Save myself?”
Her voice was cool, completely practical. Good. “That’s right. It’s the best option.”
“Maybe I should put you out of your misery first?” Her tone was downright icy now. “If they catch you, they might interrogate you. They could get valuable information about the Enclave.”
Devlin blinked. He wasn’t an idiot. She was mad. “I want you to survive, Taylor. I’m doing this for you. If we hobble together like this through the trees, we’ll both get caught.”
She sniffed. “I’ll take my chances. I’m planning to save your fine ass, Devlin Gray.” She urged him on, skirting a large tree.
He felt some unfamiliar emotion digging into his chest. Panic. “If you die, you’d be missed.”
Her mouth firmed into a flat line. “And you wouldn’t?”
His lack of connections was his own choice, and he knew regrets weren’t worth the effort or energy. “No. I wouldn’t.”
“I think it’s cowardly not to have relationships. To not care for anybody.”
As they jostled over some rough ground, air hissed through his teeth. “You’re calling me a coward?”
She rolled her eyes. “I know you’re a super spy, and that you charge into danger in the blink of an eye. But risking your body is one thing. Risking your heart, that’s something else.”
Silence fell between them. She might be right, but he just sucked at caring for people. He could never quite get it right, and the one time he’d tried, it had been a disaster.
“You don’t know what you’re talking about.” His voice was sharper than he intended. “Risking emotional connections can be just as dangerous. And afterward, the emotional upheaval isn’t worth it.”
“My mother died protecting me. Died right in front of me. Afterward, my father erased her from our life. He threw out all photos of her, all mentions of her, and he refused to talk about her. So, I think I know a little bit about it.”
Devlin closed his eyes for a minute. This was just more proof that he was really bad at this kind of stuff.
“Dad said he just wanted to forget.” Her voice wavered. “And I never want to forget. I want to always remember everything I experience, in my mother’s memory. I want to be important to the people I care about.”
They kept moving in silence. “I’m sorry about your mother, Taylor.”
“Thanks,” she said quietly.
“Do you know what happened to your father after the invasion?”
She shook her head.
Devlin kept trying to catch any indication they were being followed, but all he heard were the birds in the trees. He felt sweat sliding down his face. Damn, it was hot today. Just one more discomfort to add to the agony tearing through his gut.
Finally, Taylor slowed. “Let’s stop here for a quick rest.”
She leaned him against a tree, and Devlin knew he could no longer stay upright on his own.
“Let me check your wounds.” She pressed her fingers to his abs, and hissed. “Dev.”
“We have no first aid kit,” he said. “We both know I need nanomeds to survive.”
“Just be quiet.” She sounded angry again. She reached down and gripped the bottom of her tank top. She tore a strip of fabric off the bottom, leaving her toned stomach bare. She pressed the wadded fabric against his wounds.
“I’d miss you,” she said quietly.
Her voice was so quiet, he almost missed her words. “What?”
She looked up, amber eyes glowing. “I’d miss you, if you were gone.”
The moment turned charged, and they just stared at each other.
Then, she straightened. “Now.” She patted the makeshift bandage gently, tucking it into the waistband of his trousers. “The Gizzida have a mind-control device, and we need to get back to warn the others. Get moving, super spy.”
Dev glanced down at his bloody, torn stomach. The pain was outrageous, and he wasn’t sure how much farther he could go.
“In order to save humanity, Devlin, you need to get up and get moving.” Her tone warned him that she wasn’t taking no for an answer.
He gave a short nod. She slipped her arm back around him. As they moved, pain shot through him, like he was being roasted in the fires of Hell. He gritted his teeth, trying to hide it from her.
“Sorry,” she murmured. “I know it hurts.”
Devlin ground his teeth together. “I’ve been trained to block out the pain.”
They kept moving, their steps agonizingly slow. “They taught you to block out the pain…in case you were tortured?”
“Yes.”
“We did a few sessions during my Army training. But I guess you had the advanced lessons.”
She was right. There was no way he’d tell her about the hell he and the other MI6 recruits had been put through.
They passed close to some abandoned houses that backed onto the bush. They all had that eerie, empty feel. Some had overgrown gardens and broken windows. But others looked pristine, as though kids would run out to play in the yard at any minute.
“Do you think we’re out of the jamming range yet?” she asked.
Devlin’s head was starting to go fuzzy. It was hard to keep his thoughts straight. “I don’t know.” He stumbled, nearly taking them both down.
She grunted, jamming her arms against him and keeping them both upright. “You’re heavier than you look. Come on, Devlin. Keep it together.”
But the dizziness was getting bad. Dammit.
He felt a sense of hopelessness. She was so damn stubborn, and he knew she wouldn’t leave him. He gritted his teeth, and kept putting one foot in front of the other.
They hadn’t gone much farther, when they heard a quiet rustling in the trees.
It was close. And it was ahead of them.
They both froze. “Shit,” she muttered.
The aliens had circled ahead of them. Devlin closed his eyes. Goddammit.
Taylor turned to the left, away from the sounds. “Move it, super spy.”
***
The noise of a big body moving stealthily through the vegetation didn’t go away. Taylor scowled, trying to take more of Devlin’s weight. The raptors had gotten ahead of them, and were boxing them in.
God, she hoped they didn’t have canids. She hated those alien hunting dogs.
She could feel Devlin slowing, and knew that each step was agony for him. It made tears burn in her eyes.
Whatever happened, they weren’t going down without a fight.
“Taylor—”
She looked at him, and saw a steady acceptance in his eyes. The sounds of their pursuers were close now.
This was it. They were trapped, he was in no condition to fight back, and they’d run out of options.
“I know,” she said.
He pressed a hand to her arm, squeezing. In his eyes, she saw unspoken things. She touched his jaw, feeling the brush of his sexy scruff. Then she leaned him against another tree.
“I’m not going down without a fight.” She stepped in front of him, and pulled out the alien blade.
The branches ahead parted, and a large body appeared.
Taylor blinked, and the air rushed out of her.
Cruz Ramos, second-in-command of Hell Squad, raised a brow. “You two are hard to find.”
Behind the soldier, Marcus Steele’s bulky form broke through the vegetation. As his scarred face took them in, the rest of Hell Squad appeared.
“You had us worried,” Marcus said in his gravelly voice.
Taylor felt lightheaded with relief. Help had arrived. They were going to be okay. She reached back and gripped Devlin’s hand. “It is damn good to see you guys.”
Cruz studied Devlin and frowned. “He’s bleeding out.” The soldier moved to Dev’s other side, taking some of his weight.
“Raptor clawed him,” Taylor said.
Shaw Baird, Hell Squad’s tall, lanky sniper stepped forward, carrying a field first aid kit. “Hey there, Dev. Let ol’ Shaw take a look.” He shot them both a charming smile.
The man had liked the ladies—a lot—before he’d fallen in love. And since he’d fallen in love with Hell Squad’s only female soldier—one tough, deadly woman—he didn’t look at the ladies anymore but he was still a charmer.
“Shaw has a thing for playing doctor,” the female in question said dryly.
Taylor looked over at the woman dressed in all-black armor, her black braid over one shoulder and her carbine held lightly in her hands. Claudia Frost put the bad in badass.
Shaw probed Devlin’s stomach and cursed. “They sure did a number on you, mate.”
The sniper pulled some things out of the first aid kit, opening packets and then pressing adhesive sealers over Dev’s wounds.
“That’ll stop the bleeding.” Shaw held up a pressure injector. “And now for some painkillers and antibiotics.” He pressed it to Dev’s neck. “That’ll hold you until we get back to the Enclave.”
Taylor watched Dev’s face and instantly saw some of the lines bracketing his mouth ease. Thank God. The drugs would fully kick in before long, blocking his pain.
“Let’s get out of here,” Marcus ordered.
Big, silent Gabe appeared beside Taylor, gently pushing her out of the way. He moved in on the other side of Devlin. Sandwiched between Cruz and Gabe with their armor on, Devlin almost looked small. The two soldiers started moving, practically carrying Devlin.
Suddenly, strong arms lifted Taylor off her feet.
“I’m your ride.”
She turned her head and looked into Reed MacKinnon’s eyes. He was Hell Squad’s explosives expert.
“I can walk,” she said.
The former Coalition Navy SEAL just smiled. “Your feet are bleeding all over the place, Taylor, and you look like you’ve had a hell of a day.”
“It has been pretty sucky,” she conceded.
“Why don’t you just sit back and enjoy the ride?”
She leaned into him, keeping her gaze on Devlin’s back.
Ahead, Marcus touched a finger to his ear. “Elle, we found them. Get Finn and his Hawk back down here. The place is crawling with raptors.”
They pushed steadily through the trees, moving fast. They crossed a shallow river and passed more houses, long abandoned.
Suddenly, from behind them, she heard the distinctive sound of raptor fire, followed by howls and yelps.
Her blood ran cold. Canids. Dammit.
“Pick up speed,” Marcus growled.
They didn’t worry about stealth anymore, rushing through the forest. Then they broke out of the trees, facing an open field.
Marcus pointed ahead. “We need to cross this open ground and get back to those trees on the other side. The Hawk will meet us there.”
Along with Hell Squad, Taylor assessed the clearing. There’d be no cover. They’d be out in the open.
“Let’s do this,” Cruz said. “Fast.”
After Marcus’ nod, the team launched forward.
Taylor glanced back, watching as Shaw and Claudia brought up the rear, facing the way they’d come, with their weapons up and aimed.
They were half way across when the raptors broke out of the trees and started firing at them.
Shaw went down on one knee, aiming his long-range laser weapon. He started picking off the aliens with amazing precision. Claudia stood beside him, laying down cover fire.
“They’re hurting from the trees,” Shaw yelled. “Bleeding from the ears and nose.”
Taylor slipped her hand into the holster on Reed’s thigh, and pulled out his laser pistol. She aimed over his shoulder and fired.
“Hell Squad,” Marcus yelled. “Ready to go to hell?”
“Hell, yeah! The devil needs an ass kicking!”
“Take these bastards down,” Marcus shouted.
Taylor found herself set down on the ground beside Devlin.
“Keep the pistol,” Reed told her. “Guard him.”
She lifted the pistol and watched as Hell Squad did what they did best.
The team moved like clockwork, advancing on the aliens. Every face was cool, composed, focused on the task at hand, as Marcus bellowed out orders. Gabe and Cruz got in close, taking down a few raptors hand-to-hand. Reed tossed a grenade into the long grass where a few aliens had taken cover. Claudia and Shaw kept taking raptors down with precision shooting.
This was a group who’d fought together many times before. They trusted each other implicitly, and they fought with a gritty, focused style that was damn amazing.
In moments, the fight was over. All the were raptors down.
As Hell Squad walked back toward Taylor and Devlin, she felt a rush of air above her. She arched her head back, and stared at the Hawk quadcopter descending.
Its four rotors were spinning fast, the sunlight glinting off its dull gray hull. Its skids touched down, and a second later, the side door opened.
“Get in.” Finn Erickson, the best Hawk pilot they had, stood in the doorway.
Taylor started to help Dev up and Gabe appeared to help. Soon, they were climbing into the seats in the back of the Hawk.
As soon as Hell Squad was all aboard, Marcus slammed the door shut. “Let’s go, Erickson.”
Taylor blinked, feeling a sense of surreal shock.
They’d made it.
They weren’t still locked up in that alien factory anymore. They were safe.
She studied Dev’s pale face. He looked better than before, but she knew he was barely holding onto consciousness. She helped him settle back against the chair, and when she went to pull away, he reached out and gripped her hand, holding on tight.
She hesitated, then sat back beside him, threading her fingers through his.
“We’re heading home, super spy. Hold on a little bit longer.”
 

Chapter Seven
Devlin drifted in and out of consciousness. He looked across the Hawk and watched Hell Squad. They hadn’t relaxed, and he knew they wouldn’t until they were safely back at the Enclave.
Marcus was talking quietly with Cruz, while Shaw was saying something to Claudia that made her elbow him in the side. Gabe was silent and menacing, leaning against the back wall of the quadcopter, and Reed was sitting nearby, eyes closed, but his body alert.
It was just another day at the office for Hell Squad. But even though they radiated a mean toughness, he sensed the camaraderie between them all. They all had lovers and other halves. They all jumped right into life, even knowing how bleak things could be.
Devlin felt Taylor shift beside him, her fingers tight on his. How many times had he come back from a mission injured? He’d lost count. How many times had he come back with someone holding his hand? The answer to that question was never.
He must have drifted away again, because the next thing he knew, the Hawk was descending straight downward.
Glancing out the window, he watched the quadcopter pass through the retracted docking bay doors leading into the Hawk hangar.
They were back at the Enclave.
“Home sweet home,” Marcus said.
“Wasn’t sure we’d see it again,” Taylor said quietly. She looked and sounded exhausted.
Devlin managed to push himself upright. “We need to debrief the general. Now.”
General Adam Holmes had been the man who’d made Blue Mountain Base a haven for survivors, and the man who’d put together the squads to fight back against the Gizzida. He’d been the one to bring them safely to the Enclave after Blue Mountain Base had been attacked by the aliens. He worked tirelessly to keep all the human survivors safe, and he needed to know about the mind-control device.
Taylor slapped a hand against Devlin’s chest, one dark brow arched. “You’re leaking blood everywhere, super spy. A debrief can wait—”
“No, it can’t.”
As she huffed out a sigh, Marcus opened the side door of the Hawk.
Cruz appeared, helping Devlin to his feet. Outside the Hawk, Devlin saw a crowd waiting for them. Holmes, and Niko, the civilian leader of the Enclave. Devlin’s boss, Santha, was there as well, with her heavily pregnant belly. All of Squad Nine also waited behind them, looking tough, despite being dressed in civilian clothes.
As Cruz helped him out of the Hawk, he noticed Taylor wincing as she stepped onto the ground. His torn feet were hurting too, but Taylor was leaving a set of bloody footprints. Now that the adrenaline had worn off, she must be in agony.
Doc Emerson strode toward them. The woman had a no-nonsense bedside manner, and ran the medical teams at the Enclave. Her team waited, ionostretchers standing by, floating off the ground.
The general stepped forward, his bearing straight as always. “It’s good to have you back.”
Devlin nodded. “We need to talk.”
Holmes nodded. “When you and Taylor didn’t check in on schedule, we knew something was wrong.”
Emerson pushed forward, her white lab coat flapping around her body. The ends of her blonde hair brushed her jaw as she shook her head. “You can talk all you want, after Devlin is no longer bleeding.”
Devlin traded a look with Holmes. He knew the man understood that what Devlin had to say couldn’t be discussed in front of a crowd.
The general nodded again. “Of course, Emerson. I think Niko and I will come along with you to the infirmary.”
Emerson pressed one hand to her hip. “As long as you stay out of my way.” Her voice was dry. She looked back at Devlin and pointed. “Stretcher.”
Oh, no. He shook his head. “I can wa—”
Taylor slipped her arm around his waist and urged him toward the stretcher. “You’re about to fall down. Besides, doctor’s orders.”
He shot her a look, but when he saw the lingering worry in her eyes, he sighed. He allowed himself to be herded onto the stretcher.
As Taylor stepped back, Emerson pointed to the second stretcher. “You too, Taylor.”
Taylor started. “What?”
Devlin laughed, and Taylor crossed her arms over her chest.
The next thing, her squad surrounded her. “On the stretcher, Cates.” Roth Masters stepped forward, his muscular shoulders and arms stretching his dark T-shirt. “That’s an order.”
“Glad you’re in one piece,” tall, sexy Camryn McNab said. The woman looked like she could stride down a runway, despite the fact she handled a carbine with ease.
“And good work out there.” Roth squeezed Taylor’s shoulder.
She let Roth help her onto the stretcher. Soon, they were pushed out of the hangar and down the corridors leading to the Enclave infirmary. As they entered Emerson’s domain, she marveled again at the state-of-the-art equipment the Enclave had. Blue Mountain Base had been an old military base, hastily converted with scavenged goods for the survivors who’d ended up there. The Enclave had been custom-designed by the Coalition President as his own personal little haven.
Soon, Devlin and Taylor were moved onto beds in the infirmary. The doc and her nurses bustled around, connecting them to monitors and checking wounds.
Holmes and Niko stood by the foot of Devlin’s bed. The civilian leader had some paint on his cheek. Devlin knew the man was an artist, but the first moment Devlin had met the man, he’d known Nikolai Ivanov hadn’t always just been an artist. It took a spy to recognize another.
“The Gizzida are definitely using those factories to make vehicles and other tech.” Devlin watched the men scowl. “But there’s other stuff going on there as well.”
As the doc probed his claw wounds, he hissed out a breath.
From the bed beside him, he heard a startled, “Ow!”
Devlin turned his head, and saw an older nurse, Norah, fussing over Taylor’s torn up feet.
He fought a smile. Everything she’d been through, and getting cuts cleaned made her complain.
“Devlin?”
The general’s voice made him snap his gaze back to the men watching him. “It’s far worse than the aliens building more vehicles.”
“It always is,” Niko said, a faint hint of his Russian heritage in his voice.
“They tossed Taylor and me into a cage.” Devlin pressed his tongue to his teeth. “They demanded we mate, or they’d kill us.”
Doc Emerson’s hands froze on his wounds and he heard Norah gasp. Devlin kept his gaze on the general and Niko. A muscle ticked in Holmes’ jaw, and Niko uttered a soft curse.
Emerson looked up at him then over at Taylor. “Are you both okay—?”
Taylor smiled weakly. “We didn’t do it.” She winked at Devlin. “We did put on a hell of a show, though.”
Everyone around them relaxed.
“We managed to escape, but we were forced deeper into the factory,” Devlin said.
“We ended up in underground tunnels the Gizzida have bored out beneath the factories.” Taylor hissed and turned to glare at Norah. The nurse was swiping some liquid over Taylor’s feet. “That hurts.”
Norah shot her a sour look. “Unlike fighting vicious aliens?”
“Speaking of which,” Devlin said. “We fought off a velox.”
“There was actually a pack of eight, but luckily, only one found us.”
“So, with limited weapons and no armor, you fought off a velox,” Niko said incredulously.
“And I lost count of how many raptors,” Taylor said.
“I had a good fight partner.” Devlin looked at Taylor, but then his smile died away. “We also saw humans.”
Both of the men cursed this time.
“God, there are kids locked up in there, too,” Taylor said, sitting up.
“They were being controlled.” Devlin’s stomach churned. “The raptors are using these glowing, yellow globes that appear to be some sort of mind-control device.”
“What?” Holmes breathed.
“They were leading humans with it, and the people were…blank. Completely docile.”
“It caught me for a second.” Taylor wrapped her arms around her middle. “Devlin saved me by shattering the globe. It just wiped out all my thoughts except the urge to follow the light.”
“Jesus,” Niko said.
The general ran a hand through his hair. “Damn. This is bad.”
“This must be the weapon we’ve heard mentioned,” Niko said.
“Weapon?” Devlin said, frowning.
Holmes nodded. “After Lia and Finn successfully reestablished communications with the other human bases, we’ve heard talk of some secret raptor weapon.”
Not good. “I managed to get this from the globe I broke.” Devlin fished the shard of yellow glass out of his pocket. “With this mind-control tech, they’ll be able to draw out any humans in hiding.”
***
Taylor fluffed the pillow behind her back. She couldn’t wait to get out of the infirmary. Her wounds were all cleaned up, but she desperately wanted a hot shower.
The general and Niko had left. Off to schedule a war meeting with the squad leaders, no doubt. They’d want to discuss the intel that Devlin and Taylor had brought back.
She glanced over at where Doc Emerson was finishing up with Devlin. “How is he, Doc?”
Devlin stirred. “He is right here.”
The doc finished spreading something across Devlin’s abdomen. “He’s fine. I’m going to give you both a small shot of nanomeds. It’ll deal with your injuries, and you’re both a bit dehydrated. So, the nanomeds will give you a boost.”
The doctor held up two syringes filled with silver liquid. Taylor wrinkled her nose. She knew the liquid was actually small medical machines that would flow through their bodies, healing whatever injuries they could find. But she also knew, from experience, that even a small shot hurt like hell.
She watched as the doctor injected Devlin. The man didn’t even flinch.
As Emerson moved closer with the needle, Taylor squeezed her eyes shut.
“You’re afraid of needles?” Dev asked, incredulous. “I saw you take down raptors twice your size without blinking.”
“I’m not afraid of the needle. It’s the thought of those machines running amok in my body.”
She felt the burn as the doc injected her, then Emerson stepped back. “There you go.” The doctor whipped something out of her lab coat pocket. It was a homemade strawberry lollipop. “For being such a good girl.”
Taylor snatched the lollipop and barely resisted poking out her tongue.
Emerson gave them both a look. “Are you both sure you’re fine? It sounds like you were in a pretty tough situation.”
Devlin looked at Taylor and they shared a smile. “We’re good,” Taylor said. “Promise.”
Emerson patted Taylor on the arm. “Won’t be long and your nanomeds will be done, since your injuries aren’t too bad.”
Taylor moaned. “Thank you. I have plans for a long, hot shower. And then I’m going to raid my stash of chocolates.”
Emerson tilted her head. “Chocolates? What kind?”
“Belgian.”
Now the doctor groaned. “Lucky.” She turned to face Dev. “You’ll have to stay a little longer. I want those claw marks fully healed before you head out.”
Taylor dozed off for a bit while she waited for her nanomed treatment to finish. Every now and then she would open her eyes and check that Dev was still okay, still in the bed beside hers.
Finally, Emerson reappeared. “All done, Taylor.”
“Thanks.” Taylor slid off the bed, already feeling stronger. For some reason, she felt reluctant to leave. “Feel better,” she told Dev.
He nodded. “Thanks. And you get some rest.”
Her feet dragging, Taylor took two steps toward the door. She paused, looking back over her shoulder. “Dev? Thanks for everything.”
He gave her another steady look and nodded.
With nothing left to say, she headed out. Soon, she was back in her room. It looked exactly as she’d left it before the mission, but suddenly it felt different. Not so welcoming and cozy. Like she didn’t fit there anymore.
With a groan, she stripped off the remnants of her dirty, ruined clothes, and tossed them beside the trash can. Then, she headed for the shower.
As hot water poured over her head, she felt the dirt and grime slide away. She worked shampoo into her hair, and still felt strange. She still felt amped up. Edgy. She couldn’t really believe it was over. It was normal, she knew, to feel like this after a tough mission.
One second, she’d been a prisoner of the raptors, she and Devlin fighting for their lives. And the next second, they were safe.
Usually, she blew off steam with her squad. A few drinks, some laughs, or even a movie.
She lifted her face up to the spray, letting the shampoo wash away, and thought of Devlin. What did he do to blow off steam after a mission? She was a hundred percent sure he didn’t hang out with friends. No, he probably got to work planning his next mission.
A series of flashbacks burst behind her eyes. The two of them fighting together. Dev’s wicked, lethal moves. Dev encouraging her as they climbed that shaft. Dev stroking his long, thick cock.
Damn. Taylor pressed her cheek against the tiles. Now she realized what she was feeling. Desire.
They’d been in a terrible situation, but Taylor knew herself well. Being locked in that cage with Devlin had ignited something that had been there all along.
She slid her hands down, cupping her breasts. She caught one nipple between her fingers, plucking at it. Closing her eyes, she thought of Devlin’s hard, lean body. He was built for stealth and speed, all those long, tempting muscles. She thought of his long-fingered hand as he stroked his hard cock.
Moaning, Taylor closed her eyes, sliding her hand down her belly.
A knock rattled her bathroom door.
“Hey, Taylor. Brought you some chow.”
Taylor jerked, pressing her hands flat against the tiles. It was Cam. And if Cam was there, it meant the rest of her squad was, too. They’d come to check on her.
After a deep breath, she flicked off the shower. She stepped out, grabbed a towel, and dried off. She snatched her electric-blue robe off a hook on the back of the door, and wrapped it around herself, belting it tight. When she opened the door, all of her squad was crammed into her quarters. Her throat tightened with emotion.
Theron and Roth—both wearing T-shirts stretched over broad, muscled chests—were sitting at her table, eating off a giant platter of food. Avery, Roth’s partner, was balanced on the arm of his chair. Sienna, her dark curls loose, had her petite body curled up on Taylor’s bed. Mac and Cam—both women looking deadly despite being relaxed—were leaning against the wall.
“We came to check that you were okay,” Roth said.
Taylor felt a curl of warmth in her chest. Her squad was her family. They made the crappy existence they all lived in so much better.
“I’m all healed.” Taylor sauntered over and grabbed some fruit off the tray. Popping a blueberry in her mouth, she studied her friends. “And I’m clean.” She wrinkled her nose. “The inside of those alien factories isn’t exactly sanitary.”
Mac—aka Mackenna Carides, Squad Nine’s second-in-command—stepped forward, grabbing Taylor’s arm. “It was bad. The situation with Gray.”
The berry stuck in Taylor’s throat. She realized her friends were here to find out if they needed to beat up Devlin. “I wouldn’t have made it without him.” She sucked in a calming breath. “Yes, the aliens wanted us to mate, but we fooled them. And that man did everything he could to protect me. Without him, I wouldn’t have made it out. He damn near killed himself to save me.”
She felt all her squad members relax.
Roth nodded. “Good.”
Mac patted Taylor’s arm. “We’re all glad you’re okay.”
Cam crossed her long legs at her ankles. “I have to say, that man is fine to look at.”
From the bed, Sienna gave a wistful sigh. “I wouldn’t mind being forced to mate with Devlin Gray.”
A laugh burst from Taylor and she saw Roth rolling his eyes. By now, their leader was used to all the girl talk. Across from him, Theron scowled. Theron didn’t particularly like talking at all.
“I’m fine, guys,” Taylor reassured them. She looked at Roth. “Have you met with the general?”
Roth nodded. “He told me about the mind-control device you and Devlin saw.”
The others all straightened.
“You saw what?” Cam demanded.
Taylor looked at her friends. “It looks like a yellow globe, and it can control human minds. It wipes out your thoughts and makes you follow the raptors.”
“Fuck,” Cam muttered.
“We need to find a way to stop this device,” Taylor said.
Sienna shook her head. “It completely freaks me out to think the aliens have a way to control our minds.”
“And they had more humans locked up in cages.” Taylor’s voice hitched. “We have to get them out.”
Roth stood. “We will. Holmes is working on a plan.” Roth clamped a big hand on Taylor’s shoulder. “But for now, you need some rest.”
She nodded. “I have a date with some chocolate and a bed.”
He smiled. “And I owe you a bottle of Chardonnay.”
She smiled back. He’d promised her one when she got back from this mission. “So you do.”
Her squad shuffled out, giving her hugs as they left. Theron tugged on her hair, his eyes serious. “You’re sure you’re okay?”
“No one for you to beat up, big guy, except the aliens.”
As Taylor closed the door, her quarters suddenly felt very, very empty. She forced herself to eat some more of the food they’d brought her. Slowly, the warmth she’d felt from her squad’s presence dimmed.
She stood there, staring at the wall, a strange feeling curling inside her.
Now that she was clean and fed, she knew exactly what she wanted. She checked her watch and then turned and hurried to her closet.
She didn’t really have many clothes to choose from. One or two party dresses she kept for the odd celebration, and the rest of the space was filled with cargo pants and tank tops. They all received clothing credits to use at the Enclave store, but she rarely wasted her credits on clothes she’d rarely wear. With a shrug, she pulled on some tan cargo pants and pulled a green tank over her head.
She hurried out, striding down the corridor. The Enclave was far prettier than Blue Mountain Base had been. While the underground military base had been utilitarian, the Enclave walls were lined with artwork. She had to admit, while she missed Blue Mountain Base, and the rather spartan life they’d been living there, she quite enjoyed the decadence of the Enclave.
Finally, she stopped at a door and took a deep breath. She knocked.
A second later, Devlin opened the door. His dark hair was wet, and he was wearing dark trousers and a white dress shirt that was still open, revealing a strip of his bronze chest.
She stared intently at his toned abs, then released a breath. There was no sign of those terrible claw marks.
She lifted her head and looked at him. He looked back.
Following her instincts, Taylor leaped at him.
As he caught her, she wrapped her legs around his hips and kissed him.
 

Chapter Eight
Bloody hell. Shocked desire and need slammed into Devlin.
Wrapping his arms around Taylor, he managed to kick the door closed. He kissed her back, their tongues dueling.
Before, when he’d kissed her, their circumstances had been dire, and he’d only gotten the smallest taste of her.
Now he was hungry. Hungry for everything.
He spun around and pressed her up against the wall. Her hands dived into his hair, and she made a hungry sound in her throat.
Devlin managed to pull his mouth away from hers. “You’re sure? Be sure, Taylor.”
Her smile was sexy. “I’m sure. I’ve never been more sure.”
“God, I want you.” He pressed his mouth back to hers, tongue delving deep. He drew in the taste of her.
“You’re feeling all right?” she panted against his lips. “The doc gave you the all clear?”
He shoved his hips against her so she could feel the hard bulge of his cock. “I’m good. More than good.”
He boosted her up higher against the wall. Reaching down, he gripped the hem of her tank top—a twin to the one she’d been wearing when they were captured—and pulled it up. Next, he shoved down the cups of her bra and let her breasts spill out. He lowered his head, and sucked one nipple into his mouth.
“Yes.” Her hands slid deeper into his hair.
“I wanted to do this…before,” he murmured against her creamy skin.
“I wanted you to do it.” As he lapped harder, she tugged on his hair, hard. “Yes, Dev. Like that.”
He nipped her, then blew across her nipples. He watched them turn to firm little nubs.
“I like it hard.” She arched into him.
He bit her harder, savoring her moan. She liked a little edge, did she? He did, too.
“You’re so damn pretty, Taylor.”
Her hands pushed at his shirt. “And I can’t see any of you.”
“You will.”
He spun and carried her to his bed. He laid her out on it and set about stripping her. As he unsnapped her cargo pants, she lifted her hips and helped him slide them off. She reared up and together they yanked her top over her head. Her bra followed.
Devlin stopped, taking a second to drink her all in. She was toned, but with curves designed to drive a man wild—full breasts, an indentation at her waist, then the flare of her hips. Her legs were long and strong.
She came up on her knees, but he reached for her, planting a hand between her breasts. “No. Stay there.”
With a smile, she lay back. She was so sexy, a fantasy come to life, and it went straight to his cock. A cock that was now pressing firmly against his zipper.
He shrugged his shirt off. “I plan to gorge myself on you.”
Her breath hitched. “Gorging is good.”
She was laid out on his bed, completely naked for him. He leaned one knee on the bed, feeling like the conquering hero with his very willing spoils of war. He leaned over and pressed a kiss to her belly. He felt her muscles clenching.
Devlin dipped his fingers into her belly button, then let his fingers drift lower. He found that fascinating, tiny strip of hair. “This tormented me.” He ran his fingers through the neat curls, then lower. Beneath it, she was bare and pink.
He nudged her legs apart, and slid off the bed to his knees. With one firm tug that had her gasping, he pulled her to the edge of the bed. He stared at her, a wild hunger gnawing at his gut. He realized he felt completely out of control. Desperate to feel her and taste her.
That made him pause. He’d had plenty of sex before, but always on his terms. And no matter how good it had been, he’d always, without fail, kept a part of himself in check.
Now, with this woman who’d fought beside him, and risked her life for him, that controlled part of him was free.
He leaned forward and licked her.
“Yes!” she cried. “God, yes.”
Her words echoed in the room. He smiled against her thigh. Apparently, Taylor wasn’t quiet during sex. “You’ll scream my name, Taylor.”
“Only if you make me.”
He nipped her inner thigh, making her squirm. Cheeky. He was surprised to find he liked it.
He went back to sucking and licking. He thrust his tongue inside her, the noises she made egging him on. Then he dragged his tongue up over her and circled her clit. When he started sucking on that little nub, she came apart.
“Devlin!”
The sound of her screaming his name was the most beautiful thing he’d ever heard.
She dropped back, lying there wrecked and breathing heavily. Her eyelids were half closed. “I still haven’t seen you yet.”
He stood and started to unfasten his trousers.
Her appreciative gaze moved over him, traveling over his chest and lower. His trousers dropped to the floor and he kicked them away.
She sat up, tracing the ridges of his abs. Tracing where the raptor claws had gouged him. “You’re really okay? There’s no damage left from the injuries?”
“One hundred percent healed. Because of you. Because you were so damn stubborn and wouldn’t give up on me.”
“We helped each other.” She reached down, her hand circling his cock. “And we can help each other again.”
Oh, yes. He nudged her back on the bed. If she kept touching him, he’d come like an untried teenager. “Do you have a contraceptive implant?”
She nodded. “It’s good for a few more months.”
Knowing she was protected from disease and unplanned pregnancy, he shoved her knees back against her chest. He knelt between her toned legs, gripping his cock. He rubbed it between her legs. “Looks like I’m on top this time.”
“I’ll get my turn,” she said huskily. “You’ve been warned.”
Just the thought of Taylor above him—taking him inside her, riding him hard—made his cock jump. They were absolutely doing that later. “I can’t wait.”
Desire and humor were a potent mix. Devlin loved the teasing look on her face, and it combined with the raging need inside him.
Without giving her any warning, he thrust inside her.
She gave a short, startled scream.
He paused. “Too much?” Damn, had he hurt her?
“No.” Her teeth bit into her bottom lip. “Just let me get used to you.”
He pulled out of her slowly. Damn, she was so tight and hot. He gave a small thrust back in, a groan torn from his throat.
She moaned. “You feel so good. Better than I imagined. Show me what you’ve got, super spy.”
Devlin gripped her thighs firmly, and started thrusting. As her nails scored his back, he was completely lost in her. He gave himself up to the lush, seductive pleasure.
***
Taylor’s body was on fire, and she loved it.
Devlin’s thick cock was powering inside her, and she couldn’t take her eyes off his lean, hard body. The strained look on his face, the intense look in his dark eyes, and the way he kept her pinned to the bed set her alight.
She felt one of his hands slide down her leg and then across her lower belly. He moved lower still, his fingers touching where he was splitting her.
“Stretched so prettily around me.” His voice was deep and husky.
Then his fingers moved, his thumb pressing down on her clit.
Oh, God. As he touched her with firm, sure circles, she felt her release bearing down on her. It was electricity racing through her veins. “I’m going to come.”
“Come. Just for me, Taylor. No one else can see but me.”
As the sensation slammed into her, she screamed.
A second later, Devlin spread her thighs wider and moved inside her, harder and faster than before. It only took him three more thrusts and he lodged himself deep and came. His groan filled the air.
She watched as he came, absorbing the look on his face—a pleasure-pain grimace.
He lay down beside her. He stretched a possessive arm across her belly, pulling her close into the curve of his body. One firm male thigh draped over her legs.
“Okay?” He pressed a kiss to her shoulder.
“What, did you miss me screaming just how much I enjoyed myself?”
He shot her a sexy smile. “I’m pretty sure everyone in the base heard you.”
Heat filled her cheeks. “No.” God, she hoped not. “These rooms are well soundproofed.”
His fingers drifted down, lazily tracing circles on her belly. “I usually take more time than that.”
“Well, we were primed.”
“And you really drove me out of control.”
She blinked. He looked shocked that he’d admitted that. “Really?” Warmth washed through her. She really liked the idea of driving oh-so-cool Devlin Gray out of control.
His fingers dipped lower. “Yes, really. So? What do you want to do next?”
That sexy, crisp accent made her belly clench. His fingers kept walking lower. She’d had sex since the invasion, fast hurried releases. Devlin’s midnight eyes promised something far different. “I’m not sure.”
“What do you want, Taylor?” His voice lowered. “Tell me what you really want.”
She swallowed. “I want to watch when you slide inside me.” The words tumbled out and she hadn’t even realized that was what she wanted.
Dev’s breathing sharpened. “How? You on top?”
She shook her head. “From behind.” God, she’d never spelled out her needs like this before. “I want you to take me from behind. Hard.”
His hand gripped her chin. “A little rough?” He brushed his thumb over her lips.
“Yes.”
He got up with a flex of lean muscle. He slid off the bed and crossed the room without a lick of self-consciousness. When he turned, her chest tightened. Scars crisscrossed his back. Terrible, ugly scars that had to have been made by a combat knife. It was possible for old scars to be medically removed, she’d even had some of her own erased, but she knew Devlin had decided to keep these ones. A harsh reminder of something.
He grabbed a tall mirror from the inside of his closet and the flex of the muscles in his ass distracted her. Wetness trickled between her thighs. She’d just had two screaming orgasms. How could she want him this badly again?
Dev set the mirror against a wall of bookcases by the bed. She took in the handmade shelves filled to the brim with paperbacks. She appreciated that he liked to read, and made a note to check out his books later. He grabbed a blanket off the bed and spread it out on the floor in front of the mirror. Once again, her gaze was drawn to his scars. The injuries must have hurt like hell.
He glanced back and when he saw where she was looking, his jaw tightened. “I trusted the wrong person once. A long time ago.”
“So now you trust no one.”
A muscle ticked in his jaw. “I trust people. Santha, Holmes, the squads.”
“Okay, you trust, but you never really let anyone close.”
His gaze drifted over her naked body.
She wrinkled her nose. “Sticking your cock in me doesn’t make us close.”
Suddenly, he was by the bed, moving so fast it left her dizzy. He sank a hand into her hair, dragging her face up to him.
“I am not some warm cock for you to play with.”
Here was the lethal spy, his near-black eyes burning down at her. “I know.”
“I think you need a reminder.” He dragged her off the bed.
As he led her toward the mirror, dark excitement was like a flutter of butterflies in her belly. He pulled her in close and kissed her. No, not a kiss, a hard, punishing press of lips and tongue. A dizzying rush of desire shot straight to her core.
Then he pushed her down on her knees. She knelt, the blanket soft underneath her, and looked up, gazing on his already rock-hard cock.
“Uh-uh.” He caught her wrists as she reached for him. “Not right now. I have other plans for you.”
She tried not to pout. “I want to touch you. Taste you.”
He cupped her cheek. “Later.” Then he turned her around and pushed her down onto her hands and knees.
Taylor lifted her head and looked in the mirror. She watched Dev kneel behind her, smoothing one palm over her bottom. He kneaded her buttocks and she liked seeing his darker hand against the pale skin of her cheeks.
She licked her lips. It was so sexy to watch like this. To see his larger, harder body pressed close to hers. His hands slid up her spine, and then he was pushing her head down. She turned her head toward the mirror, pressed her cheek to the blanket.
Then she watched one of his hands circle his cock.
“Are you watching?” His voice was guttural.
“Yes.”
He pumped his cock, once, twice. Pre-come gleamed at the tip.
“Watch,” he demanded. “Watch me fuck you.”
He pressed his hips forward, the thick head of him nudging between her legs. Then he slid inside her.
He groaned, and her moan was an echo to his. She kept her eyes glued to the mirror, watching as his cock disappeared inside her. He pulled out and then slammed back in.
Yes. Oh, yes. Sensations slammed into her: the full bite as he stretched her, the brush of his thighs against the back of hers, the pinch of his fingers at her hips. This was what she wanted. What she needed.
He gripped her hips harder, and found a punishing rhythm. She shoved back against him, her gaze never leaving the mirror.
“You feel so bloody good.” His accent was sharper, his voice deeper.
He moved faster and Taylor’s body rocked forward with each hard thrust. She felt everything inside coiling tight, her body clenching down.
“Who’s fucking you, Taylor?”
“You. You are.”
“Say my name,” he growled.
“Devlin. You’re fucking me, Devlin.”
He kept slamming into her and, without warning, her orgasm crashed over her.
“Devlin!” Her hands clenched in the blanket.
A second later, with a hoarse cry, he followed her, grinding his pelvis against her.
Taylor couldn’t move. Even if a raptor patrol appeared, she’d be a boneless mess. She let out a happy sigh. He’d pushed them both past pleasant sex to somewhere else. She’d seen a side of the suave, controlled Devlin she suspected he never showed anyone.
Dev leaned down and pressed a kiss to her spine. She smiled and couldn’t quite remember ever feeling this good.
 

Chapter Nine
Devlin slid his hand over Taylor’s naked body. She lay languidly on his bed, smiling. All warm, and sexy, and rumpled.
They’d spent the night and morning tangled up in each other. He’d lost count of how many times he’d made her come, and how many times he’d spilled himself inside her.
“Come on, we can’t stay in bed all day,” he told her.
“Why not?”
“We’ll get lazy.” He grabbed her hands and pulled her upright, trying not to get distracted by her beautiful breasts.
Then he spotted the dark smudges. From his fingers and teeth. He brushed his thumb over one on the side of her breast, and knew she probably had the same at her hips. Competing emotions warred inside Devlin—he liked seeing his mark on her, but hated knowing he’d hurt her.
She pressed her hand over his. “I’m fine, Dev. Better than fine.”
He stood and started pulling on his clothes. “Get dressed.”
He watched as she reluctantly did as he’d asked. “I heard you make a call before.”
“Yes.” He’d organized something special for her.
She wandered over to his bookshelves, fastening her trousers. “You like action thrillers?”
He gave her a nod, watching as she traced a finger along one of the shelves. “I like to read.”
“They have a great library here at the Enclave,” she said.
He couldn’t tear his gaze off her. He was drunk on Taylor Cates. The touch, taste and smell of her skin. He needed to get out of this room for a little while and clear his head. If he stayed near a bed with her in it, he’d have his cock inside her all day long.
“When are we meeting the general?” she asked.
“In two hours.” He reached over and helped her pull her tank down. He pressed a kiss to her nose and just for a second, he considered her pushing back onto the bed. Damn, she was dangerous.
“So, you’re taking me on a date?” She was grinning at him, finger combing her dark hair.
Devlin paused. He’d never dated in his life. Not once. “Yes. I guess I am.”
He grabbed her hand and led her through the tunnels. When they arrived at the indoor shooting range the squads used for training, she raised a brow.
“You really know how to show a girl a good time, super spy.”
“Patience,” he warned her.
As they entered the large space, Devlin spotted two berserkers from Squad Three at the far end of the range. Tane and Hemi Rahia were brothers. Big, tough, and tattooed, they were a force to be reckoned with. Tane, Squad Three’s leader, was slightly leaner with long dreadlocks, while his brother was shorter, and bulkier across the chest, with a beard.
Both men raised their hands and Dev and Taylor returned the gesture. Many people had been skeptical when Squad Three had been formed by mercenaries, bikers, and…other tough men of questionable backgrounds. But in this fight for humanity’s survival against the Gizzida, Devlin knew they needed every fighter they had. And Tane and Hemi were among some of the best.
Devlin led Taylor into one of the private rooms. “I was thinking we’d have a little shooting competition.”
“Oh?” Taylor cocked a hip. “I like the sound of that.”
They stepped inside, and the automatic doors closed behind them. That’s when she spied the table that had been set up. It was topped with bowls of spreads, olive oil mixed with vinegar, freshly baked bread, and a plate of chocolates. There was also a bottle of Chardonnay sitting in a bucket of ice.
She froze, staring at it like she’d discovered a bomb.
“You’ll only be able to have one glass of wine,” he told her. “We do have a meeting soon.”
She was still staring blankly at the table. “This really is a date.”
He shifted uneasily. He’d just wanted to do something nice for her.
She touched the wine. “This is my favorite.”
He’d pulled a few strings to track down a bottle. But he was in intelligence, after all. He cleared his throat. “Come on, have a drink and something to eat, then let’s get shooting.”
She sat and let him open the wine and pour a glass of the golden liquid. After a few sips, she broke off a chunk of bread and stuck it in the oil and vinegar. She bit into it and moaned. “So good.”
Devlin smiled. He liked seeing her happy.
Her gaze met his. “Thank you, Dev.”
“You’re welcome. You like nice things.”
Her face fell. “Yes, I do.” She dragged in a shaky breath. “It has to do with why I don’t enjoy being underground.”
Devlin waited. He knew when questioning people, if you left them alone in their heads long enough, they often told you more than if you coerced them. His hands gripped the edge of the table because his gut told him he wasn’t going to like Taylor’s story.
“I was an only child, but my parents never spoiled me.” A tight smile. “We were super close. I loved my mom and dad to bits. One day, my mom and I went for a walk in the woods near our home. Like we’d done a hundred times before.”
A loaded silence filled the air and he saw dark shadows move through her amber eyes.
“We were snatched.” Her voice had become toneless. “By a man called Victor Jefferson Chapman. You may have heard of his other name—The Woodland Strangler.”
Devlin’s skin went cold. “The serial killer?”
Taylor nodded. “God, I don’t even know why I’m telling you this. I’d vowed to myself that I’d never tell anyone.” Her voice lowered to a whisper. “I haven’t even told my squad mates.”
He reached over and grabbed her hand. It was icy cold. “Maybe because you know I can handle your demons, Taylor.”
She stared at him. “Maybe you can. Chapman took us, and locked us up in a makeshift cellar he’d dug behind his cabin. He stripped us, and even shaved our hair. He didn’t call me by my name. He called me Twelve, because that’s how old I was.”
Devlin’s jaw clenched tight. He wanted to reach back through time and kill the man in the most horrible way possible.
“He raped and tortured my mother. Any time he made a move toward me, she offered herself up to protect me.” Taylor’s voice hitched. “She was the bravest woman I’ve ever known and she died in that hole in the ground where he kept us. He also brought in another girl, just a few years older than me, and murdered her in front of me.”
“Why…did he keep you alive?” Torturing and killing women, children. It was an evil that most people couldn’t comprehend, but Devlin had seen far too much evil in the world.
“He found out that I liked to write. I had my notebook on me when he took us. He…made me write stories of what he was doing.”
And now, she didn’t write any more. The knowledge broke Devlin’s heart.
“Three months after he snatched us, and a month after my mother died, he tried to take another girl. But he was caught and the police found me.” She played with the bread in her hands. “The moment I stepped foot out of that dungeon and into the sunshine, I vowed that I’d be brave like my mom. That I’d help protect others, and I would never sit by when I knew I could help.”
He reached over and cupped her cheek. “God, baby. You are amazing.”
A sad smile. “Not really. But each day, I keep going out there and fighting for others. Just like you do.”
He dropped his hand. “I am not goodness and light, like you, Taylor.”
“I never said that.” She took a sip of her wine. “But you aren’t all darkness, either. I am well aware that for good to prevail, it needs its warriors who work in the dark, who sometimes have to do questionable things to keep us all safe. I know the world is never black and white, Devlin. Especially since the Gizzida came.”
He looked at the table, watching her slender fingers on the stem of her glass.
Then she sighed and set her glass down. “Enough of this deep talk. Let’s shoot.”
He watched as she moved over to the weapons rack. She grabbed a laser pistol and started checking it. When she shot a flirty smile back over her shoulder, he realized she’d dispelled the dark mood.
Soon, they were settling earmuffs over their ears. “Come on, super spy. Let’s see who’s the best.”
Electronic targets flashed up at the far end of the room. Together, they both raised their pistols and started firing.
Devlin focused and fired, moving his hands to aim as the targets appeared. He glanced over at Taylor. She looked so bloody sexy firing a weapon. And she was good. Seriously good.
He doubled down on his focus and kept firing. A large electronic screen above tallied their points. He started in the lead, but as the program neared the end, she slowly edged him out.
When the simulation finished, she’d won.
“Again,” he told her.
They tried different weapons and different simulations. Finally, they called a halt. The screen declared that Taylor had won by two points.
Taylor slid her muffs off her ears and down around her neck, and moved her hips in a little victory dance. “Oh, yeah, I’m the winner.”
He smiled at her. All her earlier tension was gone.
She arched a brow. “So, what do I win?”
He stepped closer until her breasts were pressed against his chest. “What do you want?”
“I want to suck your cock,” she said boldly.
Bloody hell. Devlin was hard in an instant. His hands tightened on her arms. He debated whether they could make it to his quarters, but as her hands danced over his belt buckle, he imagined her going down on him right here—
Suddenly, the door opened.
“Oh, food.” Sienna marched over to the table and snatched up some bread.
Mac stood inside the door with her arms crossed, eyeing Devlin and Taylor with a narrowed gaze. Cam brushed past her, grinning at Taylor.
“You have the worst timing,” Taylor muttered.
“So, is he any good?” Cam demanded.
Devlin stiffened, but Taylor soothed a hand down his arm and smiled.
“Yes. He’s an excellent shot, Cam. He likes the Shockwave laser pistol best.”
“Smart ass.” Cam joined Sienna at the table and snatched up Taylor’s wine glass, taking a sip.
Sienna winked at them. “Taylor, I’m so glad you found a super sexy guy who can…handle a pistol so well.”
“He’s standing right here, Sienna,” Taylor said dryly. “And I’m pretty sure the double-talk isn’t fooling him.”
“Girl, your screams last night weren’t fooling anyone, either,” Cam added.
Taylor gasped and Devlin smothered a smile.
Mac was silent for a few more seconds, before she nodded. “It’s time for the meeting. We need to find a way to handle this damned mind-control device.”
Moments later, Devlin found himself entering the Command Center surrounded by a group of beautiful, lethal ladies. When the glass doors slid open, he saw all of Hell Squad was already there. Mac headed straight to Niko, sharing a quick kiss with her lover. Holmes was standing at the front, talking intently to Elle—Marcus’ fiancée and the comms officer for Hell Squad.
The general’s shirt was neatly pressed, but his hair was mussed, and he had lines bracketing his mouth. It was clear this device had him worried.
More people entered, and soon everyone was settled around the large conference table. Holmes pressed his palms to the glossy surface. “By now, I believe most of you have heard about this mind-control device that the Gizzida have created. Our immediate goal is to learn more about this thing.”
“We need to destroy it,” Mac said from beside Roth.
“That would be one step, but remember, we have to assume that the raptors have the capability to build more of these globes,” Holmes said.
“I was able to destroy the one we saw,” Devlin added, “but it would absolutely be foolish to think that the aliens don’t have any more of them.”
“Agreed.” Holmes gave a sharp nod.
“What we need, instead—” all eyes moved Devlin’s way “—is a way to nullify its effects.”
There were nods and murmurs of agreement all around the room.
Another man stepped forward. Noah Kim, head of the tech team, was a tall, lean man with straight, black hair that brushed his shoulders, and wire-rimmed glasses. “I’m still analyzing the glass shard Devlin brought back. At this stage, all I can tell you is that it is alien glass with some organics mixed in it. Get me a working globe, and my team and I can deconstruct it. We’ll find a way to shield humans from its influence.”
“This has to be the weapon that we’ve been hearing chatter about,” Marcus added.
Devlin frowned. That was certainly possible, but he had been inside the raptor labs and factories. He knew just what they were capable of.
He also knew that all of this added up to one thing. His gaze turned to the woman by his side, snagging on the shining red streaks in her dark hair. He now knew she wasn’t just tough, she was forged from steel. Had survived the worst of nightmares.
And now she was going to be asked to immerse herself back in the living hell of enemy territory.
Holmes nodded. “We need to send a team back into the alien factories.”
***
“Taylor and Devlin,” Holmes said. “I know it’s a lot to ask of you, but I want you both on the team for a mission back to the factories to recover a globe. Your knowledge of the place will be invaluable.”
Taylor nodded. She was ready to go back. To grab a globe and rescue those humans.
“I’ll go,” Devlin said. “Both of us don’t need to go in.”
Taylor spun. “What did you just say?”
“Oh, boy,” Cam murmured from nearby.
“You can stay here,” Devlin said. “Stay safe.”
She couldn’t believe her ears. “But I’m not safe here. Not with those globes out there. It’s my job to defend our people, and I’m not a stay-at-home-and-wring-my-hands kind of person.”
“Taylor—”
His patient, calm tone grated on her. “No. I’m not going to sit here and let other people go on a mission while I stay safe.”
Holmes cleared his throat. “I want both of you on this mission. And I’d like to include two members each from Squad Nine and from Squad Three.”
Taylor vibrated with anger. After everything she’d shared with Devlin, after the things she’d told him, she’d thought he understood her better.
Tane and Hemi shared a look, before Tane looked back at the general. “Count us in.”
“Good.” Holmes looked at Roth.
Squad Nine’s leader studied his team. “Theron and Sienna. I promised them they’d get the next mission.”
Theron stepped forward, his rugged face impassive. “With this interest in human mating, perhaps the team going in should be all of one gender.”
Devlin shook his head. “The raptors have human prisoners there. If we’re caught, we might find ourselves locked up with a panicked stranger.”
“Noah?” the general said. “Is the new armor ready?”
Noah scowled. “Almost. It’s not been tested fully.”
“Armor?” Marcus’ gravelly voice. “What armor?”
The tech team leader looked around the room. “I’ve been working on experimental armor…with a built-in illusion system.”
Everybody gasped, and Taylor’s mouth dropped open. Illusion systems on the Hawks and their vehicles rendered them near invisible. To have the same system on their combat armor…
“It works?” Marcus asked.
Noah smiled, and it eased the sharp planes of his face. “Yes. There were a few glitches, but we’ve worked through them. Despite not having gone through final testing, I’m certain the armor is ready for in-field use.”
Holmes tapped a fist against the table. “Everyone get fitted for the new armor, and get ready. You’ll leave tonight.”
Taylor turned to face Devlin, but he was already striding out of the room. Oh, no, you don’t. She had a piece of her mind saved up for his Neanderthal actions.
She jogged after him and caught him in the corridor.
“Hey.” She couldn’t believe he’d stormed off.
He turned and looked down at her. He was pissed. It was written on every inch of his handsome face.
“You’re mad?” She shoved against his chest. “I’m the one who gets to be mad about that macho move you just tried to pull in there.”
He didn’t say anything, just turned and strode off again. With a huff, she followed him. He didn’t go back to his quarters, but ended up in the weapons storage area in the lower levels.
It was quiet down there, and only the squad soldiers had authority to open the locks. As Dev pressed his palm to a biolock, she followed behind him and did the same.
Inside, he went straight to where the grenades were packed neatly on shelves. The entire suite of rooms was filled with weapons—carbines, pistols, gladius combat knives, explosives. In the early weeks of the invasion, the squads had spent most of their time rescuing survivors and scavenging food, equipment, and weapons. Luckily, with Noah and his tech team, they had the capability to make new weapons and ammunition, as well.
“Devlin, this is my job. It’s who I am.”
“I know that,” he bit off. “But that doesn’t change this enormous need I have inside me to keep you safe.”
“I can keep myself safe. I’ve already had one man take away all my choices and keep me locked up.”
Dev’s head whipped up. “You’re comparing me to a serial killer?”
She sighed. “No, of course not. I’m just angry. But I did vow in that tiny room, that I’d never let anyone box me in. After my rescue, my father tried to do it, too. I know he meant well, loved me, but he almost smothered me with his need to keep me safe.”
Devlin strode over to her, but stayed a few inches away. “A part of me understands, Taylor. But dammit, there’s this caveman part of me that would die to keep you safe.”
God. His words, the tone of his voice, all of it affected her. This strong, deadly man wanted to protect her. She lightened her voice. “So what, you’d prefer me barefoot with an apron, cooking your dinner?”
He scowled. “That’s not funny.”
Her poor super spy was falling in love with her. Realization burst inside her like fireworks, leaving her giddy. And he didn’t even realize it. She smiled and she saw his face turn wary.
She gripped his belt. “I’m coming on the mission, and you just have to accept that.”
“I know. And I know you’ll kick plenty of alien butt while we’re there.”
“Now, remember, I won our target practice.” She started to undo his belt. “I want my payment.”
He stiffened and sucked in a breath. “Here?”
“Here.” Taylor felt a heady rush of power. She sank to her knees and pulled out his cock.
“Taylor—”
She didn’t give him a chance to protest. She sucked his cock into her mouth.
He groaned, his hands sliding into her hair. “Hell.”
Here in this moment, it was just the two of them and what they felt for each other. This connection between them had sparked in the darkest of moments, brought them together fast, but now she was pulling it out into the light.
It didn’t matter where they were, or what happened, as long as it was the two of them.
 

Chapter Ten
Devlin stood still as one of the tech team fitted him with the illusion armor. Across the room, he watched Taylor laughing with Theron and Sienna. Other techs were circling around, checking the fit of their armor, running last-minute diagnostic checks.
The black armor didn’t look much different from their regular combat armor, except for the addition of small boxes fitted at the waist that powered the tiny illusion systems.
His gaze moved back to Taylor’s face and her lips. All he could think about was Taylor’s mouth on him, driving him insane. A shiver ran through his body, and the tech fitting his armor shot him a strange look.
Taylor was ruining him.
Dammit, he couldn’t focus on the mission. Usually, his concentration was rock solid. Even with Annabelle, the traitorous bitch who’d betrayed him, he’d never been affected like this. She’d been a brilliant agent, and she’d made him believe they were the perfect fit. She’d blinded him enough to let her jam a knife in his back, but not once had he been unable to plan a mission.
He scraped a hand through his hair. He knew it was only a matter of time before he screwed up with Taylor. Even Annabelle had accused him of being distant at times. What they had could only be temporary. Once a lone wolf, always a lone wolf.
Maybe it was better for her and the mission if he made the right decision, right now.
“See you guys at the Hawk,” Sienna called out as she left with Theron. Tane and Hemi followed.
Taylor glanced at her heavy-duty watch. “A couple more hours before we head out.” She slid her arm through his. “What would you like to do?”
Devlin slid his arm free. “Come with me.”
She shot him a quizzical look, but followed. They walked side-by-side in silence for some time.
“Hey, can we stop by my room? I need to grab something.”
When they reached her door, he followed her into her room. It smelled like her. He looked around, taking in the small touches she’d added. A pretty bowl on the table, a framed picture of her squad by the bed, and a small, framed painting in bold colors that had to be one of Niko’s pieces.
Taylor snatched something off her table. “I have something for you. I noticed you were missing this one.” She held up a battered paperback.
Devlin saw instantly that it was from his favorite action-adventure series. When she pressed it into his hand, he let out a breath, his fingers closing on it. “Taylor, I’ve enjoyed our time together. Immensely.”
She tilted her head. “You sound very British. Stiff and formal.” She grinned at him. “Just say, ‘Taylor, I love your mouth on me and I want more.’”
Her easy charm cut into him, leaving him bleeding. “It’s been pleasant.”
She rolled her eyes. “Devlin—”
“But it’s best if this ends now.”
She froze. “What?”
“We need to focus on the mission. A very dangerous mission.”
“We are doing that already.”
“No. You and I…the physical stuff between us muddies the waters. We both need clear focus. And we both know this would have run its course anyway. I’m not good at doing this stuff.”
“This stuff? Sex, enjoyment, having an actual intimate connection with someone?”
Damn, she was making it hard. “The last time I connected with someone, she jammed a knife in my back and tried to kill me.”
He saw something flicker in Taylor’s eyes, her gaze dropping to where his scars were. Then she crossed her arms over her chest. “Well, your taste has improved since then. I will never hurt you.” Her voice softened. “Trust me. Trust yourself, Devlin.”
Devlin stared at the ground, her book clenched in his hand. Dammit, he wanted her. He was so tempted to reach out and take her. Quickly, he shored up his crumbling defenses. He refused to hurt Taylor, and he would, eventually.
“No. Look, I’m not the man you need.” She needed someone free and easy, who’d give her the affection and love she deserved. “I just want to forget this happened and move on.”
Her arms dropped to her sides, her face going blank. “Forget it happened.” Her tone was wooden. “Forget you spent time with me, forget you held me, forget you were inside me.”
Instantly, Devlin remembered her mother, and mentally cursed his bad choice of words. He wanted to pull her into his arms and apologize, but he forced himself to stay where he was. “I’m sorry, that wasn’t the best choice of—”
“Stop.” She held a hand up, like she was warding him off.
He handed the paperback back to her. “It’s for the best.”
Her face went blank, but her eyes…there was so much boiling in them. The sight stabbed him in his withered heart. He wished he was a different man, one capable of love.
“I guess you’re a bigger coward than I thought.” With that parting shot, she turned and walked to the door. “Get out.”
He walked past her, wanting to say something to make it better. Instead, he continued through the door and kept walking. This was for the best.
So why didn’t he feel any better?
Over the next hour, Devlin forced himself to check his weapons, check his armor, and prepare for the mission. His vaunted focus was nowhere to be found.
Soon, he was striding into the Hawk hangar.
A Hawk sat, waiting, in the center of the space, and Finn Erickson was walking around it, running his preflight checks.
As Devlin approached, a small, redheaded woman ran up to Finn. The two of them wrapped their arms around each other and shared a kiss. Then Lia, head of the drone team, turned around and headed off. No doubt heading to check on her team that fed back all the drone feed information to the squads.
Finn noticed him and grinned. “Hey, Dev.” Then his gaze moved to the doorway through which Lia had disappeared. “Man, married life rocks.”
Devlin blinked. “Married?”
The pilot nodded. “Yep. I asked her, she said yes, and we got Holmes to do the deed yesterday on a link-up with my family in Norway. I didn’t want to wait to claim her as mine.”
“That’s…fast.”
“I love her. Completely.”
“What if she…?” Devlin tried to find the right words. “What if you can’t give her what she needs? What if she decides she wants something else and she betrays you?”
“Betrays me?” Finn barked out a laugh. “You’ve done too many undercover missions, Dev. She wouldn’t. We’ll disagree, we’ll argue, and sometimes we’ll even hurt each other. That’s all part of being in love. But you just need to trust each other and talk to each other.”
“Hmm—”
Finn’s smile widened. “You don’t sound convinced.”
As Devlin pondered the pilot’s words, he heard footsteps. He looked over his shoulder and saw Taylor enter with Theron and Sienna. The three of them walked together, all wearing armor and holding their carbines. They moved in a way that said they were used to working together. That they were a team.
He let his gaze run over Taylor. It didn’t matter if she was wearing a tank top, her armor, or nothing at all, she still looked like the most attractive woman in the world to him.
“Ahh,” Finn drawled. “So that’s the way the wind blows.”
Devlin’s gaze cut back to the pilot.
Finn raised a brow. “You think a hero like Taylor Cates would betray you?” He shook his head. “Dev, that woman will save you, no matter what you do to her. It’s in her DNA. If you want my advice, grab ahold of her and don’t let go.”
Devlin shifted uneasily. “I…broke it off.”
The Hawk pilot shook his head, then slapped a hand to Devlin’s shoulder. “Then you’re an idiot.” Finn turned to face the others. “Hi, everybody. Welcome aboard Erickson Air. I’ll be your pilot today, for your flight through once-friendly skies, into the middle of alien chaos.”
***
Taylor stood aboard the Hawk, staring out the window as they flew away from the Enclave.
She’d stood in this exact spot so many times over the last two years. As she always did, she double checked her armor, ensuring all the fastenings were done up. Then she checked her weapons: carbine, laser pistol, combat knife. She moved her shoulders. The new armor fit well, and she couldn’t wait to test its capabilities, but it wasn’t her armor. The armor she’d worn on countless missions, training sessions, and firefights.
She sighed. Who was she kidding? Most of all, she was trying to ignore the fact that Devlin was standing behind her, and that the pain he’d opened up inside her was still chewing at her insides.
She’d never had a man make her feel like this before. An ugly, hurt mess.
For the first time in her life, she could understand why her father had tried to erase her mother’s presence from their lives. It was wrong, but she understood the pain he’d been coping with.
She turned her head and saw Devlin standing alone and aloof at the back of the Hawk. He was just so isolated, and kept himself closed off from others.
Because he prefers it that way, Tay. He sure as hell was right. He sucked at relationships.
But she remembered that he’d lost his family. That he’d worked in a job where he couldn’t get close to others, or if he did, it was all a lie. And the one time he’d risked a relationship, some traitorous bitch had literally stabbed him in the back.
Taylor remembered the worshipful way he’d touched her skin, his raw hunger as he’d made love to her, and the slightly bewildered way he’d admitted that she shattered his control.
At that second, his midnight-blue gaze flicked up and met hers. He stared at her for a long, humming second before he looked away.
Taylor stood, frozen. She’d seen hastily hidden misery in his eyes.
She closed her eyes for a second. Yes, he sucked at relationships, but maybe he just needed more practice.
Maybe he needed someone to show him the way.
Life had taught Taylor early to never give up. In that small hole in the ground, her mother had kept repeating over and over to never give up. That there was always hope. To think about the ones you loved and to never give up.
Taylor dragged in a deep breath, scrounged up some of her slightly dented courage, and moved across to Devlin.
“You’re an idiot.”
His face didn’t change. “So I’ve been told.”
Behind them, she heard Hemi snort. They both ignored him.
“But, for some reason, I like you,” she said. “A lot. I’ve decided to not give up on you.”
She watched Devlin’s head move back an inch, and wariness cross his face.
She reached up and patted his cheek. “Don’t worry, I’ll help you out.” Fall in love with me.
“Taylor,” he said, his voice deeper than usual. “Everyone is listening.”
She flicked a glance at Tane, Hemi, and Sienna, who were watching with interest. Theron had his eyes closed, and looked like he was desperately trying to ignore them.
“Good.” Taylor looked back. “I’ve survived a lot of shitty stuff in my life, Devlin Gray. One thing I know, though, is that life is worth a few risks.”
Suddenly, Devlin shifted. In one of his super-fast moves, he backed her into the wall of the Hawk. His face turned sharp and lethal. “I am not a puppy for you to adopt.”
His tone had goose bumps sprinkling her skin. He lifted a hand and circled her throat, his thumb stroking her spiking pulse.
“Dev—”
“Shh.” He leaned forward and kissed her—long, deep, and possessive.
“I warned you,” he whispered. “But you didn’t listen. You kept pushing and…”
She lifted her chin. “And what?”
He leaned down again, their noses brushing. “And I’ll claim you as mine, and I’ll never let you go.”
Electricity ran through her body. “Devlin.” A hushed whisper. Taylor realized she’d poked a sleeping wolf.
“Mine,” he said again. “You say yes, Taylor, and there’s no changing your mind.”
She pulled in a shaky breath. “Yes.” She’d never been more sure.
Dark satisfaction moved through his eyes.
Suddenly, Finn’s voice came from the cockpit. “We should reach the jamming zone in another ten minutes.”
Even though all Taylor wanted to do was curl herself into Devlin’s lean body, she looked over at the rest of their team. Sienna gave Taylor a thumbs-up, while Hemi grinned. Tane’s face was its usual unreadable mask, but there was a hint of amusement in his eyes. Theron was still pretending to sleep.
“When we get back…” Devlin drifted off, his voice full of promise.
Oh, she’d be ready. Suddenly, the Hawk banked into a tight turn. Taylor looked up. “What the hell?”
“Erickson!” Devlin called out.
“Change of plans,” Finn answered. “Just got a comm call from the Enclave. One of these yellow globes has been spotted by a drone.”
Taylor’s pulse jumped. “Where?”
“City center.”
Devlin’s jaw tightened. “The raptors are luring survivors who are hiding in the city out into the open.”
“The drone team thinks this globe is heading for the Opera House,” Finn added. “There’s increased activity there, and a group of captured humans, as well.”
Devlin leaned through the cockpit doorway. “What are our orders?”
“Grab the breathers from the storage unit at the back,” Finn said. “Your new mission is to get dropped into the harbor and swim your way into the Opera House. Grab the globe and free the human prisoners.”
“Oh, yay,” Sienna said sarcastically. “Here I was thinking that storming an alien factory was going to be far too easy.”
Taylor grimaced. She thought of the alien sea creatures that they’d encountered before. They made sharks look cute and cuddly. What the hell was living in the water of the harbor?
Still, the city center was filled with raptors and other alien creatures. Coming in by water would give them the best chance of sneaking up on the raptors.
Devlin brushed past her and opened a storage compartment at the back of the Hawk. He pulled out the tiny breathers that could be clenched between a swimmer’s teeth and provide short bursts of air. He handed them out.
“Five minutes,” Finn said. “I’ll drop you about two kilometers out from the Opera House. Happy swimming.”
Taylor thought the pilot sounded very happy to not be the one going for a dip.
They all checked their weapons and breathers, and moved to the side of the quadcopter.
“Everyone activate your illusion armor,” Devlin said.
Taylor pressed the activation button on her armor. Instantly, the air around her shimmered, and she was enclosed in a tiny bubble that would make her virtually impossible to see. She glanced over, and watched as the others all flickered out of sight. Despite the stress and tension surrounding the mission, she smiled. It was so very cool.
“We’re at the drop zone,” Finn called out. “Good luck.”
Devlin reappeared and yanked open the side door. Warm air hit her in the face. It was a hot summer night. Taylor looked out at lights shining in the distance. The raptors had large beacons set up, and the spiky shadow of the Opera House was visible, as well as the hulking, broken arch of the Harbor Bridge beyond it.
Suddenly, she was yanked forward and hauled up against Devlin’s body. He pressed a quick kiss to her lips. “Stay safe.”
“You too,” she murmured.
Then, he stepped away from her and reactivated his illusion. She sensed the moment he stepped out of the Hawk. She gripped the door frame, looking down. She couldn’t see him as he fell, but she heard the splash when he sliced into the water, feet first.
Taylor took a deep breath, and followed him.
 

Chapter Eleven
Devlin swam quietly through the water. With the weather getting warmer, the water wasn’t as cold as he’d anticipated, plus his armor protected him.
He swept his gaze ahead, looking for any movement. He could see large figures moving to and fro in the lights near the Opera House. The Sydney landmark, with its roof designed to look like sails, sat right at the water’s edge, on one side of the once-busy Circular Quay. Once, the place would have been busy with ferries and cruise ships coming in and out. Tourists and locals would have rushed along its pathways.
Now, no ferries moved on the water, and the pathways were crawling with invading aliens.
Devlin glanced to his left, gauging the progress of Taylor and the others. He couldn’t actually see them, but he could sense their faint movements in the water.
And he knew, without a doubt, that Taylor swam right beside him.
She was his.
He’d tried to push her away, but she’d pushed right back. Now, there was no going back.
His gaze sharpened on the aliens ahead. There was no sign of the globe…yet. Whatever they faced, he’d keep Taylor safe and get her home. He realized he’d never had anything to lose on a mission before, but now he could lose everything.
As they neared the shore, rounding the elegant bulk of the Opera House, he spotted a golden glow. A few more strokes through the water, and he saw the globe.
“Avert your eyes,” he warned the others. “Don’t look at the device directly. And stay with your partner. If one gets snared by it, it will be up to their partner to drag them away.”
As they got closer, Devlin saw humans standing at the base of the Opera House steps. The crowd looked like they were frozen, all of them staring up at the globe at the top of the steps. All of them eerily still and silent—like dolls.
“Hell,” Tane murmured.
“Fucking spooky,” Hemi added.
Beyond the group of humans, parked on some flat ground, Devlin also saw several pteros. The small alien ships looked like pterosaurs, with a distinctive, triangular shape and pointed wings. He was just thankful these ones were all powered down, and not in the air.
It was hard to miss the towering shapes of the raptors. There were a lot of them.
Devlin and his team paused a few meters from the shore, treading water.
“We need a diversion.” Tane’s disembodied voice. “Give me and Hemi some time to come up with something.”
It was a good idea. With something for the bulk of the raptors to deal with, they’d have a better chance of sneaking up on the globe. “Go. And Tane, radio silence.”
“You got it.”
Devlin heard the men swim quietly away. Now, the rest of them just had to wait.
“This mind-control device is worse than any chains,” Taylor said quietly. “Worse than being locked in a cell, or a hole in the ground. It is the ultimate version of stripping away everything a person is. Their thoughts, their free will, their hope.”
He reached out, groping until he found her gloved hand. Her fingers were tense, curled into her palm.
“You survived, Taylor. You more than survived. You took a situation that would have broken most people and made something of yourself. You amaze me.”
She leaned into him, appearing in the bubble of his illusion. Even with her combat helmet activated, she still looked beautiful to him. “Thanks, super spy.”
He ran his finger down the slope of her nose. “I’m just telling the truth.”
Her face turned serious. “If they take me—”
“I’ll get you back.” He cut her off. He wasn’t going to let her finish that sentence. He wouldn’t lose her, not when he’d just found her. He yanked her into his chest. She leaned into him, her face pressed to his armor.
When she pulled back to focus on the mission, she stayed close to his side. They kept waiting, tense and ready.
Where the hell were Tane and Hemi? Devlin scanned the night sky and the shadows beyond the lit area around the Opera House. Nothing.
“Maybe they haven’t found anything they can use?” Taylor suggested.
Suddenly, shouts broke out on the shore. Devlin saw raptors running toward the Circular Quay side of the Opera House, and spotted a red-orange glow.
A blazing shape came into view.
Bloody hell. A large boat, with its sails up and in flames, sliced through the dark waters of the harbor toward the Opera House.
Devlin shook his head. He had to give it to the Rahia brothers, they certainly knew how to create a distraction…and cause a lot of destruction and chaos while they did it.
Raptor weapons fire broke out, and then the boat slammed into the shore. Something on the boat exploded, flames reaching into the sky.
“Those guys are badass,” Taylor said.
“Come on,” Devlin said. “Let’s move.”
They swam to the edge and pulled themselves out of the water. Devlin stayed crouched, assessing the lay of the land.
“We need to get to the globe. Don’t break it. Instead, cover it with the bags you each have. We need to get it back to Noah.”
“What do we do about the humans?” Theron asked.
“Once we cover the globe, it should free them from its effects.”
“They’ll probably be confused,” Taylor said.
“And we can’t fit them all on the Hawk. Tell them to hide until we can come back for them, or to make their way south to the Enclave.” It wasn’t much, but it was all they could do for these people right now.
He turned and gripped Taylor’s arms again. “Don’t get hurt.”
She reached up, stroking his jaw, her face hidden by the illusion. “Same goes, super spy. You’re mine now.”
Devlin forced himself to step away from her. He turned and lifted his carbine. “Let’s get this mission completed.”
***
Taylor moved quickly through the shadows. The new armor rocked.
She knew they were all leaving a trail of wet footprints, but they’d dry soon, and she prayed the darkness hid them from the raptors as well as the armor that was hiding their bodies.
She cast a glance up at the Opera House, and saw that one section of its iconic roof was damaged. She felt a shot of anger-laced sadness. She’d loved visiting this place, and now the once-unique monument had been desecrated.
Then her gaze moved to the group of mindless humans ahead. That just made her angry.
She rounded a corner, aware that the others on her team were nearby. A raptor stood right ahead, only meters away.
Taylor froze. She had to remind herself that he couldn’t see her.
She pulled out her combat knife and moved closer. She needed to take him down, quickly and quietly. She snuck right up to him, amazed he couldn’t see, hear, or sense her. When she slammed her knife into his throat, he jerked, but before he could make a noise, she brought him down.
Devlin appeared inside her illusion, gripping one of the raptor’s arms. Together, they dragged the alien away, and dumped him into the water.
“All right, let’s get the globe,” Devlin said.
They moved fast, and she saw the globe ahead, at the top of the wide stairs leading to the front of the Opera House. Taylor made sure she only looked at the alien device out of the corner of her eye. No way was she getting caught by that thing again. A large group of raptors stood by the device, where it sat perched on a black stand.
“Carbines out,” Devlin whispered. “We won’t be able to maintain stealth up there, so let’s take them down and get out of here as fast as we can.”
Taylor pulled out her carbine. They moved through the silent crowd of humans. Looking into the milky-white eyes and slack faces made her heart hurt. Then, she spotted a woman with auburn hair. Taylor’s chest tightened, and she stepped over to look at the woman’s face.
It was the woman from the cells in the factory. Taylor swiveled, searching the crowd. Her gaze fell on a small boy. She hurried over. It was Max! The boy from the factory. She touched his cool cheek. I’m getting you free. Hold on.
“Taylor?” A quiet whisper.
“Dev, the humans from the factory are here.” She kept her voice low, knew he’d hear her in his earpiece.
“Then let’s get them free.”
Determination flooding her, Taylor reached the steps and went up. As they neared the crowd of raptors near the globe, her team opened fire.
She took down raptor after raptor. Confused, unable to see their attackers, only a few raptors fired back wildly into the night. As Devlin and the others kept firing, Taylor bent over, running toward the globe.
Several raptors stood in front of the globe in a protective line. They were looking all around, clearly frustrated that they couldn’t spot the incoming danger, their weapons aimed straight ahead.
Taylor felt a faint brush by her side and knew it was Dev.
“Let’s do this.” Her whisper was barely audible.
With Dev by her side, they attacked together.
Even though she couldn’t see him, she knew where he was. They moved with lethal precision, firing on the raptors in front.
Taylor leaped over the dead bodies and kicked a raptor in the knee. As he tumbled, Dev was already there, pressing his carbine to the raptor’s chest.
She swung around and fired into the gut of another raptor. As the third charged forward, swinging wildly trying to find them, Devlin jammed his combat knife into the raptor’s side.
Taylor kept fighting, Dev anticipating her every move. It felt like poetry the way they fought together.
The raptors were almost all down.
She heard loud shouts and turned her head. More raptors were pounding up the steps.
Shit. There were too many.
From nearby, Theron and Sienna were still picking off raptors, giving Taylor and Devlin cover fire. But it still wouldn’t be enough.
“Devlin!” Taylor yelled.
“I see them.”
Taylor gripped her carbine and took down the final raptor by the globe. She felt Dev’s back press against hers as they faced the incoming raptors.
Then, more carbine fire broke out. Lasers slammed into the raptors, mowing them down. Taylor grinned. Tane and Hemi had rejoined the fight.
Keeping her gaze averted from the globe, she pulled out the black bag attached to her belt. She strode close to the device, then tossed the bag over it. The golden light cut off, leaving only the red and white illumination from the lights the raptors had set up in the area.
Carefully, Taylor pressed her gloved hands to the side of the shrouded globe and lifted it off the stand.
All around them, she heard the confused, frightened cries of the human prisoners. Taylor flicked off her illusion armor. “Turn your illusion off,” she told the others. “The survivors need to see we’re here and trying to helping them.”
The others followed suit. She saw Tane and Hemi fighting the last few raptors. Sienna and Theron moved through the crowd of panicked people, trying to calm them.
Dev was frowning.
“What?” Taylor studied him, keeping a tight hold on the globe.
He scanned the crowd, his gaze taking in the downed raptors. “It was too easy.”
“Just enjoy the win, super spy. If you look for trouble, it’ll find you.”
Dev touched his ear. “Finn? This is Devlin, come in.”
In her earpiece, Taylor just heard static.
“Finn? Mission objective achieved,” Devlin said. “Requiring pickup for the package. We’re just trying to calm the survivors now.”
There was nothing, except another louder blast of static. Taylor winced, and at the base of the steps, she saw the rest of their team doing the same.
Suddenly, Finn’s voice broke through the static. “Trap. Large…device. Going to Enclave. Have to…help. Can’t—” The pilot’s voice broke off, and there was silence. Even the static was gone.
Devlin tapped his earpiece and then cursed. “The aliens are jamming comms.” He spun around and kicked the stand that had held the globe. It skidded across the concrete.
Taylor’s skin felt cold, despite the warm night. “Aliens heading for the Enclave?”
“And another larger device,” Devlin added darkly.
They hurried down the steps. The rest of their team surrounded them. “You heard?” Taylor asked.
The soldiers nodded.
“We’ve gotta get back,” Tane said.
“We’ve lost contact with Finn.” Devlin’s mouth was a flat line. “It sounded like he was headed to the Enclave already. Looks like we don’t have a ride back.”
“Dammit,” Sienna muttered.
“Then we have to find a way to get there.” Tane’s rough tone was unyielding. “There are too many innocent people there who have already suffered too much. I’m not going to fucking let the aliens touch a single hair on anyone’s fucking head.”
Even though the man’s face was set like stone, Taylor detected a personal edge to his voice. His brother was beside him, so that implied someone at the Enclave had caught Tane’s attention, and warranted his personal protection. Interesting.
It was a mystery she couldn’t unravel right now. She swallowed against her dry throat and looked around. Sienna was still talking to the crowd, telling them to get away and hide.
“You hide and take care of each other,” the soldier was telling people. “Adults, take care of the kids and the elderly. If you see that golden light or one of those globes again, do not look at it.”
The first blush of dawn was lighting the eastern horizon, and in the faint morning light, Taylor saw women cuddling crying children, shell-shocked couples clinging to each other, people standing alone, dazed. A few men and women had snatched up alien weapons. She searched for Max. He stood nearby, his face pale.
She knelt in front of him. “Hey, there, Max.”
A small, shaky smile. “Hi. You came back.”
She nodded. “Told you I would. You still got that lucky charm?”
He fished it out of his pocket and held it out.
She closed his fingers around it again. “No. You hold onto it a bit longer. When you get to the Enclave, that’s my home, you can give it back to me then. The Enclave is a safe place with food, drink, beds, other kids…you’ll like it.” She looked up, searching for anyone who might take care of the boy. “Does this boy belong to anyone?”
Taylor saw the auburn-haired woman step forward. “He’s alone. But so am I.” She touched the boy’s shoulder. “You think you can take care of me, big guy?”
Max nodded. “I have a lucky charm.”
“Cool,” the woman answered.
“Head south,” Taylor said. She felt Devlin appear beside her, some of the survivors watching him warily. “You need to reach the Enclave. It’s a secret human outpost. You’ll be welcomed there.”
“How do we find it?” someone asked.
“Head toward Wollongong and then head inland. I can’t give you the exact location, to keep everyone safe, but we’ll see you coming long before you reach it,” Devlin said. “Now, stay safe, hide when you have to, and don’t take any risks.” He looked over the crowd. “Go, before alien reinforcements arrive.”
Finally, the crowd dispersed. Several of the men and women holding weapons took up leadership positions, rounding up the people.
Taylor just hoped like hell there was an Enclave there when they reached it.
“How the hell are we going to get back?” she asked.
Devlin didn’t answer, and that was when she realized he was looking out beyond the glow of the alien lights.
She followed his gaze and realized he was staring at the parked pteros.
Her blood turned to ice. “What? No!” She spun and pressed her hands to his chest. “That’s not an option, Dev. We can’t fly those!”
“I’m rated to fly a multitude of aircraft,” he said calmly.
“Not alien spacecraft!”
He tilted his head, a faint smile on his face. “Are you afraid?”
“No. I’m being sensible.”
“Our friends and our home are in danger,” he said simply. “We have to get there.”
Taylor released a long breath. Dammit, he was right. She pressed her hands to her hips. “Okay.” She looked at the pteros. “Let’s go for a ride.”
 

Chapter Twelve
Devlin strode to the closest ptero.
As he neared, the resemblance to a giant pterosaur was even more pronounced. The ship had two large, fixed wings, it sharpened to a point at the front, and had a long, tail-like back end.
Up close, he could see the ship was made of a dark substance which reminded him of the giant, beast-like mothership at Sydney Airport that he’d once snuck into. He circled around the ptero until he found a door in the side. It was closed tightly, and it didn’t look like it would be easy to pry open.
“How do we get inside?” Sienna asked.
Devlin spotted an oval-shaped panel beside it. “This must be some sort of locking mechanism.”
Suddenly, Tane and Hemi strode forward, dragging the body of a dead raptor between them. Tane lifted the raptor’s claw up and slammed its scaled palm against the panel.
The door slid open.
“That works,” Devlin said.
Then he stepped inside. As he looked around the ptero cockpit, the others crowded behind him.
“Oh, ew,” Sienna groaned.
The inside of the ship smelled…bad. It was an organic odor that made Devlin think of blood. The space was lit with a dull red light that came from lights embedded in the walls. He studied the wall, pressing a finger against it. It was made of a spongy, organic substance. Pulsing cables covered in scales dangled from the ceiling.
“You and your sneaking onto alien ships,” Taylor muttered to him.
At the front of the ptero was a curved window, with a console beneath it, and two large chairs attached to the floor.
“Everyone, find a place to sit,” Devlin ordered.
“Where will I put this?” Taylor lifted the globe. The two of them scouted around and found the raptor equivalent of a storage unit beneath the pilot’s console. They carefully stowed the wrapped globe.
“Well, at least the spongy walls will absorb some of the impact if we…” her voice trailed off and she looked up at Devlin. “Ah…if we have a rough ride.”
“Thanks for the pep talk.” Devlin moved to the console and settled into one of the chairs.
She sat in the chair beside him. “You sure you can fly this thing?”
He started touching the glossy black screens and controls. “No. But I’m going to try to work it out.”
The screens flared to life, raptor symbols filling them. They looked like scratch marks. Devlin had spent a lot of time studying the raptor language, and back at the Enclave, they had a pretty good database put together now. He could read a fair number of the symbols, but he wasn’t an expert like Elle Milton and some of the others. He started touching some of the symbols. The side door slid closed.
He frowned. Okay, now he needed to get the engines started. He found some familiar symbols, and touched them. Nothing happened.
He could feel Taylor and the others watching him. The pressure of knowing that the Enclave was under attack settled on his shoulders like a rock.
Taylor reached out and touched his arm. “You can do this, Dev.”
He glanced her way. He was so used to being alone, but having her and her quiet support beside him now felt damn good. He released a breath, and touched some more symbols. Come on, you raptor piece of junk.
Suddenly, the rumble of an engine vibrated through the ship. He glanced over and saw Taylor smiling. He touched another symbol, and suddenly, the ptero shot into the air.
Devlin was tossed back against his chair, fighting to get control of the ship. Taylor gasped, gripping her armrests. Behind them, he heard the others cursing.
As Devlin managed to level the ship out, he sagged in his chair. He pulled the scale-like harness across his chest. “Strap in.”
“You could have mentioned that before we took off,” Taylor noted, pulling her harness on.
“I hadn’t intended to take off just then.” He looked back at the others. “Everyone okay?”
“No,” Hemi growled. The berserker was sprawled on his ass on the floor.
Tane stood nearby, holding onto some thick cables and smirking. Theron had found another seat, and was holding Sienna’s small body securely in his arms.
Tane helped his brother up, and Devlin focused back on the controls. They were currently heading west, with the rising sun behind them, slowly lighting the sky. He needed to work out these controls and get them headed south.
He touched the controls, and the ptero dipped a wing and dropped.
“Watch it, Gray!” Hemi shouted.
“There isn’t a manual for this,” Devlin shouted back. “I told you to hold on.”
He leveled the ship out and touched the controls again. The ship jolted and bounced a couple more times, but finally he got them moving fairly smoothly through the air. Devlin was pretty sure he had the main controls worked out.
“I don’t know enough raptor to work out the navigation.” He glanced at Taylor. “I need you to help me do that manually. Ensure we’re heading in the right direction.”
She arched her neck to look out the window. “I think it’s best if we use the coastline. That’s the easiest landmark to follow.”
“Good idea.”
Flying unsteadily, he followed Taylor’s directions, and they turned the ship to point southward. The coastline was off to the left, and the shattered city below them. Devlin touched the controls and they picked up speed.
“I’m never doing this again,” Hemi bit out.
“You do look a bit gray,” Sienna commented.
“Don’t puke on me,” Theron said.
“Shut it, both of you,” the berserker said with a groan.
Everyone fell quiet as they flew, the cockpit filling with a quiet tension. Devlin drew in a deep breath. They had no idea what they’d find at the other end. But he knew the Enclave had strong defensive capabilities. If they needed to, the Enclave could drop thick, steel doors to cover all entrances, and activate a high-tech security system. They could pull everyone into the core of the base and stay there for years.
But that would lock Devlin and his group out. Along with any other survivors.
He knew better than to focus on uncertain outcomes. All he could do now was focus on assessing the situation and coming up with the most appropriate plan.
He looked back at the controls. He didn’t want to bring it up to the others, but he had no idea how he was going to land the ptero.
“I can see Wollongong,” Taylor said. “We need to turn inland now.”
Devlin spotted the seaside city, and the low, flat hill behind it. The Enclave was situated on the other side of the escarpment.
This time, Devlin thought his turn was pretty smooth. He smiled at Taylor. “I think I’m getting the hang of it.”
“Don’t get cocky, super spy.” She turned back to look out the window. Then she gasped, leaning forward. “Oh, God.”
Devlin craned his head and spotted a large raptor force marching across the rolling green hills toward the Enclave.
The first wave consisted of raptor troops marching, followed by a line of squat, black raptor vehicles. But in the lead, were three large rexes, saddled with riders.
The rexes resembled tyrannosaurus rexes—giant, savage monstrosities that could trample over people and vehicles.
And mounted on the back of one of the rexes, was a large yellow globe the size of a person.
That was when Devlin realized that some of the small figures marching behind the rexes weren’t raptors…they were humans.
“They’re just following along, like children behind the Pied Piper,” Taylor said, horrified.
“They must be survivors from the area who’ve been holed up in surrounding towns and farms,” Devlin said.
Taylor thumped a fist on the console. “Dammit, why aren’t the squads out here fighting?”
Devlin brought the ptero in lower.
“Maybe they’ve locked down the Enclave?” Sienna said quietly.
But that was when Devlin saw something that made his chest go tight, like an icy ball had lodged itself in his lungs. “No. Look.”
He saw Taylor frowning, scanning the motley group below. Then her face turned gray. “Oh no. No, no, no!”
Following right behind the rexes, staring up at the light, was a large group of armored soldiers. They were holding their carbines uselessly by their sides.
Devlin easily picked out the broad, muscled form of Marcus Steele. His squad walked behind him.
“Roth,” Taylor said in a broken voice.
Sienna, Theron, Tane and Hemi all rushed forward, crowding behind their chairs.
“The rest of our squad is down there.” Sienna pressed a fist to her chest.
“And mine,” Tane said darkly. “I see Connors, and King.”
“And Griff and Santora are just behind them,” Hemi said, his voice vibrating with anger.
Devlin stared down at the horrifying sight. The Enclave’s best fighters were all enslaved by the mind-control globe and following the aliens.
***
Taylor felt shaken to her very core.
Her squad was made up of the toughest soldiers she’d ever known. Just like Hell Squad and the berserkers. She couldn’t believe that they were all under the control of the aliens.
“Taylor? Taylor!”
The snap of Devlin’s voice broke through the haze clogging her head. “Yes?”
“See if you can work out how to activate the ptero’s weapons systems.” Dev’s face was grim. “I think we should thin out the aliens.” Now he smiled, but it wasn’t a pleasant one. “With their own ship.” He looked at the others. “You guys better hold on again.”
“Get us down there soon,” Tane said.
Devlin nodded. “But let’s increase the odds in our favor, first.”
Right. Weapons. The task helped Taylor focus. She had a job to do. She was going to take down these aliens and free her friends.
She started touching the screens, listening as Dev told her which symbols to try.
“I’m not going to be good at this.” Lights appeared on the screen under her fingers, blinking wildly. “What if I hit our people?”
“We’ll start by attacking the aliens and their vehicles that are farther away from them. I know there’s still a chance we’ll hit someone…but it’s a risk we have to take.”
Taylor gave a short nod. Moments later, she finally got the controls active and had made an educated guess on which symbol controlled each weapon.
As they turned around, wheeling back toward the line of raptors, she sucked in a breath.
“Ready?”
“Oh, yeah.” She fired.
As raptor poison scattered across the raptor troops, some dove for cover, lots fell in the knee-high grass, and others aimed their weapons into the sky. They were clearly confused about the fact that their own ship was attacking them.
The ptero whizzed past the alien horde, and Devlin turned them back again to make another pass.
This time, Taylor aimed for the lead rex, which was the farthest away from the humans.
Poison sizzled into the creature’s side and the giant alien reared up.
Again and again, Dev turned them, and Taylor kept firing. Her aim was improving, and for a second, she wondered if she could risk aiming for the globe.
No. Her jaw tightened. The humans were just too close. Her friends were too close.
“You are rocking the poison, Cates.” Hemi appeared beside her, hanging over her shoulder.
Tane appeared on her other side, staring out the window with his scary-mad face. “Keep it up, Taylor.”
With the berserkers cheering her on and Devlin lining them up each time, she kept taking down the aliens.
Then the ship jolted. The two berserkers staggered sideways. Suddenly the whole ship swung to the right.
“We’re hit!” Devlin said.
She glanced at Devlin, and watched his hands move lightning-fast over the controls, his face strained with the effort of trying to right the ptero.
Taylor turned her attention out the window. She spotted several raptor vehicles parked in formation, with their heavy weapons aimed up at the sky. As she watched, a turret on one of the vehicles fired with a brilliant flash of red light.
“Incoming!” she yelled.
The missile flew through the air and slammed into the ptero. The ship shuddered under the impact, sparks bursting from the console.
The ptero dropped.
“I’ve lost most of the controls,” Dev yelled. “We’re going down. Hold on.”
Taylor was dimly aware of Tane and Hemi moving back to find somewhere safe. She stared out the window. “Dev, on the left. See that empty field?”
“I see it. Everyone hold on. Tight.”
Taylor sat back in her chair, checking her straps. The field was green, ringed by a metal fence and a few lone trees.
Dev reached out and grabbed her hand. “Taylor.”
She looked at his sexy, fallen-angel face. In his eyes, she could see all the words that he couldn’t say. “We’re going to make it, super spy. You and I have lots of stuff to do yet. I’m planning to make you fall in love with me.” Please fall in love with me. “And help you make friends. You’re going to go to parties, hang out with my squad, learn to have some fun.”
A brief smile flickered on his lips, then his face turned serious, his hand clenching on hers. He looked back to the window.
The grass-covered ground rushed up to meet them.
Oh, God. Taylor’s stomach turned in a sickening roll. The ptero dropped lower, clipping a tree. That sent them spinning wildly.
As they spun around, Taylor heard a scream, and realized it was her own.
They hit the ground with a crunch and she was thrown violently forward. They slid across the ground, grass, rocks, and dirt flying up at the windshield.
Then, they jerked to a stop, and there was silence.
 

Chapter Thirteen
Devlin yanked his straps off, and leaped out of his seat. He crouched beside Taylor and touched her face. She was conscious but dazed, blinking her eyes. He unclipped her straps.
“Hey,” he said.
“Hey, yourself.” She smiled, her eyes clearing. “That was a pretty decent crash.”
“Thanks.”
She reached out and stroked his cheek. “You’re bleeding.”
“Think I got hit by some flying glass.” He helped her to her feet, and they moved toward the others.
They were all standing, battered but alive. Hemi had a nasty bump over his right eye and Tane had a streak of blood down the side of his face. Sienna and Theron looked fine.
Wait. Devlin realized that Theron’s arm looked odd. “Theron—?”
“The idiot tried to keep me safe.” Sienna slapped her hands against the big man’s chest. “He broke his damn arm ensuring I didn’t get a little bump.”
Theron grunted. “Right, I should have let you break your neck.”
Sienna rolled her eyes. “I was fine. I would’ve gotten a bruise, not a broken bone.”
Theron shifted his carbine to his left hand. “I can shoot left-handed.”
Sienna sighed and swung her carbine around. “Fine. But you pull that trick again, and I’ll break your other arm for you.” She looked at Devlin. “Can we go and get our friends back now?”
Devlin nodded.
“Hell, yeah,” Hemi said.
“What about the globe?” Taylor asked.
“We’ll leave it here for now. Once we’ve rescued the others, we’ll come back for it.”
Devlin opened the ptero door, and they all carefully stepped out of the ship and onto the grass. One by one, they turned their illusion armor on. Devlin watched the others disappear, except for Taylor. Her illusion flickered in and out, like a bad wiring connection, before she disappeared from view.
The sun was well up in the sky now, filling the area with bright light. Devlin took the lead. “Let’s move.”
Even though he couldn’t see them, he sensed the others move close, in tight formation. They approached the alien horde, skirting a small patrol that had obviously been sent to investigate the downed ptero.
Ahead, several raptor vehicles spewed ugly, black smoke into the air. One rex lay motionless, down on its side, and scores of raptor bodies littered the grass.
Beyond, the humans, including their friends, all stood unnervingly still, arms by their sides, staring at the sphere on the rex’s back.
“Remember, avoid direct line of sight with the globe,” Devlin warned his team.
“We need to take that globe out,” Taylor said.
“Yes. Let’s get closer.”
As they neared the aliens, they moved down to their bellies, slithering through the grass. Soon, they were just meters away from the massive feet of the rex with the globe mounted on its back. Most of the alien forces were ahead of it, while the human prisoners were behind it.
Devlin studied the situation, careful not to look at that yellow light.
“We could try shooting it,” Tane suggested.
Devlin let out a quiet, noncommittal grunt. “Maybe. If we shoot at it and don’t break it, then we’re sitting ducks. The aliens will be on us in a flash.”
“So, what do we do?” Sienna whispered.
“I need to climb up the rex,” Devlin said.
Taylor made a sharp noise. “That’s a suicide run. As soon as you get on that creature’s back, it’s going to know you’re there. The aliens will attack and you’ll be a sitting duck.”
“I’ll be invisible.”
Taylor was silent for a second. She pushed in close to him, appearing inside his illusion. He saw her unhappy face, then watched as her gaze turned to the prisoners and their blank faces.
“Dammit, I want another option.”
“There isn’t one.” He cupped her cheek. “But a very wise woman once told me that protecting others is important.”
“I don’t want to lose you.”
“I’ll do my best to make sure that doesn’t happen.” He touched her sweet lips. “You’ve given me a lot to live for, Taylor.”
“Okay,” she said. “We’ll keep the aliens busy so no one notices you.”
He was so used to fighting alone in the shadows. To never depending on anyone else in the field. But right here, right now, he would happily put his life in this woman’s hands. He trusted her. Completely.
Somehow Taylor had melted his shell, shattered his defenses, and barged inside him without him knowing how to stop her. For a moment, he was thankful to the Gizzida for locking him in a cell with her.
“I trust you.” He pulled her close and pressed a kiss to her lips. “But you stay safe. When we get back to the Enclave…”
She smiled. “When we get back, I seem to recall that it’s my turn to be on top.”
He fought back a laugh. “Deal.” It was a hell of an incentive.
Now, it was time to destroy the damn globe, and free their friends.
Devlin pushed up and sprinted toward the rex. He heard Taylor and the others firing toward the aliens.
The raptors spun around, confused. With their illusion armor on, Taylor and the others were impossible to spot. Reaching the rex, Devlin gripped a scaly leg and started clambering up.
Instantly, the creature started stomping its feet, sensing something was amiss.
Devlin just held on tighter and kept moving. He heard raptor weapons fire join the carbine fire. His gut went tight. Stay safe, Taylor.
As the rex kept moving, it made it harder for Devlin to climb. His hand slipped, and he jammed his boots in hard, struggling to stay on. He steadied himself and climbed again. He slipped again, sliding several meters. He reached out, and his hands snagged on something. He grabbed on, halting his fall. It was the leather harness that held the rex rider’s seat on the animal’s back.
He caught his breath, then, using the harness, pulled himself upward. The yellow glow intensified, and he knew he was getting close.
Then he heard shouts from below. Raptor and human.
Gripping onto the leather, he looked down and sucked in a breath. Taylor was out in the open, her armor flickering in and out like crazy.
Goddammit, no. Her illusion system was failing.
His chest went tight. He wasn’t the only one who’d spotted her. The raptors started firing in her direction. She ducked and sprinted. Then, the illusion failed completely.
Now, she was fully visible, with raptor troops converging on her.
“Keep going!” she screamed.
Even though she wasn’t looking at him, he knew she was talking to him. His focus wavered. He wanted to save her.
But too many lives depended on him destroying the globe. And he knew the best way to help Taylor was to smash the goddamn globe and free the squads standing only meters away.
As the raptors reached her and she started fighting to defend herself, Devlin forced himself to turn away from his woman and keep climbing. His jaw locked tight.
It was the hardest thing he’d ever done.
***
Taylor fought as hard as she could. She heard the rest of the team shooting at the raptors, and she kept firing her carbine until the raptors overran her.
She was tackled to the grass, and she struggled against the raptor crushing her. She reached down for her combat knife.
Another raptor appeared, slamming his boot down on her wrist. She gritted her teeth against a scream. Her armor bore the brunt of the impact, but it still hurt.
The raptors grabbed her arms and yanked her upright. They carted her off, her boots skimming across the ground.
How was Devlin doing? She didn’t dare let herself look at him. Come on, super spy.
The raptors jerked her to a stop. Ahead, she saw several raptor vehicles roaring in. The squat, bulky-looking machines topped with spikes, made her think of a herd of triceratops. The lead vehicles came to a halt mere meters away, spitting up dirt.
A door opened, and a tall raptor exited the first vehicle. He wore a red bandolier filled with raptor bone projectiles across his chest.
Her captors thrust her forward, slamming her against the hood of the lead vehicle. She felt the warmth radiating off the black metal.
The raptor with the bandolier watched her without any expression. “I have some questions for you.”
His English was excellent, without the heavy guttural accent most of them had. Then she heard a clanking sound, and turned her head.
Another raptor was bringing a set of black chains toward her.
No. Taylor started struggling wildly. Past and present slammed into her. She remembered seeing Chapman carrying shiny silver chains toward her and her mother. And now she was going to be chained down again.
Force the memories away, Taylor. She was trying, but panic stole her breath and her ability to think. People need you.
She kept struggling as the chain was wrapped around her left wrist. A sob escaped her.
You aren’t that helpless little girl anymore. Taylor’s heart pounded. This time, the words were in Devlin’s cool, crisp voice. You’re the strong, courageous soldier you’ve made yourself.
Taylor forced herself to go still. She was panting hard and trying to calm her racing heartbeat. The chain was wrapped around her right wrist and she was flipped over until her back was pressed to the hood. The chains were pulled down the sides of the vehicle and fixed to something. Jaw tight, she gingerly pulled on the links. They held tight.
The head raptor stepped closer. “Where is the entrance to your base?”
Her chest went tight as a rock. No way she was telling this asshole anything. “Screw you.”
He took another menacing step closer. “Tell me. Or we will hurt you.”
She lifted her chin. “I don’t care. Kill me. I’ll never tell you.”
A considering look crossed the alien’s ugly face. Taylor didn’t want to die, but she’d do whatever she had to in order to protect Devlin and her friends. To protect all the innocent people hidden below in the Enclave. To protect that little boy hiding out in the city just looking for a way to survive.
She would die to give humanity a fighting chance. Like her mother had died protecting her.
The raptor gave a guttural command and she heard a scuffling sound beyond him. Two raptors came into view, holding a human between them. The tall woman, wearing black armor, was meekly shuffling forward.
Taylor hissed in a breath. It was Cam.
A sick feeling spread through Taylor’s stomach. Her friend’s eyes were blank, empty, and covered by that milky film. There was no sign of the funny, irreverent, and tough woman that Taylor had fought side by side with for two years.
They brought Cam to a stop, and one raptor beside her yanked her upper armor off, leaving her in just a dark-blue T-shirt.
“Tell me,” the raptor said again, “or I will hurt her.”
Once again, the memories threatened. In that moment, Taylor was back in that underground hellhole, watching a sadistic killer toying with her and killing another girl in front of her. Taylor had felt guilty for a long time about that poor girl’s death. It had taken her years of therapy to understand survivor’s guilt, and to realize that there was nothing she could have done. Given enough time, Chapman would’ve killed her, as well.
It was the same with these invading aliens. There was no negotiating or bargaining with the Gizzida. Given enough time, the aliens would try to kill them all.
But not today. Today, the innocent people in the Enclave below would stay safe.
I’m sorry, Cam. “I won’t tell you a damn thing.”
She saw one raptor beside Cam pull out a giant, jagged knife. Before Taylor could do more than stare at the glossy black blade, the raptor moved, slicing a long cut down Cam’s cheek.
Blood dripped slowly down her friend’s face and Taylor bit her lip. She felt the warm slide of a tear trickle down to her chin.
“Tell me how to get into your base,” the raptor demanded again.
“Fuck you,” Taylor said.
The raptor beside Cam moved a second time. This time, he plunged the knife into Cam’s belly.
“No!” Taylor couldn’t control her cry. Her friend barely reacted, her body jolting a little.
Swallowing the sick feeling in her throat, Taylor shot the raptor a scathing look. “If you weren’t manipulating her, she’d be kicking your ass right now, you cowards.” Taylor jerked against the chains.
She was done being afraid. She’d made herself into a soldier, a friend, a lover, a woman. She was not defined by the old fears of her past. She yanked on the chains in frustration.
Wait.
The chain on her right hand had loosened a little. She made sure not to call any attention to it, and kept jerking on it. She felt something give a bit more, some actual slack forming. She did her best to make it look like she was struggling uselessly.
“You will answer my questions!” the alien roared.
In that instant, the chain broke free, and Taylor yanked her arm up. She burst off the vehicle, swinging the chain with her. It hit the lead raptor in the head.
Come on, Dev. She sent up a silent prayer that he was close to destroying the globe. She swung the chain around again and took down another raptor.
She heard a raptor weapon fire and she dived to the ground. Poison splattered the hood of the raptor vehicle, eating into the dark metal.
Taylor rolled and came up swinging her chain again. She took down another raptor, then dove into cover behind an alien vehicle.
But as more raptors congregated behind their enraged leader, Taylor knew she couldn’t hold them off forever.
Then, she heard the roar of a vehicle.
A black raptor vehicle skidded to a halt next to her, and the turret spun around to aim at the raptors. Taylor caught sight of Tane behind the wheel, and Hemi’s muscular body seated on the turret.
“Cam!” Hemi yelled. “I’m coming, baby.”
Together, the Rahia brothers opened fire on the line of raptors. Taylor ducked, and watched Hemi shoot like a man possessed.
Off to the right, Taylor heard carbine fire join in. Nearby raptors fell. Sienna and Theron.
Another raptor rushed at her, but got hit by laser fire. He fell in the dirt right beside Taylor. She landed a hard punch to the alien’s face, and while he shook his head, she swung her chain again.
It slammed into the raptor and he fell flat on his belly, chest heaving. He bared his sharp teeth at her.
She bared hers back. “Fuck you, asshole.”
Suddenly, Tane and Hemi appeared. Tane pressed his carbine to the alien’s head and the raptor sprawled face first into the dirt.
Hemi swooped in and scooped Cam into his arms.
Taylor used her foot to pull an alien weapon closer. She gripped it, aimed it at her still-attached chain, and fired. The poison ate through the chains in a matter of seconds.
Where was Devlin? She swung around to face the rex, incoming raptor fire sending her ducking behind the raptor vehicle.
Tane and Hemi landed beside her. Instantly, Tane popped his head up and fired at the raptors. Taylor stared at Cam’s blank face and bleeding stomach.
“Is she okay?” Taylor asked.
“She will be,” came Hemi’s fierce response.
“We’re surrounded.” Tane lifted his weapon up over the hood, firing blindly. Raptor poison slapped against the hood, hissing as it ate into the metal. Tane crouched back down.
“And more are coming,” he added darkly.
Hemi pulled Cam closer. “So what you’re saying, bro, is that we’re fucked.”
Taylor closed her eyes, wondering again if Devlin was still alive. Because Hemi was right. They were fucked.
 

Chapter Fourteen
The image of Taylor chained to a raptor vehicle was burned into Devlin’s brain.
Jaw tight, muscles burning, he kept climbing up the rex. He’d looked down briefly and had seen the bastard raptors chaining her.
They were going down. Every single one of them.
He heard sounds of fighting below, but he didn’t let himself look. It was time to end this.
He reached up and his hands bumped warm glass. Golden light bathed him, glowing brighter than the daylight.
He’d reached the globe. He lifted his carbine, and aimed at point-blank range.
He heard a grunt from above and looked up. The rider wouldn’t be able to see him, but he’d clearly realized that something was amiss. Hell. Devlin whipped the carbine up.
The rex rider leaped out of his saddle and jumped at Devlin. As the raptor’s heavy body hit him, he gripped the harness. The raptor grunted, right in his face, and the two of them swung away from the rex.
Fire burned in Devlin’s shoulder. He was holding on with one arm, the raptor’s weight adding to the strain. Gritting his teeth, Devlin swung his carbine around.
He fired right between the raptor’s eyes.
With a scream, the alien released him and fell. The rex reared up, stomping its feet.
Devlin released a sharp breath. Then, keeping his eyes averted, he shot several times toward the globe.
He heard the laser shots ping off the device. Dammit. He fired again, but the globe stayed intact.
He thought again of Taylor, and knew he’d do anything to protect her. He climbed higher, turning his carbine around, butt-first. Then he looked straight at the globe.
As he slammed the butt into the device, he could feel his thoughts slowly drifting away, like clouds floating in the sky.
He slammed the butt into the glass again, seeing a spiderweb of cracks appear. The golden glow was so beautiful. He just wanted to follow it.
No. He blinked slowly, fighting the urge. Keep it together. He slammed the butt down again.
The globe shattered.
As the golden light faded away and glass shards rained down, the rex went wild. It roared and bucked its body.
Devlin lost his grip, his carbine flying out of his hands. He slid down the scaly side of the animal. Shit. Shit. There was nothing to grab on to.
He fell off the animal, flying through the air, and smacked into the ground.
Winded, pain flaring in every cell, Devlin tried to get back up. He got one foot under him, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t stand.
He watched raptors firing at one of their vehicles nearby. He frowned, then spotted Taylor and the others huddling behind it.
He pulled out his laser pistol. Taylor needed him. He got to his feet, wavering slightly, but he locked down the pain, and moved forward. He started firing.
The raptors turned and started firing at him. Devlin ducked behind another vehicle. He popped up and took another shot before ducking back down. Pain was a gnawing ache through his entire body, but nothing was broken.
Damn. He eyed the alien troops again. There were still too many of them.
He pressed his back to the metal and could hear raptors advancing on him. What now, Gray? Think.
Then the sweet sound of carbine fire ripped through the air around him.
Devlin swiveled his head to look behind him…and saw the most beautiful sight on the whole damn planet.
Hell Squad was advancing, firing their carbines.
More carbine fire joined in. He looked to the left, and saw Roth and Mac running in.
Wild battle cries echoed in the morning air, and four big, tattooed men charged in, firing wildly and tossing grenades. The berserkers had arrived.
Together, the squads advanced, and under a barrage of carbine fire, the aliens fell.
Taylor’s head appeared from behind the raptor vehicle. As the few remaining raptors turned and ran, she leaped over the hood of the vehicle and started running toward Devlin.
He met her half way, snatching her into his arms. “Are you okay?”
“I am now.” She kissed him hard.
When they finally pulled apart, he looked over at the others. The berserkers were talking with Tane, and Cam was cursing as Roth looked at her stomach wound. She looked disheveled, but back to her normal self, although she was letting Hemi hold her. Mac was trying to calm the survivors.
Marcus stepped forward. “There’s another group of raptors headed our way from the front of the horde. Fighting’s not done yet.”
Devlin looked down at Taylor and smiled. “Ready?”
She smiled back, lifting a carbine. “Oh, yeah.”
Side by side, they moved forward to fight the oncoming raptors, flanked by their friends.
***
Taylor went down on one knee, firing one last time. All around her, she heard laser fire and heard the hollers of the berserkers.
Ahead, she watched the final raptors retreating, their vehicles bouncing across the ground.
She let out a breath and glanced down at herself. She was covered in blood and gore, and under her armor, she knew she’d be soaked with sweat.
But she didn’t care. She smiled, watching the survivors coming out of cover. They’d won the day.
She suspected that she’d be covered in blood and gore again a few more times before they beat the Gizzida once and for all.
And it was worth it.
She looked over and saw Devlin, along with some members of Hell Squad, checking that the downed aliens really were dead. As she walked toward them, she spotted a flash of red among the bodies. She saw the raptor in charge lying flat on his back, his eyes open.
She lifted her laser pistol. “You failed.”
The raptor made a gurgling sound.
Taylor crouched beside him, remembering the way he’d ordered Cam hurt. “We’ll keep fighting you. We’ll never give up.”
She sensed someone behind her and knew it was Devlin. He aimed his carbine at the raptor’s chest.
“What was your plan?” Dev demanded.
“Large-scale…test of the oura.” The raptor’s gaze flicked in the direction of the smashed globe. “Our orders were to eliminate your base. You’re…problematic to us.”
Devlin jammed his carbine harder against the raptor’s scaly skin. “We’ll be more problematic when we defeat you.”
The raptor laughed.
“What’s so funny?” Taylor said. “We just destroyed your weapon, and we have another one to run tests on. We will find a way to protect our people from it.”
Another gurgling laugh from the raptor. It grated down Taylor’s spine.
“You think the oura is our weapon?” Blood dripped from the alien’s mouth. “The oura is just a way to lure you all out. Then we can use our real weapon.” His red eyes glowed. “The weapon that will wipe every last remnant of your species from this planet.”
His hand moved and he lifted a raptor knife into the air before stabbing himself in the neck.
Devlin cursed, and Taylor just stared at the dead alien.
Standing, she grabbed Dev’s hand. “The oura isn’t the weapon?”
A muscle ticked in Devlin’s jaw. “No.”
“Maybe he was lying to us. Messing with our heads.”
Dev looked down at her. “Maybe. But he had nothing to lose.”
“You don’t think he was lying.” Her stomach rolled over. Dammit.
“No.” Dev cupped her cheeks. “But we won the battle today. And we have the oura globe to examine. That’s a hell of a good start.”
She nodded.
He tilted his head at the ragtag group of survivors. “Those people are alive because of us.” He reeled her in closer. “We’re alive. That’s something to celebrate.”
She smiled at his handsome face, her gaze dropping to his lips. “True.”
He traced his lips over hers before dipping his tongue inside. He tasted alive. She slid her arms around his neck and the kiss turned from a happy celebration to a carnal exploration. She moaned against his mouth, and he sank his tongue deeper, growling.
“Come on, you two.” Roth’s deep voice. “We need to get everyone inside. Time for that later.” Squad Nine’s leader sounded amused.
Taylor reluctantly pulled back. “The quicker we get everyone inside, the quicker we get back to your room.”
A sharp female voice cut through the air with an angry screech. “Put me down, you ink-covered cretin.”
“You’re bleeding everywhere, baby. Just lean on me.”
“Do not call me baby.”
“Aw, I think you like it. And my ink.”
Their battered group headed toward the nearest entrance to the Enclave. Taylor saw Marcus and his squad herding the dazed survivors.
Suddenly, Elle and Avery appeared from a hidden entrance. They sprinted across the grass, with several Enclave soldiers following immediately behind, as well as Doc Emerson and her medical team.
“We need to retrieve the globe,” Devlin told Taylor.
She nodded, and they veered off, leaving the Enclave staff to sort out the survivors. Soon, they were stepping back inside the crashed ptero, and Taylor carefully pulled the covered globe out of the compartment.
When she saw that it was still intact, she released a breath. “I sure as hell hope Noah and his team can find a way to protect us from this.”
“Remember what you told that raptor? We’ll keep fighting. We’ll never give up. Noah will find a way.”
She gave him a small smile, and they made their way back to the Enclave entrance. Holmes and Noah were waiting for them.
“That it?” Noah asked, staring at the sack.
Taylor handed it over. “All yours. You and your geeks have at it.”
The man’s dark eyes glowed. He was clearly up for the challenge.
“Well done,” Holmes said. “It was looking bad there for a while. When we lost our best squads, I couldn’t risk sending any more soldiers out.”
“Thank you, General.” Devlin slid an arm across Taylor’s shoulders. “We had a hell of a team.”
“General,” Taylor said. “We left a lot of survivors in the city center. Men, women, and children. We told them to head this way—”
Holmes nodded, waving them inside the narrow tunnel entrance. “I’ll send teams out to look for them.”
Inside the access tunnel, they moved deeper into the heart of the Enclave. They passed another doorway, and Taylor spotted a green wreath covered with red bows and gold baubles on the reinforced-metal door.
“What the—?” She fingered the wreath.
Holmes smiled. “In all the excitement, you may have missed that Christmas is only a few weeks away.”
She blinked. She had no idea.
“We’ve been keeping celebration plans quiet,” the general said. “I know the Blue Mountain Base survivors are still settling in. I wasn’t sure, with all the people everyone has lost, if anyone would want to make a big deal of Christmas.” He smiled at the wreath. “Guess I was wrong.”
“A Christmas celebration would be great,” Taylor said. “I love Christmas.”
Devlin shook his head. “I’ll never get used to hot Christmases.”
She leaned into him. “I promise to make it a merry one for you, super spy.”
His hand tightened on hers, his face softening. “I look forward to that.”
 

Chapter Fifteen
Back inside the Enclave, Devlin watched Taylor talking with some of the survivors. They’d all been ushered into the Garden.
The Garden was situated on top of an escarpment, and accessed through a long tunnel. It was built inside a bowl of rock and had a retractable roof, as well as an illusion system that kept it hidden from prying eyes. Right now, the roof was locked closed, but the high-tech lighting system did a good job of simulating natural sunlight. It highlighted the lush fruit trees and garden beds of vegetables.
Enclave members were passing out food, drinks, and blankets. He spotted Doc Emerson’s blonde head as she moved through the crowd, triaging the injured. Squad soldiers were also still calming the newcomers, wearing their lower armor and sweat-stained T-shirts. Marcus had his arm wrapped securely around Elle, and Reed was holding on tight to his fiancée Natalya’s hand.
“Nice work.”
Devlin turned to find Santha standing beside him. “Hi there, boss.”
“Heard you saved the day.” She rested her hands on the mound of her belly.
“Don’t pretend you weren’t watching in the Command Center.”
Santha smiled. “Busted. You did a great job out there, Dev.”
“We all did.” He gazed across the space at Taylor. She was laughing with a young girl.
“And you won the girl, as well,” Santha added.
“I did.” And it was the best prize of all.
“I’m happy for you, Dev. You deserve it.” She bumped her arm against his. “Don’t screw it up.”
“She’ll pull me into line if I do.” Devlin looked down at Santha’s belly. “You look…”
“Ready to pop?” she asked with a raised brow.
“I was going to say…glowing.”
“You know, for a spy, you’re a pretty bad liar.” She was smiling. “I’m getting close, but we have a little way to go yet.”
“Cruz must be getting excited.”
Santha snorted. “The man is equal parts excited and terrified. It’s good for him.” Her nose wrinkled. “Actually, I’m a little terrified as well. What the hell do I know about babies?”
“You’ve been doing a great job with Bryony.”
“She’s a little girl, Dev. She can feed and clothe herself. Babies are…dependent on you for everything.”
He touched her arm. “You’re a smart woman, Santha. I think all you have to do is love your child, and the rest will fall into place.”
She eyed him. “Look at you sounding all zen about love and babies.” She grabbed his hand and slipped his palm down over her belly.
Devlin fought not to jerk his hand away. Her belly was firmer than he’d thought, and when he felt a faint bump against his hand, his eyes widened in wonder.
Doc Emerson appeared in front of them, spearing Devlin with a look. “Any injuries I can’t see?”
He shook his head. “I’m fine.”
Quick as lightning, the doc pressed an injector against his neck. He raised a brow.
“Free pain meds for whatever bumps and bruises you’re hiding. You’re welcome.”
He shook his head. “How’s Cam?”
Emerson shoved a hand through her hair. “She’s good. I shot her full of nanomeds. And she punched Hemi in the face.” Emerson pressed her lips together, looking as though she was trying not to laugh. “I strongly suspect it was the second thing that made her feel better, rather than my brilliant doctoring.”
As the doctor moved off, Devlin studied the crowd again. Though battered, he knew no matter what they faced, everyone here would keep getting back up. Some days, he was amazed at human determination and grit.
Taylor stepped in front of him. He could tell instantly that she was running on fumes.
“I’ll see you later, Santha.” He wrapped an arm around Taylor.
Santha nodded, her gaze falling on Cruz, who was standing beside Marcus. “I have my own man to drag off for some…downtime.”
Devlin led Taylor out of the Garden, and back into the tunnel leading to the main part of the Enclave.
“We made it,” he said.
“We did.” She leaned her head against his arm. “And we’ll keep making it, no matter what we face. But right now, I just want a nice, long soak in a hot bath.”
“That can be arranged.”
They had almost reached the vehicles that led back down to the lower levels, when Devlin recognized the general walking toward them.
“General Holmes.” Devlin nodded, then looked at the blonde bombshell walking beside him—the general’s partner. “Liberty.”
“You guys are looking a little worse for wear,” Liberty said.
Taylor managed a wan smile. “You could say that. It’s been a long night.”
“We won’t keep you,” Holmes said. “We’ve just come back from ensuring that the globe is secure with Noah in the tech lab.”
Liberty’s smile widened. “Noah and his team were drooling all over it.”
“I’ve contacted Groom Lake and the other human bases,” Holmes said. “I’ve warned them about the globes, and we’ll share all our data with them. Hopefully, we can come up with some sort of protection against them.”
“And the weapon?” Devlin asked.
A scowl crossed Holmes’ aristocratic face. “I’ve warned them. We’ll keep looking for it.”
Liberty nudged Holmes. “I think Dev and Taylor have had enough for today. And we have new Enclave members to welcome to the fold.”
Holmes nodded and wrapped an arm around Liberty. “You’re right. Good job today, both of you. Get some rest. You’ve more than earned it.”
Liberty wagged a finger at them. “And don’t forget, we’re planning a big Christmas party for Christmas Day, so pencil that into your schedules. I’m pretty sure that after today, everyone—even those who don’t actually celebrate it—could do with a party.”
Devlin stiffened. Parties were not his thing.
Taylor elbowed him. “We’ll be there. Looking forward to it.”
They moved on, settling into the automatic carriage that started down the tunnel.
“I don’t enjoy parties,” he said.
“That’s because you’re used to being on your own, hiding in the shadows. You just need some practice.”
“Taylor—”
“The party is two weeks away, Dev. You’ve got time to adjust.”
Stubborn woman. Soon, they were back in his room. While Devlin showered, Taylor climbed into her hot bath.
Through the glass of the shower, he watched her. He loved watching her. She rested her head back, her eyes closed, dark tendrils of damp hair curling around her face.
He flicked off the shower, climbed out, and dried himself. When he looked up, she was watching him.
Devlin needed her. Desire slammed into him from out of nowhere. Everything they’d been through over the last few days…he needed to know she was alive. Needed to feel that she was alive.
He dropped his towel and strode to the edge of the tub. He reached over and lifted her out, uncaring about the water streaming onto the floor. He pressed a kiss to the damp skin of her shoulder, heard her breath catch.
“Devlin—”
He covered her mouth with his and devoured.
Devlin strode out of the bathroom. He laid her on the bed and lowered his body over hers. Her hand moved around his back, and when they traced over his scars, he froze. But her hand moved in a lazy caress, desire burning in her amber eyes.
Then her fingers moved around and pressed to his chest. “Uh-uh. I get to be on top, remember?”
With a smile, Devlin lay back. He watched, entranced, as she climbed on top of him, straddling his hips. She was all sexy curves, and a smile that promised to drive him crazy.
She gripped his cock, lifted her hips, and sank down on him. As she took him inside her body, they both groaned.
“I’ll never get enough of you.” The words were torn from his throat.
She pressed her hands to his chest and started to ride him. “I never want you to.”
Then there were no more words. Taylor moved, faster and faster, finding a rhythm designed to drive him wild.
And Devlin couldn’t think anymore, he could only feel.
***
“You know, for a spy, you’re being very obvious.” Taylor stared across the room at Dev’s delicious, bare chest. Don’t get distracted, Tay. After two weeks together, the man was getting very good at knowing how to play her. She pointed to the shirt on the bed. “Get dressed, Gray, and quit dallying.”
She turned back to the Christmas decorations she was finishing hanging along the bookshelves in the room. Their room. She’d moved in after their daring mission, and during that time, she and Devlin had been enjoying getting to know every little thing about each other.
She was taking great pleasure in dragging Devlin to the Friday night social gatherings, and if they weren’t in bed, she made him eat with her squad. He was slowly working out how to enjoy connecting with others. He barely even flinched anymore.
Of course, he’d gotten even. He’d bullied her in his patient, sensible way, until she’d started writing again. And of course, the damn man had been right—she was loving it. She pressed a pin in to hold the string of jaunty candy canes and miniature Christmas trees to the shelf. Leaning back to admire her work, she smiled. Her parents would have been so very happy for her.
Out of the corner of her eye, she watched Devlin shrug a shirt on.
He cleared his throat. “Maybe I could—”
“No. You’re going to the Christmas party. You’re going to have fun. You’re going to talk to people, and you’ll enjoy it.” Taylor abandoned her decorations and walked over and started doing up his buttons. “Don’t worry, super spy, I’ll hold your hand.”
He leaned down and kissed her. He cupped the back of her head, holding her close, and deepening the kiss. It went from warm and friendly to hot and hungry in a blink.
Belly tight, she pulled back, breathless. “Stop it. I know you’re trying to distract me, and turn me into a puddle of lust.”
“Is it working?”
She mock-scowled at him. “You just want to lure me into bed and make us late to the party. Actually, you were probably planning to keep me so busy that we’d just miss the entire thing.”
Dev smiled and it eased all the sharp lines of his face. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Liar.” She grabbed his hand. “Party. Now.”
As she pulled him out the door, his gaze slid over her fitted, red dress. “Have I told you how delectable you look today?”
“Shush. No kissing, touching or charming until we get to the party.”
When they stepped into the Garden, it looked completely different from that day two weeks ago, when it had been filled with frightened, injured survivors. The roof was open, allowing bright sunlight to stream in, and decorations hung from every possible spot. Lights twinkled on a giant Christmas tree that had been set up in the middle of the space. Off to the side, tables were laden with food.
Taylor smiled. It didn’t matter what religion the Enclave members were, this celebration was about love and togetherness. She watched kids squealing, running through the garden area, and shooting down the slides.
She saw Dev frowning at the open roof. She nudged him. “Hey, no working. You know the aliens have been quiet the last two weeks. And the general has drones in the air feeding back intel. We’d see the aliens coming long before they got here. Relax.”
When he nodded, she ran her gaze over the people gathered in the Garden. Amongst the regular Enclave members, she spotted some of the survivors they’d rescued from the globe device. And she also knew that survivors kept trickling in from the city center every day. Most still looked reserved, hanging back, but they all held plates piled high with food.
Taylor spotted her squad sitting at a table under a tree. She dragged Devlin over.
“Merry Christmas,” Taylor called out.
Roth kicked out a chair. “Hey. Take a seat and grab a drink.”
Soon, cups were shoved into Taylor and Devlin’s hands. She took a big sip, listening to the lighthearted chatter of her friends. Sienna was rattling on about a secret Santa gift she’d mysteriously received.
“Sexy, black lingerie.” The woman sighed dramatically, tossing her brown curls over her shoulder. “In the past, my exes have always given me pastel pinks and baby blues.” She smiled. “No one’s ever given me naughty, sexy black.”
“You know who gave it to you?” Cam asked.
Another sigh. “No.”
As Taylor sipped her drink, she watched Devlin talking quietly with Roth. She smiled, watching as Dev’s dark hair fell over his forehead. She was so in love with him.
“Girl, you are so gone,” Cam said.
“Yep.” Taylor lifted her drink again. “You look fully recovered from your injuries.” It had taken some light rehab for Cam to get back to fighting form.
“Fucking raptors.” Cam swirled her drink. “I don’t remember much, but thanks again for the rescue.”
Taylor’s lips twitched. “Have you thanked Hemi?”
Cam shifted on her chair in a fidgety fashion. “I haven’t had a chance.” She took a long swallow of her wine, as if for fortification. “But I will.”
Taylor grinned, keeping her mouth shut. She glanced over at Dev, and watched him lift his head and look her way. He did that a lot. Keeping tabs on exactly where she was. They shared a smile.
“I like the way he watches you,” Cam murmured.
“Me too.” Fall in love with me, super spy. They hadn’t brought up the big L word. Taylor was terrified of scaring him off, but she was just about bursting with what she felt for him.
Movement behind her caught Taylor’s attention.
“Hi,” said a soft voice. “I’m told it’s customary to say Merry Christmas.”
Taylor smiled at Selena. “It sure is. Merry Christmas.” The alien woman, a former hostage of the Gizzida, had moonlight-pale skin, a long fall of silver-white hair, and overlarge green eyes. She was wearing a red Santa hat.
“I haven’t had a chance to read up on all your holiday customs, yet. But I was told I had to wear this hat.”
Taylor pressed her tongue to her teeth. “It looks cute on you. Just enjoy yourself.”
“I always love the Garden.” The alien woman took a deep breath. “This is a holiday to celebrate family?”
“Yes.”
Sadness flickered over the woman’s face. Selena had been snatched from her world, and had no way home. Taylor knew how lonely that must be for her.
“Where’s Fluffy?” Cam asked.
The alien bird from Selena’s home world had also been stolen and experimented on. Selena had adopted the chick, and it was growing rapidly.
“He’s back in my room. He doesn’t really like being alone, but this is just too many people for him to handle.”
“Ladies, Merry Christmas.” A deep rumble of a voice with a touch of New Zealand in it.
Taylor looked up to see Hemi smiling at them. He was sporting the faded remnant of a black eye—now a sickly shade of yellow-green.
Cam shot him a sour look. “You should have had the doc heal that.”
“I like it,” he answered. “You gave it to me.”
Cam let out a gusty sigh. “I have something else for you.”
Hemi’s face brightened. “Oh?”
“Thanks for rescuing me the other week.” Cam snatched something off the table and shoved it at him. “This is for you. Merry Christmas.”
Bemused, Hemi lifted the narrow bag and pulled out a bottle of bourbon. His eyes widened. “The real deal? Not homebrewed?”
Cam smiled. “The real deal.”
“Hell, yeah!” He quickly twisted the top off, lifted the bottle, and took a healthy swig. He let out a long moan. “Heaven.” He set the bottle down. “I have something for you too.” He reached into his pocket, pulled something out, and held it above Cam’s head. “Mistletoe.”
Cam’s dark eyes narrowed. “That’s a bunch of leaves from a gumtree, you doofus.”
“I know, but I couldn’t find mistletoe. Besides, it’s the sentiment that counts.” He waggled his eyebrows. “And it’s Christmas.”
“Oh, go on, Cam,” Taylor said.
“Put the poor guy out of his misery,” Sienna added.
Cam sighed. Then without warning, she reached out, sank her hands in Hemi’s shirt, and yanked him forward. She slammed her mouth against his.
Hemi dropped the leaves, wrapped his brawny arms around Cam, and kissed her back.
From beside Taylor, Sienna made a wistful noise. “God, I wish I could find a guy with passion like that.”
Taylor glanced down at her friend. Sienna was pretty and sweet, and a hell of a soldier. But she always seemed to be unlucky in love. Taylor suspected the woman really didn’t know what she was looking for.
“You never lack for company,” Taylor said.
“I know. But they all treat me like a princess.” She wrinkled her nose. “I am not a princess.”
Cam yanked her head back, then shoved Hemi away. “Merry Christmas, Rahia.” Then she turned and strode off.
Hemi shook his head, staring after her like a starving man. Then he crouched down and grabbed the small bunch of leaves. He turned toward Selena and grinned. “Want to see how Earth guys kiss?”
The alien woman’s eyes widened.
Suddenly, Tane appeared beside them. “Hemi,” he said in a warning tone.
His brother held up his hands and picked up his bottle of bourbon again. “Just being merry, bro.” He shoved the makeshift mistletoe at Tane. “You might have more luck.”
Tane stuffed the leaves in the pocket of his jeans and scowled at his brother.
Devlin appeared, touching Taylor’s arm. “I have someone who wants to wish you a Merry Christmas.”
Frowning, she rose and followed him. He led her to the edge of the crowd. “Why the secrecy, Dev? Who—?”
She gasped when she saw Max standing there, smiling shyly at her.
 

Chapter Sixteen
Max was dressed in new clothes, and looked like he’d been bathed, and someone had brushed his dark hair.
Taylor dropped to her knees. “Max! You made it.” She pulled him in for a quick hug. He was too thin, but she figured a few weeks at the Enclave would sort that out. God, she was so thrilled he’d made it.
He smiled at her. “We walked for ages, but Chrissy took care of me. And I took care of her.”
Taylor lifted her head and located the auburn-haired woman a few meters away. She mouthed “thank you”, and Chrissy nodded.
“Here.” Max held out his hand.
Her tiny heart charm lay on his small palm. A bittersweet pain filled her chest. This was a little piece of her mom, right here.
“It got me safely all the way here,” Max told her. “It really is lucky.”
His words warmed her. “You know what? I think it’s yours now.”
His eyes widened. “Really?”
She nodded, her throat tight. “My mom gave that to me and I think she’d really like it if you took care of it.”
“Is your mom dead? Like mine?” he asked solemnly.
“Yes, she is. It still hurts.”
His little fingers closed on the charm. “I’ll take care of it for you.”
“Thanks.” She stood, wondering if he was still young enough for her to ruffle his hair. She took the chance and did, and he didn’t seem to mind.
“Hey, Maxy?” Chrissy stepped forward, holding out her hand. “I hear all the kids are getting presents. Want to check it out?”
Max put his hand in the woman’s. “Bye, Taylor.”
She lifted her hand and watched them go.
Devlin pressed a kiss to her temple. “You okay?”
“Yeah. I am.”
The sound of a fork tinkling against glass rang through the Garden. General Holmes stepped up on a small dais. “Everyone, I have an announcement to make.”
The crowd hushed.
“I’m not going to talk about the vicious battle we survived just weeks ago. Not today. We’ve had enough taken from us, but not our hope, our happiness, or our love. Today, we welcome the new members who’ve joined us, and we’ll celebrate all being together. Today is not only about Christmas, which has meaning to many of you here, but today will also mark another special occasion. The joining of two special people.” Holmes smiled down at the person standing closest to him. “I didn’t even have to strong-arm him into sharing his special day this time.”
Taylor craned her neck and spied Marcus—a nervous-looking Marcus—who was wearing dark slacks and a pressed blue shirt.
Whispers started up through the crowd, heads turning. Taylor turned to look at the doorway to the Garden.
The crowd parted, and she spotted Elle walking toward Marcus, wearing a beautiful white dress. It was a simple, V-necked design that skimmed her slender body and ended at mid-calf. Walking beside Elle was Claudia, wearing a bombshell short dress in a gorgeous bronze color. They both held small bouquets of brightly colored flowers.
The crowd oohed and aahed, but Elle only had eyes for the big man waiting for her with the general.
***
Elle looked radiant. The dress wasn’t fancy, but it was made of a creamy white fabric that sparkled in the sunlight. The woman’s eyes were glued to Marcus.
Devlin was new to the entire love thing, but even he could see it shining off these two.
Elle reached Marcus and her groom pulled her close.
Beside Devlin, Taylor slipped her hand in his, her eyes teary.
“It’s so beautiful,” she said.
In the bright sunlight, with Holmes officiating, and Hell Squad flanking them, Elle and Marcus made their vows.
Devlin listened as the couple married, vowing to love and honor each other. Marcus cupped Elle’s cheek.
“I love you, Elle. I don’t have much to give you, but I’ll always protect you, and love you. My heart and my life are yours.”
Elle pressed a slim hand against Marcus’ chest. “I love you, Marcus. I have for a very long time, I think from before I even met you. I never dreamed a man like you existed—brave, honorable, and heroic. I will always be here to support you. To be your light in the darkness.”
Holmes cleared his throat, smiling. “I now pronounce you man and wife.”
Marcus leaned down and pulled Elle in for a kiss. The crowd broke out in wild cheers.
“Let the girl have some air,” Shaw called out.
Marcus pulled back, and then swung Elle off her feet.
Claudia appeared, popping the top off a bottle of champagne. Golden liquid sprayed everywhere.
Devlin looked at Taylor. “I have something for you.”
“Oh?”
“Your Christmas gift.”
“Oh, I have a gift for you, too! Some books, and…” Her smile turned a little shy. “I actually wrote you a story.”
Pleasure hit him. “Really?”
“It’s about this amazing, handsome super-spy.”
He smiled. “I hope he has a smart, tough, and sexy partner by his side. I can’t wait to read it.”
“I left it in our room—”
“Later.” He dipped into his pocket, then held his hand out to her, palm up. “I just picked it up from the lady who made it for me, so I didn’t get a chance to wrap it.”
She stared at the silver chain on his palm. It was a near replica of the one the raptor had taken from her at the alien factory. She reached out, lifting it, her face reverent. “You remembered every charm.”
“Super spies have good memories,” he told her. “I also had two more added.”
She fingered the small charms and stopped at one. It was a female soldier holding a carbine.
“To remind you that you escaped, and made yourself strong.”
She smiled. “Thank you, Devlin. It’s perfect.” She frowned slightly. “I don’t see the last one, though.”
He held out his hand. A small heart-shaped charm, like the one she’d given Max, lay in the center of his palm.
She bit her lip. “Dev.”
He took a deep breath, dredging up some courage. He felt like a man heading off on his first mission. “I’m in love with you.”
Her mouth fell open.
“This is a representation of my heart. I’m giving it to you.”
When she still didn’t say anything, he kissed her. It started slow at first, then deepened. She pulled back, grinning. “I’m already half way in love with you.”
“Only half way?”
“Well, maybe three quarters.” She snatched the heart charm from him and slipped it onto the chain.
He pulled her close, helping to fasten the necklace around her neck. “I’m never letting you go.”
“Good,” she said reverently.
“Oh!” A woman’s startled cry from nearby.
They both spun. Devlin instantly recognized Santha’s voice. Then he heard Cruz.
“Mi reina, what’s wrong?”
Devlin saw that Santha’s face was pale, her hands clutching her belly. She looked up, her green eyes wide. “I think my water just broke.”
***
Theron
Theron hated parties. There were too many people doing too much talking.
He took a long drag of his beer and watched everyone rushing toward Santha. Doc Emerson whisked her out of the Garden, a frantic-looking Cruz at her side.
Theron suspected the man would have looked calmer if he was heading off to face ten raptor patrols. Marcus and Elle followed, trying to calm Cruz.
Somewhere behind Theron, music started. He scowled. Music meant people would start dancing soon. He hated dancing.
Restless, he took another sip of homebrewed beer. He felt an edginess riding him, a feeling that had been growing in him for months.
What he needed was a good fuck. It’d been too long since he’d plowed himself inside a woman, and after the wild fight two weeks ago, the raptors had been quiet. He hadn’t even been able to work this gnawing frustration out in a good fight. His hands tightened on his bottle. He needed…something.
But he had certain tastes, and he hadn’t found anyone here who really suited him.
But he knew what he wanted. Or, rather, who he wanted.
His eyes tracked over the crowd and settled on her.
He shouldn’t want her, for a lot of different reasons. But the main one was that she was pretty and kind and sweet. If she knew the dark little fantasies he jacked off to about her in the middle of the night, she’d freak out.
Feeling even more unsettled, Theron slammed his glass down and headed out of the Garden. He couldn’t handle the party anymore. As he walked through the tunnels back toward his room, his skin burned, need rising in him like a hungry beast.
He’d watched Marcus claim his woman, he’d seen the way Taylor and Devlin looked at each other, not to mention Roth and Avery. Everyone was pairing up, but Theron knew he’d never find a woman who was a perfect fit for him.
The tunnels were thankfully empty, with everyone up at the party, so no one was around to see the thunderclouds on his face.
He slammed into his room, the need brewing in his veins—the need that had been growing for months—was starting to bubble over.
In the center of the room, he opened his trousers and pulled out his cock. Instantly, he started stroking himself.
And he imagined Sienna.
He groaned, his hand moving faster, rougher.
His friend. His squad mate. He’d denied it, ignored it, fantasized about it.
Nothing had worked. Right now, he imagined her sinking to her knees in front of him. Ready to do whatever he wanted. Whatever he ordered.
Another groan tore from his throat. His impending orgasm was coiling at the base of his spine. A few more hard pulls, and he came with a harsh cry. “Sienna.”
Chest heaving like bellows, he hissed air in and out.
A noise. Near the door.
He turned his head.
The door was ajar, but there was no one there.
He sighed, stuffing himself back into his trousers. He moved to the door and closed it, that wired, hungry feeling already coming back again. He’d barely taken the edge off.
He knew he’d better clean up and get back to the party before he was missed. His squad members were nothing, if not persistent. They’d hunt him down and drag him back.
It was time to get back to controlling his desires, denying himself the woman he wanted most.
***
Taylor waited with the rest of her squad and Hell Squad in the Garden, snuggled into Dev.
While everyone was sharing drinks and talking, Shaw and Claudia were pacing. They were worse than expectant parents.
Taylor let a gleeful smile creep over her lips. This was the best Christmas she’d celebrated in a long time. She lifted her glass of wine and looked down at her new necklace. It could never replace what her parents had given to her, but this was a special gift from the man she loved, and she’d treasure it.
Almost as much as his love.
Devlin Gray loved her. She smiled even wider. Everything was pretty damn amazing.
She turned to look at her man, and raised a brow at the worried look on his face. She knew he and Santha were close. “She’ll be fine, Dev.”
“How long does having a baby take?” he muttered.
“It can take a long time.” She frowned. “Or so I’m told.” She really didn’t know much about babies at all.
“She’s still a few weeks early,” Claudia said. “After her last scare, I know Santha was worried she might deliver early.”
“The doc’s got this,” Marcus said. “Santha and the baby will be fine.”
“Here you go.” Hemi shoved a glass of bourbon in Devlin’s hand. “You look like you need it.”
Dev downed the amber liquid in one gulp. “If this is how long having a baby takes, we are never doing it.”
Taylor froze and blinked. A baby? She’d never considered it before. Hell, after the invasion, having a long-term relationship had seemed like a pipe dream, let alone having kids.
She looked over and saw Elle sitting across from them, the bride nestled in her new husband’s arms.
“I want that, first,” Taylor said.
Devlin looked over. “Marriage?”
“Commitment.”
He touched her face. “I think we can manage that.”
“I love you, Devlin.”
“I love you, too. And I’m thinking it’s only going to get stronger with every day that passes.”
Her chest flooded with warmth. “Count on it.”
Suddenly, the doors to the Garden opened, and Cruz stepped inside with his adopted daughter Bryony next to him. In his muscled, tattooed arms, he held a tiny bundle.
“It’s a girl!” He was beaming.
Everyone crowded around the man.
“Man, she is tiny,” Shaw exclaimed.
“She looks just like Santha,” Claudia said.
Little Bryony was beaming. “We’re calling my little sister Kari.”
“After Santha’s sister,” Cruz added. “Kareena.”
Taylor smiled. Santha had lost her sister to the aliens. This was a lovely way to honor her.
“How is Santha?” Devlin asked.
“Amazing,” Cruz said. “She did so well. A real pro.” His lips twitched. “Although she did call me a few names and told me no more babies.”
Taylor peered at the baby. Kari was fast asleep, safe in her father’s strong arms. She had a shock of black hair, and surprisingly chubby cheeks.
You’ll be protected, little one. Taylor looked at Hell Squad watching the new arrival with awe. They’d die for you.
Although reluctant to share, Cruz finally passed the baby over to Shaw. The sniper looked surprisingly comfortable cuddling a baby.
Taylor leaned into Devlin. As she watched the big, tough members of Hell Squad turn to mush over a small baby, she saw the joy of a new life. She saw hope.
No matter what happened or what the aliens threw at them, they’d never give up. That was what the fight against the aliens was all about. Hope. Not to regain what they’d lost, but to build something new and better. But before they could do that, she knew it was vital they discovered what this mysterious alien weapon was, and found a way to stop it.
“Hey, want to sneak out of here?” Devlin whispered.
His sexy voice sent a shiver down her spine. Now wasn’t the time to think of the aliens or fighting or weapons. “What did you have in mind?”
“Well, I have a few ideas.” He took her hand, tugging her toward the door. “They involve you naked. Fair warning.”
Taylor’s chest filled with love for this man. She loved seeing this teasing side of him. “Only if I get to be on top, super spy.”
Devlin’s easy laughter was music she could listen to all day. She had plans to keep him laughing…always.
–
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Preview: Gladiator

Just another day at the office.
Harper Adams pulled herself along the outside of the space station module. She could hear her quiet breathing inside her spacesuit, and she easily pulled her weightless body along the slick, white surface of the module. She stopped to check a security panel, ensuring all the systems were running smoothly.
Check. Same as it had been yesterday, and the day before that. But Harper never ever let herself forget that they were six hundred million kilometers away from Earth. That meant they were dependent only on themselves. She tapped some buttons on the security panel before closing the reinforced plastic cover. She liked to dot all her Is and cross all her Ts. She never left anything to chance.
She grabbed the handholds and started pulling herself up over the cylindrical pod to check the panels on the other side. Glancing back behind herself, she caught a beautiful view of the planet below.
Harper stopped and made herself take it all in. The orange, white, and cream bands of Jupiter could take your breath away. Today, she could even see the famous superstorm of the Great Red Spot. She’d been on the Fortuna Research Station for almost eighteen months. That meant, despite the amazing view, she really didn’t see it anymore.
She turned her head and looked down the length of the space station. At the end was the giant circular donut that housed the main living quarters and offices. The main ring rotated to provide artificial gravity for the residents. Lying off the center of the ring was the long cylinder of the research facility, and off that cylinder were several modules that housed various scientific labs and storage. At the far end of the station was the docking area for the supply ships that came from Earth every few months.
“Lieutenant Adams? Have you finished those checks?”
Harper heard the calm voice of her fellow space marine and boss, Captain Samantha Santos, through the comm system in her helmet.
“Almost done,” Harper answered.
“Take a good look at the botany module. The computer’s showing some strange energy spikes, but the scientists in there said everything looks fine. Must be a system malfunction.”
Which meant the geek squad engineers were going to have to come in and do some maintenance. “On it.”
Harper swung her body around, and went feet-first down the other side of the module. She knew the rest of the security team—all made up of United Nations Space Marines—would be running similar checks on the other modules across the station. They had a great team to ensure the safety of the hundreds of scientists aboard the station. There was also a dedicated team of engineers that kept the guts of the station running.
She passed a large, solid window into the module, and could see various scientists floating around benches filled with all kinds of plants. They all wore matching gray jumpsuits accented with bright-blue at the collars, that indicated science team. There was a vast mix of scientists and disciplines aboard—biologists, botanists, chemists, astronomers, physicists, medical experts, and the list went on. All of them were conducting experiments, and some were searching for alien life beyond the edge of the solar system. It seemed like every other week, more probes were being sent out to hunt for radio signals or collect samples.
Since humans had perfected large solar sails as a way to safely and quickly propel spacecraft, getting around the solar system had become a lot easier. With radiation pressure exerted by sunlight onto the mirrored sails, they could travel from Earth to Fortuna Station orbiting Jupiter in just a few months. And many of the scientists aboard the station were looking beyond the solar system, planning manned expeditions farther and farther away. Harper wasn’t sure they were quite ready for that.
She quickly checked the adjacent control panel. Among all the green lights, she spotted one that was blinking red, and she frowned. They definitely had a problem with the locking system on the exterior door at the end of the module. She activated the small propulsion pack on her spacesuit, and circled around the module. She slowed down as she passed the large, round exterior door at the end of the cylindrical module.
It was all locked into place and looked secure.
As she moved back to the module, she grabbed a handhold and then tapped the small tablet attached to the forearm of her suit. She keyed in a request for maintenance to come and check it.
She looked up and realized she was right near another window. Through the reinforced glass, a pretty, curvy blonde woman looked up and spotted Harper. She smiled and waved. Harper couldn’t help but smile and lifted her gloved hand in greeting.
Dr. Regan Forrest was a botanist and a few years younger than Harper. The young woman was so open and friendly, and had befriended Harper from her first day on the station. Harper had never had a lot of friends—mainly because she’d been too busy raising her younger sister and working. She’d never had time for girly nights out or gossip.
But Regan was friendly, smart, and had the heart of a steamroller under her pretty exterior. Harper always had trouble saying no to her. Maybe the woman reminded her a little of Brianna. At the thought of her sister, something twisted painfully in Harper’s chest.
Regan floated over to the window and held up a small tablet. She’d typed in some words.
Cards tonight?
Harper had been teaching Regan how to play poker. The woman was terrible at it, and Harper beat her all the time. But Regan never gave up.
Harper nodded and held up two fingers to indicate a couple of hours. She was off-shift shortly, and then she had a sparring match with Regan’s cousin, Rory—one of the station engineers—in the gym. Aurora “Call me Rory or I’ll hit you” Fraser had been trained in mixed martial arts, and Harper found the female engineer a hell of a sparring partner. Rory was teaching Harper some martial arts moves and Harper was showing the woman some basic sword moves. Since she was little, Harper had been a keen fencer.
Regan grinned back and nodded. Then the woman’s wide smile disappeared. She spun around, and through the glass Harper could see the other scientists all looking around, concerned. One scientist was spinning around, green plants floating in the air around him, along with fat droplets of water and some other green fluid. He’d clearly screwed up and let his experiment get free.
“Lieutenant Adams?” The captain’s voice came through her helmet again. “Harper?”
There was a sense of urgency that made Harper’s belly tighten. “Go ahead, Captain.”
“We have an alarm sounding in the botany module. The computer says there is a risk of decompression.”
Dammit. “I just checked the security panels. The locking mechanism on the exterior door is showing red. I did a visual inspection and it’s closed up tight.”
“Okay, we talked with the scientist in charge. Looks like one of her team let something loose in there. It isn’t dangerous, but it must be messing with the alarm sensors. System’s locked them all in there.” She made an annoyed sound. “Idiots will have to stay there until engineering can get down there and free them.”
Harper studied the room through the glass again. Some of the green liquid had floated over to another bench that contained various frothing cylinders on it. A second later, the cylinders shattered, their contents bubbling upward.
The scientists all moved to the back exit of the module, banging on the locked door. Damn. They were trapped.
Harper met Regan’s gaze. Her friend’s face was pale, and wisps of her blonde hair had escaped her ponytail, floating around her face.
“Captain,” Harper said. “Something’s wrong. The experiments have overflowed their containment.” She could see the scientists were all coughing.
“Engineering is on the way,” the captain said.
Harper pushed herself off, flying over the surface of the module. She reached the control panel and saw that several other lights had turned red. They needed to get this under control and they needed to do it now.
“Harper!” The captain’s panicked voice. “Decompression in progress!”
What the hell? The module jerked beneath Harper. She looked up and saw the exterior door blow off, flying away from the station.
Her heart stopped. That meant all the scientists were exposed to the vacuum of space.
Fuck. Harper pushed off again, sending herself flying toward the end of the module. She put her arms by her sides to help increase her speed. Through the window, she saw that most of the scientists had grabbed on to whatever they could hold on to. A few were pulling emergency breathers over their heads.
She reached the end of the pod and saw the damage. There was torn metal where the door had been ripped off. Inside the door, she knew there would be a temporary repair kit containing a sheet of high-tech nano fabric that could be stretched across the opening to reestablish pressure. But it needed to be put in place manually. Harper reached for the latch to release the repair kit.
Suddenly, a slim body shot out of the pod, her arms and legs kicking. Her mouth was wide open in a silent scream.
Regan. Harper didn’t let herself think. She turned, pushed off and fired her propulsion system, arrowing after her friend.
“Security Team to the botany module,” she yelled through her comm system. “Security Team to botany module. We have decompression. One scientist has been expelled. I’m going after her. I need someone that can help calm the others and get the module sealed again.”
“Acknowledged, Lieutenant,” Captain Santos answered. “I’m on my way.”
Harper focused on reaching Regan. She was gaining on her. She saw that the woman had lost consciousness. She also knew that Regan had only a couple of minutes to survive out here. Harper let her training take over. She tapped the propulsion system controls, trying for more speed, as she maneuvered her way toward Regan.
As she got close, Harper reached out and wrapped her arm around the scientist. “I’ve got you.”
Harper turned, at the same time clipping a safety line to the loops on Regan’s jumpsuit. Then, she touched the controls and propelled them straight back towards the module. She kept her friend pulled tightly toward her chest. Hold on, Regan.
She was so still. It reminded Harper of holding Brianna’s dead body in her arms. Harper’s jaw tightened. She wouldn’t let Regan die out here. The woman had dreamed of working in space, and worked her entire career to get here, even defying her family. Harper wasn’t going to fail her.
As the module got closer, she saw that the security team had arrived. She saw the captain’s long, muscled body as she and another man put up the nano fabric.
“Incoming. Keep the door open.”
“Can’t keep it open much longer, Adams,” the captain replied. “Make it snappy.”
Harper adjusted her course, and, a second later, she shot through the door with Regan in her arms. Behind her, the captain and another huge security marine, Lieutenant Blaine Strong, pulled the stretchy fabric across the opening.
“Decompression contained,” the computer intoned.
Harper released a breath. On the panel beside the door, she saw the lights turning green. The nano fabric wouldn’t hold forever, but it would do until they got everyone out of here, and then got a maintenance team in here to fix the door.
“Oxygen levels at required levels,” the computer said again.
“Good work, Lieutenant.” Captain Sam Santos floated over. She was a tall woman with a strong face and brown hair she kept pulled back in a tight ponytail. She had curves she kept ruthlessly toned, and golden skin she always said was thanks to her Puerto Rican heritage.
“Thanks, Captain.” Harper ripped her helmet off and looked down at Regan.
Her blonde hair was a wild tangle, her face was pale and marked by what everyone who worked in space called space hickeys—bruises caused by the skin’s small blood vessels bursting when exposed to the vacuum of space. Please be okay.
“Here.” Blaine appeared, holding a portable breather. The big man was an excellent marine. He was about six foot five with broad shoulders that stretched his spacesuit to the limit. She knew he was a few inches over the height limit for space operations, but he was a damn good marine, which must have gone in his favor. He had dark skin thanks to his African-American father and his handsome face made him popular with the station’s single ladies, but mostly he worked and hung out with the other marines.
“Thanks.” Harper slipped the clear mask over Regan’s mouth.
“Nice work out there.” Blaine patted her shoulder. “She’s alive because of you.”
Suddenly, Regan jerked, pulling in a hard breath.
“You’re okay.” Harper gripped Regan’s shoulder. “Take it easy.”
Regan looked around the module, dazed and panicky. Harper watched as Regan caught sight of the fabric stretched across the end of the module, and all the plants floating around inside.
“God,” Regan said with a raspy gasp, her breath fogging up the dome of the breather. She shook her head, her gaze moving to Harper. “Thanks, Harper.”
“Any time.” Harper squeezed her friend’s shoulder. “It’s what I’m here for.”
Regan managed a wan smile. “No, it’s just you. You didn’t have to fly out into space to rescue me. I’m grateful.”
“Come on. We need to get you to the infirmary so they can check you out. Maybe put some cream on your hickeys.”
“Hickeys?” Regan touched her face and groaned. “Oh, no. I’m going to get a ribbing.”
“And you didn’t even get them the pleasurable way.”
A faint blush touched Regan’s cheeks. “That’s right. If I had, at least the ribbing would have been worth it.”
With a relieved laugh, Harper looked over at her captain. “I’m going to get Regan to the infirmary.”
The other woman nodded. “Good. We’ll meet you back at the Security Center.”
With a nod, Harper pushed off, keeping one arm around Regan, and they floated into the main part of the science facility. Soon, they moved through the entrance into the central hub of the space station. As the artificial gravity hit, Harper’s boots thudded onto the floor. Beside her, Regan almost collapsed.
Harper took most of the woman’s weight and helped her down the corridor. They pushed into the infirmary.
A gray-haired, barrel-chested man rushed over. “Decided to take an unscheduled spacewalk, Dr. Forrest?”
Regan smiled weakly. “Yes. Without a spacesuit.”
The doctor made a tsking sound and then took her from Harper. “We’ll get her all patched up.”
Harper nodded. “I’ll come and check on you later.”
Regan grabbed her hand. “We have a blackjack game scheduled. I’m planning to win back all those chocolates you won off me.”
Harper snorted. “You can try.” It was good to see some life back in Regan’s blue eyes.
As Harper strode out into the corridor, she ran a hand through her dark hair, tension slowly melting out of her shoulders. She really needed a beer. She tilted her neck one way and then the other, hearing the bones pop.
Just another day at the office. The image of Regan drifting away from the space station burst in her head. Harper released a breath. She was okay. Regan was safe and alive. That was all that mattered.
With a shake of her head, Harper headed toward the Security Center. She needed to debrief with the captain and clock off. Then she could get out of her spacesuit and take the one-minute shower that they were all allotted.
That was the one thing she missed about Earth. Long, hot showers.
And swimming. She’d been a swimmer all her life and there were days she missed slicing through the water.
She walked along a long corridor, meeting a few people—mainly scientists. She reached a spot where there was a long bank of windows that afforded a lovely view of Jupiter, and space beyond it.
Stingy showers and unscheduled spacewalks aside, Harper had zero regrets about coming out into space. There’d been nothing left for her on Earth, and to her surprise, she’d made friends here on Fortuna.
As she stared out into the black, mesmerized by the twinkle of stars, she caught a small flash of light in the distance. She paused, frowning. What the hell was that?
She stared hard at the spot where she’d seen the flash. Nothing there but the pretty sprinkle of stars. Harper shook her head. Fatigue was playing tricks on her. It had to have just been a weird trick of the lights reflecting off the glass.
Pushing the strange sighting away, she continued on to the Security Center.
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My books are mixture of action, adventure and sexy romance and they’re recommended for anyone who enjoys fast-paced stories where the boy wins the girl at the end (or sometimes the girl wins the boy!)
For release dates, action romance info, free books, and other fun stuff, sign up for the latest news here:
Website: AnnaHackettBooks.com
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Fighting for love, honor,
and freedom on the
galaxy's lawless outer
rim.






