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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Darla slipped cautiously through her bedroom window and out onto the porch roof. Down below, she could hear her father and brother complaining about the lack of anything decent to watch. Never mind that they now had access to thousands of channels. They weren’t satisfied with any of them, just as they weren’t satisfied with anything else in their lives.

      The smell of smoke drifted up from the open windows below, her father’s tobacco and her brother’s weed, both of them illegal now but as familiar a part of her life as the stained couch with the broken spring.

      She made her way carefully across the metal porch roof, avoiding the most rusted spots, until she reached the trellis leaning drunkenly against one side. It creaked ominously as she started to climb down—as decrepit as the rest of the house—but it held, and there was no reaction from within the house. She landed on the dirt with a soft thud, barely audible over the pounding of her heart, and darted over to the trees lining the driveway.

      Calling it a driveway was somewhat of an exaggeration—the rutted dirt track was almost indistinguishable from the surrounding woods, but Daddy and Darrell liked it that way. The last thing they wanted was anyone turning up unexpectedly on their land. She peeked back over her shoulder. With the darkness disguising the worst of the deterioration, the old house looked like the sturdy farmhouse it had once been, but any trace of sentiment had been knocked out of her a long time ago. She prayed desperately she would never see it again.

      Keeping close to the trees, she picked her way as quickly as possible down the driveway until she reached the road. The road was also unpaved but at least the county came by and scraped it once a year. Moving faster now, she continued to hug the edge of the road, her ears straining for the sound of pursuit, even though she knew it was unlikely that either of them would realize she’d gone.

      Before she’d escaped to her bedroom, she’d made their dinner, washed the dishes, and filled the cooler they liked to keep in the living room because they’re too damn lazy to walk into the kitchen. She didn’t expect them to move again until they were drunk enough to stumble off to bed, but that didn’t stop the nerves making her pulse race and her hands tremble.

      She hurried down the road until it finally intersected with an honest-to-goodness paved road. A clump of bushes marked the intersection, and she peered under the branches. She didn’t see anything at first, but then she caught the faint gleam of metal in the moonlight and found the old bicycle waiting for her.

      Thank you, Faye.

      The older woman was a fellow waitress at the diner in town who had befriended Darla. It hadn’t taken Faye long to realize how tight a rein her father and brother kept on her—one of them always drove her to work and picked her up afterwards. Daddy hadn’t liked the idea of her working after she graduated, but he liked the cash she brought home. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to cover their modest grocery bill.

      “Why don’t they ever let you out on your own?” Faye asked her one day when they were wrapping the silverware in paper napkins.

      Darla kept her voice low so Bob, the owner of the diner, wouldn’t hear her. Bob was one of her father’s buddies—another reason they had allowed her to work there.

      “Who else is going to cook for them? Or wash the clothes? Or keep the house clean?”

      Not that she thought they really cared that much about cleanliness, although Lord help her if Daddy walked into the kitchen and saw a heap of unwashed dishes in the sink.

      Faye dropped her voice even lower. “Can’t you get away from them?”

      “How? I don’t have a car, and you know Bob hands my check over directly to them.”

      They also insisted that she handed over any tips she made as soon as she climbed into the truck when they picked her up. She’d thought about escaping so many times, but it seemed impossible—she’d never been any further than her hometown.

      “You could come stay with me,” Faye volunteered. “Since Steve left, I’m all alone. It’s not much of a house, but at least you’d be away from them.”

      Unexpected tears rose to her eyes.

      “I really appreciate the offer, but you know they’d just come and drag me home again. It’s not like anyone around here is going to stand up to them.”

      Even though her father and brother were starting to run a little to fat, they were both big men. What’s more, they had an entirely deserved reputation for meanness. Everyone in their small town was a little afraid of them—including any boy who had ever thought about asking her out. One threat from Darrell and they would back off.

      They hadn’t been quite so bad when she was in middle school, but then the aliens had come and they’d been convinced they were going to snatch her up, along with all the other human females. That was when they had started insisting on driving her to and from high school—when they could be bothered to take her. It was a miracle she managed to graduate with so many absences on her record. Although she’d read everything she could and done her best to study on her own, she suspected it was more due to the kindness of Mr. Thompson, the principal, than her actual achievements.

      “I have a shotgun I’m not afraid to use,” Faye said. “I bet a little lead in their balls would make them back off.”

      Darla couldn’t help laughing, and Bob gave her a suspicious glare. “Quit cackling and get that silverware done.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Faye said, waving her hand at him, while Darla immediately focused on the silver. She wished she could be as casual as the older woman, but she didn’t want Bob complaining about her to her father.

      They rolled in silence for a few more minutes, then Faye gave her a thoughtful look. “How would you feel about having a kid?”

      “I’d never bring a baby into that house,” she said fiercely.

      “What if you didn’t have to?”

      She thought about it for a moment. Someone to love who loved her back. Someone she could take care of because she wanted to—not because someone was making her. She envisioned holding her baby in her arms, and her heart ached.

      “Yeah, I think I’d like that, but you know Daddy doesn’t even let me date.”

      In some ways, that was a good thing. Darrell had tried to set her up with some of his equally disgusting friends, but thank goodness Daddy had put his foot down and refused to allow it.

      Faye looked over her shoulder, checking to make sure that Bob was still occupied in the kitchen.

      “Have you thought about going for one of those breeding contracts?” she asked, and Darla’s mouth dropped open.

      “A breeding contract? With one of the aliens?”

      Even after five years, it was still hard to believe that aliens had conquered Earth. She still remembered seeing the strange but kind face of the first Yehrin ambassador on television. But she also remembered seeing the terrifying face of the war leader who’d taken over after an explosion destroyed the first delegation. She’d seen pictures of their armies marching through the cities, humanity’s defeat so sudden and decisive that there had been surprisingly little damage or loss of life. Any signs of rebellion were firmly and completely squashed.

      Since then, the aliens had continued to appear on television. Although they frequently announced new rules and regulations, they also announced the improvements they were making—everything from a cross-country bullet train to astonishing medical advances.

      Of course, Daddy and Darrell didn’t believe any of the positive news. They blamed the Yehrin for everything that had ever gone wrong in their lives, even long before the aliens arrived. They held secret meetings with some of the other men who lived in the hills to plan a glorious rebellion, but as far as she could tell, their plans were little more than a bunch of wild talk and a whole lot of drinking moonshine.

      They grew even more outraged when the Yehrin announced that they were opening breeding centers to allow human females the opportunity to mate with their warriors. Darla had heard them muttering about aliens stealing their women ever since, and they’d become convinced an alien was going to take her. It didn’t matter that no alien had ever bothered to appear in Patchem County.

      “My cousin Susie did it,” Faye said. “She said it wasn’t bad at all. She only had to stay with him for thirty days, or until she got pregnant. They can tell right away, you know.”

      “But aren’t they looking for wives?”

      Faye shrugged. “Yeah, but it doesn’t always happen. And if you get pregnant, they take care of you and the baby. The best part is that even if you don’t get pregnant, you still get paid—enough to start a whole new life. Susie moved to New York.”

      “But you have to have sex. With an alien.”

      Faye smirked. “Susie didn’t have a problem with that part of it. She said she never had it so good. Some of the things she told me…” She fanned her face with her hand. “She said those men are hung.”

      “They’re not men,” she said automatically, her mind whirling. Could she ever do anything like that?

      “Maybe not, but they still have male parts—just bigger ones.” Faye studied her face, then patted her hand. “It was just a suggestion, but I thought maybe it was an option.”

      Now that Faye had mentioned a breeding contract, Darla couldn’t stop thinking about it, the idea haunting her. She didn’t hate the Yehrin like her father and brother did—in fact, she thought they’d done a lot of good things—but they were huge and scary and intimidating. She couldn’t imagine having sex with one of them.

      When she told Faye, the other woman just nodded and promised to help her come up with another way to escape. Darla had started giving Faye a small portion of her tips every day before she left. Not enough to make her father suspicious, but even the few dollars she could manage were slowly adding up. She hadn’t had any specific plans for the money, but then a week ago the need for escape suddenly became urgent.
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      Darla had been in the kitchen fixing breakfast when her father scowled at her over his cup of coffee. Her heart beat faster as she tried to figure out what she might have done to upset him.

      “You know, you really ain’t that bad looking. Kinda like your mama before she let herself go.”

      It was almost a compliment—and it made her heart race even faster. What was he up to now?

      “Bob said Mama was pretty,” she said casually, hoping to distract him.

      Daddy’s scowl deepened. “Yeah, he went chasing after her, but I got her.”

      She put the plate of biscuits and gravy in front of him and took a quick step back, just in case this was one of those mornings when nothing pleased him and he decided to throw it at her. Instead, he took a bite and nodded.

      “Not a bad cook either. Maybe Darrell’s right.”

      “Right about what?” she asked, her heart sinking. If her brother was involved, it was not going to be good.

      “About marrying you off.”

      The words were muffled by a mouthful of food, but she heard them well enough. Her stomach churned.

      “But what would you do without me, Daddy?” she asked desperately.

      He nodded, and took another bite.

      “That’s what I always said. Need to keep you here and make sure you do your part. But Darrell’s been talking to Bubba. If you two got married, he’d be willing to move in. Help out.”

      “Bubba?” Her voice escaped as a whisper, barely audible over the sound of her pulse pounding in her ears.

      Bubba was one of Darrell’s friends—a big, brutish man with a loud voice. She’d seen him staring at her a couple of times, and it always made her skin crawl. Whenever he came around, she did her best to avoid him.

      “I don’t want to get married, Daddy.”

      “I ain’t made up my mind yet. Not sure I want anyone else in the family business.” The “family business” was the old still back up in the hills that he and Darrell ran. “But if I decide it’s worth it, you’ll do as I say, you hear me?”

      She forced herself to nod, biting her lip to stop herself protesting again. She knew from long experience that if he thought she was arguing with him, it would only make him more determined to get his way.

      He didn’t say anything else about it, and she was beginning to hope that maybe he’d changed his mind. But a few nights later, Bubba showed up for dinner.

      She did her best to keep busy, to avoid looking at him, but she could feel his eyes following her.

      “Pretty good cook, ain’t she?” Darrell asked him.

      “Not bad. But not as good as my mama’s cooking,” Bubba said, leaning back in his chair as he belched.

      Considering that he’d eaten three helpings, she suspected he was lying, but then again, maybe he was just greedy. He wasn’t quite as tall as Darrell, but he was much heavier, his belly straining at the front of his stained overalls.

      She brought them coffee and packed the cooler as she did every night, but when she started to head upstairs to her room, Bubba reached out and grabbed her arm. His short, pudgy fingers dug painfully into her wrist.

      “Where you going?

      “I have to get up early.”

      She knew better than to try and get away, but in her desire to escape, she pulled against his grip. His hand immediately tightened, and she couldn’t quite suppress a flinch. He licked thick red lips and started to pull her closer.

      “Not so fast,” her father said. “We ain’t reached an agreement yet.”

      “Maybe I need to decide if she’s worth it. She’s kinda skinny for my tastes.” Despite the disparaging words, he licked his lips again as his eyes crawled over her. “You sure she’s fresh?”

      “Hell yeah.” Darrell scowled at his friend. “Ain’t no sluts in this family.”

      “Now, let her go,” Daddy said again. “We got business to discuss.”

      To her relief, Bubba released her arm. It throbbed painfully, but she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of rubbing it in front of him. Instead, she turned and fled upstairs. Her door didn’t have a lock, but she did her best to wedge her old desk chair beneath the handle.

      Too frightened to sleep, she huddled in the corner of her bed, her eyes on the door until at last she heard Bubba leaving. He staggered down off the porch, then turned to look up at her window. Even though her room was dark and he couldn’t possibly see her, she felt as if he was staring right at her. He grabbed his crotch and squeezed it a few times, then finally stumbled to his truck and took off, veering from one side to the other as he made his way down the driveway.

      The Yehrin had ordered a curfew during that first year after they arrived, and now she wished it was still in place—that they would stop him and take him wherever it was they took lawbreakers. But there was no curfew, no aliens swooped down and took him away, and the next morning, her father told her that it was a done deal. She was going to marry Bubba and he would move in with them.

      “But I don’t want to marry him, Daddy.”

      She knew it was hopeless, but she couldn’t stop herself from protesting. He scowled at her.

      “You’ll do as I say, girl.” He shrugged. “Reckon you’ll like it well enough once you get used to it. By the time you have a kid or two, you’ll be just fine.”

      When he drove her to work, Faye took one look at her exhausted face and bruised wrist and frowned, but there was no time to talk until after the morning rush was over. As soon as they started on the lunch prep, filling the salt and pepper and topping up the ketchup bottles, she whispered, “What happened?”

      “Daddy says I have to marry Bubba.”

      “What? He can’t make you do that.”

      “He can’t?” she asked despairingly. “You know the County Clerk is one of his drinking buddies. I’m not sure he’d even listen to me if I said I didn’t want to get married. And even if he did, what’s going to happen then? Daddy’s decided to give me to Bubba, and I don’t think he’ll change his mind just because he doesn’t have the paperwork.”

      “He can’t just give you away to someone.”

      “You keep saying he can’t, but who’s going to stop him?”

      Faye bit her lip, but before she could respond, Bob stormed out of the kitchen.

      “Quit gossiping and get to work.” He looked over at Darla. “Your daddy told me the good news. Good news for you, anyway. Now I gotta find another waitress.”

      She would have swayed if she hadn’t already been sitting down. “What do you mean?”

      “Your daddy said it wasn’t right for a married woman to work.”

      He stomped back off into the kitchen before she could respond. They were going to make her quit? She wouldn’t even have this break from the house and the three of them? She couldn’t do it—she had to get away from here. As she did her best not to cry, Faye’s original suggestion came back to her.

      No matter how scary the aliens were, they didn’t scare her as much as Bubba did. She would only have to be with one of them for thirty days, but she knew she’d be trapped with him for the rest of her life.

      “I’m going to do it,” she whispered to Faye as soon as she had the chance. “I’m going to try for one of those contracts. Can you help me?”

      Faye had agreed, and together they came up with the plan of hiding the bicycle in the bush at the end of the road. Faye wanted to just wait and pick her up, but Darla thought it was too risky. They didn’t get much traffic along their road. Anyone who drove by would be suspicious about seeing a strange car parked on the road at night, and might tell her father. But as long as she had a bicycle, she could ride to the next town and catch the bus.

      “Come to my house instead,” Faye said. “I’ll drive you all the way.”

      “I don’t want to take the chance of someone seeing me, especially not someone seeing me with you. You know it will get back to them, and I don’t want them coming after you.”

      “I’m not scared of those two,” Faye said, but Darla saw the flicker of uncertainty in her eyes.

      She gave Faye’s hand a quick squeeze. “I promise I’ll be just fine on the bicycle.”

      Now cycling along the dark road, the night breeze rushing past her face and carrying the scent of honeysuckle, a feeling of exhilaration started to replace the terror of her escape. But the growing sense of freedom wasn’t enough to keep her from looking over her shoulder. When a set of headlights appeared in the distance, she dismounted and dragged herself and the bike down into the grassy ditch next to the road and waited, shaking, until the car passed. No one she recognized, thank the Lord, but her knees were still trembling when she tried to climb back up on the bike. Somehow she managed, and set off again, determined never to return.
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      Darla stared at the breeding center across the street. It seemed innocuous enough, a former medical office that had been repurposed. Only the neat sign over the door and the strange metallic gleam of the windows gave any indication that it was anything other than what it had once been.

      I have to go in, she told herself, but her feet remained firmly planted to the pavement.

      She’d made it safely to Clarksville, and then spent an anxious hour jumping at shadows as she waited for the late-night bus to the capital. She kept expecting Darrell or her father to appear and drag her back home. Even after she was seated on the bus, she kept imagining their faces outside her window. That same fear had kept her awake and restless for the entire trip.

      The bus seemed to stop at every small town they passed through, and each time she expected to see them waiting for her. But they never appeared and by the time she descended from the bus at the main station, she was actually starting to believe that she’d escaped. Maybe she didn’t even have to apply for a breeding contract. Maybe she could just stay here in the city, even though it was so big and busy even at this early hour of the morning.

      “You need some help, darlin’?” a man asked from where he was leaning against the side of the depot.

      She gave him a suspicious look, but he seemed respectable enough. An older man with a neatly pressed shirt, he gave her a friendly smile as he came towards her.

      “You looking for something?”

      “I’m looking for a hotel,” she said in a rush, suddenly deciding to give the city a chance.

      “Then you’re in luck. There’s one right down the street.”

      “How much is it?”

      As soon as he named the price, her heart sank. The meager amount she’d accumulated would barely cover one night, and then what would she do?

      “Of course, if you don’t have the money,” he added, still smiling, “I could give you a little loan…”

      “You could?”

      “I sure could—”

      “Get away from her, Fulton. How many times have I got to tell you to stay away from here?” One of the bus company employees stormed out of the depot. “If I catch you around here again, I’m going to report you to one of the Yehrin peacekeepers.”

      The stranger raised his hands and started to back away. “I didn’t mean any harm. Just trying to help.”

      “She don’t need your kind of help. Now go.”

      The man shrugged and walked off as Darla gave the depot manager a confused look.

      “I don’t understand. He was just trying to help me.”

      “No, sweetheart, he wasn’t. He has a stable of women, and he’s always on the lookout for more.”

      “A stable?”

      The man sighed. “You know, prostitutes?”

      “But I’m not… not one of those.” Her stomach churned, and she felt sick.

      “That’s exactly why he was trying to pick you up. Have you ever been to the city before?” When she shook her head, he sighed again. “Do you have somewhere to go? There’s a shelter not far from here—a woman’s shelter.”

      For a moment, she was tempted, but then she decided that if Darrell or her father came after her, that would be the first place they’d check. She shook her head again.

      “I have somewhere to go, but it’s not open until the morning.”

      “Then you’d better come inside. The depot is open all night and I’ll keep an eye on you.”

      And he had. He’d insisted on giving her a sandwich and a really terrible cup of coffee. They talked a little, and he told her about his wife passing, and how much he was looking forward to visiting his grandson later that summer. He didn’t ask her any more questions, but when the sun finally rose, he gave her a long look.

      “Are you sure about this? About whatever it is you came here to do?”

      “I’m sure,” she said firmly.

      He looked as if he wanted to argue, but then a bus pulled in, followed by another as the morning rush started. She slipped away while he was busy, but his kindness had helped ease her nerves. They had reappeared now that she’d reached her destination, but she finally took a deep breath, walked across the street, and opened the door.

      The Yehrin behind the counter looked over at her and nodded politely. “I am Officer T’voth. May help you?”

      She couldn’t speak. She knew the aliens were tall and broad, with grey skin and huge dark horns spiraling back from their foreheads. She even knew that they had slit-pupiled eyes and three fingers instead of four. But that knowledge hadn’t given her any indication of what it would be like to be in the same room with one of them, to truly understand how big and powerful they were.

      “May I help you?” he asked again, frowning. Even his voice sounded harsh. “This is a breeding center. Did you come in by mistake?”

      “No,” she managed to gasp, trying to pull herself together. “No, I came in on purpose.”

      “I see.”

      He studied her, and she was suddenly afraid she was going to be rejected before she got any further. She had no illusions about her looks—she was tall and skinny with dishwater blonde hair and her mother’s grey eyes. Her jeans were worn and faded, and her T-shirt had seen better days. Even though she’d tried to clean up in the bus station’s bathroom, she still felt dirty after the long ride.

      “Are you aware of the process?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said quickly, not wanting to create any more doubts in his mind.

      Despite his intimidating presence, he hadn’t done anything overtly threatening. Thirty days, she reminded herself. I can do anything for thirty days.

      “Then have a seat. Here is the application.”

      He pointed to a comfortable chair and handed her a datapad. She took it gingerly, trying not to stare at those long gray fingers topped with black claws.

      Thirty days.

      She sat down and looked at the application. Some of it was quite straightforward—name, address, educational background—but some of it seemed very strange. Her favorite fruit? Did she prefer winter or summer? Maybe it was to make sure she was compatible with whoever chose her. While she certainly didn’t want a permanent arrangement, the fact that they were asking about her preferences reassured her a little. She filled in the details, only hesitating over her address. In the end, she reluctantly filled out her home address, and then handed the datapad back to the Yehrin officer.

      “Thank you.” He scanned the application. “You are a long way from home, D’rla.”

      Her pulse started to flutter again, but she managed to respond calmly. “There isn’t a… breeding center in my town.”

      “I see.” Those strange alien eyes were uncomfortably discerning. “So you will return?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “That you will return here after your application has been reviewed and submitted to the list of available candidates.”

      “How… how long will that take?”

      “It usually does not take much time. There is a great deal of… demand for human females. Perhaps two or three days.”

      She stared at him in appalled horror. Two or three days? Even if she could find a place to stay that she could afford, she would spend the whole time terrified that her father or Darrell would find her.

      The warrior frowned, those towering horns looming closer.

      “Is there an issue?”

      “I… I don’t have anywhere to go while I wait.”

      “You provided an address on your application.”

      “But I can’t go back there. Please. Isn’t there a faster option?”

      His frown deepened. “Are you in danger? We have provided alternative options for abused females.”

      “Not in my town you didn’t. And even here, it’s the first place they’d look. Please, I just need to get away—far away from here.”

      “Far away?” He hesitated. “There is another option.”

      “What is it? I’ll take anything.”

      He tapped his claws on the counter, and she gave them a horrified look before she forced her gaze away.

      “Human females are… valued amongst the Yehrin,” he said slowly. “But not every warrior can make the trip to Earth. There is a demand for females willing to travel to Yehr for a breeding contract.”

      “Travel to Yehr?” The words were barely above a whisper. “But I’ve never even left my town before.”

      “I understand. I can try and expedite your application here instead.”

      He didn’t sound hopeful about the prospect, and she bit her lip. It was ridiculous to even consider such a thing, and yet what did she have keeping her on Earth? She’d wanted an escape, and leaving the planet would be the ultimate escape. Her father and Darrell could never follow her into space.

      “But if I agree to… to leave Earth, it would be faster?”

      “Because so few females are willing, the process is much simpler. As long as you meet the basic criteria—which you do—and you pass the medical exam, you would qualify. You would be assigned to the highest-ranking warrior on the list and placed on the next available transport. As it happens, there is a ship leaving this afternoon.”

      This afternoon? She stared at him, her thoughts tumbling over each other in an endless circle.

      “It would still be for a thirty day trial?” she whispered.

      “Yes, although the time on board the ship does not count. You would, of course, be provided with the finest accommodations.”

      She bit back a laugh, afraid it would turn to a sob.

      “Believe me, that’s the least of my worries.”

      “Perhaps it would be better to wait for the planetary process. I may be able to arrange a guard—”

      A faded blue truck drove down the street, and she lost track of what he was saying as terror washed over her. They found me!

      But the truck kept going and she realized that unlike her daddy’s truck, both tail lights were in working order. The resulting wave of relief left her weak and trembling.

      “I’ll do it,” she said.

      “You are sure?”

      She took a deep breath and nodded. “Yes. Send me to Yehr.”
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      “Hold out your arms.”

      T’pak obeyed, refusing to let his anger show as the guard fastened the restraints in place. Even in this small matter, they treated him as a male with no honor. An honorable male would never have been restrained. But then, an honorable male would never have been imprisoned in the beginning.

      “Follow me,” the guard barked, and once again T’pak obeyed.

      Another guard fell in step behind them and they proceeded down the long white hallway until they emerged on the landing field. He expected to see a military transport waiting for him. Instead, the only ship being prepared for departure was a passenger ship—one of the expensive vessels designed to transport high-ranking officials not on military business.

      As they started marching towards it, he finally broke his silence.

      “Why are you taking me to this ship?”

      The first guard ignored him, but the second one flashed him a not entirely unsympathetic glance.

      “Supreme Commander T’chyro’s orders. You are to be returned to Yehr for a hearing immediately.”

      T’chyro? The events of the past few hours suddenly made sense—the unexpected arrest and the rapid transport to the isolated holding cell. He had thought he would be far enough away on Earth to escape T’chyro’s claws, but he had apparently underestimated the other male’s desire for vengeance.

      “I see.”

      They came to a halt at the bottom of a wide ramp leading to the cargo area of the ship. It was currently being used by the loading bots to carry trade goods on board, and the lead guard went to talk to the male in charge of the process while T’pak waited with the younger guard.

      “Did you really commit those crimes?” the guard asked quietly. “Did you allow females and children to be killed?”

      “That is what Supreme Commander T’chyro says.”

      He could not entirely keep the bitterness from his voice, and the guard stepped closer.

      “I do not like this break in protocol. Do you want—”

      “Officer T’katyn, step away from the prisoner,” the first guard barked, returning to them. “He is to be treated as a dangerous—and dishonorable—male.”

      T’pak almost growled at the contempt in the male’s voice, but it would do little other than to reinforce the guard’s negative opinion of him.

      “Yes, Subcommander T’nal,” T’katyn said, moving back. “But the standard procedure would be to return the prisoner on a military transport.”

      “This was a direct order from Supreme Commander T’chyro. Do you wish to challenge him?”

      T’katyn hesitated, then shook his head.

      “I thought not.” T’nal gestured at the loading ramp. “The loading process will be completed shortly, then we can show Officer T’pak to his special accommodation.”

      From the unpleasant smile on T’nal’s face, T’pak had no illusions as to what was in store for him but he kept his face blank and looked out across the landing field.

      Passengers were moving through a glass-enclosed walkway to the ship. He saw several Yehrin officials, all richly dressed, along with a cluster of Yehrin scholars in their black robes. A scattering of other races mingled with the Yehrin, including two Icluthians. The sight would have been unthinkable even a few years ago, but it was becoming more common now that the two races had joined forces to fight the Saviji. The final two passengers were a Yehrin warrior accompanying a slender Earth female.

      An unexpected pang of jealousy pierced him as he watched the two. He had held out little hope that he would find his L’chka—his beloved—on Earth, but the possibility had always been there. Now he would never have that chance. As he watched them travel down the walkway, he could tell the female was nervous but her male did not appear to be reassuring her. He frowned. Her clothes too were unsuitable—of poor quality and worn and faded. Why did her warrior not take better care of her?

      They paused at the entrance to the ship, and the female suddenly turned and paced to the glass wall, her hands clutching the rail. He saw her face clearly for the first time. Even for a human female, she had delicate, fragile features. She appeared young, but something about her expression made him believe that she had seen more than her share of sorrow. Her eyes had the silvery gleam of the ocean on his homeworld, and her hair gleamed like sunlight striking the fields of grain.

      The warrior accompanying her came to the glass to join her, and once again T’pak had to bite back a growl.

      Fool. She is not for you. He forced himself to look away, but found himself glancing back a moment later. She was gone.

      Perhaps it was just as well. He needed no reminders of what he could not have—would never have—thanks to Supreme Commander T’chyro. Not for the first time, he wondered if he should have kept his mouth shut. If he never should have reported—or tried to report—that the commander’s actions had cost the lives not only of Yehrin warriors but also innocent females and children. If he should have realized that T’chyro was too well connected for anyone to take the word of an ordinary warrior over his.

      And yet he occasionally wondered why his punishment had not been far more severe. Were there those who doubted the Supreme Commander’s version of events? Although T’pak had been demoted and sent as far from Yehr as possible, he had not been imprisoned or sentenced to death. T’chyro apparently agreed that the sentence was not severe enough since he had contrived to have him charged once again.

      Lost in his thoughts, he didn’t hear T’nal order him to move until the commander jabbed him with a shock stick. This time, he did allow himself to growl.

      “Do not touch me.”

      The older male actually drew back a step before he sneered and pointed to the now clear landing ramp.

      “Then march your worthless ass onboard.”

      He obeyed silently, T’katyn following behind him.

      It wasn’t until they reached the back of the cargo hold that he understood the full indignity that awaited him. His wrist restraints were unfastened, then immediately refastened to a chain attached to the wall. It was long enough to allow him to sit on the floor or to stand, but no longer.

      “You will be escorted to the sanitary facility three times a day. If you do not have the discipline to wait for those times—” another sneer “—then you will sit in your own waste.”

      “But T’nal—”

      T’katyn started to protest, but the older officer cut him off.

      “Do not worry about this borag. Now come. We must find our seats for takeoff.”

      T’katyn gave T’pak a worried look but made no further protest as he followed T’nal out of the hold.

      T’pak stared after them, filled with impotent rage. He had spent his entire life trying to act as a warrior should—and this was the result.

      His father had been the epitome of a Yehrin warrior, and he had expected the same from his son. He had drilled honor and duty into T’pak from the time he was a young child. T’pak’s training at the Warrior House had been equally focused on those tenets.

      He had been naïve enough to believe that those concepts were integral to Yehrin society. Instead, they had failed him. He had done his duty—and betrayed his honor. Or rather T’chyro had betrayed it and left T’pak to deal with the consequences. Thank the Ancestors that his father had not been alive to witness his disgrace. Would the stern older male even have believed his version of events?

      The alarm announcing the imminent departure of the ship interrupted his bitter thoughts, and he braced himself against the wall. There would be no huge surge of acceleration, but there might be some minor turbulence until they left the atmosphere. He couldn’t help wishing he had access to a viewscreen to watch their departure.

      He’d been equally angry when he was sent to Earth, angry and frustrated that his attempt to act with honor had been so unsuccessful, but now he regretted leaving the planet, especially without having found a mate.

      A mate…

      His mind flew back to the slender female on the passenger ramp. She has already been claimed, he reminded himself, but it was no use. The knowledge that she was on the ship taunted him—so close, and yet so impossibly far from him.

      As the ship quivered and then began to ascend, he found himself recalling every detail, from the delicate beauty of her features to the slender elegance of her body. Even under these circumstances, his cock jerked at the memory and he sighed. The fate that awaited him on Yehr should be occupying his thoughts, but he suspected that he would spend most of the journey thinking about the forbidden female instead.
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      Darla followed the recruitment officer across a glass-enclosed walkway to the spaceship—the spaceship that was taking her away from Earth. It reminded her of a giant insect perched elegantly on the landing field with an enormous glass dome creating the face at the front, the four huge thrusters extending from the midsection to form the legs, and a smaller rear section as the tail. She had never seen anything quite like it, and it made her even more conscious of the enormous step she was about to take.

      It had been less than three hours since she stepped into the breeding center. Once she’d agreed to the offworld contract, T’voth had arranged for a medical exam. The female doctor had been thorough, efficient, and kind. She’d confirmed that Darla was making the decision of her own free will and that she understood the consequences.

      Once the examination had been completed, Darla had been injected with a translation device and handed back over to T’voth. And now she was about to board a spaceship—she still couldn’t quite believe that she was actually going to do it.

      Thirty days, she reminded herself. Well, thirty days plus the time to reach Yehr and to return, but it was easier to concentrate on the specific time required by the contract.

      She had absolutely no illusions that a high-ranking Yehrin official would bond with her or want to keep her, especially when she was already overwhelmingly aware of how out of place she was amongst the other passengers. The aliens—the people—moving ahead of them all seemed calm and confident, chatting easily amongst themselves as they approached the ship. She could see more of the black Yehrin uniforms, as well as the dark robes worn by the Yehrin scholars, but there were also more colorfully dressed passengers in bright, expensive-looking garments. She ran a nervous hand down her faded jeans, her steps slowing.

      T’voth frowned at her. “Are you sure you wish to proceed?”

      “Y-yes,” she managed to whisper, then straightened her shoulders. “Yes. It’s my way out.”

      “The breeding contract is not intended as an escape,” he reminded her. “The goal of the contract is to find a suitable warrior to… care for you.”

      “And how often does that happen?”

      “Quite frequently,” he said, and her heart sank.

      She didn’t want to end up on a foreign planet with a Yehrin warrior trying to exert the same kind of control over her as her father and brother had always done. It’s not going to happen, she reminded herself. He’s never going to pick me. As soon as the trial period was over and she was back on Earth, she would be free to go anywhere she liked and start a new life. Perhaps somewhere by the ocean…

      Trying to divert herself with thoughts of the future, she didn’t notice that they were almost at the end of the walkway until an enormous doorway loomed in front of her. The doors were open to reveal a richly decorated hall beyond, but the doors themselves were made of thick metal. Like prison doors, she thought, and suddenly panicked.

      She turned blindly away from the entrance only to run into the glass wall of the walkway. The clear barrier was a potent reminder of her decision. Even though the landing field and the city beyond were clearly visible through the glass, she felt as if she’d already left Earth behind. Fighting the bubble of panic rising inside her, she forced herself to take several deep breaths.

      “D’rla?” T’voth appeared at her side. “It is not too late to change your mind.”

      She jumped, then gave him a tremulous smile. “You keep saying that. I’m beginning to think that you’re trying to get me to back out.”

      “As I said, the breeding contracts have been very successful for both our warriors and their chosen females,” he said slowly.

      “Then why do I feel as if that’s not the whole truth?”

      He actually looked offended. “I would never lie to you.”

      “I didn’t mean you were lying—just maybe not telling me everything.”

      “Perhaps.” T’voth sighed. “The process here on Earth is well established, but very few females have consented to travel to Yehr. It is a less… predictable encounter.”

      “But the contract still applies, right? No one will force me to stay?”

      “Of course not.”

      His concern actually made her feel better, and she managed a more sincere smile. “Then let’s do this.”

      As she started to turn towards the doors, she cast one more quick look at the outside world. Three Yehrin warriors were standing on the field below, next to a pile of baggage. One of them was just turning away—a tall male with the usual arrogant Yehrin posture—but something about him caught her attention. He seemed isolated somehow, despite the presence of two other males beside him.

      All she could see was the side of his face, but it was a remarkably attractive face and she hesitated, hoping he would turn back towards her so she could see more.

      “D’rla?”

      T’voth pulled her attention away from the intriguing male, and for some reason she found herself blushing as she looked back at him. She was quite sure he noticed, but he didn’t comment as he led her through those imposing doors and down the wide hallway.

      At the end of the hall, a large open atrium ran up through the center of the ship. A magnificent sculptured stairway curved up one side of the space, leading towards a clear dome three stories overhead. She could see the familiar blue sky of Earth through the glass. What would it be like when all she could see was stars?

      Her fellow passengers were moving across the dark grey stone of the atrium floor and climbing the stairs, talking to each other. No one stopped to gawk and look around, and it only made her feel smaller and more out of place.

      She was so busy studying her surroundings that she didn’t realize that T’voth had stopped to talk to a warrior waiting at a discrete reception desk. They were speaking too quietly for her to hear, there was no mistaking the appraising look that the reception officer gave her. Once again, she was sure she was blushing, but she resisted the impulse to scurry behind T’voth and hide.

      “This way.”

      T’voth led her not to the grand stairway but to one of the glass-enclosed tubes that ran up the opposite side of the central atrium. An elevator, she realized, as they stepped inside and the ground floor disappeared beneath them with astonishing speed.

      “The level where we entered contains the crew’s quarters and work areas. The second level has passenger quarters as well as the general dining and entertainment areas. The bridge, the quarters for the captain and his senior officers, and the escape vessels are all located on the top level.”

      “Escape vessels?” she whispered as a new fear reared its head.

      “Simply a precaution,” he assured her. “Your seagoing boats also contain such vessels, do they not?”

      “I guess so.”

      It’s just a precaution, she told herself as the elevator came to a halt on the third level.

      “This level contains the cabins for high-ranking passengers, as well as the private lounges and dining rooms,” T’voth said. “You are, of course, welcome to use the main dining room as well.”

      They stepped out onto a walkway, the dark grey stone of the lower floor replaced with thick white carpet. The walls were white as well, with a faint opalescent shimmer, and the pristine surroundings made her feel dirty and unkempt. T’voth escorted her along the balcony overlooking the central atrium to the rear of the ship, then used his wrist device to open a set of double doors leading into a lounge area. Couches and chairs covered in white fabric were arranged in discrete seating areas around small tables. A succession of soothing images was displayed on the surrounding walls, the colors muted.

      While the room was undoubtedly beautiful and luxurious, it was also remarkably sterile. The only occupants of the lounge were two Yehrin warriors who gave her that same brief, appraising look before turning away and resuming their conversation. It felt like a dismissal, and she had to force herself to follow T’voth with her head held high.

      Two hallways let off the central lounge, and he led her to the end of the one on the right before opening double doors to reveal a cabin larger than the living room of her house. In addition to a seating area, the most enormous bed she’d ever seen stood in front of a glass wall at the far end of the cabin. Two of the other walls were composed of vertical panels of white fabric, while the remaining wall was covered in pale wood.

      “As you can see, your contract male has provided for the finest accommodations. You will be treated with great honor.”

      T’voth sounded as if he was trying to convince himself, and she gave him an uncertain look.

      “Is this how it’s usually done?”

      “I do not know. As I said, only a few females have consented to an offworld contract, and I was not involved in either.” He hesitated. “Are you satisfied with your room?”

      “It’s very…” Cold. Like everything else she had seen on the ship, it was beautiful but sterile. She had a sudden longing for her own bedroom with the faded yellow paint and the worn quilt her mother had made, but she forced herself to nod. “It’s very nice.”

      She looked at the glass end wall again and added, “Is that really safe? In space, I mean?”

      He frowned, then his face lightened. “It is not a window. It is a viewscreen. You may change the setting.”

      When he pressed a hidden catch on the paneled wall, a section swung open to reveal a desk area and an intimidating panel of controls. “You may keep it on an Earth setting, view the surroundings of the ship, or choose from a variety of other images. You may also access information about the ship in English here.”

      She gave the controls a doubtful look, but nodded. “Okay. Is there, umm, a restroom behind that wall as well?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      He showed her how to open the panel leading to a large elegant bathroom, and then a walk-in closet, already stocked with clothing.

      “These garments have been provided for you as well.”

      The idea of wearing clothing provided by an unknown male made her uncomfortable, but perhaps it would help her to fit in.

      “Thank you.”

      A low chime reverberated through the room, and T’voth gave her a hesitant look.

      “I must leave. The ship is about to depart.”

      Don’t go, she wanted to say, terrified at losing the one familiar face on the ship, but she managed to nod.

      “You will need this.” He handed her a wide silver bracelet. “It will allow you the same access to the ship as the other high ranking passengers.”

      It looked far too big for her, but when she obediently slipped it over her wrist, it vibrated softly, then shrank down to fit her wrist perfectly.

      “I wish you well, D’rla,” T’voth said solemnly, and left.

      She stared after him, resisting the urge to burst into tears, then sank down in one of the oversized chairs. Her hands clutched the arms nervously as the ship began to rise into the air. She could see the ground—see Earth—disappearing below her all too clearly and she closed her eyes.

      Is he on board too? she wondered, thinking of the warrior she had seen outside. He had been standing by the loading ramp, so perhaps he was one of the crew. For some reason, that thought helped reassure her, and she finally started to relax as the scene outside her window turned to a darkness filled with stars.

      Maybe this would work out after all.
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      Darla stumbled onto the lift, somehow managing to wait until the doors closed before giving in to tears. She stabbed blindly at the controls as despair washed over her.

      Why did I ever think this would work?

      After the ship had taken off, she had spent several hours pacing the cabin, alternating between anxiety and cautious excitement. Leaving Earth was a huge step, but it meant that she would finally have a chance at a new life—a life where she could make her own decisions. The idea would have been more encouraging if she had any idea what she wanted that life to look like.

      Rather than think about the fact that Earth was steadily receding behind her, she’d tried to envision that new life. By the ocean, she decided again—someplace warm and sunny. Waitressing was her only practical skill, but she’d never really minded it. Interacting with other people was much easier when it was part of her job. She wasn’t exactly sure what the stipend provided by the Yehrin would cover, but perhaps it would be enough for her to go back to school as well, even if it was only part-time.

      She was daydreaming about a little cottage by the sea and a garden filled with flowers when another one of the chimes sounded. Based on the information she’d accessed about the ship, the sound indicated that it was time to gather for dinner. Her stomach approved of the idea, so she reluctantly went to pick an outfit from the wardrobe. The clothing all seemed to be designed for a much more voluptuous woman—which made her even more doubtful about the warrior who had arranged the contract—but she finally managed to find a pale blue gown that wasn’t too bad.

      When she surveyed herself in the mirror, she was quite pleased. The color brought out a hint of blue in her grey eyes, and even though the garment was far too large, she thought the fabric fell gracefully down to her feet. She left the cabin feeling almost confident—a confidence that disappeared when she entered one of the smaller dining lounges and all of the other diners turned to look at her.

      She was the only human present, and she almost turned tail and fled, but before she could escape, a waiter came and escorted her to a table for one. The waiter was Yehrin as well, but the kind with the small dark horns rather than the towering horns that marked the warriors—warriors like the one she had seen when she was boarding. As his face flashed across her mind, she took a cautious look around, but there was no sign of him.

      However, her survey also revealed that several people were still looking at her, their glances either amused or disdainful. Her mouth threatened to tremble, but she refused to let it. Then the only other female present—a rare Yehrin female surrounded by a coterie of admiring males—looked over at her. Her disparaging gaze swept down over Darla before she turned and said something to her admirers. There was a burst of laughter, and Darla suddenly felt as if she was back in school, a target for the more popular girls.

      She rose from the table, somehow managing not to cry, and left the room as quickly as she could, stumbling over the too-long gown on the way. There was more laughter behind her, thankfully cut off when the door closed.

      The elevator glided to a halt, pulling her back from the humiliating memory. She quickly wiped her eyes and stepped out, then frowned. Where was she?

      Instead of the walkway leading to her cabin, she was in a cavernous space. Metal racks stacked with various-sized containers reached to the ceiling far overhead. The warrior she had seen earlier had been standing next to a loading ramp—this must be the cargo hold. She sighed and lifted her bracelet to the call button for the elevator.

      Nothing happened. Great.

      Still, there had to be another way out, and she was in no big hurry to return to the beautiful empty cabin. She began wandering down the aisles, idly wondering what the various containers held and letting her imagination supply ever more outrageous answers.

      “Back so soon, T’nal? One would almost think you cared.”

      The deep voice made her jump, but it wasn’t an unpleasant voice. To the contrary, the low rumble sent an unexpected thrill of excitement down her spine.

      “Who’s there?” she asked.

      There was a moment of silence.

      “You are not T’nal.”

      “Obviously not. But who are you? Where are you?”

      A briefer pause.

      “No one you need to know, little mouse. Go back to your nest.”

      “I’m not a mouse,” she said indignantly. The hint of mockery intrigued rather than dissuaded her, and she kept going, heading for the far wall and the source of the voice.

      She turned a corner and came to a halt. A Yehrin warrior stood against the wall, his grey skin and dark uniform stark and powerful against the white. His dark horns towered over his head as raised it to look at her, his eyes a startling shade of light purple. It was her warrior.

      “You,” she whispered.

      He seemed to recognize her as well and took a half-step forward, only to come to an abrupt halt, brought up short by the chain fastening him to the wall. Chained? What had he done that required him to be chained? She should have been afraid but her first reaction was outrage.

      “They chained you to a wall?”

      “As you see, little mouse.”

      The mockery was back, but she ignored it as she took in the rest of his surroundings. Other than a neatly folded grey blanket and a metal tray, there was nothing next to him, not even a chair.

      “Why would someone do this? Should I let the captain know?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Why?”

      “So he can set you free, of course.”

      “He would not take such an action. I am a prisoner.”

      “But you still have the right to be treated better than this,” she said indignantly. “Everyone has rights.”

      His expression didn’t change, but she thought she saw a flicker of surprise in those amazing eyes.

      “You are concerned on my behalf?”

      “Of course I am. Not even the worst criminal should be chained to the wall like an animal. Not that I think an animal should be chained either,” she added quickly.

      “You do not know what I have done.” There was the slightest hesitation before he added, “What I have been accused of doing.”

      She understood the distinction he was making and gave him a hopeful look.

      “You mean you didn’t do it?”

      His expression turned even more forbidding.

      “It would be beneath the dignity of a Yehrin warrior to defend himself from false accusations. His actions should speak for themselves.”

      “Not even when they try you? They are going to give you a trial, aren’t they?”

      “There will be an… inquisition.”

      Remembering the history books she’d read, she frowned at him. “That usually means they’re just trying to prove your guilt.”

      He lifted his shoulder in a not-quite-human shrug, but he didn’t deny it.

      “Isn’t there anyone I can talk to who can get you out of those chains?” The more she looked at him, the more wrong it seemed.

      “There is no one who would authorize my release,” he assured her.

      “But you don’t even have a bed. Or a… bathroom,” she added, sure that she was blushing.

      His stern look faded, replaced by amusement.

      “My guards allow me to take care of my bodily needs.” He shook his head. “But aside from your concern about my situation, why are you here? Your warrior should not allow such an attractive female to wander around unescorted.”

      “Attractive?” She snorted. “No one else seems to think so. But don’t worry—I don’t have any illusions about my looks. I know I’m too thin and too plain.”

      He frowned, his massive horns drawing together.

      “You should not speak about yourself in such a way. Your warrior should not allow it.”

      “I don’t have a warrior.” Twenty minutes ago, she would have added that she didn’t want one, but if her contract male was anything like this male…

      “I saw you with him as you were about to enter the ship.”

      “You mean T’voth? He wasn’t with me. I mean, he was, but he was just escorting me on board. I have…” It was harder than she expected to tell him. “I have a breeding contract with a male on Yehr.”

      His frown grew even darker. “A breeding contract? What kind of worthless male would arrange for a contract and then not come for you himself?”

      She shrugged uncomfortably. “I don’t know. I haven’t met him. T’voth said he was some kind of high-ranking officer. Maybe it wasn’t a good time for a trip to Earth.”

      “I see. Unfortunately, there are some officials who do not act in an honorable manner.”

      She could hear the bitterness in his voice and suspected he was talking about more than just her arrangement, but before she could ask him about it, there was another chime—this one much harsher than the one she’d heard in her quarters—and she jumped.

      “What was that?”

      “It is the signal for the beginning of the evening shift. You should go, little mouse.”

      “I’m not a mouse,” she said again, even though she didn’t really mind him calling her that in his deep, rumbling voice.

      “No? Are they not small creatures with big eyes and soft… fur?” His eyes seemed to glow as they traveled over her, and she felt a corresponding rush of heat before he composed his expression. “You should leave before one of my guards arrives.”

      “Maybe I should stay and tell them what I think about the way they’re treating you.”

      He looked amused again, but he shook his head.

      “They would not listen to you, and they might not treat you as respectfully as they should. It is best if you go.”

      She didn’t really have any desire to run into his guards, but then again, she hated to think of him down here by himself.

      “Can I come back and talk to you?”

      Another flicker of surprise. “Why would you want to do that? I am sure there are many more suitable males on the ship.”

      “Not that I can tell. So far, you’re the only one who’s willing to talk to me.”

      “It is not a good idea,” he said slowly.

      Not a good idea wasn’t the same thing as no, and she decided to leave it at that. She smiled at him and turned to leave, then stopped.

      “I’m not sure how to get back to my quarters. The lift didn’t work when I tried to use my bracelet to get back on it.”

      “There is a door at the far end of the hold that opens into the central area. You should have access from there.”

      “Thank you.”

      She gave him another smile, then headed for the door, already anticipating seeing him again.

      

      T’pak watched as his female—the female—hurried away, her gown flowing gracefully around her slender figure. How could she ever think she was not attractive? But he was more concerned with why she was on the ship. A breeding contract? Every part of him rebelled at the idea of the small female in the hands of some arrogant Yehrin official.

      Once word emerged that human females made desirable—and even more importantly, fertile—mates, a number of Yehrin males had indicated their interest. Not all, of course. Some considered Earth too backward and its females too primitive. But due to breeding mistakes in their past, Yehrin males far outnumbered Yehrin females, and they’d had little luck in finding other species with whom to breed.

      He had heard that some officials had sent to Earth for females, but the Supreme Council still insisted that any such female willingly comply and that the rules of the breeding contract be strictly followed. But how much oversight would there be on Yehr? As he knew from his own experience, high-ranking officials were allowed a great deal of latitude.

      Of course, even if the terms of contract were followed, it did not mean that a successful mating would result. If the contract male should prove unworthy, and if he was found innocent, perhaps he could offer…

      He cut off the thought immediately. He had no illusions that he would be found innocent, despite the actual facts of the situation. It would be foolish to even consider such a thing.

      Yet despite his stern warning to himself, after T’nal had escorted him to the sanitary facility and returned him to his chains, he couldn’t stop thinking about his—the female. He hadn’t even asked her name, he realized, but every other detail about her was etched in his memory. When he finally lowered himself to the cold metal floor and closed his eyes to sleep, her face was the last thing he saw.
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      T’pak paced back and forth the short length that the chain allowed. The morning shift alarm had come and gone, and he was alone once more. He did not expect his female to return, but he listened for her nonetheless. The knowledge that she was somewhere on the ship didn’t help. Unless she chose to come to him, she might as well have been on another planet. He even found himself tugging at his chains, despite the fact that they were welded into the hull. They were designed to withstand the full strength of a Yehrin warrior, even one in the grip of mating fever—

      Mating fever? No. Such a thing could not be possible. He was a prisoner, and she was promised to another. No matter how much his instincts screamed that she belonged with him, he had to suppress those urges.

      But despite his acknowledgment of the situation, he continued to pace until his sensitive hearing caught the faint chime of the lift door opening, followed by soft, hurried footsteps. He froze, eyes searching the opening between the storage racks until she appeared.

      Relief washed over him, followed by a sudden and unmistakable rush of lust. She was no longer wearing Yehrin clothing and was dressed in Earth garments instead—faded blue pants that clung to every inch of her long, slender legs and a thin white top that hinted at the slight swell of her breasts. She looked both delectable and completely out of place.

      “You do not find Yehrin clothing pleasing?”

      The words came out of his mouth before he considered them, and he immediately regretted saying them. Her face turned an enchanting shade of pink as she put her hands on her hips.

      “At least they fit. The warrior who took my contract apparently wanted a much curvier woman.”

      “I apologize. I meant no disrespect, but you mentioned that you felt out of place. Yehrin clothing would help you to fit in.”

      She sighed and gave him a reluctant smile.

      “I’m sorry. I know you’re just trying to help, but it makes me feel even more self-conscious about my appearance.”

      “There is no need to be concerned about your appearance, no matter what you are wearing. I have never seen a more desirable female.”

      Once again the words came out without conscious thought on his behalf. What is wrong with me? A warrior was trained to be thoughtful and deliberate, yet apparently he failed even that requirement.

      But I spoke the truth, he thought as his eyes drifted back down over her body. The pink flooded her face again, but he also saw her nipples thrust against the thin material of her shirt, unexpectedly large on such a small frame. His shaft stiffened, but he did his best to ignore it, hoping his uniform would conceal the evidence of his arousal.

      “No one has ever called me desirable before,” she said.

      “Then the males who you have encountered in the past were fools.”

      A small smile crossed her face. “Maybe so. Or maybe they were just scared of my brother and my daddy.”

      “Your male relatives were protective? That is as it should be.”

      “Not really. They weren’t protective because they worried about me. They wanted to control me and make sure I was at their beck and call.” She sighed. “That’s how I ended up here.”

      “I admit that I am interested in why you would choose to leave your planet. Would you care to tell me about it?”

      “There’s not a lot to tell.” She shrugged. “I had to find a way to get away from them, and a breeding contract seemed like my only option.”

      He pushed the folded blanket towards her.

      “Sit down. Please,” he added hastily.

      “I don’t want to take your blanket.”

      “The floor of the hold is not kept at a suitable temperature for you. It does not bother me.”

      She hesitated, and then shook her head. He almost panicked. Was she planning to leave him already? Instead, she picked up the blanket and unfolded it.

      “We’ll just share.”

      He was too stunned to move as she sat down on the open blanket, then patted the space next to her.

      “Well, sit down. I don’t want to get a crick in my neck.”

      He obeyed, almost stumbling in his haste to join her. Her soft fragrance washed over him, and even though they were not touching, he could feel the warmth emanating from her body. His shaft was trapped painfully beneath the fastening of his trousers, but he welcomed the pain as long as it meant she was beside him.

      “So what do you want to know?” she asked.

      “Everything,” he said truthfully.

      She laughed and settled back against the wall, shivering as her shoulders touched the cold metal. “Then this may take a while.”

      He wanted to pull her into his arms, to protect her fragile body from the cold, but he would not permit himself to forget his honor to such an extent. He clenched his fists to avoid touching her, the pain of his claws sinking into his palms a welcome distraction.

      “I apologize for my lack of courtesy, but I did not request your name yesterday.”

      “You’re right. I’m Darla Buckley.”

      “And I am… T’pak.” His name felt bare without his usual title, but he did not want to offer it in his current position.

      Her lips curved. “Nice to meet you, T’pak.”

      “I am pleased to meet you as well, D’rla,” he said. “You have a beautiful name.”

      “It’s kind of an old-fashioned one, but I like the way you say it.”

      “Better than little mouse?” he asked, unable to resist teasing her.

      Long lashes fluttered down to conceal her eyes.

      “I don’t mind after the way you explained it,” she said quietly.

      Her hand briefly touched his, her skin even softer than he had imagined, and he could almost have come from that one fleeting touch. He took a deep breath—which caused her delicious scent to flood his senses—and forced himself back under control.

      “Now tell me about your male relatives.”

      “There’s really not much to tell. They wanted to control everything I did—even who I married.”

      “You are already mated?” She belonged to another? Horror swept over him that he should be reacting in such a way to a mated female. “Then you are ineligible for a breeding contract.”

      “Oh, no, I’m not married. Daddy just told me that I was going to marry someone. Someone I didn’t like.”

      Anger replaced his horror.

      “A male cannot force a female into a mating.”

      “Daddy didn’t see it that way. He thinks—thought—he owned me.”

      “And the breeding contract was your solution?”

      “Yeah, although I didn’t expect to end up on a spaceship.” She smiled at him. “It just all happened so quickly.”

      “Tell me about it,” he said again and she complied.

      His anger didn’t lessen as she told her tale, but he did his best to conceal it, unwilling to distress her. Instead, he asked her more about her life, fascinated with every small detail.

      “Now it’s your turn to talk,” she said finally. “What’s Yehr like?”

      “I have only been there once.” For his original trial, but he wasn’t about to discuss that with her.

      “Really? You weren’t born there?”

      “No, I was born on Tenger. It is one of the worlds the Yehrin conquered many generations ago.”

      “What’s it like?”

      “Small.” He smiled at the look on her face. “At least it seemed so to me. Tenger is sunny and peaceful and… tame. Looking back, I had a very pleasant childhood, but at the time I was only anxious to leave. To become a warrior and conquer new worlds.”

      “Did you ever think about what it would be like for the people on those worlds you conquered?”

      She sounded more curious than angry, but he felt a rush of guilt nonetheless.

      “Such thoughts are not encouraged at the Warrior House. We are taught that we are saving those worlds from their own destructiveness.”

      “Maybe. It’s not like we were in great shape before you came along.”

      They sat in silence for several minutes. Once again, he had the urge to pull her into his arms, to smooth away the line between her brows and see if her skin was as soft as he anticipated. Perhaps even to let his hand drift lower, to the delicate curve of her neck and the fragile line of her collarbone. His cock jerked at the thought, still half-erect from her nearness. Would she object?

      Before he could decide, the shift alarm sounded and she gave him a rueful look.

      “I didn’t realize I’d been here this long. I’m guessing you’re going to tell me to go?”

      “You are correct.”

      He rose to his feet, then reached down his hand to assist her. She gave it a long look, and he was about to withdraw it when she placed her hand in his. Fuck. The feeling of her small hand in his aroused all of his instincts. He wanted to hold it to where his hearts were thudding in his chest, but instead he simply pulled her to her feet. She was far lighter than he realized, and she ended up pressed against his chest.

      He felt as if every inch of her body had been branded into his skin, from the soft caress of her breasts to the warmth of her stomach cradling his rigid erection. She froze against him, and he told himself to let go, but it took an eternity before he could force himself to release her hand and step back.

      She looked up at him with wide, startled eyes, her face pink and her nipples thrusting against her shirt again. He tried to think of something—anything—to say, but speech had deserted him. Blunt little teeth bit down on her lower lip, then she mumbled something and fled.

      He watched her go, his muscles straining at the restraints although he knew that even if he had been free he could not go after her. He took a deep breath, but that didn’t help to calm him since her sweet scent lingered. In desperation, he began the opening moves of a training routine. His movements were limited due to the chain, but he managed to work through enough of the routine to calm his thoughts and bring his body under control.

      Fool, he berated himself as regret filled him. What if she did not return? He spent the remainder of the day and the even longer night shift praying to the Ancestors that he had not frightened her away.

      He had all but convinced himself that she would not return, but not long after the first shift began, he heard the soft sound of her footsteps and caught the sweetness of her scent. She appeared between the racks, her eyes downcast as she approached him.

      “I did not expect you to return, D’rla,” he said stiffly. “I am glad I have a chance to apologize.”

      Her eyes flew to his, clear and silver.

      “You don’t need to apologize. It was a… natural reaction. I’m the one who’s sorry for just running away like that. It’s just that I’ve never…”

      She stumbled to a halt, an adorably confused look on her face, and it took him a moment to understand what she was saying. She was untouched? He knew it should make no difference, and yet he was glad that no other male had touched that soft body.

      That honor will belong to the male who has her breeding contract, he reminded himself, and he had to sink his claws into his palms so as not to protest the thought.

      Her face turned from embarrassed to confused.

      “Are you all right? You look as if you’re in pain.”

      “It is nothing,” he said, although the words felt like a lie in his mouth. “But I wish to hear more about the older female who befriended you.”

      “You mean Faye?” She laughed. “I don’t think she’d like being called an older female, but I’m happy to tell you about her.”

      She hesitated, and then to his delight, she unfolded the blanket just as she had the day before and sat down, gesturing for him to join her. He obeyed immediately, and this time sat close enough to her so that their arms touched. She did not object, and she did not move away—and somehow that was enough.

      Once again, they spent the day talking, and he found himself telling her about his mother teaching him to sail a small boat on the waters of Tenger.

      “What about your father? Did he sail?”

      “It is not a skill usually taught to Yehrin warriors.” He hesitated. “I do not believe that he was ever entirely comfortable on Tenger, but that is where my mother wished to stay so he remained.”

      “You mean she wasn’t Yehrin?”

      He shook his head. “No, she was Tengerian.”

      “But you don’t look any different than the other Yehrin warriors. Not that you all look alike,” she added hastily. “It’s just that…”

      “I understand your confusion. Yehrin warrior traits are dominant.” So dominant that they were a curse upon his race. The birth of Yehrin females had become increasingly rare.

      “I see. Are your parents still on Tenger?”

      “My mother died of a wasting sickness, and my father did not long survive her death. A Yehrin male does not thrive without his L’chka.”

      “His L’chka?”

      “His… mate.”

      The term meant much more, but the thought of discussing it with her, knowing that she could never be his, was too painful to contemplate. He firmly changed the subject.

      When the chime announced the end of the second shift, once again he rose to his feet and extended his hand to her. To his relief, she took it just as willingly as she had the day before. This time he judged his strength more carefully and didn’t pull her against him—but neither did he release her hand immediately.

      “I have been considering,” he told her. “You mentioned that the clothing provided for you did not fit.” He bit back the urge to growl at the thought of another male providing for her. Her comfort was more important. “Your cabin should come with an attendant, and the attendant would be able to alter your clothing to fit properly.”

      “Really?”

      “It is one of the benefits of that level of service. There should be an option to call for the attendant on the control panel.”

      “Maybe I’ll do that. It would be nice to feel as if I fit in a little more.”

      She looked up at him, her small hand still resting in his, then rose on her tiptoes as she pulled him closer. When he bent his head towards her, she brushed her lips against his cheek.

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      Then she released his hand and disappeared, leaving him staring after her. He touched the place where her lips had been pressed against him. The Yehrin did not use their mouths to mate, but even during the short period of time that he had been on Earth, he was aware that humans did. What if those soft little lips had touched his mouth instead of his cheek? The bolt of lust that shot through him was so intense that he almost staggered.

      He immediately tried to put the thought out of his mind, but it was too late. Instead, he spent the next shift torturing himself with images of her lips against his cheek, against his mouth, and perhaps even other places. His sleep was haunted by erotic dreams, and he got little rest. But despite his exhaustion, and the painful certainty that he would never be so blessed, he couldn’t wait until he saw her again.
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      Darla looked at herself in the mirror, hardly able to believe the degree to which Uma, her attendant, had been able to transform her clothing. The difference made by the correct fit was astonishing. This dress was a darker shade of blue, striking against her pale skin, and the softly draped neckline accentuated the slight swell of her breasts. The silky material clung to her narrow waist before swirling out around her hips and giving her the illusion of feminine curves.

      “Do you like it, Mistress?” Uma asked anxiously.

      “Very much so.” She turned and smiled at the other female. “You’re a miracle worker.”

      Uma ducked her head, obviously pleased with the compliment. She was a tall, thin female with pale jade skin and short hair in a darker shade of emerald. She had told Darla that she was from Alsalt, a planet that had been conquered by the Yehrin several generations ago.

      “If you will forgive the impertinence, we have a similar body shape, and I know what I have found most flattering.”

      The other female was currently neatly attired in the white uniform worn by the ship’s personnel, and Darla grinned at her.

      “You mean when you get a chance to get out of your uniform?”

      Uma smiled back. “I don’t mind wearing it. I enjoy my job.”

      When Darla had decided to take T’pak’s advice and call the cabin attendant, she hadn’t been certain what to expect. Uma had been a pleasant surprise—friendly, competent, and obviously delighted at the prospect of helping Darla adjust to the environment on the ship. She’d confided that she had faced similar issues when she first decided to take a job away from her home planet. She told Darla that she’d wanted to explore more of the galaxy—but she also told her that she hoped to eventually find a Yehrin mate as well.

      “I was courted by Alsaltan males, of course,” she told Darla as they went through the clothing that had been provided for her. “But our males do not bond as intensely with their chosen females. I want a male who can’t live without me.”

      Darla remembered what T’pak had said about his father and mother and nodded.

      “And of course, the sex is amazing,” Uma added cheerfully as she pulled out and then discarded a pink gown.

      Darla almost choked.

      “How do you know?”

      “I’ve been with a few warriors. Although I haven’t found the right one yet, I’ve enjoyed the search.”

      Darla was dying to ask for more details, but she couldn’t quite figure out how to ask. The memory of being pressed against T’pak’s body had haunted her waking hours and followed her into sleep. He had felt so good, so big and hard and strong, but she had also been overwhelmingly conscious of the size of his erection as it pressed against her stomach—the sensation both exciting and intimidating.

      “Aren’t they, umm, kind of large?”

      Uma wasn’t much bigger than Darla.

      “Oh, yes.” The other female gave her a dreamy smile. “That just makes it so much better.”

      “And you… fit together?”

      “Of course.” Uma smiled again. “And making it work is half the fun, don’t you think?”

      When Darla stumbled over an attempt to answer, Uma immediately apologized. “Forgive me, Mistress. I did not mean to pry.”

      “You didn’t do anything wrong,” she said quickly. “I was the one who was asking you. I just don’t have a lot of… experience.”

      She couldn’t quite bring herself to say no experience, but she suspected that Uma understood because she nodded sympathetically.

      “A thoughtful warrior will always care for your pleasure,” Uma assured her.

      But would he be thoughtful, this mysterious male who had arranged the breeding contract?

      T’pak would be.

      The thought popped into her mind before she could prevent it, but she was sure she was right. Even in the limited scope of their interactions, he always showed concern for her.

      She had continued to visit him every day, and the last time she had visited him the hold had seemed unusually chilly, despite the heat of his body pressed against her side. When she couldn’t stop herself from shivering, he lifted her onto his lap as if she weighed no more than one of the dolls she used to play with as a child. A distant part of her mind thought that perhaps she should be afraid of his strength, but instead she huddled gratefully into the warmth of his arms.

      She wasn’t naïve enough not to recognize the massive ridge of his erection beneath her bottom, but she was more curious than afraid. She would have liked to touch the spiraling ridges of his horns, to run her hands beneath his uniform and feel his broad chest—perhaps even explore that fascinating erection. Instead, she kept her hands firmly tucked in her lap and tried not to think about the way his arm curled around her shoulders and his huge hand rested against her thigh.

      I wish he could see me in this, she thought now, surveying herself in the mirror. Uma had even arranged her hair in a flattering, complicated style, and she knew she looked good.

      “Are you going to dine in the lounge?” Uma asked.

      After the embarrassment of the first night, Darla had taken all of her meals in one of the private dining rooms. Only a few other passengers used the small rooms and they tended to ignore her, which suited her much better than the attention she had first received in the larger dining room.

      “I don’t know. I told you it didn’t go well the first time.”

      “It will be easier this time,” Uma said firmly. “You know you are attractively dressed, and that will give you confidence. If you are going to mate a Yehrin warrior, then you should have the courage of a warrior,” she added.

      Once again, Darla’s thoughts flew to T’pak. Would he be proud of her for facing her fears? The answer could only be yes, and she gave Uma a reluctant smile.

      “I suppose you’re right. Wish me luck.”

      “You don’t need luck. You are on this ship because you have a contract with a high-ranking Yehrin official. That means you outrank most of the others on board. Just remember that.”

      “They don’t look down on me for taking a breeding contract?”

      Uma gave her an astonished look. “Of course not. The potential to mate with a Yehrin warrior is highly valued.”

      She’d never thought of it that way, but it made sense. Why else would they be so willing to provide for any female who even attempted a contract? The knowledge gave her courage. She took a deep breath and headed for the larger dining room.

      Just like before, she entered the room with her head held high, and once again everyone turned to look at her. But this time the looks were more admiring than disparaging. Even the Yehrin female only scowled at her, and somehow her obvious displeasure made Darla feel better. As she let herself be escorted to a table, she only wished that T’pak had been with her.

      “May we join you?”

      The question startled Darla out of her thoughts a short time later. She had been sipping the odd but pleasant-tasting purple soup presented as an appetizer and wondering what T’pak was eating. When she looked up, two Yehrin warriors were standing next to her table.

      She hesitated, not quite sure of the correct etiquette, but they seemed to take her silence as consent and sat down. A server immediately hurried over and prepared place settings for them so she decided it must be acceptable.

      “I am Commander T’lamat, and this is Officer T’faja,” the larger one said expectantly.

      The arrogant demeanor so common to Yehrin warriors seemed even more pronounced in T’lamat, but she gave him a polite smile.

      “I am Darla Buckley.”

      He frowned at her name.

      “That is an unusual name. I will call you D’lal.”

      Definitely arrogant. T’pak certainly hadn’t had a problem with her name, but since she didn’t care what this warrior called her, she let it go.

      “I understand that you are going to Yehr on a breeding contract,” he continued.

      She saw the other male frown at T’lamat, and she plastered an insincere smile on her face.

      “Yes, but I don’t care to discuss it. Why are you returning to Yehr?”

      The change in subject was successful. Apparently T’lamat had no hesitation in discussing himself. Fortunately, T’faja gave Darla a sympathetic look, and managed to include her in the conversation, seemingly genuinely interested in her.

      As the meal progressed, T’lamat called for a bottle of the Yehrin equivalent of wine, urging her to drink. She took a cautious sip and found it surprisingly pleasant. As the meal wore on and T’lamat grew ever more boastful about his prowess, she found herself sipping more often. By the time the meal was finished, she was feeling flushed and slightly dizzy and decided it was time to return to her cabin. She swayed a little when she stood, but she told the two warriors goodnight and headed for the door.

      She was halfway down the hallway, trailing her fingers along the wall to help her balance, when a big hand clamped down painfully on her arm and whirled her around. T’lamat had followed her.

      “What is your hurry, female?”

      His face was flushed a darker grey and his words just faintly slurred. Even in her own befuddled state, she recognized the signs of his drunkenness. Her heart sank.

      “I’m going back to my cabin,” she said as firmly as possible.

      “Perhaps I should accompany you.”

      He leaned towards her, and she stepped back—only to feel the smooth metal of the wall behind her. She was trapped between it and his looming body.

      “I did not get a chance to try an Earth female while I was on your planet. I hear you are very… rewarding.”

      His eyes dropped to her breasts, and he licked his lips. She suddenly realized he was looking at her exactly the same way that Bubba had looked at her.

      “I have a breeding contract, remember?”

      She tried to edge sideways, but he put his hand on the wall, further trapping her. Her head spun, and she thought she was going to be sick as he stepped even closer, his body brushing against hers.

      “The contract has not started yet.”

      His words momentarily distracted her. She had assumed she was already obligated to the other male, but if it hadn’t officially started, did that mean she was free to do what she wanted? Not with him, of course, but maybe with T’pak…

      “I will show you what it means to be bred.”

      His hand closed suddenly and painfully over her breast, his claws pricking her skin. For a moment, she was too shocked to respond, but then she started to struggle against him. He laughed at her futile efforts and ground his erection against her stomach. For a horrified moment, she thought he might actually rape her, right there in the corridor, but then T’faja appeared. He grabbed T’lamat’s arm and pulled him away.

      “What are you doing? You know to whom she is promised.”

      “The contract has not started,” T’lamat said sulkily, but he didn’t fight off the other male’s grip.

      “It does not matter. He would not forgive the insult.” T’faja nodded at her. “Go now, D’rla.”

      She managed to nod and stumble away, her head spinning and her stomach churning. As soon as she entered the lift, she pressed the now familiar button for the cargo hold. She’d never gone there this late before, but she was desperate for the reassurance of T’pak’s presence.

      As always, he was standing and waiting for her when she made her way around the last rack.

      “D’rla? What is wrong?”

      She threw herself into his arms and burst into tears.
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      T’pak’s arms closed automatically around D’rla, his hearts racing. What was wrong with his female? Was she injured?

      He began running his hands down her body, checking for wounds, then realized that only a thin layer of silk covered her delicate skin. He didn’t detect the scent of blood and his hands slowed, wanting to linger on the soft warmth beneath his fingers.

      “T’pak? What are you doing?”

      She looked up at him, tears turning her eyes to crystalline silver, but she didn’t pull away from him.

      “I was checking for injuries.”

      “I’m not hurt. At least…”

      Biting her lip, her gaze dropped to her chest. He saw the reddened imprints on the upper swell of her breast, the marks disappearing beneath the fabric, and the small holes in her gown.

      “Someone touched you?” he roared, battle rage dimming his vision. “I will kill the borag.”

      He yanked uselessly at the chain restraining his wrist.

      “I’m all right,” she said soothingly as she put her hand on his arm and gave him a watery smile. “He didn’t really do anything.”

      “He touched you,” he snarled.

      “Only for a moment.” She shuddered. “I hated it, but then T’faja came and pulled him off.”

      “A moment is too long. He should never have laid a finger on you. He has damaged your delicate skin.”

      He ran his finger gently over the red marks, and she gasped but did not pull away. Her nipple beaded beneath silk, a tempting bud. I should not touch her, he thought, but he continued stroking the reddened skin as if his touch could erase the damage.

      “Did his claws penetrate your skin?”

      “I don’t think so. Maybe you should check?”

      Her voice was little more than a whisper, but he heard every word. I should not, he thought again, but even the Ancestors themselves could not have stopped him from pushing aside the thin silk to reveal a small, perfect breast. Her nipple was flushed and distended, begging for his touch, and his cock throbbed insistently, but he forced himself to focus on her injuries.

      The imprint of the borag’s fingers was clearly visible, and it took all his strength to refrain from roaring his outrage again. Although the sight of them offended his every instinct, he could tell they were already fading. Only the faintest red dots marked the place where the bastard’s claws must have touched her.

      “You will tell me his name,” he demanded, even as he gently caressed her breast. “He will pay for this outrage.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I just hate that he was the first one to touch me here.” Pink flushed her cheeks as she placed her hand on his and closed it over the soft mound. “I would much rather it had been you.”

      The taut peak of her nipple stabbed his palm. A male could stand only so much. He groaned and put his arm beneath her ass, lifting her to the perfect height for his mouth to close over the tight bud. Sweet and hot and delicious. He heard her gasp, and then her hands went to his horns, teasing the sensitive base, and he was lost.

      He sucked harder, pulling more of her breast into his mouth as she writhed in his arms. Her legs wrapped around him, and he could feel the sweet heat of her cunt against his chest. He gripped her ass, urging her on as his teeth gently scraped the taut peak. Her body went rigid, and then she cried out, quivering in his arms as he felt a rush of liquid warmth against his chest.

      He reached for his pants, desperate to free his aching cock and pull her down onto it, and heard the rattle of his chains. The reminder of his position came flooding back. He could never regret what had happened, never regret giving his female pleasure, but he could take it no further.

      Pressing a last kiss to her breast, he lifted his head. The sight of her taut nipple, now red and swollen and glistening from his mouth, made his cock jerk so hard he was afraid that he would embarrass himself.

      D’rla’s eyes fluttered open as he lowered her, keeping her cradled against his chest.

      “Wow. I never knew it would be like that.”

      “I hope you do not regret it.”

      “How could I?” She smiled up at him, her body limp and relaxed in his arms, then yawned.

      “You are tired. You should return to your quarters,” he said reluctantly.

      “I don’t want to. I’d rather stay here with you.”

      “It is not suitable.”

      “I don’t care.” She peeped at him from beneath her lashes. “Maybe we could sit down and you could just hold me for a while?”

      He couldn’t refuse that beguiling look—especially when her request so perfectly matched his own desires. He lowered them both to the ground, and she nestled against him with a contented sound.

      “You will have to leave before my guards arrive.”

      “Okay.” Her small fingers stroked his chest thoughtfully. “Do the Yehrin kiss?”

      “No—but it seems to be a pleasant human custom.”

      “You mean I’d be your first?” She reached up and touched his cheek. “Then kiss me. Please.”

      How could he refuse?

      He lowered his head and pressed his mouth to hers, reminding himself to be careful of his teeth. The feel of her soft lips against his was undeniably pleasant, and he decided he approved of this human custom. But then her small tongue caressed his lower lip. Startled, he opened his mouth to question her and her tongue slipped inside.

      By the Ancestors! Her taste exploded in his mouth, making his head swim as that small tongue explored his mouth in a shockingly intimate way. He growled and took over, devouring her eagerly, wondering if her cunt would be as hot and sweet and wet. He slid his hand up her leg, determined to find out. Her thighs tightened momentarily, then parted, and he had just felt her dampened curls when he suddenly recognized a hint of familiar spice beneath her own sweetness.

      “D’rla?”

      He raised his head, reluctantly avoiding her attempt to keep him in place.

      “What? You don’t like kissing?”

      “I believe it is quite obvious how much I enjoy kissing you,” he said dryly, his erection flexing against her ass.

      “Mmm.” She tried to wiggle against his hand, and his finger brushed against her delicate folds. “That feels good.”

      Fuck yes. His finger flexed, finding the tiny entrance of her body and he wanted to press deeper into that untried channel, but he forced himself to concentrate.

      “At dinner tonight, did you have zgat?”

      “What’s that?” she asked absently, pressing down on his hand enough that the very tip of his finger entered her.

      “A type of Yehrin wine.” He clasped her ass in an attempt to stop her movements, but the soft flesh filling his hand only made his erection harder.

      “Maybe? T’lamat said he ordered Yehrin wine.”

      He had no doubt that T’lamat was the worthless bastard who had attacked her. At least now he had his name.

      “Yehrin alcohol has an aphrodisiac effect on human females,” he said, his hearts sinking. Was that why she was so responsive to his touch?

      “Well, it didn’t work for him. I hated having him touch me.” Her eyes narrowed, and she stopped trying to move against him. “Is that what you think this is about?”

      “I hope it is not. But perhaps it would be best to wait.”

      “I told you—it didn’t make me want him, and…”

      “And?”

      “And I already wanted you,” she whispered, then sighed. “But maybe it gave me the courage to let you know.”

      “We should wait until your head has cleared.” He reluctantly removed his hand from between her legs and smoothed down her gown.

      “Are you going to try and get me to leave again?”

      “No, L’chka.” The term slipped out before he could prevent it. “Not until you must.”

      “Good.” She settled down into his arms and gave him a sleepy smile. “I would kiss you goodnight, but you’ll be accusing me of being drunk again.”

      “Perhaps a morning kiss instead?” His hearts already sang with anticipation.

      “That sounds nice. I like the idea of waking up in your arms.”

      Her voice faded as her eyes closed and her breathing settled into the regular rhythm of sleep. Careful not to disturb her, he reached for his blanket and tucked it around her.

      Perhaps he should be grateful to T’chyro after all. His desire for vengeance had led T’pak to this place and to the female asleep in his arms. My L’chka.

      He could no longer deny the truth: D’rla was his mate. But that knowledge did not change his future. How could he claim her when his own fate was so uncertain? And even if he couldn’t claim her, how could he free her from this breeding contract? If the male who had arranged it was an honorable male, he would not insist on fulfilling it with a female who was promised to another.

      But she is not promised to me, he reminded himself.

      Despair washed over him, but he refused to give in to it. Whatever happened to him, he had to make sure that his female was safe and cared for. As the night wore on, even though a part of him reveled in the knowledge that she was here in his arms, the rest of his mind was busy trying to come up with alternatives.

      He was still trying when an explosion rocked the ship.
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      The boom of the explosion echoed through the hold, and T’pak felt the floor shudder beneath them.

      “What was that?” D’rla’s eyes flew open, wide and scared.

      “I am not sure, but perhaps it would be best for you to return to your quarters.”

      “Return and leave you here? I’m not going to do that.”

      His hearts warmed at her reluctance to abandon him, but her safety would always come first.

      “You will be safest in your quarters. In an emergency situation, you will be guided as to the best response.”

      “What do you mean—what emergency?”

      Even as she started to question him, there was another distant boom and the floor shuddered again. That was a bomb, he thought grimly.

      “There is no time to argue. You must go at once.”

      As he finished speaking, the lights went out, immediately replaced by the red glow of the emergency lighting. For a brief second, the ship’s gravity disappeared, and he tightened his arms around her to keep her with him. The gravity returned almost immediately, but it was a bad sign. Had the hull been breached? He rose to his feet, carrying her up with him.

      “Do not return to your quarters. Proceed directly to the top level and the escape vessels.”

      “Escape vessels? You mean the lifeboats?” Her mouth trembled. “Do you think there’s something wrong with the ship?”

      “I do not know, but it is best to be prepared.”

      “But what about you?” She grabbed hold of his tunic as the gravity flickered again.

      “My guards should provide for me.”

      Whether or not they actually would was another matter. He suspected that T’nal would have no qualms about abandoning him, but T’katyn might come for him.

      She hesitated for a second, then nodded.

      “Fine. I’ll just wait here with you until they come.”

      “By then it may be too late for you to make it to the escape vessels.”

      Her lips pressed together in a determined line. “If it’s too late for me, then it would be too late for you as well.”

      “There are life pods on every level. They are only designed for a single person, but they will keep someone alive.”

      “Then one of those would work for me too.”

      Despite her assertion, her face paled.

      “D’rla, you must go. Your safety is more important to me than my own.”

      “And your safety is more important to me.”

      She seemed almost surprised at the words, but she did not attempt to retract them. Instead, she gripped his tunic even more firmly.

      “We stay together.”

      Despite the tenderness filling his hearts, he wanted to roar with frustration. His foolish little female did not seem to realize the danger she could be in. The gravity disappeared again, and this time it did not return immediately. He caught her in his arms as their bodies left the floor. His chain restrained them both, and they hovered against the wall.

      “This feels so weird.” Her face was even paler now.

      “Your body will adapt,” he said reassuringly as he took stock of the situation.

      At least they still had oxygen for the moment, but how long would that last? Another series of small explosions rocked the ship, the momentum jerking him back and forth on his chain. He was able to protect Darla from the worst of the motion, but her arms came up to circle his neck as she buried her face in his shoulder.

      “I’m scared.”

      “Do not be afraid. I will protect you.”

      But how? He thought again about directing her to the escape vessels, but if the ship was operating under emergency power, the lifts would not be working and she did not have the experience to maneuver in zero gravity. If only he were not restricted by these accursed chains he could guide her to safety. Bracing himself against the wall, he tugged harder and harder against the restraint until the skin on his wrist began to tear.

      “Oh my God, are you bleeding?” she exclaimed as a small droplet of blood drifted into her vision.

      “It is of no consequence,” he assured her, looking around for a weapon.

      If he still had his nano sword, he could have cut up his hand in order to escape. He would not have done it to save himself, but he had to find a way to save her. He could hear more alarms now, including the signal to abandon ship.

      “It does matter. I can’t stand to see you hurting yourself.”

      Still clinging to his neck with one hand, she reached for his injured wrist with the other. As she did, her bracelet came into contact with the restraint—and it clicked open.

      She gave him a shocked look. “What happened?”

      Apparently, she had access to far greater permissions than he would have expected, but there was no time to consider that now. Keeping her tucked in one arm, he pushed off in the direction of the doors leading from the cargo hold to the center atrium. It had been some time since his training in zero gravity, but he remembered enough to make his way across the cavernous space, using the racks to help him maneuver. But when he reached the exit doors and tried to open them, they did not respond.

      “Do you need to use my bracelet?” she asked, offering him her wrist.

      He shook his head, looking at the lights flashing next to the door.

      “We are too late. It will not open because there is no oxygen on the other side.”

      “Oh no! What about all the other people on the ship? What about Uma?”

      “Everyone should have been able to make it to an escape vessel.”

      It was not a lie—there should have been time. He just hoped that no one had panicked and the departure had been managed with the usual Yehrin discipline.

      “What about us? Do we just wait here until someone comes for us?”

      He could feel her trembling in his arms, but she was doing her best to remain calm. Brave little female.

      “That may be an alternative—” he began, but then he felt the doors vibrate. The explosions continued, even though they could no longer be heard now that they were in the vacuum of space. “But there is ongoing damage. I do not believe it would be safe to remain. We must find a life pod for you.”

      “For both of us,” she insisted, and he didn’t bother to argue—or to tell her that it would be unlikely to find more than one in the cargo hold.

      If there even was one. Some ships did not bother to include them in the hold since the space was not designed to be inhabited during flight. If there was one, it would be on the outer hull and he headed for the exterior wall. The trip back across the hold was even more difficult as more tremors shook the space, but he reached the loading doors and began searching desperately along the wall.

      There! A blinking green light indicated the location, and he quickly unlatched the interior door to reveal the pod.

      “Hold on to the edge and pull yourself inside,” he urged D’rla, but she refused to release her hold on his shirt.

      “In there?” She appeared more terrified than she had been before. “But it’s so small.”

      “It is designed to hold the largest of all warriors. You will have no difficulty.”

      “But what about you?”

      “I will search for another pod.”

      He didn’t tell her that the chance of finding another was almost impossible, but perhaps she read the expression on his face because she shook her head.

      “What… what if we share this one instead?”

      “It is only designed for one person.”

      “But can it take both of us?” She gave him a pleading look. “Please. I don’t want to be in there by myself.”

      He hesitated. Given her small size and minimal requirements, it should be well within the capacity of the life pod to support both of them, but could he justify taking such a chance with her life? He could force her to release him, but he was afraid of hurting her in the process. Before he could decide, there was a distant hiss and he could feel his body being tugged back in the direction of the doors.

      The hold had been breached. There was no more time to argue.

      Fighting against the increased pull of the escaping air, he managed to maneuver them both into the pod. He settled himself against one side and pulled her on top of him before pressing the control to close the door. He had enough room to put his arms around her, but very little more. There was another hiss, this one reassuring as the life pod sealed shut, and then he pressed the eject button.

      The initial smooth acceleration was interrupted by a shockwave that sent them tumbling wildly out into space. Through the viewscreen, he caught glimpses of the ship exploding behind them, leaving nothing but debris floating in space as they hurled into the unknown.
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      Darla clung to T’pak, trying her best not to panic. She’d always hated small spaces. When they were children, one of Darrell’s favorite ways to torture her was to shove her into the nearest confined space and lock the door. He’d trapped her in the woodshed, the crawlspace, and even her bedroom closet. When Mama was alive she tried to stop him, but Daddy always told her to let him be. “He’s just playing. Be good to toughen her up a little.”

      This is like that, she told herself, trying to still her racing heart as they tumbled through space. It will be over soon. But despite her best efforts, her breath came faster and faster until she felt as if there was no air left in the small capsule.

      “Be calm, D’rla.”

      T’pak stroked a big, soothing hand down her back.

      “I… I can’t,” she gasped.

      “Control your breathing,” he ordered, but she couldn’t obey him.

      Oh, God, there wasn’t enough air. He was wrong about the pod supporting both of them, and now they were both going to die because of her refusal to leave him. In her panic, she started flailing her arms, looking for a way to escape. He clamped her arms against her sides and slid her up his body until their heads were aligned, and then he kissed her.

      At first, she was too frightened to react, but then the pressure of his mouth against hers and the tantalizing movement of his tongue finally penetrated, and she found herself responding. He kissed her firmly, thoroughly, until her body went limp with pleasure and her pulse was racing for an entirely different reason. She could feel the press of his erection against her stomach, hard and reassuring. His hand kneaded her ass, warm and strong, and the faint prick of his claws sent a thrill of excitement through her body.

      When their lips finally parted, her panic had almost disappeared.

      “That is better.”

      The faint glow from the instrument panel was sufficient for her to be able to see his face and to see him watching her. He looked even more alien in the bluish light—and even more reassuring.

      “I’m glad you’re with me, T’pak.”

      She shuddered to think what would have happened if she’d had a similar panic attack while on her own.

      “As am I.” He smiled, those wickedly sharp teeth flashing. “And I am glad that you still respond to my touch now that the zgat is no longer in your system, little mouse.”

      She rolled her eyes at him. “I told you that wasn’t why I wanted you to touch me.”

      Despite her certainty, she could feel the heat in her cheeks as she remembered their previous encounter. Maybe she should be grateful to the zgat. She didn’t think she would have had the courage to press his hand to her breast or encourage him the way she had without the alcohol—not because she didn’t want him, but because of her innate shyness and a fear that he might not respond. But he had responded, and she had absolutely no doubt that he wanted her.

      Even now, the evidence of his desire was still pressed firmly between her legs, and she couldn’t help rocking against it, her body still humming from the aftereffects of the kiss. He groaned and clamped his hand on her ass again, but all it did was press her more firmly against his erection and bring it into full contact with her swollen clit.

      “This is not the place for such explorations,” he said, but it was more as if he were reminding himself than speaking to her. He rocked her back and forth, just a little, but enough to send a streak of fire racing through her veins.

      “What else are we going to do?” she asked breathlessly, then bit her lip. “I mean, how long are we going to be in here?”

      “I do not know. The life pod is programmed to search for the nearest inhabitable planet.”

      “What if it’s a long way away? What if we run out of air?”

      Her breath started to speed up again, and he deliberately rocked her against his cock, the resulting wave of desire distracting her.

      “The pod will place us in stasis if necessary,” he added.

      “Stasis?”

      “It is like a deep sleep. Our bodies’ need for oxygen—and nutrients—will be minimized.”

      She shivered. She didn’t like the way that sounded at all. He patted her ass reassuringly.

      “Do not worry, my L’chka. You’ll simply feel as if you are going to sleep.”

      “I’d rather stay awake,” she said firmly, and he laughed.

      “Time will pass more quickly if we are sleeping.”

      “I like my idea better.”

      She tried to move against his cock again, seeking to increase the pressure on her clit, wanting to know if the sensation he had wrung from her earlier had been enhanced by the zgat.

      She had touched herself before, of course, what woman hadn’t? But even alone in the darkness of her bedroom, she’d always felt self-conscious, afraid that Daddy or Darrell would somehow know what she was doing. The few hasty climaxes she’d managed hadn’t been particularly satisfactory.

      But T’pak had made her come just by using his mouth on her breast, the explosive sensation far better than anything she’d managed to achieve on her own. And when he’d touched her between her legs, she’d wanted more. She tried to grind against him again, and this time he let her. He slid her dress up until it was above her waist and her bare folds were pressed against him, only the material of his uniform separating them. Even that wasn’t enough and she tried to reach between the bodies to release him as well but he caught her hand.

      “No, L’chka. The first time I enter you will not be under these circumstances.”

      “You said you will enter me. Do you mean it?”

      “I do not believe that anything could prevent me,” he growled.

      Both of his hands were on her ass now, curling around to her inner thighs and pulling her legs further apart, exposing her more fully to his erection as he moved her back and forth along it. Every time her clit reached the broad head of his cock, she gasped, and he concentrated there, grinding the thick ridge against the swollen nub. Her arousal built even higher, almost frightening in its intensity.

      “T’pak,” she cried desperately.

      “You are safe, little mouse. Open yourself and take what you need from me.”

      He pressed even harder against her clit, his claws prickling her thighs, and the slight sting sent her over. Her body convulsed in his arms as he prolonged the climax by maintaining the pressure against her clit until her shudders finally died away. She collapsed against his chest, his hard warmth cradling her limp body as a sudden wave of sleepiness swept over her.

      “Rest now,” he murmured.

      Was she sleepy from the orgasm, or was the life pod putting her to sleep? The thought floated across her mind, but her eyes were too heavy to open and her lingering satisfaction prevented her from panicking as she drifted off to sleep.

      

      “Wake up, my L’chka.” T’pak’s deep voice rumbled against her chest, and she smiled and stretched. Or rather, she tried to stretch. Then her hand hit the wall and it all came flooding back. The ship, the explosion, the life pod, stasis…

      “Did the life pod put us to sleep?”

      “Yes. We are awake now because we are approaching a planet.”

      “Is it Earth?” she asked anxiously.

      “No. I do not recognize the identifier. But we are still within Yehrin space and it is a registered planet.”

      Maybe that wasn’t a bad thing. If they had arrived back on Earth, her existing problems would still be waiting for her. And now that she’d met T’pak, there was no way she could apply for another breeding contract. For that matter, what would have happened to him if they’d returned to Earth?

      “How long did we sleep?”

      “For several days.”

      Maybe that explained why her limbs felt heavy and unresponsive. She wanted to sit up and stretch, and the knowledge that she couldn’t began to reawaken her previous fears.

      “Stop that,” he said firmly. “We will not be confined much longer.”

      As he spoke, a faint red glow began to illuminate the life pod, not from inside but from outside, and she clutched him.

      “What’s that? Are we on fire?”

      “It is from the heat of reentry, but we are quite safe. The pod is designed for this. However, the descent may be somewhat… rough.”

      The capsule jerked as he spoke. He swore and fastened one arm more tightly around her as he tried to brace them with the other. The descent turned into a tumbling freefall as gravity claimed them. Her stomach churned, and she was sure she would have lost the contents if there had been anything in there to lose. Instead, all she could do was cling to him and focus on her breathing until their speed suddenly slowed.

      The life pod hit the ground with less impact than she would have expected, bounced a few times, then slid across the ground until it finally halted. Soft daylight illuminated the interior of the capsule as she looked around frantically.

      “Where’s the catch? How do we get out of here?”

      “Patience, little mouse.”

      He reached over and manipulated a control panel. The lid of the life pod opened and fresh air and daylight came rushing in. She bit back a sob of relief. They were on an unknown planet, but they were alive and together.
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      “You are well?” T’pak demanded as he helped her out of the life pod.

      Well? That wasn’t the term she would have used. She was shaken, scared, and confused. The lingering hum of arousal from his previous attempt to distract her still ran through her veins, despite the rough descent.

      “D’rla? Are you injured?”

      “No, I’m fine. Fine,” she repeated, trying to convince herself. “Where are we?”

      He looked around, and she followed his gaze. The life pod had left a long scorched trail down a hillside covered in tall pink and gold grasses. Gently rolling hills surrounded them, covered with more of the tall grasses, interspersed with an occasional shrubby tree with velvety rose-colored leaves. There was absolutely no sign of civilization—just empty countryside. A warm breeze with a strangely hay-like smell swirled past her cheek, but otherwise they were surrounded by silence.

      “I do not know. The life pods are programmed to head for the nearest planet with a breathable atmosphere, and as I said, I did not recognize the identifier. Nor does this place seem familiar.”

      “You mean we could be stranded out here alone?”

      Her heart started to pound, but she wasn’t entirely sure if it was from fear or relief. It was far better than being in the capsule, and she trusted T’pak to keep her safe, but what if it was just the two of them on the entire planet?

      “We are within Yehrin territory,” he said slowly. “If the planet is populated, there is most likely an outpost of some sort.”

      “And if there’s not?”

      He lifted one shoulder in that oddly human gesture. “Then we learn how to survive.”

      That didn’t exactly reassure her, but it was undoubtedly better than having her lungs explode in space. Resolutely avoiding any thought of the future, she concentrated on the more immediate situation.

      “In that case, we’ll need water, food, and shelter.”

      His eyes warmed as he looked at her, the purple fire appearing.

      “Very good, my little mouse. And where would you start searching for those things?”

      She knew he was teasing her, but she answered him seriously as she looked around.

      “The trees grow in a thicker line down there. That might mean there’s a stream nearby. And water should also attract animals. Although I’m not sure how we could hunt them without weapons.”

      He flashed his sharp teeth and flexed his claws as he pointed to his massive horns.

      “I have my own weapons.”

      The reminder should have frightened her—instead, she found it reassuring, and she smiled at him.

      “However, the life pod also contains a survival kit,” he continued, bending back over the capsule.

      A surprising variety of equipment was concealed along the sides of the pod. He seemed most pleased by the weapons—two long knives and a small blaster—but she was glad to see some cooking supplies along with what looked like basic camping gear. He gathered it all into the provided pack, then looked at her.

      “As attractive as that outfit is, it is not the most practical attire for traveling.”

      She gave the blue silk a rueful smile.

      “I wasn’t planning on being stranded in it, although I did want you to see how beautiful it turned out.”

      “It is most attractive,” he repeated, his eyes dropping to the low neckline.

      She suspected he was remembering when he’d pushed it even lower to reveal her breast. Her nipples tightened at the memory, and his eyes began to glow again before he shook his head.

      “You are a distraction, my L’chka, in any outfit.”

      He kneeled in front of her and lifted his knife. She thought he was going to trim the long skirt, but instead he cut strips from the front and back of the skirt, then used the material to tie the remaining skirt to her legs to form makeshift pants. His fingers brushed against her thighs as he tied the last strips in place. It reminded her of the way he had held her legs open while he pleasured her in the capsule and arousal streaked through her so rapidly that she felt dizzy.

      His hand suddenly tightened, and she felt the faint prick of his claws again as he looked up at her. Even kneeling, he was so tall that his head was level with her breasts. If she just leaned towards him a little…

      “Water, food, and shelter first,” he said, but his hand lingered on her inner thigh, his thumb gently stroking the soft skin. “Then we have matters to discuss.”

      “You want to talk?” Her voice sounded breathless.

      “Among other things.” His eyes glowed with promise, but with a last caress he released her and rose. “But your safety comes first.”

      He took her hand, and they set off towards the patch of trees she had spotted. From the angle of the sun, she suspected it was late afternoon, but they should reach the trees long before the sun fell. The sun was warm but not unbearably hot, relieved by the constant breeze, and in spite of their unknown situation she felt unexpectedly content.

      The open landscape was far more pleasant than the confined atmosphere of the ship. Even though her surroundings were unfamiliar, she felt more at home here than she had since she left Earth. But the biggest source of her contentment was undoubtedly the big male holding her hand. There was no more breeding contract with an unknown male waiting for her and no inquisition waiting for him. They were free.

      She knew that they would be facing challenges, but many of the people she had grown up around spent most of their lives up in the hills, rarely coming into town. She knew it was possible to survive and even thrive without access to all of the so-called necessities of civilization. As long as nothing goes wrong, she reminded herself, determined to keep her outlook realistic. But that caution didn’t stop her from enjoying the present.

      Her only immediate concern was what T’pak wanted to discuss. She slanted a look up at him as they walked, wondering what he had in mind.

      “What are you thinking, my L’chka?” he asked when he saw her looking at him.

      “It’s more like I’m wondering what you’re thinking.”

      “I am thinking of how best to provide for you,” he said solemnly, and her heart melted.

      She squeezed his hand. “How about if we provide for each other? I’m not helpless—you’d be surprised at what I can do.”

      “Not at all,” he assured her. “I believe you to be a very competent female.”

      His words pleased her almost as much as when he had called her desirable. Even though Daddy and Darrell had expected a lot from her, they always treated her as if she were stupid and incapable of thinking for herself.

      “However,” he continued, “it is a warrior’s honor to care for his female.”

      “Is that what I am? Your female?”

      “Can you doubt it?”

      Part of her didn’t, and yet…

      “It’s not as if you had a lot of women to choose from while you were imprisoned in the hold.”

      “I met other females while I was on Earth. They held no interest for me.”

      She came to a halt as a sudden horrible suspicion filled her mind. “Did you… did you have a breeding contract with another woman?”

      “No, my L’chka. I did submit an application, and twice I met with a female. But both times I knew immediately that she was not the one.”

      “You mean you didn’t even…” Her cheeks were burning, but she took a deep breath and hurried on. “You didn’t even have sex with them?”

      “There was no need. I knew that neither was the right female for me. Just as I knew—” Instead of continuing, he tugged gently on her hand and started walking again. “We will discuss this later. I wish to establish a shelter before the sun sets.”

      Had he been going to say that he knew she was the one? It hadn’t been quite that fast for her, or at least, not that she had admitted herself—but her time with him had quickly become the most important part of her day.

      But he was right, they needed to set up camp first. The breeze that had been blowing was beginning to turn cooler. She hoped there was some kind of fire starter in his survival kit. Although it wouldn’t be the worst thing if we have to rely on body heat, she thought with a smile, and pressed closer to T’pak as they walked.
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      By the time the sun set, T’pak was satisfied with the camp he—they—had made. The portable dome for sleeping was intended for a single person but would be adequate for the two of them, especially since he had no intention of letting D’rla get far away from him. A small fire burned in a carefully cleared area surrounded by a ring of stones. He knew that most Yehrin regarded open flames with suspicion, but he had spent enough time in the wilderness on Tenger that it did not disturb him—although, of course, he was careful to make sure that his female did not get too close to the flames.

      There had in fact been a stream flowing beneath the trees, and the tester in the survival kit had indicated that it was safe for drinking. In addition, it contained small aquatic creatures which had also registered as safe. His female had created a net from another section of her gown, laughing at his praise when she succeeded in catching a number of the creatures.

      “I’ve been fishing since I was little. Darrell and Daddy always treated it more like an excuse to drink beer than to fish, but I enjoyed actually catching them. And eating them,” she added with a smile.

      He bit back a snarl at her reference to her male relatives. Perhaps it was just as well that there was no opportunity for them to return to Earth. He would have been strongly tempted to seek them out and teach them a lesson in how they should have treated his female.

      But the thought of Earth and their inability to return—their current inability to even leave this planet—made him remember his earlier determination to talk to her. Once their simple meal was completed and he had cleaned the equipment, he sat down at a safe distance from the fire and reached out his hand to her. Her cheeks flushed, but she came to him willingly and curled up on his lap.

      “Time to talk?” she asked.

      “I am afraid so.”

      Despite his determination, he couldn’t help a feeling of trepidation.

      “That sounds rather ominous,” she said lightly, her hand going to his chest. “Can’t we just kiss instead? Or… other things?”

      His cock jerked at the memory of her tantalizing mouth against his, of the sweetness between her legs that he had barely touched, but he forced himself to shake his head.

      “I must tell you about my past.” He did not want to do it. What he told her on the ship was true—a warrior should be judged by his actions, not his words—but she deserved to know the details, and there was no one else to speak for him. “I told you I was being taken to Yehr for an inquisition.”

      “You did.” A fierce scowl crossed her enchanting little face. “But you made it sound like they already thought you were guilty and that you weren’t even going to defend yourself.”

      “I do not know how it would have gone,” he admitted. “There was a previous investigation and although I was found to be at fault, I was not punished as severely as I would have expected.”

      “At fault for what?”

      “For the deaths of innocent women and children,” he said, bracing himself for her reaction.

      “I don’t believe it,” she said immediately. “You would never let that happen if you could prevent it.”

      Her immediate defense warmed his hearts, and he couldn’t resist bending his head and brushing his lips against hers. She responded immediately, but he gently moved her away before he could lose himself in her kiss.

      “Do you want to tell me what happened?” she asked. “You don’t have to if you’d rather not talk about it.”

      He didn’t want to talk about it, but she deserved to know before he made his claim.

      “We were engaged in military action on Darthu. The planet had been conquered some time previously, but there was a well-organized and effective resistance. A new commander was sent from Yehr and he was determined to finally eradicate the rebellion.” And to cover himself with glory. “We tracked the leaders of the resistance to a mountain stronghold and he ordered us to destroy it. He assured us that it only contained military targets and was not well defended. He was wrong on both counts.”

      He closed his eyes, still remembering the horror he’d felt when they had entered the damaged fortress and seen the bodies. “The rebels that survived fought fiercely, and many in our squad were killed. In the end, only the commander, myself, and two other males survived. But the rebellion was ended.”

      “I’m so sorry, but it wasn’t your fault. You couldn’t have known they were there.”

      He gave a humorless laugh. “That’s what we told ourselves—that it had been a terrible, tragic mistake. But then I discovered that our commander had known all along that it was a fortress not only for the resistance fighters but for their families. He knew but he didn’t care because he was determined to crush them at any cost.”

      “What did you do?”

      “When we returned to Yehr, I tried to report what had happened. Instead, I found out that my commander had already made a report. He placed the blame for the deaths on his communication officers. I was one of them.”

      “I don’t understand… How could he get away with that? What about the other two survivors?”

      He sighed. In some ways, that had been the most painful blow of all. He had not been close to T’ballan, but he’d considered T’rekko a friend. “Neither one of them chose to speak. T’ballan retired and returned to his home planet. T’rekko received a promotion. After my hearing, I was demoted and sent to Earth because I was deemed unfit for military action.”

      “And no one blamed him?” She scowled indignantly.

      “He is very powerful and well connected.” He hesitated. “Although I have sometimes wondered if his story was entirely accepted. I expected a much more severe punishment.”

      “But I don’t understand. If you were already punished, why are you being sent back to Yehr?”

      “I was told there was new evidence. I suspect that the commander will not be satisfied until I have been eliminated. Or would not have been satisfied. I believe I am free of him now.”

      While he still did not like the fact that T’chyro would escape without punishment, perhaps here he could finally put the past behind him.

      “Do you mean because we’re alone on this planet?”

      Her question made him hesitate again.

      “I was thinking more of the fact that the ship has been destroyed. I cannot be sure that we are alone here. Just because the planet is under Yehrin control does not mean that there is not an indigenous population, even if we have seen no signs of it yet. Even on your world, are there not places that are unpopulated?”

      “I guess so—although you usually don’t have to go very far to find traces of people.” Her fingers played across his chest. “But right now, we’re alone. Maybe we should take advantage of that.”

      “I wish to claim you.”

      The words burst out before he could call them back, but to his relief, she did not immediately reject him. Her eyes widened as she looked up at him, gleaming silver in the firelight.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that I want to make you my mate, my L’chka.” He clenched his fists. “I know I should not. I was able to fight it on the ship because of my situation. But here, even though I know this freedom may not last, my instincts demand that I claim you.”

      “Why wouldn’t it last? You said you thought you were free of your commander.”

      “I hope I am, but I am still wanted for the inquisition on Yehr.”

      “Not if no one knows you’re here.” She smiled up at him, her face soft. “So if there are people on this planet, we’ll just have to stay away from them.”

      “Does that mean…”

      “Yes. My answer is yes. I want to be your mate, T’pak. I want you to be my L’chka too.”

      A dizzying wave of relief rushed over him even as he laughed. “That is not possible, but I will be your warrior. For now and forever.”

      “Good. Now please, kiss me.”

      He could no longer resist, pressing his lips to hers and losing himself in the sweetness of her mouth. Her arms came up to circle his neck, and the small mounds of her breasts rubbed against his chest. Bending her back over his arm, he palmed the tempting flesh, his fingers finding the hard peak of her nipple and rolling it gently. She gasped into his mouth and arched against his hand.

      Ripping aside the ties he had used to bind her gown, he delved into the tempting heat between her legs, groaning when he found her hot and slick to his touch. He sought the swollen pearl of flesh at the top of her slit, circling it carefully as she urged him on with soft, wordless cries. When he felt her body quiver as her release took her, he dipped down to her small entrance. She was even wetter now, and he sank his finger into the hot, tight channel, still pulsing from her climax.

      His cock throbbed, already anticipating that velvety clasp surrounding it, but he forced it under control. She was very small and would need to be stretched. He tried to add a second finger, but her body resisted. He resumed his attention to her clit, stroking her until she reached a second climax and softened enough to accept a second digit.

      “I feel so full.” She looked up at him, her eyes wide and dazed with pleasure as she squirmed restlessly against his hand.

      “There is more to come. I must ensure that your small cunt can take my cock without pain.”

      “More?” He felt her channel try and tighten around him. “I’m not sure if I can.”

      “You can.” He had no doubt that his L’chka’s body would accept him. “Each time I pleasure you, you open for me.”

      He stroked his thumb across her clit again, and her whole body quivered.

      “Okay,” she whispered. “Pleasure away.”

      He had to bring her to climax twice more before he succeeded in burying all three fingers into her sweet little cunt. She was ready.
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      Darla’s body quivered, every inch of her skin alive with sensation, as T’pak pulled the remains of her gown over her head and laid her back against the blanket. He stripped off his own clothing just as impatiently, and her eyes immediately focused on his cock. The thick, dark column of flesh undulated from its wide tip to even broader base, and she gulped nervously.

      She could have sworn his fingers had stretched her to her limit, and his cock looked even larger… Then again, she hadn’t thought she could take all three fingers, but she’d enjoyed every moment. Making it work is half the fun. Uma’s words floated through her mind, and she smiled. The other female had been correct.

      “You are very beautiful, my L’chka.”

      T’pak was still standing over her, his eyes glowing with purple fire as he studied her naked body. Glad that the firelight would hide the color in her cheeks, she parted her legs, opening herself for him.

      “I need you, T’pak.”

      He joined her immediately, his big body covering her with warmth as he kissed her. He teased her nipples before his hand slid lower and she gasped, still sensitive from her previous climaxes.

      “Easy, my L’chka,” he murmured, gentling his touch until he was barely caressing her.

      The teasing touch soon had her arching against his hand seeking more, and he growled approvingly as he moved over her, the head of his cock nudging her entrance.

      “Are you ready?”

      “Oh, yes. Make me yours, T’pak.”

      He shuddered, and then started to press into her. Despite her wetness and despite his efforts to prepare her, her body resisted. The increasing stretch made her entrance start to burn in a confusing mixture of pleasure and pain, but she wrapped her legs around his waist and urged him deeper. He jerked, and the broad head finally entered her. They both cried out.

      Every muscle in his body turned rigid as she quivered, trying to adjust to his size.

      “I cannot… I cannot wait,” he gasped, and then he shuddered as his hips jerked against her and a rush of hot liquid flooded her insides.

      She expected him to soften, but he did not. Instead, the silky heat eased his way and he sank in another inch, then two.

      “I apologize,” he said solemnly. “I lost control.”

      “But you’re not done, are you?” The undulating column of his cock pressed against a sensitive place inside her and she shivered, on the verge of her own climax.

      “No, my L’chka.” He smiled at her, sharp teeth flashing and the firelight gleaming on his horns. He had never looked more alien, or more beloved. “You will take all of me.”

      And she did. Even when she thought she couldn’t possibly handle any more of him, he stroked the oversensitive bud of her clit until she opened enough to take another inch. Until she was completely impaled on his cock, stretched wide and quivering around him.

      “I knew you could take me.” His voice was harsh, his face strained. “And now we can begin.”

      He stroked his thumb across her clit again as he started to withdraw and her climax roared over her, so intense that her vision sheeted white. Her body convulsed, trying to tighten around him but already overwhelmingly full. She heard him roar, felt him begin thrusting into her in long, hard strokes as she tried to respond to his movements. His mouth dropped to her neck.

      “I claim you as my L’chka,” he growled, as he grew impossibly harder, impossibly larger, and then his teeth sank into the sensitive flesh.

      The sharp sting was immediately followed by fire streaking straight to her clit and another climax roared over her as he filled her in long, endless waves of liquid heat. All she could do was cling to him as her body shuddered helplessly around the thick column of his cock.

      He tightened his arms around her, his body warm and heavy over hers as he murmured her name. When he finally raised his head, his face glowed with satisfaction.

      “My mate.”

      He sounded so proud that her eyes filled with tears, and his expression immediately turned to alarm.

      “D’rla? Are you well?” His eyes dropped to her neck, a mixture of pride and concern on his face. “Did the mating bite hurt you?”

      He gently licked the mark. Another spark of fire ran through her exhausted body, and she felt her pussy flutter around him.

      “I’m fine,” she managed to say. “Just tired.”

      “Of course. I will care for you.”

      He carefully withdrew from her body, making her quiver again. Sparks of purple fire appeared in his eyes, but all he did was drop a quick kiss on her mouth. He disappeared for a moment, then returned and gently pressed a damp cloth between her legs. The coolness soothed her swollen flesh as he carefully cleansed her.

      “Are you sure you are well?” he asked. “You are so small.”

      “I’m wonderful,” she murmured as her eyes drifted closed. The last thing she remembered was him smiling at her.

      

      A rush of heat woke Darla. Her skin felt hot and tight, her nipples swollen and her clit throbbing. T’pak was wrapped around her, and she could see the faintest indication of dawn on the horizon. She had a vague recollection that he’d tried to carry her to the tent and she’d insisted that they remain outdoors.

      A breeze drifted past, pleasantly cool against her heated skin. She felt… needy, already aroused and ready to resume the activities of the night before. Or maybe not, she amended as she moved and felt the lingering ache between her legs. Maybe her body needed a little time to adjust.

      Of course, that didn’t mean there weren’t other possibilities…

      Moving slowly so as not to awaken T’pak, she slid down his body until she reached his cock. Even in his current half-erect state, he looked far too large to have fit inside her. But fit he had, she thought with a wiggle of remembered pleasure. She started to stroke the thick, undulating column, delighting in the softness of his skin beneath her fingers.

      A big hand covered hers, and she jumped. She looked up to find him watching her, his face warm with amusement.

      “What are you doing, little mouse?”

      “Just exploring.” She deliberately tightened her hand around as much of him as she could. “You don’t mind, do you?”

      “Not as long as I get my turn.”

      His voice was dark with promise, and she wiggled again, already anticipating his touch.

      “Okay.” Her voice sounded breathless even to her, and he laughed.

      Hmm. She gave him a long, firm stroke, and the laughter died as his eyes began to glow. That was better. She repeated the gesture, watching his face to see what pleased him the most. His cock grew thicker and harder with each stroke until she had no chance of closing her hand around him. But as her mama used to say, there was more than one way to skin a cat.

      Bending closer, she licked the head of his cock. He roared, his claws sinking into the ground next to him. Pleased with his reaction, she licked again, eagerly lapping up the sweet pearls of liquid that began to appear in response. Wanting more, she opened as wide as she could and managed to take him in her mouth. She swirled her tongue across him, and then sucked.

      He roared again, and then hot, sweet liquid flooded her mouth. She gulped down as much as she could, but more ran down her chin and dripped onto her breasts.

      As soon as his body stopped jerking, he flipped her onto her back and rose over her. He wiped his seed from her mouth, then followed the path down over her breasts, rubbing it into the sensitive skin. When he reached her nipples, her whole body shook.

      “T’pak,” she gasped.

      “You did say I could explore,” he reminded her, tightening his fingers around a sensitive bud.

      “Okay,” she repeated, and he laughed again.

      “You are very agreeable this morning, my L’chka.”

      His hand traveled lower, and despite the throbbing ache in her clit, she couldn’t help wincing when he brushed against it. He stopped immediately.

      “Agreeable, and I suspect also sore.”

      “Just a little. Don’t stop.”

      “I have a better idea.”

      He moved his hand away, but before she could object, he bent down and licked her mating bite. It felt like a direct line to her clit, and she shuddered. He licked it again, then moved down her body. He lingered over her breasts, building her arousal until she was on the verge of climax, then traveled lower.

      “So beautiful,” he murmured, tracing her folds with a gentle finger. “All pink and glistening and ready for me.”

      Despite the gentleness of his touch, it was almost too much.

      “Ready for my mouth,” he added as his head descended.

      Oh, yes. His tongue was hot and slick, soothing as well as arousing as he licked a slow path from her tender entrance to her aching clit. She gasped and clutched his horns, and he growled, the sound vibrating against the sensitive flesh. He lingered there, teasing her with gentle circles until her entire body felt flushed, tense with anticipation.

      “Come for me, little mouse,” he ordered, and delicately scraped his teeth across the swollen nub.

      Fire streaked through her veins and she shuddered helplessly as her climax swept over her. He prolonged it, each sweep of his tongue sending another shock rolling through her until at last her body went limp and she pushed weakly at his horns.

      He obediently raised his head and smiled at her.

      “I approve of this mutual exploration.”

      “Me too.”

      The warmth of her climax lingered, but exhaustion took over and she fell asleep as he gathered her into his arms again.
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      T’pak smiled as D’rla fell asleep in his arms once more. His cock ached, aroused again at her response to his touch, but it didn’t matter as long as she was satisfied. He had never expected to find such happiness. Perhaps the Ancestors were finally smiling on him.

      I will make her happy, he vowed as the sky continued to lighten.

      Despite the contentment radiating through his body, he needed to investigate their surroundings. The site by the stream had been perfect for a temporary resting place, but he had seen no signs of any animals other than the small aquatic creatures and an occasional avian. They would require a more varied food supply.

      Covering D’rla with the thermal blanket, he left her to sleep while he climbed to the top of the hill behind their camp. An ocean glinted in the distance, and he gave a satisfied nod. The waters would provide additional food supplies. The ocean also reminded him of Tenger, and it felt oddly like coming home. Perhaps he could even build a boat…

      His thoughts came to a halt as he spotted the sail. The planet was inhabited after all.

      Although it was difficult to tell from this distance, the sail appeared to belong to a simple fishing boat. He followed its path until it disappeared behind a rocky outcropping, but now he could see additional smaller boats close to the headland. It seemed likely that a port was concealed behind the cliff.

      They would head in that direction today, he decided, and he would survey the town. Perhaps it was for the best. While they could continue to survive off the land, D’rla would definitely be more comfortable if he could obtain additional supplies. Since the planet was under Yehrin control, the occupants of the town should not be dismayed by his appearance.

      Under Yehrin control…

      Once again, his thoughts ground to a halt. In his desire to provide for his female, he had forgotten his circumstances. If the town was large enough to have a Yehrin outpost, the commanding officer would undoubtedly have questions about their presence. But if there was no outpost, it might be worth the risk.

      Anxious to return to his mate with the news, he hurried back down the hill. He frowned when he found her still asleep, her face flushed.

      “D’rla? Time to wake up, my L’chka.”

      Her eyes fluttered open, but she barely seemed to see him.

      “T’pak,” she whispered, her voice hoarse and strained. “My love…”

      Her voice drifted off, and her eyes closed again. Alarmed, he reached for her, then swore at the heat of her skin. She had felt warm earlier, but he had assumed it was due to sleep and excitement. Now her skin burned against his fingers. This was not natural—something was wrong.

      He tried to wake her again, but she only moaned softly, her breath coming in shallow pants. Fuck! The survival kit contained basic medical supplies, but they were designed for injuries, not this type of sickness.

      The question of whether or not to approach the town was no longer a subject for discussion—he had to get help for her. He wrapped the blanket around her and lifted her into his arms, then set off at a run, praying to the Ancestors that whoever inhabited this planet had the medical skills needed to heal her.

      As he’d suspected, the town lay on the other side of the headland, climbing down the hill towards the harbor. At this hour it was still quiet, with the only signs of activity down near the boats. As he headed in that direction, he almost ran into a heavyset male pushing a cart of produce. His warrior training automatically noted the silver-scaled skin and webbed fingers that indicated an aquatic race, but all he cared about was finding assistance for his mate.

      “My female needs help,” he demanded. “Where is the closest medic?”

      The male’s large, dark eyes widened, but he answered readily enough.

      “Follow this street down the hill to the first square, then take the street to the right. The medical building has a white flag—you can’t miss it.”

      He muttered his thanks as he resumed his run. It hadn’t escaped his notice that the male had been surprised rather than shocked by his appearance, confirming his suspicions as to the Yehrin presence on the planet. It didn’t matter—the only thing that mattered was getting help for his mate.

      As he raced into the medical building, he found two of the native females talking in the entry. The older one immediately focused on D’rla.

      “What’s wrong with her?” she asked, her voice calm and authoritative.

      “I do not know. Her skin is hot, and she is not responding to my voice. You must help her.”

      “Of course. Come with me.”

      She led the way into a smaller room and directed him to place D’rla on the bed. He hesitated, suddenly afraid to let go of her.

      “If you want me to help her, I need to examine her,” the female said firmly. “Put her on the bed.”

      “You are a medic?”

      “Yes. Now, put her down.”

      He obeyed, but retained hold of his mate’s hand as the female bent over her with a portable scanner. The sight of the familiar Yehrin device reassured him. At this moment, he welcomed anything that would help D’rla.

      “Has she ingested anything unusual?” the medic asked.

      “We both drank water from a stream and ate some small aquatic creatures, but they registered as safe.”

      “For Yehrin anatomy, perhaps, but what is she?”

      “She is human,” he said, tightening his grip on D’rla’s hand as he gave the female an appalled look. “This planet is not safe for her?”

      “There is a parasite present in the water that affects some visitors, but do not worry. It is a simple matter to remedy, although it may take her system a few days to adjust.”

      The medic administered an injection, then shot him a glance.

      “Were you not informed of this possibility when you arrived?”

      “No,” he said shortly, focused on his mate. Her breathing seemed to have eased, and the frantic beating of his hearts also eased.

      “Why not?” a deep voice asked from the doorway, and T’pak forced his eyes away from D’rla long enough to see an older Yehrin warrior standing there.

      The warrior was accompanied by a female, and T’pak thought she was the one who had been with the medic when he arrived. He should have known that their presence here would be reported.

      “It is… complicated.”

      “Then perhaps we should have this discussion elsewhere,” the warrior suggested, glancing at D’rla.

      “I am not leaving her.”

      “She is in no danger,” the medic assured him. “And she will be sleeping so she won’t know that you’re not here.”

      “I will not leave her alone,” he repeated.

      “I am afraid I must insist on an explanation.” The warrior’s hand dropped to the hilt of his nano sword, and the female at his side quickly stepped forward.

      “How about we compromise? I will stay with your mate until you return. T’zalam can talk to you in one of the other rooms. That way, you won’t disturb her but can stay close by, and he can bring you back as soon as you’ve finished talking.”

      The warrior’s face softened slightly. “That would be acceptable.”

      He hesitated, still grasping D’rla’s small hand. He knew that the older male was only following standard Yehrin protocol, but what if he tried to prevent T’pak from returning to his mate? Perhaps some of his conflict appeared on his face, because the male sighed.

      “I swear by the Ancestors that I will bring you back to her.”

      The oath reassured him, and even though part of him was afraid that this male would also betray his trust, he reluctantly released D’rla’s hand and rose.

      “I promise I’ll stay with her until you return,” the female said as they left, giving him an understanding smile.

      “Thank you.”

      The older male led him to a small office and gestured him aside. He took a seat but T’pak remained standing, automatically assuming a military stance.

      “I am Commander T’zalam,” the male said, studying him thoughtfully. “I am responsible for the middle continent.”

      The middle continent? It seemed a large area to be controlled from such a small town. His surprise must have been apparent, because T’zalam continued.

      “None of the continents are heavily populated, but there are corresponding officers on each of them. There is also small force on the largest continent, but we maintain only a minor presence on Keyanos. There are few natural resources worth exporting, and the females are not breeding compatible.” A fleeting look of sadness crossed the other male’s face. “I oversee such trade as does exist and provide law enforcement when necessary. Now, who are you and where did you come from?”

      He hesitated, but in the end, he could not lie.

      “I am Officer T’pak.” He thought he saw T’zalam react to his name, but the expression was gone so quickly he could not be sure. “My mate and I were on a ship that suffered an unfortunate accident.”

      “The female who is ill is your mate?”

      “Yes.”

      “She is obviously not Keyani, but what is she?”

      “She is human, from the planet Earth.”

      “Ah, yes. I have heard of this planet.” T’zalam shot him a penetrating glance. “Even on Keyanos, news reaches us.”

      Perhaps he hadn’t imagined that flash of reaction after all.

      “I see. What else have you heard?”

      “That a passenger ship was recently destroyed.” The other male hesitated. “I understood that no lives were lost, but there have been rumors that it was sabotaged.”

      “Although I have no evidence, I believe that to be true. There was a series of explosions, and they were too regular to be caused by random damage.”

      “Is there someone you wish to notify as to your safety?”

      Was T’zalam testing him? He couldn’t help feeling that the warrior knew more than he was revealing.

      “I do not wish to notify anyone,” he said truthfully.

      “I see,” T’zalam said again, studying his face. “Do you know who I am?”

      “No. Should I?”

      “Perhaps not, but I believe you knew my cousin T’stever.”

      Despair threatened to swamp him. T’stever had been one of the other warriors on that disastrous mission on Darthu. He had been so young, on his first assignment, and he had not survived. No doubt T’zalam blamed him for his death. His body tensed, already anticipating his arrest.

      “You swore to return me to my mate.” But not to let him stay there.

      “I have every intention of doing so.” T’zalam’s voice remained surprisingly calm. “Will you tell me what really happened on Darthu?”

      “Did you not read the official report?” The bitterness slipped out before he could prevent it.

      “I did. I did not believe it.”

      He gave the other male a suspicious look. “Why not?”

      “According to the report, the only person to behave with any honor was your commander.”

      He barely managed to avoid reacting, even though he felt a sudden spark of hope.

      “I have been a commander for a long time. No mission—and no officer—is ever entirely perfect,” T’zalam continued. “My cousin was young. I can believe he was impulsive, reckless even. But he was not stupid, and he would not have acted in the way described in the report. Which makes me doubt that you would have done so either.”

      An unexpected wave of gratitude washed over him. T’zalam was the first warrior to openly express his doubt as to T’pak’s guilt. But perhaps he was not the only one to find T’chyro’s report suspicious—and perhaps that was why he hadn’t received the punishment he’d expected.

      “Thank you,” he said sincerely.

      “Under the circumstances, I do not feel compelled to report your presence to my superiors.” T’zalam tapped his claws thoughtfully on his desk. “I made some contacts during my initial investigation into the incident. I believe it would be appropriate to follow up with them.”

      “He is a powerful male,” he warned him.

      T’zalam flashed his teeth. “I chose to stay here on Keyanos because my mate is happy here, but I am not without resources.”

      “Your mate?”

      “She is the female who remained with your mate.” T’zalam’s face softened again. “After T’stever’s death, I had no desire to remain on Yehr and embarked on a tour of some of our more remote outposts. I met Marella when I visited here, and when we bonded, I decided to stay. I found… peace in this place. Perhaps you could as well.”

      “You would not object if we remain?”

      “Not at all.” T’zalam gave him a solemn look. “There is work here for an honorable warrior.”

      The words came as balm to his damaged pride, but he hesitated. Was the offer only made out of charity?

      “I am truly needed?”

      “Yes. There are two races here on Keyanos—the Keyani, who you have met, and the Keyano. They inhabit the smaller islands and spend more time in the waters. I am attempting to reach a trade agreement with them, but they can be aggressive.” T’zalam studied his face. “I intended to send for another officer, but I wanted to be sure that the chosen male would not automatically view them as the enemy. I believe your experience would be valuable. Of course, it is not a prestigious position.”

      Relief filled him, and he smiled. “That no longer concerns me. As long as my mate agrees, I would be happy to remain.”

      “Good. Then let us return to our females.”
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      Darla woke to find herself lying in a real bed. Sunlight slanted in through a tall, open window, illuminating plain white-washed walls. She caught the scent of the sea mingled with the smell of flowers. Where was she? And where was T’pak?

      She looked around anxiously, but the only other occupant of the room was a strange female sitting in the chair next to the bed and working with some type of yarn. Her skin was covered with pale iridescent blue scales, and she had tall frilled ears.

      “T’pak… Where’s T’pak?” Her voice came out hoarse and strained.

      The female immediately looked at her with large, rather bulbous dark eyes.

      “Calm yourself, female. Your warrior is with the commander.”

      Commander? Did she mean a Yehrin commander? Had they come for him?

      “No!” she cried. “You can’t let them take him away from me.”

      “No one is going to take him anywhere,” the female said firmly, pouring a pale green liquid into a small glass. “Drink some of this. It will help your throat.”

      “What is it?” she asked suspiciously. “And where am I? Why am I here? And why is T’pak with the commander?”

      “This is a type of juice.” The female gently but firmly helped Darla to sit and handed her the glass. “Now drink, and I will answer your questions. My name is Marella.”

      “I’m Darla,” she said automatically, taking a cautious sip of the juice. It had a pleasant, slightly citrusy taste, and it did feel wonderful sliding down her aching throat.

      “To answer your questions, you are in Port Aramat, a fishing village on the planet Keyanos. You are here because you were very ill.” Marella gave her a sympathetic look. “There is a parasite that lives in the waters of this planet.”

      “But we tested the water.”

      “I’m assuming that was with Yehrin equipment?” When Darla nodded, Marella sighed. “It doesn’t affect them, so the check didn’t reveal any danger.”

      “Does that mean I can’t drink the water here?”

      Marella shook her head. “You will be fine now that your system has adapted.”

      She wasn’t sure she liked the sound of that, but she had more pressing concerns.

      “What about T’pak? You said he was with the commander?”

      “Yes, Commander T’zalam. He is the Yehrin administrator for this planet. I notified him when your warrior came racing in here carrying you.”

      “You don’t understand!” She tried to swing her legs over the side of the bed, but they were weak and unresponsive. “He’s been falsely accused of a crime. Another Yehrin might not listen to him.”

      “Commander T’zalam is not like other Yehrin officers.” A slow smile curved Marella’s lips. “And I should know—he’s my mate. He promised your warrior that he would return him to your side and he would never break his oath.”

      Just because T’zalam had promised to bring T’pak back didn’t mean that he wouldn’t be under arrest. Her eyes filled with tears, and Marella patted her hand.

      “T’zalam is a good male. He will listen to your mate.”

      If T’pak wasn’t too proud to tell him what had happened. She bit her lip, but forced herself to nod. There was no point in panicking until she saw T’pak again. And if it turned out he needed her assistance, she had to be strong enough to help him. She took another sip of her juice, and Marella nodded approvingly.

      “That’s a good girl. I think Elora will be pleased with your progress.”

      “Elora?”

      “She is our primary medic. I was talking to her when you were brought in, and I offered to stay with you while T’zalam talked to your warrior.”

      “Thank you,” she said sincerely. It would have been much worse to wake up alone and with no one to explain what was happening. “So you’re not a nurse?”

      Marella laughed. “No, I’m a baker. Do you enjoy cooking?”

      “I did back on Earth.”

      The other female’s face lit up and she started asking Darla about Earth foods. She was especially intrigued by the concept of cookies since they didn’t have anything similar. Exhaustion washed over Darla as Marella talked, but she refused to give in to it, determined to stay awake until T’pak returned.

      Despite her resolution, her eyes were half-closed when the door finally opened and T’pak entered, followed by an older Yehrin officer. He hurried to her side, searching her face anxiously.

      “Are you well, my L’chka?”

      “I am now.”

      “Praise the Ancestors.”

      He drew her into his arms, and she could feel the tension in his body.

      “Is everything all right?” she whispered. “You’re not under arrest?”

      “No, he is not.”

      The response came from the Yehrin by the door who now had his arm around Marella. He must be T’zalam.

      “Did your warrior not tell you that we have exceptional hearing?” he added, smiling at the look on her face.

      “He didn’t mention it.”

      No wonder he had always known when she entered the hold.

      “Leave us,” T’pak ordered. “Please.”

      T’zalam and Marella both smiled, but they obeyed, leaving the two of them alone.

      “You are truly well?” he asked again, his eyes searching her face.

      “I am. I still feel a little weak, but Marella said it wouldn’t take long for my strength to come back.”

      He shuddered. “I thought I lost you.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” she said firmly. “I love you. I’m not going to leave you.”

      “You love me?”

      “Of course I do.” She touched the mating bite on her neck. “Do you think I would have let you do this if I didn’t?”

      His face finally relaxed, his eyes beginning to glow with the familiar purple fire as he covered her fingers with his own. His touch on the bite sent a sudden streak of heat through her body, and she tugged him closer. He kissed her, gently at first, then more hungrily as she responded to him. But despite the arousal beginning to hum through her veins, she didn’t have the energy for more.

      “I’m sorry,” she murmured. “I’m just so tired.”

      “I should have waited until you were stronger.”

      She could see the guilt on his face, and she managed to smile at him as her eyes drifted shut.

      “I’m glad you didn’t. I like it when you kiss me. Will you hold me until I fall asleep?”

      “I will never let you go. I love you, my L’chka.”

      He gathered her closer, and she snuggled into his arms, completely content.

      

      Three days later, Darla stared out of her window restlessly, no longer quite as content. The view into the small enclosed garden was pretty enough, but she was tired of looking at it. Elora, the medic in charge of her care, had refused to let her leave until she regained her strength. Even though T’pak had been with her the entire time and Marella visited frequently, she was beginning to get a little stir crazy. It didn’t help that T’zalam had asked T’pak to assist him in an inspection down at the harbor this morning. Although she’d convinced him it was fine to leave her and go with the other officer, now she envied his freedom.

      When Marella peeked her head around the door, Darla greeted her eagerly.

      “Are you getting bored?” the older female asked.

      “Just a little.”

      “Would you like to go for a walk? I already checked with Elora and she said it would be fine as long as you don’t overdo it.”

      “That would be wonderful, except…” She gestured at the thin white shift that served as her hospital gown. “This doesn’t seem very suitable for going out in public.”

      “I thought of that too.” Marella opened the bag she was carrying and pulled out a tunic and a pair of loose pants similar to the ones she was wearing but in a soft shade of blue. “Try these on. I think I judged the fit pretty well.”

      Marella was right—the clothes were only a little too large—and Darla gave her a grateful smile, delighted to be wearing something other than the white shift.

      “Excellent. Now come,” Marella said. “I wish to show you something.”

      Darla didn’t hesitate. Her knees still felt a little shaky, but she was too happy to get out of her room to let them stop her. They stepped out onto the wide porch that ran along the front of the hospital building, and Marella paused for a moment so that Darla could finally take a look at the town.

      Two and three-story buildings built from blocks of pale pinkish stone climbed down the hillside to the harbor below. A river ran down through the center of town, with arched stone bridges crossing it in several places. A variety of shops and cafés lined the streets flanking the river banks, with people bustling in and out or lingering over a drink at one of the outside tables.

      It looked peaceful and prosperous, with the sun shining down and the fresh ocean breeze gently swaying the branches of the trees.

      “This way.” Marella led her along the cobbled street, moving slowly to accommodate Darla’s weakened condition, and then up a narrow lane. She stopped in front of a small two-story cottage at the edge of town. “What do you think?”

      Built from the same pink stone as the rest of the town, it had a simple, symmetrical facade, almost hidden beneath overgrown flowering vines. The shutters flanking the windows were a faded blue, and while the whole place looked in need of maintenance, it had an undeniable charm.

      “I think it’s adorable,” she said sincerely.

      Marella looked pleased, and pushed open the gate in the stone wall separating the property from the street, then led her through the lush, overgrown garden to the small front porch. An arched door opened into a modest entry hall with a set of stairs leading up to the second floor. To one side of the entry, an airy living room contained a few pieces of sheet-covered furniture centered around the fireplace on the far wall. Despite the overgrown vines, light flooded into the room from both the wide windows at the front of the cottage and the tall french doors that led out onto a rear patio.

      A spacious kitchen opened off the other side of the entry, with a sturdy wooden table in front of the windows. Through another windowed door at the back of the house, she could see a rear garden ascending up the hillside in a series of terraces. As in the other room, everything was dusty but surprisingly well maintained.

      Marella ran a finger through the dust on the table, and shook her head. “I have not been here in too long.”

      “This is your house?”

      “In a manner of speaking. My first mate was a stonemason. He built this cottage for our daughter.”

      “What happened to her?” she asked softly.

      “Nothing tragic—except perhaps to a mother’s feelings.” Marella gave her a rueful smile. “She fell in love with the visiting trader, and now they live on Rawlston—it’s an island off the northern continent.”

      “I’m sorry. You must miss her.”

      “I do. I only get to see her a couple of times a year. But that’s the reason I brought you here. It would make me very happy if you and your warrior chose to live here. In addition to these two rooms, there are two bedrooms upstairs, as well as a bathing room.”

      “Are you sure? This was built for your family.”

      “It was built with love.” Marella hesitated. “I could not ask T’zalam to live in a house built by my previous mate, but I want to see it lived in.”

      Darla looked around at the big rooms and the abundance of light, at the gardens and the sea beyond, and smiled. She could see herself here, sharing a meal with T’pak in the sunny kitchen or snuggling with him in front of the fire on a stormy night.

      “I will have to see what T’pak thinks, but I love the idea.”

      Marella nodded briskly.

      “Good. I suggested that T’zalam talk to your warrior about it, but he was afraid that it would offend him.”

      She hadn’t considered that. “Why would it offend him?”

      “My mate did not want T’pak to think he was suggesting that he was not capable of caring for you.” Marella reached out and took Darla’s hand. “But it would make me very happy to see you both here. I tend to avoid the cottage because it makes me sad to see it empty and neglected.”

      “I would love to live here,” she admitted. “But not if it makes T’pak unhappy…”

      Marella grinned at her and squeezed her hand. “If you tell him that it will make you happy, I suspect he will be able to overlook any imagined blow to his pride. Yehrin males are very focused on their mate’s happiness.”

      “I have noticed that.”

      “Then that’s settled. Now, let’s get you back to the hospital before our warriors return.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      A week later, Darla looked happily around the cottage kitchen—now her kitchen. As Marella had suggested, T’pak’s initial reluctance to accept what he saw as charity had been overcome by his concern for her happiness. The fact that they would finally be alone together had certainly helped. Although he had stayed in the hospital with her every night, her weakness and the lack of privacy had limited their encounters.

      They had moved in that night and he had made up for the three days of enforced abstinence so thoroughly that she was still glowing when Marella showed up the next morning to help her clean. Together, the two of them, with help from T’pak and T’zalam, had scrubbed away the dust and added a fresh coat of paint to the walls. The furnishings were still sparse, the T’pak put his foot down on accepting any more furniture.

      “I will earn the credits for those,” he said firmly, and she didn’t attempt to argue. They had the basic necessities, and everything else could wait.

      Her strength had returned quickly once she left the hospital. She still felt the urge to nap each afternoon, but in between she was full of energy and happy to work on restoring the cottage. She and T’pak had also begun to work on taming the overgrown gardens. The terraces at the rear of the house had been the worst but as they cleared away the vegetation, they discovered that the top terrace had a swinging bench under an arbor. They had a wonderful view down over the town and the ocean beyond, and she loved to sit there with T’pak in the evenings as the sun went down.

      He can also put the swing to some seriously creative use, she thought, smiling reminiscently, before trying to focus on the task at hand.

      She’d finally managed to convince T’pak that it was safe to leave her. He had promised to assist T’zalam with a hearing, and she planned to take advantage of his absence to try some baking. Marella had suggested that there might be a market for sweets and offered to sell what she made at the bakery.

      “So you did survive the wreck.”

      She jumped and looked up to see a strange Yehrin male standing in the entrance to the kitchen. The front door was usually open during the day, but no one had ever just walked in before. Her pulse started to race but she did her best to keep her voice calm.

      “Who are you?”

      He ignored her question. “I had the escape vessels inspected, of course, and you were not on board.”

      “I was in a life pod,” she said automatically, then frowned at him. “But who are you and why were you looking for me?”

      “I am Supreme Commander T’chyro. We have a breeding contract.”

      The room literally swayed around her. This was the male who had sent for her? From the number of insignias on his uniform and his air of arrogance, he was undoubtedly an important male, but he reminded her of T’lamat and her skin crawled. She glanced around surreptitiously, looking for a weapon, but the knife T’pak had given her was on the other side of the room.

      “You came to find me?” she whispered.

      His eyes flicked away from hers momentarily.

      “The records the ship transmitted prior to its destruction indicated that a life pod had been ejected. Once I landed on the planet, I picked up your tracker.”

      “Tracker?” She gave him a horrified glance. “You put a tracker in me?”

      “It is in your bracelet, along with a beacon to summon help. You should have activated it.” He sighed. “But what can one expect from a human?”

      The possibility had never even occurred to her—she was so used to wearing the bracelet that she hadn’t thought about removing it. The fact that T’pak hadn’t suggested removing it either made her suspect that using it as a tracker was not a common occurrence. Irritated both by the male’s attitude and the fact that he had tracked her without her knowledge, she glared at him.

      “If you have such a low opinion of humans, why did you want a breeding contract?”

      “A human female was not my first choice to receive my seed,” he said. “You are such a primitive species. But I was assured that you are capable of breeding true Yehrin males. And that the experience would be quite… enjoyable,” he added.

      His eyes swept over her, an odd mixture of disdain and lust on his face. “I had hoped for a female with a more desirable body, but I suppose you will do. Remove your clothing.”

      “What? No!”

      “You will do as I say, human.”

      “No, I won’t.” She desperately tried to remember what T’voth had told her about the terms of the arrangement. “I renounce the contract.”

      “Nonsense. Now, remove your clothing.”

      “I said I renounced the contract. You’re required by Yehrin law to leave me alone.”

      He shrugged dismissively. “And who is going to enforce that law?”

      “Commander T’zalam,” she said quickly. “He’s in charge of this continent.”

      “And I am Supreme Commander. He holds no authority over me.”

      Based on what T’pak had told her about the Yehrin legal system, she was almost certain that wasn’t true, but she was also afraid it made no difference to T’chyro. He clearly thought himself above the law.

      “I’m already mated!” she cried when he took a step towards her.

      His eyes narrowed.

      “Who is your mate? The claim of a Keyani would not have precedence over the claim of a Yehrin warrior.”

      She was sure that was also a violation of Yehrin law, but she didn’t bother to argue the point.

      “My mate is a Yehrin warrior so it does take precedence.”

      “What is his name? I was told that only one Yehrin male resides on this continent, and he is already mated.”

      Should she tell him? Just because T’zalam had accepted T’pak didn’t mean that another warrior would react the same way. When she hesitated, he shook his head and took another step towards her.

      “As I thought. You are lying. Now remove your clothing and present yourself for my use.”

      “I’m not lying—and I will do no such thing.”

      His eyes gleamed. “Perhaps this will be an enjoyable encounter after all. I do appreciate a little resistance.”

      He was between her and the front door, but if she could get to the back…

      “I’m not lying,” she repeated, hoping to distract him. “I do have a Yehrin mate.”

      “Then who is it?”

      “I am her mate.” T’pak appeared in the doorway, his face etched with fury. “Are you well, my L’chka?”

      “I am now.”

      But despite her assurance, she was scared of what T’chyro would do. He was glaring at T’pak, a look of loathing on his face.

      “So you are here. That worthless T’nal assured me that you were dead, but as soon as I heard that a life pod was ejected, I knew.”

      “That’s why you really came here, isn’t it?” she asked. “You weren’t looking for me at all.”

      “I told you that I had no particular interest in breeding a human female. Your presence on the ship simply provided a plausible reason why no suspicion would be attached to me in the event of an unfortunate incident such as the explosion.”

      “You were responsible,” T’pak said slowly. “You were the one who caused the explosion on the ship.”

      “So what?” T’chyro smirked at him, his former confidence returning. “Who would believe that I was responsible for something that risked the life of my rare and valuable human breeder?”

      “You will not get away with this—not with risking innocent lives a second time.”

      T’chyro’s face hardened. “You have caused me enough trouble by trying to reveal what actually occurred on Darthu. It is time you were silenced.”

      T’chyro pulled a sword hilt from his belt. When he pressed the handle, a glowing sword emerged, and her heart started to pound.

      “I’ll tell them,” she said fiercely. “I’ll make sure everyone knows.”

      He took his eyes off of T’pak long enough to sneer in her direction. “And who would listen to a primitive human female?”

      “I would. Especially since I heard your confession.” T’zalam appeared at the back door, and she realized he must have been there all along. “And I am placing you under arrest,” he added calmly.

      “No,” T’pak said. “This is a debt of honor. He has threatened my L’chka.”

      T’zalam hesitated for a fraction of a second, then nodded. He pulled out his own sword hilt and did something to it before tossing it to T’pak.

      “It will respond to your touch now.”

      A second glowing sword appeared in T’pak’s hand, and T’chyro’s face went dark with fury.

      “I will eliminate both of you,” he snarled. “Then wreak my vengeance on your female before she follows you into death.”

      She could see the anger on T’pak’s face, but his voice remained calm. “D’rla, go with T’zalam. You do not need to see this.”

      “I’m not going to leave you,” she said, but she moved over to join T’zalam at the back door. She didn’t want to distract T’pak during the fight. As much as she hated the idea, she couldn’t blame him for wanting revenge against the male who had caused him so much pain.

      As soon as she was out of the way, T’pak attacked. The fight was fast, brutal, and horrifying. T’chyro seemed to have a slight advantage at first—using a series of what even to her inexperienced eyes looked like fast, flamboyant moves. But T’pak countered each one, and the older male began to slow. That was when T’pak went on the offensive. He wasn’t flashy, but he was just as fast and far more determined, pursuing T’chyro with a strength that made her breath catch. T’zalam murmured his approval.

      “Your warrior is very skilled.” He looked down at her for a moment. “And of course, he has the stronger motivation.”

      She wanted to ask what he meant, but she was more intent on the fight. T’chyro was obviously flagging now, and it almost appeared as if T’pak was toying with him. A thin line of blood appeared on T’chyro’s arm, then another across his thigh.

      “Finish it,” T’zalam commanded.

      At first, she thought that T’pak wasn’t going to listen to him as another gash appeared on T’chyro’s arm, but then there was a sudden swirl of motion. A line appeared across T’chyro’s throat, and a look of disbelief crossed his face before his body crumpled to the ground.

      She hastily averted her eyes as blood pooled beneath the fallen male. T’pak didn’t even look at him. He thrust the sword hilt at T’zalam and took her in his arms.

      “Are you well? Did he harm you?”

      “No, I’m fine.” She managed to give them a shaky smile. “You made it in time.”

      “Thank the Ancestors,” he said fervently, his arms tightening around her.

      “How did you know?”

      “We received a report that a Yehrin flyer had landed and came to check on you.”

      “Thank goodness you did.” She shivered and hugged him. “I can’t believe he blew up the entire ship just to try and kill you.”

      “I believe he was desperate,” T’zalam interjected, and she jumped. She’d almost forgotten that the commander was present. “As I promised, I have been making some inquiries. Despite the fact that you were convicted, rumors have persisted about his actions in the disaster on Darthu. I think he hoped that eliminating you would finally bring the matter to a close. And to use the presence of his own female as an excuse for his innocence.” T’zalam shook his head. “He was a truly dishonorable male.”

      “D’rla was not his female,” T’pak growled.

      “Of course not. I was simply referring to the breeding contract with her.”

      “Do you think that was his plan all along?” she asked. “And he was just waiting for someone who was desperate enough to leave Earth?”

      “It would not surprise me,” T’zalam replied.

      “What happens now? T’pak isn’t going to be in trouble because of this, is he?”

      “Of course not. In fact, Supreme Commander T’chyro admitted to his crimes. I will make the appropriate reports.” T’zalam looked at T’pak. “This means that your position will be restored. As partial compensation for his actions, I suspect you may have your choice of assignments. Although I still hope you will choose to remain on Keyanos, you will have more options now.”

      “I see.” T’pak looked down. “What would you like to do, my L’chka?”

      “I suggest you take D’rla to the back garden and discuss the matter.” T’zalam frowned at the body. “I will have the body removed and the area cleansed.”

      “It is my responsibility,” T’pak insisted, but a smile finally lightened T’zalam’s face.

      “Marella will not be happy that such a thing occurred here. She will insist that no trace remain. Go now.”

      T’pak made no further attempt to argue. He lifted her into his arms and carried her out of the kitchen and up to the upper terrace. He sat down on the padded swing, keeping her in his arms, but he didn’t speak right away. Instead, he let the peace of the garden surround them. Small colorful insects fluttered amongst the overgrown vines and sunlight glittered on the ocean. It all seemed so peaceful that the incident in the kitchen already felt like something she had imagined.

      “You are sure that you are all right, my L’chka? I am sorry that you were exposed to such violence.”

      “He deserved it,” she said fiercely. “I’m just sorry that he didn’t have to go through the same punishment you did.”

      “It is better this way. Despite his corruption, he still had many powerful allies.”

      “Does that mean they’ll be after you now?”

      He shook his head, the sunlight catching on his horns. “His connections were those of wealth and mutual advantage. Now that he is dead, they no longer apply. I do not believe that anyone actually cared for him. And once T’zalam reveals the truth, they will try to distance themselves from him.” His arms tightened around her. “Which brings us back to the question of our future.”

      That shouldn’t have sounded ominous, but her heart still skipped a beat.

      “You could go anywhere now,” she agreed. “Maybe even find a Yehrin female.”

      The astonishment on his face reassured her. “Why would I do such a thing? You are my L’chka and that will never change. I simply wish to ensure your happiness.”

      Her momentary flash of doubt disappeared, and she smiled at him.

      “Your happiness matters too. What would you like to do? Return to Yehr?”

      “It offers many advantages,” he said slowly. “It is the center of Yehrin life. All of the finest products in the galaxy can be found there and it offers many cultural opportunities.”

      “And opportunities to advance your career?”

      “Perhaps. But I find I have no such ambitions. Would you like to return to Earth?”

      She considered the suggestion. Earth had the advantage of familiarity, but what had she really left behind? She certainly had no desire to see her family again. She looked around at the cottage and the unkempt garden, with the town and the sea beyond.

      “What would you think about staying here? Like T’zalam suggested?”

      “Would you like that?”

      “Yes, I think I would—but only if you’re going to be happy here as well.”

      He smiled at her, sharp teeth flashing, and she felt his body relax beneath hers.

      “I would like that very much,” he said, and she could hear the sincerity in his words. “I will make a fine home for you. You will lack for nothing.”

      “I already have everything I ever wanted. Because I have you.”

      His eyes started to glow, and as he bent his head and kissed her, she knew she had finally found her home.
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      One month later…

      

      Darla finished packing the basket, then looked up and smiled as T’pak entered the kitchen of their cottage. Her heart never failed to skip a beat at the sight of her warrior, and she loved the fact that he seemed so much happier and more relaxed now. Keyanos had been good for him—and she suspected that working with T’zalam had also helped heal some of the wounds of his previous betrayal.

      “Mmm. You smell delicious,” he murmured as he bent his head and kissed her.

      She laughed. “I think that’s the sugar cookies.”

      “No, L’chka. It is you.”

      Since Marella had begun offering the cookies in her bakery, they were proving to be quite popular. Darla also spent several mornings each week in the bakery with her, and she’d enjoyed both the work and her time with the older female. They’d even had some discussions about Darla taking on a larger role in the business.

      But those plans might have to wait, she thought with a smile as T’pak lowered his mouth to her neck, scraping gently at her mating mark with his teeth. As always, a corresponding shiver of desire swept over her body, but she laughingly pushed him away.

      “You’re going to have to wait. I have plans.”

      “I have plans as well, all of them involving your delightful little body.”

      “Just wait. I want to have a picnic on the point so we can watch the sun go down.” It was the most romantic spot she could think of to share her news.

      “Picnic?” he asked.

      Every now and then his translation protocol encountered a word that did not translate.

      “It means we take food and a blanket and sit outside to eat and relax.”

      “I believe I know the perfect way to relax,” he said, his eyes glowing.

      “I’m sure you do, but I think you’ll enjoy this too.”

      She picked up the blanket and the basket, and he immediately relieved her of them. She rolled her eyes, but didn’t try to argue. His instincts were always to care for her, even when she didn’t need it, and she had learned to save her arguments for the things that really mattered.

      As they left the cottage, she paused in the front garden long enough to pick some ripe berries and add them to the basket, giving the lush growth a satisfied look.

      “Our garden is flourishing,” T’pak said, looking equally satisfied.

      The two of them had spent a good bit of time restoring it to its former beauty, and she’d been surprised by how much he seemed to enjoy the work. He told her he had worked with his mother on her garden, although his father did not approve.

      “Why not?”

      “My father had very strong opinions as to the appropriate role of a warrior. He acceded to my mother’s wishes, of course, but he was clearly uncomfortable with many of the things that I did with her.”

      Would T’pak be as rigid, she wondered as they walked along the cobbled street in front of the harbor. No, she decided, as she watched him stop to help a young Keyani boy retrieve a ball that had lodged just out of reach. Whether it was due to his mother’s influence or his own unfortunate interactions with the Yehrin military, his beliefs were far more flexible than those of the average warrior.

      Other people called greetings to them as they walked, and she smiled, pleased at how comfortable they seemed with both of them. The Keyani had accepted them with surprising ease, although perhaps it didn’t hurt that T’zalam and Marella were already well-regarded members of the small community.

      A type of boat she didn’t recognize was moored at the end of the quay, its sleek shape out of place amongst the sturdier fishing boats.

      “What kind of boat is that?”

      “It belongs to the Keyano. They have come to discuss a possible trade arrangement.”

      “That’s wonderful.” She knew that he and T’zalam had been working on it.

      “It is most gratifying,” he acknowledged. “There will be a feast tomorrow to celebrate and I will introduce you.”

      She hesitated. Maybe her plans for tonight could wait another day if he was needed.

      “What about tonight? Shouldn’t you be welcoming them?”

      “T’zalam is hosting them tonight. They understand that I am newly mated and do not wish to be away from you.” He squeezed her hand and smiled down at her. “Although I do not believe that will change no matter how long we are mated.”

      “I don’t think it will either.” She couldn’t imagine growing tired of him.

      They reached the end of the harbor, and he helped her climb the steps onto the narrow spit of land that formed one side of the sheltered bay. Following the path along the rocky shore, they made their way to a large flat boulder at the very tip. They were a good distance above the water, but she could hear the waves crashing against the rocks below, the sound now as familiar and reassuring as her own heartbeat.

      He spread out the blanket on the sun-warmed rock and helped her to sit. The sun was beginning to lower over the brilliant turquoise sea, turning the horizon breathtaking shades of rose and gold. Perfect.

      “What did you bring for our meal, my L’chka?” he asked. “Did you have a chance to make the cookies I like?”

      Most Yehrin did not have much appreciation for anything sweet but as with so many other things, T’pak was the exception.

      “I did,” she said, her heart starting to pound. “I even decorated them. Take a look.”

      He eagerly opened the basket and pulled out a cookie, then frowned at the image she had piped on the surface.

      “I do not understand. Why make pictures of small footwear?”

      She should have realized that the symbols would be lost on him.

      “I was trying to tell you something.”

      Her voice suddenly shook, and her eyes filled with tears. A panicked look immediately crossed his face.

      “What is wrong? Are you ill? Do I need to summon Elora?”

      “I’m not ill, just surprised and happy. I hope you will be too.”

      He only looked more concerned.

      “I do not understand. Why are you crying over these designs?”

      She reached for his hand, clinging to his fingers. “Think about it. Who would wear something like that?”

      “I do not know.” He frowned. “A child, perhaps—”

      She could almost see the light bulb turn on above his head as he realized what he’d said. His eyes glowing fiercely as he looked down at her.

      “Are you trying to tell me that you are with child?” he asked slowly, cautiously, and she could see the hope on his face.

      Her throat caught, and all she could manage to do was nod.

      “Thank you, my L’chka,” he whispered, then pressed his mouth against hers, devouring her with his kiss as he laid her back against the blanket.

      Too impatient to bother with the fastenings, he ripped her dress open, his claws easily slicing through the thin material and exposing her body to the late afternoon sunlight. He placed his hand over the small mound of her stomach, already apparent.

      “Our child,” he said reverently. “When did this happen?”

      “Elora thinks it must have happened the first time we were together. She was surprised by how far along I am since human pregnancies last nine months.”

      “Yehrin pregnancies only last six,” he said absently, still caressing her stomach.

      Her eyes widened. “You mean the baby will be here in less than five months? Oh my goodness, I have so much to do to get ready.”

      “You do not need to do anything except to care for yourself and our child,” he said firmly. “I will take care of anything that needs to be done.”

      This was obviously one of those times when she would have to assert her independence.

      “You’re not going to do everything. That wouldn’t be good for me or the baby,” she added when he started to object. “I need to exercise to stay healthy.”

      Reaching for his hand, she slid it from her stomach to her breast, shivering pleasantly as he automatically stroked his thumb across her nipple. It felt even more exciting than usual, and her voice turned husky with desire.

      “Perhaps you can help me with the exercise…”

      “I suspect that you are trying to distract me,” he said sternly, but he increased the pressure on the hard peak, sending a jolt of fire straight to her clit.

      “Is it working?” She reached up and squeezed the sensitive base of his horns as she gave him a provocative smile.

      “Of course, my L’chka. I love you, and I love pleasing you.”

      “I love you too.”

      And as he made love to her there on the warm rock, the brilliant colors of the sunset filling the sky and only the sound of the ocean surrounding them, she had never been happier.

      

      D’rla’s body was limp beneath him when T’pak finally withdrew from the tight haven of her body. He couldn’t resist a last gentle caress of her breasts, and despite her repeated climaxes, her nipples instantly responded to his touch. He had noticed that they had become larger and more sensitive, just as he had noticed the slight swell of her stomach, but the cause had not occurred to him.

      Because of the Yehrin difficulties with breeding, he had assumed it would be some time before his L’chka would be with child—if it ever occurred. He had accepted the possibility that it might not, but as long as he had her, he was more than content. But this—this was an unexpected and most welcome blessing.

      “We never did get around to eating our picnic,” she murmured sleepily, and he was immediately filled with guilt. He must do better.

      “I apologize for forgetting my duty. I will remedy that immediately.”

      Over her sleepy protests, he picked her up and placed her in his lap, then went through the basket, picking out choice tidbits to feed her. Despite her initial objection, she ate hungrily, and he found the process of feeding her both satisfying and surprisingly erotic.

      Noticing his reaction, she began teasing him, letting her small pink tongue lick his fingers when he fed her a bite of food. When she deliberately closed her mouth around his finger and sucked, he growled.

      “Little mouse, you are distracting me again.”

      “I am?” she asked innocently, deliberately rubbing her ass against his aching cock.

      He was about to swing her around and place her over his cock when a cool breeze swept past them and she shivered.

      “We will return to our home first.”

      “You ripped my dress,” she reminded him. “Do you want me to walk through town naked?”

      He growled again. “No one else will ever see your unclothed body. I will wrap you in the blanket.”

      After he pulled on his own clothes, he did just that before lifting her into his arms.

      “I need to exercise, remember? Which means more than just lovemaking,” she added hastily.

      “I understand.” Although he still did not like the idea of her exerting herself. “But for tonight, I will carry you.”

      She looked at him with those clear, silver eyes, then nodded her understanding.

      “All right. Just for tonight.”

      Satisfaction filled him as he carried her carefully back to their home. Tomorrow, there would be plans to make and tasks to be done. But for tonight, it was just the two of them and the promise of their future. He would suffer every trial he had endured ten times over, he thought, if it would result in this happiness. The Ancestors had indeed blessed him.
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      Thank you so much for reading Alien Castaway! I love being back in the Alien Invasion universe with a fierce Yehrin warrior who would do anything for the woman he loves!

      Whether you enjoyed the story or not, it would mean the world to me if you left an honest review on Amazon – reviews are one of the best ways to help other readers find my books!

      As usual, I have to thank my readers for coming on these adventures with me - I couldn’t do it without you!

      And, as always, a special thanks to my beta team – Janet S, Nancy V, and Kitty S. Your thoughts and comments are incredibly helpful!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Alien Chief  is up next!

      

        

      
        Can a fake relationship between a spirited woman and a reckless alien warrior turn into something more?

      

        

      
        When Lillie and Okami pretend to be mated in order to investigate a treasonous plot, their connection quickly begins to feel real. Is there any chance of a future together - and will they survive long enough to find out?

      

      

      
        
        Click here to order Alien Chief!
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        * * *

      

      
        
        And as a special bonus, Alien Selection tells the story of the first encounter between a Yehrin warrior and a human female!

      

      

      
        
        Click here to receive a free copy of Alien Selection!
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        To make sure you don’t miss out on any new releases, deals, or updates, click here to sign up for my newsletter!
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