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      Marge poked her head around the door to Linda’s office and grinned.

      “Well? What did Deputy Dawg have to say?”

      Linda shook her head, but she couldn’t help smiling as her head nurse entered. Marge was a tall older woman with close-cropped grey hair and a no-nonsense manner. Having worked at the hospital for many years, she’d been extremely suspicious when Linda arrived to be the new chief administrator. Linda had been equally wary, but the two of them had developed first a mutual respect and then a genuine friendship.

      “You shouldn’t talk that way about Deputy Rawlings. He’s a good man.”

      Marge snorted.

      “Didn’t say he wasn’t—but I went to school with Bob. He’s thick as two bricks.”

      Since she couldn’t really deny Marge’s statement, she shared her news.

      “He came to tell me that he’d heard back from the police in Tennessee.”

      Three weeks ago, a young couple had been in a terrible car accident on the highway outside of town. The husband had died at the scene. The wife had been rushed to their hospital, but she died after giving birth to twins, leaving the babies orphaned. Deputy Rawlings had traced the license plate and asked the police to find out if they had any known relatives.

      “Well?” Marge demanded.

      “He said they haven’t found anyone. None of their neighbors ever heard them talk about family.”

      She couldn’t help feeling a pang of sympathy for the couple. She knew only too well what it was like not to have any family. Even the bond she thought she’d formed with Edward’s mother had been broken in the divorce—the lure of a promised grandchild much more attractive than the daughter-in-law who hadn’t been able to give her one. It’s in the past, she reminded herself firmly, refusing to let bitterness taint the evening.

      “And I’ve already spoken to June.” June was the supervisor for the local Department of Social Services, and she’d been the first person Linda called with the news. A wave of excitement rushed through her as she smiled at her friend. “They’re going to let me foster the twins until they’re eligible for me to start adoption proceedings.”

      “I’m so glad,” Marge said sincerely, squeezing her hand. “You’ll make a wonderful mother. With a full house,” she added. “That is, I assume Rachel and her baby are coming home with you as well?”

      “Of course they are. As soon as she recovers.” She gave Marge a worried look. “How’s she doing?”

      Rachel was a local girl whose strict parents had kicked her out when they discovered she was pregnant, even though she hadn’t turned eighteen. Linda had met her when a panic attack sent the girl to the emergency room and ended up offering her a place to live. Rachel had been living with her for the past four months, and the arrangement had worked out surprisingly well. However, the recent birth had been difficult for the girl, and she wasn’t recovering as quickly as she should have done.

      Marge sighed.

      “Still too peaky for my liking. I’m going to ask Dr. Addison to take another look at her tomorrow. Why don’t you come and visit her? And I know you’re ready to see the twins again. Then go home and get a good night’s sleep in your own bed,” she added firmly.

      Linda had spent most of the past three weeks sleeping on a cot in the small maternity ward, but she didn’t mind. She’d been able to spend time with the twins, and after Rachel was admitted, her big house seemed very empty.

      “We’ll see,” she said noncommittally.

      Marge shook her head but didn’t pursue the argument as Linda locked her office, and together they headed down the dim corridor.

      Since Marge was a good six inches taller, she always felt ridiculously small walking next to her. In her previous life of power suits and high heels, the difference wouldn’t have been so noticeable, but she’d given them both up when she moved to this rural county. Now she paired ballet flats with long skirts and soft sweaters and she was much happier.

      Visiting hours were long over, and a hush had fallen over the hospital. Outside, only a thin sliver of moon hung over the mountains, the night dark and serene. As always, she took comfort from the sight. This has been the right decision. A job she loved, good friends, and now hopefully a family.

      At last. Thank goodness she’d already decided to adopt. Because she’d already gone through the necessary home study, she’d be able to bring the twins home with her. She’d wanted a child for as long as she could remember, but something else had always come first—college, her career, Edward’s desire to wait. When they’d finally decided to start a family, finding out that she couldn’t conceive had been a devastating blow. Edward had assured her repeatedly that he didn’t care—only to start divorce proceedings as soon as he got his much younger mistress pregnant.

      “I can’t believe I’m finally going to be a mother.”

      “You’ll be a great mother. Although I’m surprised Bob didn’t offer his services as the father,” Marge added dryly. “You know he’s smitten with you.”

      He had hinted at it in a fumbling way, but she’d gently rebuffed him.

      “And you know I’m not interested in another relationship.”

      She had no intention of subjecting herself to that pain again. Marge shook her head.

      “You can’t write off all men because of one bad apple.”

      “I don’t see you rushing out to pick any apples either.”

      “That’s because I’m old and crotchety.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You’re only ten years older than I am.”

      “Ah, but that’s a lifetime in crotchety years,” Marge said solemnly, and they both laughed as they entered the small, old-fashioned maternity ward.

      The ward was rarely used because most of the women in the area preferred to go to the big new hospital in Asheville if they could. Four beds surrounded by curtains opened onto one side of a central corridor, with a glass-enclosed nursery and nurse’s station on the other. Marge told the yawning nurse to take a break as Linda wandered into the nursery.

      Two of the four bassinets were filled. Joy, Rachel’s new daughter, slept in one, pink-cheeked and healthy despite Rachel’s difficulties. The twins—her twins—slept together in another, their tiny chests rising and falling in the same rhythm. Tears pricked her eyes as she gazed at their perfect, innocent faces. Ten tiny fingers and ten tiny toes. Soft, dark curls peeking out from under knit caps. Her deepest dream was finally coming true.

      “They’re so beautiful,” she whispered, and Marge put a comforting hand on her shoulder.

      “They look kinda scrawny to me,” a young voice interrupted.

      “You’re not supposed to be up, Sandy,” Marge scolded when they turned to find the skinny young girl leaning on her crutches in the doorway.

      Sandy shrugged.

      “I was bored. And hungry,” she added with a pitiful look at Linda.

      She shook her head, but dug through her purse for a protein bar.

      “You can have this as long as you sit down and get the weight off your leg.”

      “You shouldn’t encourage her,” Marge muttered, but she helped the girl into a chair in the nurse’s station and adjusted her leg.

      She suspected that Marge felt as sorry for the girl as she did. Sandy’s mother had run off not long after she was born, and her father had died two years ago when she was ten. Sandy had been in and out of foster homes ever since. Linda had no doubt that the girl could be a handful, but no one seemed to be making much of an effort with her. Perhaps she should talk to June…

      Marge nudged her.

      “I know that look. You can’t save everyone.”

      “I can try.”

      “Try one at a time. Go and check on Rachel.”

      She obeyed, pulling back the curtain and peeking into Rachel’s alcove. She was a pretty girl, with long dark hair and delicate features, but even though she was sleeping, she didn’t look peaceful, her face pale and her hands twitching restlessly. Marge was right—she wasn’t recovering as quickly as she should.

      She started to back away, reluctant to disturb the girl, but her eyes fluttered open and she gave Linda a sweet smile.

      “Have you heard anything about the twins?” Even her voice sounded softer than normal.

      “The search for any other relatives has come up empty so far. June is going to let me bring them home and foster them while I begin adoption proceedings.”

      “That’s wonderful.” Rachel gave her a shaky smile. “You already have the crib you bought for my baby, so you’ll only need one more.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I just thought… Now that you have twins, you don’t need me hanging around.”

      She reached out and took the girl’s hand, noticing how fragile it felt.

      “Rachel, I offered you a home for as long as you wanted. That hasn’t changed.”

      “But—”

      “You can’t tell me there isn’t enough room,” she said dryly, and Rachel smiled.

      “I guess not.”

      The old house she’d bought and carefully restored over the past year had no fewer than six bedrooms. It was far too big for her, but she loved the high ceilings and gracious proportions, and it had been ridiculously cheap compared to city prices.

      “I always envisioned the house filled with family, and now with you and Joy and the twins, my dream is coming true.”

      A tear rolled down Rachel’s pale cheek.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Very sure. So you need to hurry up and get better so you can come home.”

      “I’ll try.” The girl gave her a watery smile. “I think it’s time to feed Joy. Can you check?”

      “I will, and if Marge says it’s okay, I’ll bring you the baby.”

      She had her hand on the curtain when the ward doors swung open and a tall man in a black suit walked in, immediately followed by two similar looking men.

      “May I help you?” she asked, stepping forward. “I’m afraid visiting hours are—”

      Her words died away as the leader turned around to survey her with burning red eyes. Red? Her heart skipped a beat as she took a closer look at him. What she had mistaken for a suit was some kind of uniform. Flat white skin covered features that were… not human. Alien.

      She was still struggling with the knowledge when he snapped something unintelligible in a harsh voice. The peremptory tone irritated her enough that she straightened her shoulders and returned his glare.

      “I don’t know what you’re saying, but you need to leave. Now.”

      He ignored her, his gaze focusing on the nursery.

      “No! You can’t.”

      Desperation gave her courage as he took a step towards the glass enclosure. She grabbed for his arm, but before she could get hold of him, the other two clamped long, cold fingers down on her arm. She just had time to notice that they had six fingers before the leader snapped a command.

      Something pressed against her neck, followed by a burning agony. The world dimmed around her as she fought to stay conscious.

      “Don’t take… the babies.”

      The words followed her down into the darkness.
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      Linda slowly opened her eyes as consciousness returned, her eyelids fluttering against harsh overhead lights. She blinked a few times, taking in her surroundings. White metal walls on three sides with a clear glass panel across the fourth.

      The babies!

      Desperate, she managed to turn her head to one side. Three clear bassinets floated in midair, all three babies sleeping peacefully. She shuddered with a mixture of relief and despair. As much as she was relieved that the babies were with them, safe and unharmed, what was going to happen to all of them?

      When she looked in the other direction, she saw Rachel curled up on a white metal bunk across from her, still asleep, her chest rising and falling steadily. Marge was on the next bunk, scowling even in her sleep, and she still felt a surge of relief at her presence.

      Her muscles protested as she forced herself upright, and she wondered how long she’d been unconscious. Her neck still ached from whatever they’d injected her with. She glanced down and saw she was still wearing her skirt and sweater. Marge was still in her scrubs and Rachel in her pink nightgown. Hopefully that meant they hadn’t been probed—or whatever aliens were supposed to do.

      Taking a deep breath, she stood. The room swayed around her, but it settled quickly as she started towards the bassinets. She almost stumbled over an empty fourth bunk, then froze. Sandy! What had they done with the girl? Praying that Sandy was still safely back on her Earth, she checked on the babies.

      None of them were wearing any clothing, but when she reached in to touch Nathan’s cheek, she realized that the air in the bassinet was warmer than the surrounding air. The lack of clothing served another purpose as well. A small yellow stain appeared beneath Natalie, then just as quickly disappeared into the white pad beneath her. When she touched the pad, it was completely dry.

      The sound of movement made her whirl around in time to see Marge sit up, rubbing her neck.

      “Linda?” Her voice was hoarse. “What happened?”

      “This is going to sound crazy, but I think we were abducted by aliens.”

      A half-hysterical laugh hovered on her lips, but a loud noise sounded outside the cell, followed by approaching footsteps. She tensed, her heart leaping into her throat, and moved closer to Marge.

      Two aliens appeared on the other side of the glass wall—the same ones that had been in the maternity ward. At least she thought they were the same ones. They were all remarkably similar. But more importantly, Sandy stood between them—pale, disheveled, and scowling—but walking under her own power. Her cast was gone, as were her crutches.

      “Sandy!”

      The girl tried to dart towards her but collided with the glass wall. One of the guards laughed unpleasantly, then raised some type of control device. The wall disappeared and Sandy flung herself at Linda, wrapping her up in a fierce hug.

      “You’re here! I thought I was alone.”

      The girl’s voice was muffled against her neck, but Linda could tell she was crying. Tears stung her own eyes as she hugged her back just as tightly.

      “You’re not alone.”

      Marge cleared her throat and patted Sandy’s back.

      “Looks like we’re all in this together. Whatever this is.”

      Sandy shivered, finally letting go of her.

      “I heard them talking when they were fixing my leg.”

      “You could understand them?”

      “I think they gave us something so we could understand.”

      Sandy rubbed her neck as one of the males spoke.

      “You were given translators in order to understand and obey our orders. Any resistance will be punished.”

      “Wait!”

      She rushed forward as the male started to turn away, noticing just in time that the glass wall was back in place.

      “What are you going to do with us? You have to take us back to Earth.”

      A sneer curled his mouth.

      “You have no power over us, female. The sooner you learn to simply listen and obey, the better off you will be.”

      Before she could respond, he turned and stalked away, followed by the second guard. Damn. When she turned back to her friends, Sandy had dropped down to sit next to Marge, her lips trembling.

      “I told you I heard them talking. They said… they said they were gonna sell us.”

      Why would they do that? And for what purpose? Work? Sex? Meat? She looked at Marge and saw the fears in the other woman’s eyes, but neither of them voiced them aloud. Instead, Linda sat down next to Sandy, and put her arm around the girl’s thin shoulders.

      “It will be all right, sweetheart.”

      She knew it was a useless promise and she suspected that Sandy did as well, but the girl sniffed and nodded.

      Rachel woke up a short time later, her eyes wide with panic, but she calmed down once she was holding Joy. The baby fussed a little, so Rachel opened the top of her gown and began feeding her. Feeding…

      She gave Marge a panicked look and saw the same realization in her friend’s eyes. How were they going to feed the twins?

      “They wouldn’t have taken them if they didn’t have a plan,” Marge said softly.

      Despite the reassurance, both Nathan and Natalie were whimpering by the time one of the aliens reappeared with a tray of food, including bottles of grey formula.

      “You will feed the product,” he ordered, as a small section of the front wall opened enough for the tray to slide into the cell.

      “We would have fed the babies already if you had brought the food earlier.”

      “You will adapt to our schedule.”

      “Clearly you know nothing about babies,” she snapped. “They need to be fed often in order to remain healthy.”

      He only shrugged and turned away. Fighting back the urge to yell at him, she did her best to keep her voice calm.

      “Listen, if you don’t want to bring them bottles every time they’re hungry, leave the formula with us. Then we can make up the bottles and feed them whenever it’s necessary.”

      He didn’t bother to respond before disappearing back down the corridor, and she sagged against the glass. What were they going to do? She thought about trying to save some of the formula, but both Nathan and Natalie protested when she tried to take away the bottle. She didn’t think she had the resolve to keep them hungry all the time.

      With full stomachs, the twins fell back to sleep and she forced herself to eat some of the adult food they’d been given—dry wafers and bowls of bland mush. It was the opposite of appealing, but it wasn’t offensive and she managed to choke down her portion. Marge did the same, but Rachel barely touched hers.

      To her shock, the alien she’d spoken to reappeared an hour later with a larger tray containing several canisters of powdered formula and extra bottles. There was a bathroom at the rear of the cell with hot and cold running water so they would be able to fill and wash the bottles.

      “Thank you,” she said, genuinely grateful as he passed the tray into the cell, but he only glared at her with those burning red eyes.

      “You will keep the product healthy, or you will suffer.”

      So much for being nice—or any hope of establishing a rapport with their kidnappers.

      “Why do they keep calling the babies products?” Sandy asked her.

      She hesitated, but the girl had already heard the aliens talking.

      “I think it’s because of what you heard them saying—that they are planning on selling us.”

      “Even the babies?”

      “I’m afraid so.” She rubbed her hand over her aching chest as she spoke. It wasn’t just the pain of losing the family she’d only just discovered, but the dread of what would happen to them.

      “I’m scared,” Sandy whispered, her face so pale that she could count every freckle.

      “I know, sweetheart. I am too. At least we’re together now.”

      The little girl burrowed against her side, and Linda wrapped her arms around her as she cried.

      There had to be something she could do, some way to protect her, but what? The question haunted her throughout the monotony of the long day, broken only by a second food delivery. The two guards who delivered it lingered long enough to discuss their salability with appalling frankness. From what she could tell, the babies were considered to be easily profitable, but both males were disappointed that Rachel was the only young, attractive female.

      The girl had curled up on her cot, and Linda could only hope she was asleep during their discussion of her possible fate.

      One of the males scowled at her.

      “Captain Kedik says they will all be profitable, but I think he should be a little more discriminating about who he takes.”

      “Are you going to tell him that?” the other male asked dryly. When the first male shrugged, he grinned, flashing those disturbingly sharp teeth. “I didn’t think so. Come on. Let’s decide what we’ll do with our share of the profits we do make.”

      The two disappeared, and shortly afterwards all of the lights dimmed. The four of them settled onto their cots, but she lay awake for a long time staring into the darkness. Eventually sorrow took over and she cried herself quietly to sleep.
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      “No,” Zsoldar said firmly, and Rafalo actually had the nerve to look surprised.

      “Why not?”

      He leaned back in his chair and grinned at the station master.

      “Because I have no doubt whatsoever that there is a lot more to this little scouting mission of yours than you are letting on.”

      That station master mirrored his pose, tapping his claws together thoughtfully as he studied Zsoldar through calculating eyes. The older male might have silver threads in his mane, but he was still in prime physical condition and would make a formidable enemy. Zsoldar refused to be intimidated.

      “What if I told you that there are considerable credits at stake?” Rafalo added.

      He wasn’t about to make that mistake. If he admitted that the credits were a factor, then the discussion would simply become a matter of negotiation. Even though he was in desperate need of an influx of credits, he shook his head again.

      Rafalo sighed.

      “There is more at stake here than credits. I need to find out if human females and children have been stolen.”

      He winced internally, even though he managed to keep his face composed. Every ounce of honor that had been bred into him demanded that he agree to Rafalo’s request—but he’d already had more than one painful lesson about following his ideals.

      “In that case, call in the Patrol. That is their job, after all.”

      An expression flashed across Rafalo’s face so quickly that he almost missed it. Fuck.

      “You think the Patrol is involved, don’t you? In that case, there is no way I’m taking this mission. I don’t like them, and they don’t like me.”

      “Which is exactly why you’d be perfect. You already have a… questionable reputation. If you discover anything, you can say you’re representing an interested party and they’ll believe you.”

      Once again, he had to hide his reaction. Perhaps he was not as successful this time because Rafalo’s face softened slightly.

      “I know you wouldn’t traffic in stolen females and children, but you have skirted the edges of the law.”

      Or trampled right over them. But he’d put his guilt aside with his childish innocence. Survival was more important than legal restrictions. That being said, he did have his limits, and Rafalo was right—this was definitely one of them.

      “I am not the right male for the job.”

      “You’re refusing?”

      He steeled his heart and nodded. “Yes.”

      All trace of softness vanished from Rafalo’s expression.

      “Then I regret to inform you that we have discovered serious safety issues with your ship. It has been impounded until the necessary repairs have been made.”

      “That’s blackmail.”

      “Yes. Apparently you have forgotten my reputation. My word is law on my station.”

      They glared at each other before Rafalo smiled, revealing sharp white fangs.

      “You might as well accept it, Zsoldar. The repairs are already underway. As soon as they are completed, you will depart on your mission—for which you will be very well compensated.”

      “What’s to stop me from going my own way as soon as I leave?”

      “Because no matter how much you pretend you are not, you are still a Cire warrior at heart. Your sense of honor will not permit it.”

      An odd pang went through him at Rafalo’s words. Despite all his efforts to develop a reputation as a cynical mercenary, enough of his upbringing remained to be pleased at the other male’s faith. And Rafalo was right again—he would feel compelled to investigate. That didn’t mean he appreciated being trapped.

      “Fine,” he snapped as he rose and headed for the door, his tail lashing angrily behind him.

      “Zsoldar.” Rafalo’s voice stopped him as he reached the door, and he reluctantly looked back at him. “You are the right male for this task. If the rumor is false, then you can go on your way.”

      “And if it’s true?”

      “Then I have every confidence that you will do whatever is necessary. Send a message if you require assistance.”

      He believed the other male’s offer of assistance was genuine, but they both knew if he encountered a dangerous situation, any such help would be unlikely to arrive in time.

      

      “I don’t like this,” Hormax growled, and Zsoldar grinned at him.

      The older Moxan male had been his friend and companion for almost twenty years now, ever since he’d rescued Zsoldar from the first time someone had used his sense of honor to take advantage of him. It hadn’t been the last time either, but eventually Hormax had managed to knock some of his own cynicism into Zsoldar’s head. Despite that, he had a kind heart beneath that crusty exterior.

      “You liked it well enough while the repairs were being done and you were flirting with Emtal.”

      Emtal was the station’s chief mechanic. She had been in charge of the repairs, and the two of them had spent the entire time exchanging barbed comments. Zsoldar was quite sure that Hormax liked her, but he was equally sure that his friend had no intention of pursuing that attraction. There will be no females for either of us, he thought, rubbing his chest.

      In his case the reason was simple enough—there were no more Cire females with whom he could bond. They had all died in the Red Death, the plague that had swept through the Confederated Planets systems more than twenty years ago. It had affected almost every race. Some were wiped out entirely, but in some ways it had been even worse on Ciresia, taking their females and all hope for the future but leaving enough males alive to feel the pain of that loss.

      He’d always been told that a Cire male could only bond with a Cire female. When enough of Hormax’s skepticism had rubbed off on him, he’d tested that assumption. Unfortunately, it had been true. His few attempts had been frustratingly… incomplete. No, there would be no female in his future.

      Although Hormax never mentioned it, Zsoldar knew he had lost his mate and son in the early years of the Red Death. He suspected that was why the other male also avoided females. Even after all these years, the plague still cast its shadow across their civilization.

      “That aggravating old female?” Hormax snorted, recalling Zsoldar’s wandering thoughts. “As if I’d be bothered.”

      Despite his protests, Zsoldar could hear the regret in his friend’s voice. Before he could respond, Hormax returned to his original complaint.

      “I don’t think a repaired ship is payment enough,” he grumbled. “Don’t like these dead systems.”

      Zsoldar couldn’t blame him. The dead planets that had once housed thriving civilizations had a haunted air, even from space.

      “No one does. That’s why it’s the perfect place to hide illegal activities.”

      Rafalo had pointed them at this sector and a few judicious credits dropped in the right hands at their last stop had pinpointed the planet ahead of them. Their long distance scanners had identified a faint but definite signal.

      “And I don’t like you going in alone,” Hormax added.

      “We discussed this. A small flyer with a single passenger is unlikely to be regarded as a threat. The Lucky Chance is large enough that they could decide to shoot first and ask questions later.”

      “They could still do that.”

      “They’re Vedeckians. As long as they hold off long enough to let me speak, they won’t shoot down a potential buyer.”

      “Fucking Vedeckians.”

      Hormax’s mouth twisted with disgust, and he couldn’t blame him. The Vedeckians were traders—not in itself a bad profession—but they would sell anything to anyone, including stolen females and children. The rumors he’d heard at their last stop seemed to confirm Rafalo’s original information, but he still found himself hoping that they were false.

      He dropped a quick hand on Hormax’s shoulder and went to launch his flyer.

      

      Four hours later, he brought the flyer in for a smooth landing on the cracked pad of a deserted outpost. He made no attempt to conceal his presence. I’m just a perfectly innocent buyer, he muttered to himself, fighting back the knot in his gut. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time he had to play a role he detested, but this one hit harder than most—a terrible reminder of everything he and his people had lost.

      If the rumors were even true. But as much as he wanted to dismiss them, the whispers he’d heard confirmed Rafalo’s suspicions. The fact that everyone seemed far too nervous to talk about it only made it worse.

      He let down the landing ramp and sauntered out onto the uneven ground, keeping his hand on the hilt of his blaster. He might be acting as a buyer, but even an eager buyer wouldn’t be completely stupid. As he strolled towards the entry hall, he noted that despite the vegetation pushing its way through the cracks in the landing pad, it was nowhere near as overgrown as he would have expected after being abandoned for twenty years. When he looked closer, he could see telltale signs indicating where plants had been judiciously trimmed. The signs were slight but unmistakable, and his heart sank even further. Whatever was happening at this place, it wasn’t the first time the Vedeckians had used it.

      The arrival building must have once been an impressive place, but now the glass walls were shattered, with only a few shards left hanging on the frames and the rest crunching beneath his feet as he entered. On the far side of the hall, dark doorways led into what must have once been offices and were now decaying portals cloaked in darkness. A balcony topped the empty doors, but the stairs leading up to it were twisted and half falling off the central post.

      He couldn’t see anything out there, but his skin prickled as his tail began to lash slowly back and forth. He was being watched.

      “Well?” he asked, forcing his voice into a lazy drawl. “Surely you must realize by now that I’m alone. There is no fleet of Patrol ships on my tail.”

      He deliberately threw in the mention of the Patrol and he was sure the atmosphere in the space intensified, but still no one appeared. He finally shrugged and turned to begin picking his way back towards the broken wall.

      “Suit yourself. I had hoped we could come to a mutually profitable agreement, but if you are more interested in hiding than gaining credits, it’s up to you.”

      He took two more steps before he heard a soft rustle from the balcony. Even though the skin on the back of his neck quivered and his hand tightened on his blaster, he kept his pace unhurried as he turned to face the back of the hall.

      Two Vedeckians stood on the balcony looking down at him, their mouths drawn in identical sneers. He felt the same way, but he kept his face composed as he looked up at them. The Cire and the Vedeckians had a long and rancorous history. If the Cire had a reputation for honor, then the Vedeckians had an equal reputation for dishonor. But he only raised a brow ridge mockingly.

      “There you are. I was beginning to think I made this trip for nothing.”

      “What profit?” the Vedeckian on the right asked, giving Zsoldar a disdainful look.

      The Vedeckian looked past him to his flyer. It was a sleek, expensive little vessel, and the fact that the Vedeckian appeared more impatient than avaricious made his chest tighten even more. They were obviously expecting a much higher bounty. Fortunately, he had been prepared for that possibility.

      “I am not acting on my own behalf. I have a… client, who is interested in your merchandise. He may be prepared to take the entire selection.”

      The Vedeckian snorted, fingering his own blaster.

      “You expect me to believe that a Cire is arranging this kind of purchase?”

      Zsoldar tensed, but before he could respond, the second Vedeckian frowned at him.

      “It might be possible. I think I recognize this one. What’s your name, Cire?”

      “I am Zsoldar,” he said simply. He had abandoned his family name the first time he broke the law. “I believe you have the advantage of me?”

      “That’s him,” the Vedeckian said. “I recognize him from a slave auction on Regten. From what I’ve heard, he’s dipped his tail in a lot of dirty deals.”

      His tail lashed angrily before he forced it to be still. He had gone to Regten with the best of intentions, only to be used and betrayed. But as heartsick as the memory made him, it served his purposes now.

      “Oh, yes, I remember.” He did his best to keep his voice casual despite his disgust. “You were offering two little Wathan females. Not to my client’s taste, but attractive enough.”

      The girls had been barely adolescent, obviously terrified. Knowing he was outnumbered, he’d managed to hide his feelings long enough to slip away and alert the Patrol anonymously. He’d even waited to make sure that the Patrol arrived and rescued the girls, but it hadn’t helped his guilt at even witnessing such a horrific event. But at least his disparaging tone seems to relieve the last of the Vedeckian’s suspicions as he glared at him.

      “If your client is so disdainful of our product, why did he bother to send you?”

      “And how did your client hear about it?” the first male asked, obviously still suspicious.

      “He was involved in discussions with Captain Kishan, but the captain has not been responding to his messages.”

      Rafalo had provided him with the information, but he had been unable to guarantee it. Apparently his sources had been correct because the first Vedeckian scowled.

      “I knew that asshole was up to something.”

      “But where did he go, Kanan?” the second one asked. “It’s not like him to run away from a deal.”

      “Asshole got greedy,” Kanan muttered.

      “Is he that foolish?” he drawled lazily. “I assure you that my client is prepared to pay very, very handsomely if his requests have been met.”

      The two exchanged a few muttered words, before Kanan turned back to him.

      “What were those requirements?”

      “Do I look like this is my first negotiation? You show me your product and I’ll let you know if it’s satisfactory.”

      “I’m sure you will be most satisfied—” The second Vedeckian began before Kanan’s fingers clamped down on his arm as he glared at Zsoldar.

      “Why should we trust you?”

      He forced himself to shrug.

      “Your decision. I get paid either way.” He grinned. “Although there is a nice little bonus if the results are satisfactory. But if you’re not interested, stop wasting my time.”

      The two turned to each other again, but they weren’t quite as quiet this time.

      “But what about Lechta? He’s already here.”

      Kanan shrugged. “If the Cire’s offer is as profitable as he’s implying, he’ll have no reason to complain.”

      Despite the conversation, neither of the Vedeckians made a move. Once again Zsoldar shrugged and started to turn. If he couldn’t get in the front door, he would just have to find a backdoor.

      Kanan let him take two steps away before he halted him.

      “Very well, but hand over your blaster.”

      “Do I look like a fool? Unless you’re both willing to leave yours behind as well…”

      To his surprise, the male nodded. Fuck. He should have seen that coming. No doubt both Vedeckians had additional weapons. But then again, so did he.

      “If you insist.”

      He didn’t miss the gleam of satisfaction in Kanan’s eyes as he pointed to the far side of the hall. “Go through into that room at the end. We will meet you there.”

      He nodded and headed in that direction, once again presenting them with his back. His tail twitched, but he kept his pace slow and unhurried—and his ears alert for the sound of a blaster hum. He reached the end of the hall without incident.

      The room he entered had clearly been some type of inspection facility. Long metal tables still lined the outside of the room. There was less damage here, but that only added to the abandoned feel as if everyone had suddenly vanished.

      He leaned casually against one of the tables and waited. They didn’t keep him waiting long. Both males appeared at the far end of the wall, with Kanan still eyeing him suspiciously. He put his hand on his holster and raised a challenging brow ridge. Kanan’s mouth twisted, but he nodded and abruptly removed his own weapon and deposited it on the nearest table. Zsoldar followed suit. He half-expected the other male to immediately draw a second weapon, but he only nodded and gestured at the dark hallway behind him.

      “This way.”
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      Linda paced back and forth across the floor restlessly.

      “You’d better watch out,” Marge said dryly, giving their new quarters a disgusted look. “If you’re not careful you’ll wear a clean streak into the floor.”

      An unwilling smile curved her lips.

      “At least I have room to pace.”

      The dark, decrepit place apartment was a stark contrast to the sterile whiteness of the cramped cell on the ship, but the three interconnected rooms also seemed positively palatial in comparison. Two nights ago, they’d landed on this planet after what she thought had been two weeks on board the ship. The repetitive monotony of the journey made it difficult to be sure, but they were fed the same bland food twice a day, and there was always a period when the lights dimmed.

      She supposed she should be grateful that boredom was the worst they had to endure. The thought of what might be in store for them once the Vedeckians reached their destination haunted her. Despite that, when they were ordered off the ship and into this obviously abandoned building, the brief glimpse of the sky and the opportunity to take a few breaths of fresh, un-recirculated air had been a relief.

      The hint of freedom had only lasted a few minutes before they were prodded through a huge building and into what must once have been a residential space. Two small bedrooms flanked a central living area and bath. To her everlasting gratitude, even though the space had clearly not been lived in for many years, the plumbing system was still working. She was also grateful that the incubators had accompanied them. But it didn’t stop her from worrying about what was going to happen now. The Vedeckians were clearly waiting for someone, and just as clearly unhappy about the wait.

      Her stomach clenched thinking of who might show up—what kind of being, or beings, would purchase women and children? The thought frightened her so much that she did her best to shove it aside and focus on a plan to escape instead. All of their rooms had windows, but they were covered by metal shutters. The metal had rusted, but the shutters were still sturdy enough to withstand her attempts to wrestle them open.

      And what if I did manage to get them open? What then?

      They had arrived at night, and all she’d been able to see during their brief transit was hints of the thick vegetation encroaching on the building. There hadn’t been any lights, either from the building or in the distance, and she was sure they were alone. How far were they from other people? And even if they could find some type of settlement, would the inhabitants treat them well, or would they put them up for sale too?

      The idea of a long trek through an alien jungle frightened her almost as much as the thought of being sold. And there was another complication. Rachel had still not recovered her full strength. The girl never complained, but she was unusually pale and languid, rarely moving from her bed unless it was time to feed Joy. Sandy, on the other hand, had enough energy for all of them. She smiled as the blonde head popped up next to her and Sandy matched her pace. Of all of them, she suspected that Sandy appreciated the additional space the most. Although she rarely complained on the ship, the girl had been raised to move freely through the mountains. The thought of the girl’s upbringing gave her an idea.

      “Do you know anything about survival in an unfamiliar location?” she asked softly. As far as she knew the rooms weren’t bugged, but she didn’t want to take any chances.

      Sandy nodded enthusiastically.

      “My dad taught me lots.” She hesitated. “But I don’t know what it’s like out there.”

      “I know. I was just wondering.”

      “I’d rather do that than stay here.” A wistful look crossed her face. “I miss that time with my dad.”

      Before she could respond, Nathan stirred restlessly in his incubator and Sandy grinned up at her.

      “If one squirt is awake, the other one will be soon. Must be feeding time.”

      She went to prepare two bottles of the formula the Vedeckians had left with them. As she fed Nathan and Sandy fed Natalie, Marge kindly but firmly insisted that Rachel come and join them in the main room while she fed her own baby.

      They were still sitting there when the door opened and a tall golden-furred alien entered. He was taller and wider than the Vedeckians, and a sudden spark of hope ignited in her chest as she took in the dark uniform he was wearing. It had the unmistakable look of a military uniform. Was he here to rescue them?

      Her hopes were quickly dashed when Captain Kedik, the Vedeckian leader, followed him into the room, along with another male in a dark uniform. The second uniformed officer had shimmering midnight blue scales and appeared much younger, carrying himself with far less assurance. The first officer looked around and raised a disparaging brow.

      “These are the conditions under which you keep your products? A layer of dirt will not add to their value.”

      Her heart sank even further at his words. He didn’t seem concerned about their wellbeing, although the younger male was giving them a troubled look.

      “Your selection appears to be rather limited,” he added.

      Kedik bristled, clearly annoyed at the comment.

      “Officer Lechta, I assure you that this is an excellent result and one that will prove most profitable. But it is a dangerous trip and we cannot linger for long on their planet.”

      “Indeed.” Officer Lechta’s voice hardened. “A trip that would be even more dangerous without my assistance. But I suppose they will have to do.”

      The furred male moved closer, inspecting all of them in a way that made her skin crawl. He clearly dismissed Marge and looked away from her almost as easily. His gaze shifted back and forth between Rachel and Sandy. His gaze lingered on Sandy and her fists clenched, but he finally focused on Rachel.

      “I’ll take her,” he said at last, gesturing at Rachel.

      Rachel gave a faint despairing cry and the young officer took a half-step forward, then stopped, staring anxiously at the older male.

      “But she promises to be the most successful product,” Kedik protested.

      “Perhaps. I should remind you that at least you have additional products to offer.”

      There was a definite hint of menace in Lechta’s voice, and Kedik stepped back. He gave the officer a resentful look before bowing his head apologetically.

      “And what of the child?” Kedik added, gesturing at Joy, still clutched in Rachel’s arms.

      Lechta’s lip curled.

      “I’m not interested.”

      “But, sir,” the younger officer began urgently, and Lechta glared at him.

      “How dare you interfere?”

      The other male swallowed hard, but continued, “My apologies, sir. I was simply going to point out that the female does not appear to be well.”

      All of the males stared at Rachel, and she shrank back with a sob, her face so white Linda was afraid she was going to faint.

      “You appear to be correct. Why has she not been healed?”

      Kedik shrugged. “We assumed it was the natural consequence of childbirth and would pass.”

      Lechta’s lip curled again.

      “How inconvenient.” His gaze traveled back to Sandy for a moment before he shrugged. “You will heal her before I take possession.”

      Kedik obviously didn’t like the command, but he nodded.

      “Very well, although it will take some time.”

      Lechta scowled, then nodded.

      “I suppose a small delay is acceptable. Do you have anything worth drinking?”

      After just the briefest hesitation, Kedik nodded.

      “Then let us leave these rather squalid conditions.”

      “The conditions seem quite appropriate,” a new voice interrupted.

      The low, deep voice was unexpectedly pleasant, and she looked up as two more Vedeckians and a huge green-skinned alien joined them. The newcomer was as tall as Lechta and even wider, with massive shoulders revealed by the tight-fitting sleeveless shirt he was wearing. His features were faintly reptilian with large black eyes, a flattened nose, and a wide, thin mouth. Instead of hair, dark ridges covered his skull and traveled down his shoulders.

      Both officers put their hands on their weapons, but he ignored them, sauntering casually into the room with his tail lashing slowly behind him.

      “An adequate selection,” he said casually, “although not quite up to my buyer’s specifications.”

      Despite his nonchalant tone and his mention of a buyer, she didn’t feel the same immediate disgust she’d felt when the officer had appeared. She had the oddest feeling that she could trust him, even though nothing in his demeanor justified that feeling. Perhaps it was because of the way his tail continued to lash in short, abrupt movements, as if he were trying to control his emotions.

      “What the hell is he doing here?” Lechta demanded. “Why would you bring a Cire into our business?”

      “He is acting on behalf of a buyer who had an arrangement with Captain Kishan,” one of the new Vedeckians said quickly.

      “A Cire? I don’t believe it.”

      “He is not like other Cire,” the Vedeckian added hastily. “He has a dubious reputation amongst his people, and Kabir saw him at another slave auction.”

      Lechta growled, but his hand dropped away from his weapon.

      “Our agreement was that I should have the first choice.”

      “And my buyer had arranged to purchase the entire selection—for a considerable sum,” the Cire male drawled.

      “A large profit would be to your advantage as well, Officer Lechta,” Kedik said smoothly. “Why don’t we retire to my quarters to discuss terms? Perhaps over some Armstal brandy?”

      “An excellent idea,” the Cire said immediately.

      Lechta looked over at Rachel again, scowled, then gave a reluctant nod.

      “I have no intention of giving up my bounty, but I suppose it would be worth listening to your offer. Kedik, it will also give you time to take care of the other matter we discussed.”

      Lechta stalked out of the room, and after one quick glance at Rachel, the younger officer followed him.

      “Is there something you wish us to do, Captain?” one of the Vedeckians asked.

      “Not yet. Why waste resources that may not be needed?” Kedik scowled at the Cire. “This had better be worth it, Cire.”

      The green-skinned male looked at her, something she couldn’t read in those intensely dark eyes, then gave Kedik a mocking grin.

      “Of course.”

      The males departed, leaving her staring after them as Rachel began to cry.
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      Zsoldar did his best to keep his tail under control as he accompanied Kedik and the Patrol officers. Rafalo had been right, not only about the theft of the humans, but about the involvement of the Patrol. He’d never been as angry in his life as when he’d walked into that squalid room and heard the officer demanding one of the females. The girl was pretty enough, but far too young, and obviously fragile.

      But then he’d seen the female standing protectively in front of the others. As soon as he looked into those dark, intelligent eyes he’d felt the connection between them. If she had been a Cire female, he would have had no doubt that a mate bond was forming. But she wasn’t a Cire, she was human, from the long dark hair to the lush body. To his utter astonishment, his cock had responded.

      His tail lashed again, trying to tug him back to the room where he’d left her. Not yet. First he had to find out if the Patrol’s involvement in the Vedeckian slave trade extended beyond these two. And then he had to figure out how to rescue four females and three infants when he was outnumbered and outgunned.

      He couldn’t take the chance of leaving without them—he didn’t believe that the Vedeckians intended to linger any longer than they had to in the abandoned outpost. The only question was how he was going to manage it. He kept track of their passage as he followed Kedik, looking for anything that might be useful.

      He wasn’t entirely surprised to find that the Vedeckian had chosen a set of quarters that must once have belonged to a high-ranking official. The space had been cleaned and some attempt made to restore it to its former glory. Interesting. Most Vedeckians were more concerned with accumulating wealth than spending it. The fact that Kedik liked his luxuries suggested that he would be eager for the wealth to support it.

      “Well?” Lechta demanded as soon as they entered. “What is this offer?”

      Kedik looked annoyed at the other male’s insistence, but he didn’t try to intervene. Instead, he poured out four small glasses of the Armstal brandy. Zsoldar took an appreciative sip, ignoring the impatient officer.

      “To be clear, this offer is for all three females—”

      “Four,” the officer said. He fought down his anger and waved a dismissive hand.

      “The child. And of course, the infants.”

      “There is an excellent market for infants,” Kedik said.

      “A fact of which my employer is well aware, although he is not interested in them as a source of profit, at least not directly.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “They are intended as rewards for certain employees. But I don’t believe that is relevant. What is relevant is that for the entire batch, he is willing to offer one million credits.”

      He calmly took another sip as stunned silence filled the room. It was a more than generous offer, but not quite so outrageous as to be unbelievable.

      “That… might be acceptable,” Kedik said, but he couldn’t hide the greed in his eyes.

      The officer scowled, obviously reluctant.

      “You would profit by this as well, Lechta,” Kedik pointed out. “And we have every intention of procuring more females. You could choose one from the next batch.”

      “Or I could take one from this shipment, as already agreed.”

      The Vedeckian looked at Lechta’s stubborn face and sighed.

      “What if one of the females were removed?”

      He shook his head. “I do not believe my employer will consider that an adequate transaction. He was already expecting a larger shipment. I suspect he would choose to walk away instead.”

      “Then we would just sell them as originally planned,” Kedik said, although he was clearly unenthusiastic about the idea.

      “Of course that’s an option.” He shrugged. “But even as individual purchases, they are unlikely to achieve a higher price. And the longer they remain in your possession, the more chance of your discovery by less… friendly members of the Patrol.”

      He waited to see if Lechta would take the bait. If more of the Patrol were involved, he was sure that Lechta would volunteer to protect them. Instead, the other male’s scowl only deepened before he gave a reluctant nod.

      “It is a valid point. However, I do not believe that removing one female from the shipment would prevent your employer from purchasing the remaining products.”

      “I can only convey the instructions that I was given.” He paused to let that sink in, then shrugged again. “However, I can send a message explaining the situation, and ask if those instructions can be changed.”

      Kedik nodded immediately, but Lechta gave him a suspicious look.

      “You will use our communication equipment.”

      “I wish you would stop acting as if I lack intelligence. My employer hired me specifically in order to conceal his identity. I will use the communication equipment on my ship.”

      This time Kedik frowned, clearly suspicious.

      “And why would we allow you to communicate with this unknown employer? It could simply be a cover for another transaction.”

      “You may accompany me if you wish. I will not permit you to see the destination of the message, but you may see the message itself before I transmit it.”

      Lechta and Kedik argued about it for a few more minutes, but in the end they agreed. There was another discussion about who would actually accompany him, and eventually they decided that Jatek and Kanan would go with him. He turned on the blocking equipment before he opened the channel. From the disgruntled look on Kanan’s face, it appeared that the Vedeckians had intended to trace the message. Acting as if he hadn’t noticed, he dutifully typed out his message and gave them both an opportunity to read it. When they agreed that it was innocuous enough, he sent the message, then closed down the console and leaned back.

      “I expect it will be several hours until I receive a reply. I do not suppose you will allow me to remain here while I wait.”

      “No,” Jatek said immediately. “Return to the outpost.”

      He shrugged and obeyed. Excellent. He would have free access to the outpost. His satisfaction disappeared when Kanan took him to a room similar to the one in which the females were held.

      “You can rest in here.”

      He didn’t like it, but he didn’t see another choice. He’d managed to find his way out of harder places.

      “Without a bottle of Armstal to keep me company?”

      The Vedeckian sneered.

      “You can buy your own—assuming this transaction is completed.”

      “If you insist.”

      As the door closed behind him, he caught a glimpse of Jatek’s face. The young officer seemed to be trying to tell him something, but he had no idea what before the door slammed closed.

      Since he wasn’t sure if he was under observation, he wandered casually around the room before sighing and sitting down on the bare mattress. He didn’t lie down, but leaned back against the wall, his hands resting casually on his belt. One of the notches in the design concealed a detection device, and he activated it as he closed his eyes. A minute, two, and then it vibrated softly under his fingers.

      Good. That meant he wasn’t under either visual or auditory examination. Now all he had to do was to get out of this room, retrieve his female—all the humans—and get the hell off this planet.

      He pulled a thin wire from his belt and was about to use it to pick the lock when the handle started to turn. He just had time to position himself casually on the arm of a broken chair before it opened. He wasn’t entirely surprised to see Jatek on the other side, but he wasn’t about to make the first move.

      The young male gave him an uncertain look, then started pacing anxiously back and forth across the room.

      “To what do I owe this unexpected honor?” he asked dryly.

      Jatek ignored him, continuing to pace.

      “I was always told that a Cire would never break his oath,” he burst out at last.

      “Yes, and I was told the Patrol existed to protect people.”

      “It does. We do.”

      “Really? I believe those humans would disagree.”

      The young male took another turn around the room, then gave him a miserable look.

      “Lechta told me before we came that he was working undercover—pretending to cooperate with the Vedeckians in order to gather information on the slave trade.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “I don’t believe he’s truly undercover. He really does plan to take her.”

      “Her?”

      “That fragile little human.”

      The young male was so obviously miserable, that he had to suppress a sudden surge of sympathy.

      “And once again, I’m asking you why you are telling me this?” he asked dismissively.

      “If you make an oath, will you keep it?”

      “Would I not tell you that I would, even if I didn’t intend to?”

      Jatek ignored his words, giving him an anxious look.

      “Would you?”

      “Yes,” he said finally. “Why are you asking?”

      “Because I want to get her—all of them—out of here and I need your help.”

      “You’re going to trust me to help you simply because I said I would honor my oath?”

      “Yes, and because I know you sent an encoded message.”

      He forced a laugh. “You read the message—it was exactly what I said it would be.”

      “It was,” Jatek agreed. “But the way it was arranged was the key. Whoever received that message knows where you are and what you are planning to do.”

      He raised a brow ridge, impressed, and Jatek shrugged.

      “I was first in my class in cryptography. I’ve always been good at patterns. It is the other reason why I decided to trust you.”

      Zsoldar wasn’t sure the trust was mutual, but it would be easier for the two of them to implement his plan. And even though the young officer had realized the significance of his message, he didn’t appear to have told anyone else. It didn’t entirely eliminate the possibility of betrayal, but he decided he was going to take a chance.

      “All right then.”

      “How are you planning on getting them away from here?” Jatek asked eagerly, and he sighed.

      “I wasn’t. But I agree it would be a mistake to leave them in your officer’s hands.”

      It would be a tight fit, but he could squeeze them onto the vessel long enough to return to the main ship. Jatek immediately shook his head when he suggested it.

      “I took a look at your ship. Patrol ships are faster. You’d never outrun him.”

      “That implies he would be chasing me—and why would he do that unless someone told him that we were escaping?”

      His tail flicked angrily, but the younger male didn’t seem to notice, still frowning down at the ground.

      “Lechta isn’t going to wait long. He is obsessed with the idea of having a pretty young female in his power—one he can use however he wants.”

      Bastard.

      He sighed and rose to his feet.

      “Then we had better get going.”

      Jatek gave him an eager look.

      “You have another plan?”

      “Unfortunately. Now this is what I need you to do…”
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      Linda had never felt so helpless in her life. She put her arm around the crying Rachel and gave Marge a despairing look over the girl’s head. There had to be something they could do to protect her.

      Rachel eventually cried herself to sleep. Sandy scowled fiercely in an attempt to hide her own fears, marching back and forth until she wore herself out and slumped on the couch next to Marge. Even Marge eventually fell asleep, but she couldn’t find the same escape. She rose and went to the incubators. Nathan and Natalie were still sleeping peacefully, their hands touching, just as they had that night in the hospital.

      A tear slid down her cheek at the memory. She’d been so full of hope. Another tear escaped, but she dashed it away furiously. No! I’m not giving up now. She pressed a quick kiss to each tiny head before circling the room restlessly.

      As she imitated Sandy’s earlier actions and began to pace, a glint of something on the couch caught her eye. The clip that had been in Rachel’s hair had come loose. When she picked it up, she noticed for the first time that a thin metal strip formed the back half. A strip that looked like a very small blade—or a screwdriver. Her heart pounding, she hurried over to one of the metal shutters that covered the windows and tried it on the bolt. The tip broke off on her first attempt. Swearing under her breath, she tried again, supporting the metal as best she could as she gently applied pressure.

      Just as she thought another piece would break off, she felt the tiniest hint of movement—enough to fill her with hope. It was painstakingly work and frustratingly slow, but she eventually managed to loosen one bolt completely. She had no idea what lay behind the metal, but it was a chance and she was willing to take it. A faint squeak sounded behind her, and she whirled around just as the door opened. The big green-skinned male entered, and she instinctively moved in front of the others as if she had any chance of protecting them.

      “Leave them alone,” she hissed, keeping her voice low to avoid disturbing the others.

      His eyes warmed in a combination of both amusement and… was that approval?

      “You are a very brave female,” he said in that deep voice.

      Ignoring her unexpected flash of pleasure at his approval, she glared at him.

      “I’m not going to let you hurt them.”

      “I have no intention of hurting them. I am here to help. All of you must come with me if you want to live freely again.”

      “Come with you where?”

      “Does it matter as long as you are away from here?”

      He had a point, but…

      “We have a saying. Out of the frying pan into the fire.”

      He tilted his head for a moment, then gave her a surprisingly attractive smile.

      “I believe I understand the meaning. I would say this is more that you are removing yourself from the flames.” He shrugged. “But perhaps not to a place of safety, at least not yet.”

      “Why should I trust you?”

      “Because I mean you no harm.”

      Something warm curled around her wrist, and when she looked down his tail circled it. It should have seemed weird, or frightening, but it didn’t. Instead, it felt oddly comforting. His skin was warm and dry with a pebbled texture. This close she could see the small nubs decorating his skin.

      His gaze followed hers, something flaring in his eyes before he removed his tail. He cleared his throat.

      “Have you decided?”

      Strangely enough, her inclination was to trust him even though her experience led her to believe that most men couldn’t be trusted. But then again, he wasn’t a man.

      “What’s your name?”

      “I am Zsoldar. And you are?”

      “I’m Linda.”

      His tail circled her wrist again as he bowed his head, and she decided the gesture must be similar to a handshake. She gave it a cautious pat, oddly tempted to let her hand linger, then frowned over at the others.

      “I need to talk to them.”

      “Very well, but you must hurry. I do not know how long Captain Kedik and Officer Lechta will continue drinking.”

      She bit her lip, then hurried over to Marge, gently shaking the older woman’s shoulder. Her eyes flew open immediately, narrowing as she looked past Linda to Zsoldar.

      “What’s he doing here?”

      “He says he can get us out of here.”

      Since Marge’s opinion of the male sex wasn’t much higher than hers, she wasn’t surprised when her friend snorted.

      “From one slaver to another? Not sure that’s any better.”

      Zsoldar’s tail lashed as he bared sharp white teeth. “I’m not a slaver.”

      “No? You think that because you’re acting for someone else that makes you any different?”

      “I’m not acting for anyone.” His irritated expression disappeared almost as quickly as it had appeared, and he grinned ruefully. “Well, no one except an interfering old bastard who has a savior complex when it comes to human females. Probably because he’s mated to one.”

      She darted a quick glance at Marge. They had suspected they weren’t the first to be taken, but it wasn’t any comfort to have that suspicion confirmed.

      “How did he—”

      “I will answer all of your questions—later. Right now, we need to leave.”

      “I thought you were giving us a choice?”

      “I changed my mind.” His tail danced across her wrist again. “You can always scream for the Vedeckians if you are so determined to stay.”

      Marge was already bending over to wake Sandy.

      “I don’t think this is a case of ‘better the devil you know.’ I’m willing to take my chances with the jolly green giant here.”

      As soon as Sandy saw Zsoldar she scowled fiercely.

      “What’s he want?”

      “He says he’s going to get us out of here.”

      “Yeah, right. He has weird skin.”

      To her relief, he only grinned at the little girl.

      “I find yours odd as well, but we can discuss that later as well. We must go,” he added, turning back to her.

      She gave him an exasperated look. “You don’t know anything about babies, do you?”

      A shadow crossed his face, but he shook his head.

      “No, but what difference does it make?”

      “At the very least we’re going to need food and diapers.”

      “What about making slings to carry them?” Marge asked. “That way we’ll have our hands free.”

      There had been sheets on the bed when they arrived, and after they’d washed the dust out of them, they had proven to be in surprisingly good shape. Once Zsoldar understood what they needed, he produced an extremely sharp knife from his boot and cut the sheets into long, wide strips.

      She and Marge each took one of the twins, using the sheets to create carriers. Rachel insisted on doing the same so she could carry Joy even though Sandy volunteered. Her hands shook as she tied it in place, and she looked so frail that Linda’s heart ached.

      “Can you stay with her, sweetheart?” she asked Sandy softly. “In case she stumbles…”

      “I’ll look out for her.”

      Zsoldar used his knife again to free the top layer of the incubator pads to use as diapers while they bundled up the rest of the formula in another piece of cloth. He had been remarkably patient with the preparations, but he was clearly growing anxious, so despite her nerves she gathered everyone behind him as he cautiously opened the door again. The corridor was clear, and he nodded.

      “Come with me, and be as quiet as possible.”

      As they followed him silently down the corridor, she prayed they were doing the right thing.
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      Zsoldar gave a sigh of relief as they reached the rear of the outpost without incident. The door was barred, but it gave way with a rusty groan when he forced it open. They all tensed, but there was no sound from behind them. He eased the door open and peered out into the night.

      The thick canopy blocked out most of the starlight, and the only sounds were the faint rustle of leaves and the chirps of unseen insects.

      “Stay close,” he said quietly, and Linda nodded, glancing quickly at the others.

      He led the way, forcing himself to move slowly, despite a growing sense of urgency. The three women followed silently, clutching the babies protectively to their chests as the foliage grew thicker. None of them complained, but he could tell they were all struggling—except for Sandy. The young girl moved through the trees with the ease of an experienced hunter, keeping a close eye on the others.

      She reminded him of his own childhood. At the first hint that the Red Death had made it to Ciresia, his father had packed them up and taken them deep into one of the wilderness areas. They had lived there for almost five years, surviving on the land and avoiding all others. He had been young enough to think of it as an adventure. But in the end it made no difference.

      He shook off the memory and concentrated on the present. They needed to be far away from the outpost before the sun rose in case his ruse failed, and they wouldn’t get very far traveling at this speed. With a silent oath, he altered their course so they could follow the slightly clearer path left by a former road. It was a calculated risk—if someone were already looking for them, they would be more visible, but it would allow them to make better time.

      “Are you sure about this?” Linda murmured as she looked around, and he realized she had also noticed the lack of cover.

      “Of course,” he said confidently. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      She gave him a skeptical look, but didn’t argue.

      “Better than stumbling around in the dark,” Marge said dryly. “I’m not cut out for jungle walks.”

      Rachel didn’t comment, her arms tight around her child and her eyes on the ground as Sandy went to join her.

      “Do you want me to carry the baby?” she asked softly.

      “No. She’s mine.” Rachel shook her head violently, her eyes wide and frightened, and Linda hurried over to put her arm around her.

      “We know she is. We just want to help.”

      “I know. I just… can’t.”

      “That’s fine. Just remember we’re here if you need us.”

      As much as he hated to do it, he urged them on, determined to get as far away as possible before sunrise. Even though the old road did help their speed, he would rather have been walking in the jungle. The decaying road was an oppressive reminder of the toll the Red Death had taken, not only here but throughout the Confederated Planets.

      He did his best to shake off the memories and found himself stealing glances at Linda instead. Her face was pale with exhaustion and smudged with dirt, her hair disheveled from the trek through the jungle, but she still looked beautiful. And it wasn’t just her physical appearance that enchanted him. He saw the tenderness with which she cradled her child and the protective way she watched out for the other females.

      A loud rustle in the undergrowth distracted him. He drew his blaster as he stepped in front of the party, then relaxed as Jatek emerged from the bushes.

      “It’s done,” the young officer said quietly, and Linda gasped.

      “You lied to me! You’re in league with them.”

      “No, he’s in league with us.”

      “I just want to help.” Jatek’s eyes flicked towards Rachel, cradling her baby close to her chest. “I need to make things right.”

      “Help?” Linda scowled at the young officer. “Haven’t you and your boss done enough already?”

      “He told me that we were going undercover. I believed him until we arrived.”

      “Jatek really is helping us,” he assured her.

      “Helping us? How—”

      The sky lit up with a brilliant flash, momentarily blinding them. He turned in time to see his ship explode in midair, flames licking the night sky and casting an ominous glow on their surroundings. The females gasped, clutching their babies tighter.

      “Is everyone okay?” he asked, quickly scanning the group.

      “We’re fine.” Linda kept her voice calm as she gently rocked the child she was carrying. “What happened?”

      “I blew up my ship,” he said lightly, even though he couldn’t help regretting the loss of the sleek little vessel. “Jatek used a remote control to launch it, and then initiated the self-destruct sequence. With any luck, the Vedeckians will think that we all died in the explosion.”

      “You mean we’re stranded here?”

      He grinned at her.

      “Of course not. I am leading us to where my main ship is located. Unfortunately, it will take several days. We cannot risk having its presence detected.”

      “Several days?”

      Her eyes widened with dismay and his tail automatically circled her waist in a comforting grip.

      “I believe this is the—what did you call it?—oh, yes. The frying part of your expression.”

      “I suppose it’s better than the fire,” she agreed and smiled up at him.

      He wanted to pull her even closer, to press his mouth against those soft red lips, but instead he forced himself to release her.

      “But just in case they weren’t deceived, I think we should move farther back into the trees.”

      She exchanged a glance with Marge, then nodded.

      “I guess that makes sense.”

      “Stay close, everyone,” he ordered and guided them back into the dense growth of trees and vines.

      Jatek fell in step beside Rachel, who eyed him warily but didn’t object. When she stumbled, he offered a steadying hand, and rather to Zsoldar’s surprise she took it. Exhaustion was soon etched on the faces of all the females as they made their way through the difficult terrain.

      The moonlight filtered through the thick foliage, casting shadows that danced across the ground like restless spirits. It was difficult to see more than a few feet in front of them, and every step was treacherous. Branches whipped at their faces, and roots tangled around their ankles.

      “Are you all right?” he asked Linda, who was stumbling beside him, a protective arm around her baby.

      “I’m fine.”

      Despite her assurance, her voice shook, and he held out his hand.

      “Let me help you.”

      She hesitated for a moment, then placed her hand in his. A jolt of electricity shot through him at the contact, and she looked up at him, her dark eyes wide. Once again he had to fight back the impulse to pull her closer.

      When the first light of dawn began to filter through the trees, painting the leaves and branches in a soft, muted palette of greens and blues, he began to scan the surrounding area, searching for a suitable shelter. They couldn’t afford to be caught out in the open when daylight broke fully. If necessary, he could create a makeshift shelter, but it would be crude at best. The females were tired and their babies were growing restless, and he hoped he could find something better where they could rest.

      “Up ahead.” Jatek pointed towards a distant structure that seemed to materialize out of the shadows as the sun continued its slow ascent into the sky. “What do you think?”

      He studied the once-grand building now succumbing to the relentless grasp of nature. Vines crawled across the crumbling walls, but they should be solid enough to provide protection. The only sound was the hushed whispers of the wind through the trees.

      “It should provide cover if the Vedeckians are searching for us,” he agreed, his thoughts briefly drifting to the ship he’d sacrificed to buy them time.

      She eyed the ruins doubtfully.

      “Do you think it’s safe?”

      Based on the brief survey he’d done once he’d discovered the destination of the Vedeckian ship, there were few natural predators of any size. Certainly none as dangerous as the slavers.

      “It should be safe enough for now,” he reassured her. “Jatek and I will take turns keeping watch while the others rest.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered, her eyes filled with gratitude and something more, something that made his chest tighten with an unfamiliar mix of emotions.

      “Do you want me to take the first watch while you get them settled?” Jatek asked, as the females started drifting into the building, their weary forms disappearing into the shadows.

      “Yes. I will be back to relieve you shortly.”

      “No hurry.” Jatek leaned against the vine covered wall, his dark form almost indistinguishable amongst the leaves. “Just… just make sure that Rachel is comfortable.”

      “I will,” he promised, and followed his female inside.
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      Linda stared at the remnants of the building surrounding them. Most of the roof had long since disappeared, and the original beauty and craftsmanship of the walls was hidden behind thick, twisted vines. The weight of them seemed to pull at the stones, as if trying to drag them back into the earth from which they had been birthed.

      “We can rest here for a few hours,” Zsoldar said from behind her. “If there aren’t any signs that the Vedeckians are searching for us, we will move on this afternoon. You should make yourself as comfortable as possible while we wait.”

      He hesitated, his eyes drifting down to Nathan, now rooting restlessly against her, that same shadow crossing his face.

      “What do you need for the infants?”

      “Water,” Marge said as she joined them with a squirming. “To make up the formula to feed them.”

      “And for us to drink,” Linda added as she looked over at Rachel.

      The girl had already opened her gown to feed Joy, but she seemed to have simply collapsed down next to the wall, her face so white she looked like a ghost. Sandy was sitting next to her, her young face worried.

      “Do you think the water is safe to drink?”

      “I have a purifier.”

      He pulled a small metal rod from his belt, then unloaded the pack of supplies he’d been carrying and grabbed the bottles.

      “The plants are thickest back there,” Sandy said, pointing to the overgrown rear of the building. “Might be a sign of water.”

      “An excellent observation,” Zsoldar agreed, and the girl blushed. “Can you help me fill these?”

      “Of course I can. That is—”

      “Go on,” Marge said, taking her place next to Rachel.

      Linda went to join them as well while Sandy and Zsoldar headed deeper into the ruin. The girl looked so small next to the big warrior, but she didn’t seem bothered, smiling up at him as she chattered away. He listened patiently, and she found her gaze wandering to the way the muscles rippled across that big muscular back and the way his tail curved over a truly impressive ass.

      “See something you like?” Marge asked dryly.

      She did her best to give Marge an innocent look, even though she was sure she was blushing.

      “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Her friend snorted. “You’re practically drooling. Not that I blame you. He certainly puts Deputy Dawg to shame.”

      “But he’s an alien,” Rachel protested softly, startling her. She’d thought the girl wasn’t paying attention.

      “Not much else to choose from.” Rachel flinched at Marge’s words, and her friend’s expression softened. “I think he may be one of the good guys. He certainly seems interested in Linda.”

      “He does?” Dammit. If she hadn’t been blushing before, she certainly was now. “I mean, he’s probably just being nice.”

      “If you say so.”

      Marge dropped the argument as Natalie started to fuss, and Linda reached for her.

      “Let me hold her.”

      She readjusted the sling and nestled the two babies together. They calmed as they always did when they were together, but they were obviously hungry. She sighed with relief as Zsoldar and Sandy reappeared with full bottles of water.

      “Sandy was right. There is a small waterfall in the back corner. We will not need to worry about water.”

      “You sure that’s safe to drink?” Marge asked skeptically.

      “It will be. Watch.”

      He inserted the thin metal rod in each bottle, and the water glowed purple for a second before becoming clear again.

      Marge sniffed and looked at her, but she didn’t see any other alternative. She took a sip herself and it certainly tasted like water—better than her tap water for that matter. They mixed the formula, but she still found herself hesitating.

      “Maybe I should just give them a little bit first?”

      She did her best, but they cried so piteously when she removed the bottles that she was on the verge of tears herself as she waited to make sure they didn’t have a negative reaction.

      “They are fine, mhari,” Zsoldar said gently. “I would never permit any harm to come to a child.”

      He lifted Nathan up against his big chest and gave him the bottle. Her son drank eagerly, and she sighed and followed suit with Natalie. From the way she devoured it, it was hard to believe that there could be anything wrong.

      “He has finished it. Should I give him another?” Zsoldar gave her an uncertain look.

      “Not now. Just burp him and see if he settles down.”

      “Burp?”

      “Like this.” She demonstrated with Natalie. “But watch out—he might spit up.”

      Before he could ask, a small stream of white appeared on his shoulder and he gave her a panicked look.

      “Is something wrong? Was the water not safe after all?”

      “New fathers,” Marge muttered, rolling her eyes. “It’s perfectly normal.”

      Zsoldar froze, then very carefully handed Nathan to Marge.

      “I must check on Jatek.”

      He was gone almost before he finished speaking, and her friend frowned.

      “Was it something I said?”

      “He doesn’t have any children,” Sandy said casually. “He can’t have any.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I asked him.” The girl rubbed her stomach. “I wish they made formula for us too. I’m hungry.”

      “Zsoldar has gone to gather fruit and to make sure that no one is searching for us.” Jatek appeared next to them, his footsteps so silent she hadn’t heard him approach. “Is there anything I can do to assist while he is gone?”

      He seemed to be speaking to her, but he was looking at Rachel and a faint hint of pink appeared on the girl’s cheeks.

      “Why don’t we see if we can use some of these dead leaves to make beds? I know it’s not much, but it would be better than the stone floor,” she said briskly.

      “Of course,” he said courteously. When Rachel looked as if she intended to help them, he put a gentle hand on her shoulder. “You should rest. For the sake of your child,” he added, and the girl sighed and sat back.

      By the time Zsoldar returned, they had assembled six leaf-pile beds against the most sheltered wall. Jatek had cut down some large leaf fronds to place on top, and Rachel was already half-asleep on her bed. Despite her previously expressed doubts about alien males, she only gave Jatek a shy smile when he sat down next to her.

      Zsoldar grinned as he took in their efforts, his expression calm once more.

      “Excellent job. This looks more comfortable than some of the places I have slept.”

      “Daddy always said that sleeping outdoors was better than any damn hotel.” Sandy yawned sleepily as Linda bit back a protest. As far as she was concerned the man had been guilty of neglect, but Sandy refused to admit that he’d done anything wrong.

      Zsoldar shrugged as he began handing out pink globes about the size of an orange.

      “Sometimes. And sometimes I prefer a soft bed and a roof over my head.” He cast a glance up at the missing roof above them. “At least it doesn’t look like rain.”

      Sandy nodded thoughtfully as she bit into her fruit, and Linda breathed a silent thank you to Zsoldar.

      The fruit had an odd, custardy consistency beneath the thin rind and wasn’t as sweet as she expected, but it was both tasty and filling. Sandy devoured two and immediately curled up into a ball on her leaf bed and went to sleep. Jatek only managed to cajole Rachel into eating half a fruit, but some of the color had returned to her face before she too fell asleep.

      Marge yawned and Linda picked up Nathan, ignoring her protests.

      “You know they’ll sleep better together. Just get some rest.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “I will assist her.”

      Zsoldar’s deep voice from behind her sent a pleasant shiver down her spine. Marge looked from her face to his, then shrugged.

      “Fine. Wake me if you need me.”

      A minute later, her friend was snoring softly. Zsoldar hesitated, then sat down next to her. Even though it was far from cold, his big body radiated a comforting warmth as his tail curled around her waist. She briefly considered pushing it away, but decided she liked having it there. I’m sure he’s just being friendly.

      “What did you mean when you said they would sleep better together?” he asked.

      “I suppose it’s because they spent all that time together before they were born. It seems to comfort them.”

      She smiled down at the two infants, curled together in the crook of her arm.

      “I do not understand.”

      “They are twins, born together from the same mother. Do you not have twins on your planet?”

      “We do not have children.”

      His body had turned to stone next to hers.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Do you know why you were taken?”

      “To be sold, obviously.”

      “Yes, of course. But the reason the Vedeckians took you is because females and children are now rare and valuable on many planets.”

      She frowned up at him and saw he was gazing unseeing out into the jungle.

      “A plague called the Red Death traveled throughout our systems. On some planets, like this one, everyone was lost. For the Cire—my people—it was perhaps a worse fate. We lost many males, but we also lost all of our females. Without our females we cannot have children, so we also lost our chance for a future.”

      Her heart ached as she imagined the regret she’d felt at not becoming a mother multiplied across thousands of people.

      “Oh, Zsoldar, I’m so sorry.”

      She gently stroked his tail with her free hand and he stiffened even more.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” He looked down at the babies. “They are a miracle.”

      Unexpected tears filled her eyes.

      “You’re right. They’re my miracle.”

      He looked up at her, eyes dark and intense, and her pulse suddenly quickened. He was so big and so close. A spicy musk emanated from his skin, making her head swim, and heat pooled low in her stomach. She tentatively brushed her lips against his mouth, and his tail tightened, pulling her closer…

      And then he was gone, rising to his feet with astonishing speed.

      “You should rest. I will gather more fruit.”

      He didn’t look at her again as he strode out of the building.

      The tears threatened to return, but she refused to let them. Instead, she cuddled her babies and did her best to forget the annoying, intriguing male who had just abandoned her.
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      What is wrong with me?

      Zsoldar bit back a growl as he stomped into the jungle, ignoring the impulse to return to the building, pull Linda into his arms, and claim her as his mate.

      It was ridiculous, impossible, but from the moment she’d looked up at him in that cell, her eyes dark and defiant, he’d been unable to think of anything else. She is not Cire, he reminded himself, but it didn’t seem to matter.

      But even if there was no future for them, she was his to protect now, as were her children. He would do everything he could to make them happy.

      He encountered another heavily laden fruit tree and found himself remembering similar harvests with his mother. What was it she had taught him? Ah, yes, creating woven baskets from vines to carry the fruit. And babies?

      Inspired, he pulled down more of the thick vines and set to work.

      When he returned to their resting place, he saw immediately that she was still awake. Unable to resist, he went to sit next to her, carrying one of his baskets.

      “Can’t sleep?” he asked, his voice low, careful not to disturb the others.

      “No. Too much on my mind. What’s that?”

      “A basket—a place for the infants to sleep.”

      She examined the wide woven base and the softly curved rim, the moss he had used to cushion it, and gave him a delighted grin.

      “What a wonderful idea. I love holding them, but it makes me a little nervous too. I think that’s one of the reasons I wasn’t sleeping.”

      “Would you like to try it?”

      When she nodded eagerly, he carefully helped her place the twins in the basket. They were so small and defenseless. I will do anything to protect them. The intensity of the thought startled him, but he had no doubt about his conviction.

      “Why did you leave?” she asked softly.

      He answered her question with the one that had been haunting him.

      “Where is your mate? Did the Vedeckians eliminate him?”

      “Mate? I don’t have a mate.”

      His heart skipped a beat. It couldn’t be possible.

      “But the children…”

      She hesitated, small white teeth closing over her plump bottom lip.

      “I did not give birth to them. But they are mine,” she added fiercely.

      “I understand. They are your family.”

      A family he longed for with all his heart. But even without a mate, there were too many other obstacles between them. He couldn’t find the words to express his feelings, although his tail curved around her waist again. She stroked it thoughtfully with her long, graceful fingers, sending an agonizingly pleasurable wave of arousal straight to his cock.

      “You said you would answer my questions later,” she said finally. “I think this qualifies.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      He would tell her anything as long as she kept touching him like that.

      “You said we were going to your ship?”

      “Yes. Hormax, my partner, will be waiting for us on the far side of that hill. He remained out of range of the Vedeckian ship.”

      She took a deep breath, and her breasts quivered enticingly.

      “And then what? Will you return us to our planet?”

      “I do not know where it is located.” He hesitated. “It is possible that the person who sent me knows where it is, but I didn’t ask.”

      “Why did he send you? Because of his wife? I mean, his mate?”

      “Perhaps, although he has somewhat of a penchant for lost causes.”

      “Is that what we are? A lost cause?”

      Her voice quivered, and he couldn’t resist lifting her onto his lap. She fit perfectly there, and satisfaction filled him when, after a brief hesitation, she relaxed against him.

      “I meant taking on the Vedeckians,” he explained. “And perhaps the Patrol.”

      “They’re your law enforcement?”

      “Yes. I have had my run-ins with them, but I always thought their actions were honorable.”

      The fact that Lechta had betrayed that honor bothered him more than he cared to admit. But who was he to judge? No doubt most Cire would be equally appalled by his own behavior. But I would never traffic in slaves.

      “You were in trouble with the law?” Her eyes widened, but she didn’t pull away.

      “On and off.” He sighed. “The Cire value honor above all else, but when I left Ciresia I discovered that others choose to take advantage of that honor. Hormax taught me that sometimes you have to look out for yourself because no one else will.”

      “Why did you leave your planet?”

      “My family was dead.”

      His father hadn’t even lasted six months after his mother died.

      Her hand came up to touch his cheek. “I’m so sorry, Zsoldar. How old were you?”

      “Seventeen. Why?”

      “That’s very young to be on your own.”

      “Perhaps. I was considered an adult, but I have not always made the wisest decisions.”

      “What did you do?”

      “What haven’t I done? But after I won my ship, I started taking on… deliveries that others did not wish to take.”

      “Illegal deliveries?”

      “I would say questionable. But never people,” he added quickly.

      “You didn’t need to tell me that. I know you wouldn’t.”

      “Do you?”

      “Yes.”

      Then she tugged his head down and pressed those plump lips against his again. He’d never felt anything as soft and sensuous, and he groaned against her mouth. When he did, her small tongue slipped between his lips and he immediately reconsidered. This was even better—her sweet taste filling his mouth as that smooth little tongue stroked his. His tail tightened around her waist, pulling her closer, close enough that he could feel the stiff peaks of her breasts branding his chest as she sighed into his mouth.

      Only the distant remnants of his honor enabled him to lift his head. That pretty mouth was swollen from his touch, her dark eyes dazed.

      “I apologize.”

      Her mouth curved into a smile.

      “Why? I was the one who kissed you.”

      “I did not ask permission.”

      “And I didn’t tell you to stop. Is that why you left before? Because I kissed you?”

      “I had things to consider.”

      “I see.” She wiggled just a little on his lap, and his cock jerked. “Big things, apparently.”

      Before he could respond, her mischievous smile vanished and she sighed.

      “I suppose things are fairly complicated right now.”

      “Yes.” And I am a dishonorable male who does not deserve you.

      “So no more kisses?”

      He couldn’t bring himself to agree, and she finally yawned.

      “I suppose we can take it one day at a time.”

      “That sounds like an excellent plan,” he agreed, even though he knew he was being a coward. He didn’t want to waste any of the time they had together.

      “All right. If you don’t mind, I’m just going to close my eyes for a moment.”

      “I would be honored.”

      She smiled again and nestled closer, hugging his tail against her breasts.
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      Linda sighed as the twins woke her for the second time. She was no longer in Zsoldar’s arms. He was standing by what must once have been a window, his muscular frame casting a silhouette against the dimming light outside. He looked other worldly, the tendrils of vines framing the window mingling with the green of his skin.

      Then he turned and smiled at her, the intensity of his gaze sending shivers down her spine, awakening an unfamiliar longing within her. She couldn’t help smiling back as he came to join her, bringing her the bottles he’d already refilled twice.

      “They hunger again?”

      “I think they’re making up for being so quiet last night.” She wrinkled her nose as she lifted Natalie out of the basket. “And they need changing.”

      The material they had removed from the incubator had done a remarkable job, but without the padding underneath it could only do so much. Fortunately, there had been enough material that they could switch out one set and wash the other.

      He gave her an appalled look as she opened the diaper and started cleaning the baby.

      “Did I mention that the Cire have very sensitive olfactory capabilities?”

      “Then you must really be enjoying this,” Marge cackled as she came to join them. “Do you want me to take Nathan?”

      “Yes, please. Or does Rachel need help?”

      “I think that boy has it covered.”

      She took a quick peek out of the corner of her eye and saw Jatek fussing over Rachel and Joy. She still had her doubts about the young officer, but he certainly seemed determined to take care of those two. Sandy came bouncing up, then looked almost as appalled as Zsoldar.

      “Yuck. How can someone so small make such a big mess?”

      “Babies are like that.”

      “In that case, I don’t ever want one.”

      “Do not say that, Sandy,” Zsoldar said immediately. “A child is a precious gift. You may choose not to have one, but it should be your choice.”

      Linda could see that Sandy was about to argue, but then the girl looked up at his face and let it drop.

      “Should I discard this?” he asked, reaching for the soiled diaper.

      “Absolutely not.” She finished fastening the clean one and started giving Natalie her bottle. “I’m hoping I’ll be able to wash it out once I finish feeding her.”

      “I will do that.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “It is my honor,” he said, then grinned. “Although I never thought my honor would extend to this.”

      Despite his obvious distaste, he disappeared with the diaper. When he returned, it was pristine again and almost dry. Thank God for miraculous alien fabrics.

      “Just in time,” she said cheerfully. “It’s Nathan’s turn.”

      He groaned, but didn’t hesitate.

      Once everyone had been fed and changed, they gathered up their few belongings and set out again. By the angle of the sun, it was late afternoon.

      “Are we going to walk through the night again?” she asked softly as they returned to the same overgrown road they had traveled the day before.

      “I don’t believe it is necessary.” He pointed ahead of them to where the ground began to rise. “Once we make it around this hill, I will look for a place to stop for the night.”

      Two hours later, she muttered a curse under her breath as she trudged along the road, sweat dripping down the back of her neck. The hill that had seemed so close had proven to be much farther away than she realized. Her muscles ached from the constant walking, as well as the efforts of the previous night.

      Zsoldar walked easily ahead of her, apparently undeterred by the length of the journey. The sun had begun to set, creating emerald green highlights where it touched his skin. Despite her weariness, she found herself staring at the strip of bare skin along his lower back, just above his tail.

      Heat flooded her cheeks and she glanced away, but her gaze kept drifting back to him. Why did she find him so attractive? She knew it wasn’t simply because of that magnificent body, but his thoughtfulness—the way he helped with the twins and his patience with Sandy. The little girl walked along next to him, still talking, but he listened attentively, and her heart gave a curious little flip.

      As if he felt her gaze, he looked back over his shoulder, black eyes meeting hers, and her breath caught. The heat in his gaze matched her own desire and her pulse increased. We have no future, she reminded herself. Assuming that Zsoldar’s acquaintance knew where Earth was located, they would be returning to their planet and he would be out here… doing what, she wondered. Resuming his semi-illicit activities? Had they made him happy?

      He looked happy enough now, smiling back at her.

      “Are you tired? Would you like me to carry the twins for a while?”

      She had decided to carry them together today, but they were both so small and the sling distributed their weight enough that they weren’t a burden.

      “I’m fine, but…”

      She looked back over her own shoulder to where Marge, Rachel, and Jatek trailed behind them. Marge was carrying Joy, despite the girl’s protests, but she was careful to remain close to her. Even without the baby, Rachel looked pale and weary. Either from exhaustion or an unseen obstacle, she suddenly stumbled.

      Jatek caught her before she could fall, then lifted her into his arms. Linda expected the girl to object, but instead she sighed and buried her head against Jatek’s neck. She couldn’t blame her—she suspected she would have done the same thing if Zsoldar had decided to carry her. Not that I need to be carried, she told herself firmly, ignoring her aching legs.

      “Are you tired as well?” Zsoldar murmured, dropping back next to her, and she suspected he was thinking the same thing.

      “Honestly, I’m fine.” She gave him a determined smile, then hesitated. “How much farther are we going tonight?”

      “Hopefully not a lot. Since there have been no indications that anyone is searching for us, I will start looking for a suitable place before it becomes completely dark.”

      He was as good as his word, locating another abandoned building and getting them settled before the last trace of light vanished. This one was neither as large nor as grand as their previous shelter—in fact she suspected it had been some kind of retail establishment—but the walls were intact enough to provide a sense of shelter. Once again they made beds out of leaves and branches, and after a muffled conversation with Jatek, Zsoldar lit a small fire in the innermost corner of the building.

      The night was far from cold, but there was something indescribably comforting about the small glow of the flames in the darkness. They were even able to heat small quantities of hot water, enough for each of them to take turns having a quick wash. Feeling much better after her wash, she returned to the fire to discover that Zsoldar had also taken advantage of the opportunity. His chest was bare, still gleaming with moisture, and her pulse skipped a beat. My goodness, that was a lot of muscle on display.

      After ordering Marge to look after Rachel, Jatek had managed to pry himself away long enough to go hunting. He had returned with some kind of meat already dressed and skewered on long branches. She decided she’d rather not know what it had been and simply took the one he handed her and held it over the fire.

      “What is this?” Sandy asked, examining her own skewer. “Looks like some kind of snake.”

      From Jatek’s response, it was something very similar. I knew I didn’t want to know. She did her best to ignore his description and concentrate on how delicious the meat smelled as it cooked.

      Between exhaustion and full stomachs, no one lasted long after the meal. After the babies were fed and changed, Jatek lay down next to Rachel with Joy between them in one of Zsoldar’s baskets. Sandy curled up next to Marge, and then she was alone with Zsoldar.

      He was sitting next to her, his tail once more around her waist, and she didn’t resist when he tugged her a little closer. Instead, she sighed and leaned against that powerful chest, breathing in his delicious scent.

      “How are you feeling, mhari?” he asked softly.

      “I’m tired, but I’ll be fine. What was that you called me?”

      “It means sweetness,” he said after a brief hesitation.

      “Mmm, that’s nice.” She watched the dying embers of the fire flicker as her eyes kept trying to drift closed. “Do you think we’ll reach the ship tomorrow?”

      “I’m afraid not. We will have at least one more night in the open.”

      “You seem very comfortable here.”

      He shrugged, muscles rippling. “I spent most of my teens under similar conditions.”

      “Really? Why?”

      “My father was trying to keep us safe from the Red Death. He was not successful.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      She ran her hand gently along his tail.

      “Don’t be. I enjoyed much of it up until the end.”

      His voice had an odd, strangled quality.

      “Are you sure you’re all right?”

      “Yes. I just need to…”

      His tail slipped away from her waist as he rose. Curious about his rapid departure, she turned to look at him and found herself staring directly at his groin—and the very large and very erect cock straining against the fabric. Oh my. She gulped as he made another strangled noise and hurried away into the darkness. As she frowned into the darkness, she suddenly put two and two together.

      He didn’t return for some time, but despite her exhaustion sleep eluded her. The fire had died out but she was still awake when he finally returned, slipping on to the leafy pallet next to hers.

      “It’s your tail, isn’t it?” she murmured into the darkness. “It’s sensitive.”

      “Yes.”

      “I didn’t know. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “In part because I wasn’t sure how to tell you.”

      “And?”

      “And in part because I enjoyed your touch. Very much.”

      “I think that was obvious,” she said dryly, then rolled over and reached for him.

      He gently tugged her closer, then after a slight hesitation settled his tail around her waist. It already felt right there, but she couldn’t decide what to do with her hands. She wanted to stroke his tail, but she didn’t want to encourage him. Did she?

      Certainly not when we’re out in the open without any privacy.

      “I meant what I said, mhari. I enjoy your touch.” He placed her hands on his tail where they had been the previous night. “Now go to sleep.”

      She snuggled closer and obeyed.
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      Zsoldar opened his eyes as sunlight began to filter down through the trees. He had slept later than he intended, but then the twins had woken them three times during the night. The second time neither child wanted to settle back down. When he saw how tired Linda looked, he had taken them from her, walking with them until they finally fell asleep. As he looked down at the two small bodies resting so trustfully in his arms, he vowed once more that he would never let them come to any harm.

      For as long as I am able.

      The knowledge that it might not be long before they returned to their own planet made his chest ache. He hadn’t realized until that moment how much a hidden part of him longed for a family. And a mate, he thought when he finally put the twins down and returned to the sleeping pallet. Linda gave him a sleepy smile and snuggled against him, and a wave of contentment washed over him, followed swiftly by dismay.

      I can’t get used to this.

      Linda mumbled in her sleep and curled closer to him, one arm draping over his chest. He breathed in her scent, so uniquely hers, and it felt… like coming home.

      Having her in his arms also had the inevitable effect on his body—his cock was so hard it ached—but he did his best to ignore it, concentrating on the simple pleasure of holding her. He wanted her in his arms forever.

      Her eyes finally fluttered open again, and she smiled up at him.

      “Morning.” Her hand slid up to cup his cheek. “You look worried. What is it?”

      “Not worried. Just thinking.”

      She frowned, obviously not believing him. He stroked her hair again, distracting her with a slow, deep kiss. By the time they parted, her eyes were heavy-lidded again and a flush had spread over her cheeks. If they had been alone… Instead, he sighed, brushed one last quick kiss against her lips, and sat up.

      “I should gather more food before everyone wakes up,” he said. “Go back to sleep. I will try and return before the twins wake up.”

      “All right.” Her eyes were already starting to close again. “Be careful.”

      As he rose to his feet, Sandy jumped up as well and came over to join him.

      “Are you going into the woods to get some fruit?”

      “I am.” He hesitated, but he couldn’t resist the hopeful look in those big eyes. “Do you want to come with me?”

      “Yes!”

      She remembered to keep her voice low despite her excitement, but when he looked down Linda was smiling up at them.

      “Do you mind?” he asked.

      “Of course not. But Sandy, promise me you’ll listen to Zsoldar and stay close.”

      The girl nodded eagerly. “I will. I promise.”

      As they headed into the forest together, Sandy chattered away, full of questions about his past. He did his best to smooth over the rougher moments, but she was surprisingly perceptive.

      “But you still haven’t told me why you left your planet,” she said, undeterred by his efforts to avoid the question.

      “It was after my parents died,” he said finally.

      Despite their efforts to evade it, the Red Death had finally taken his mother. His father simply gave up, following her a short time later. He’d thought about staying in their remote camp, but the memories overwhelmed him. He’d eventually made his way to the capitol where the remaining Cire were congregating, only to find that he was expected to participate in the artificial breeding program they were implementing. Instead, he’d fled to the spaceport.

      “My daddy died too,” she said softly.

      “I am very sorry. And your mother?”

      “I don’t know.” She shrugged. “She left when I was a baby. It was always just me and Daddy. We lived in the woods most of the time, but he usually made me go to school.”

      From the disgusted look on her face, she hadn’t thought much of the idea.

      “I wanted to stay in the woods, but they said I was too young. Since then, I’ve just moved from one home to another.”

      He nodded.

      “I moved around a lot after I left Ciresia. I had to learn how to survive on my own.”

      The first few years had been… difficult. He had been so innocent that he had been an easy target. Fortunately he’d also been big enough and a skilled enough warrior that he’d managed to avoid some of the worst possibilities. Eventually he’d learned not to believe everything that he was told and to look out for himself.

      “I can survive on my own,” she said fiercely.

      He felt a sudden rush of affection for the determined little girl. Their paths were not so different, although she still had people to guide her.

      “I am sure you can, but it is… better not to be alone.”

      “I like being with you,” she said shyly.

      “And I enjoy it also.”

      She grinned at him, then raced ahead to the next fruit tree. As they gathered the fruit, he noticed a set of small animal tracks. After Jatek’s successful hunt the previous night he found himself wanting to prove that he too could provide for their group. He started to point out the tracks to Sandy, but she had already noticed them.

      “Are you going to follow them?” she asked softly.

      “Yes. It would be helpful to have an additional food source. Do you want me to return you to the campsite first?”

      “Nope. Let’s go.”

      He wasn’t entirely sure he should let her accompany him, but she swiftly proved him wrong. Her chatter died away as she moved silently through the trees at his side. And when their hunt was successful and they trapped two small, furry mammals, she helped him clean and strip the meat without any signs of squeamishness.

      “You did very well,” he told her as they wrapped the meat in leaves and headed back to the camp. By this time he was not surprised when she didn’t need him to lead the way, heading unerringly in the right direction.

      “Thanks. Daddy made sure I could take care of myself before he died.” A shadow crossed her small face. “But I think I need to know more than just how to survive in the woods. People can be so strange.”

      “I discovered the same thing.”

      After more than five years in the wilderness, he hadn’t been prepared for so-called civilization, for motives of greed and power rather than survival. His first employer had seemed like a kind older male—right up until he’d tried to force Zsoldar to fight for the amusement of others.

      “Really?” she asked anxiously. “Did you figure them out?”

      “In a way.” In the end, he’d just stopped trusting anyone and only relied on himself, and eventually, Hormax. “But perhaps I let myself see more of the bad than the good.”

      “Linda’s good—don’t you think so?” She gave him a quick mischievous smile, but didn’t wait for a reply. “And Marge, even if she can be kind of bossy. Rachel seems okay, but she doesn’t talk much.”

      “What about Jatek?” he asked, amused by her observations.

      Her nose wrinkled.

      “He’s pretty silly about Rachel, but he knows how to hunt.”

      “Is that your criteria for judging a male’s worth?”

      “My what?”

      “How you determine if a male is worthy.”

      “A good hunter can still be a bad man.” The shadow crossed her face again before she shrugged. “But Jatek’s nice to me, even when Rachel isn’t looking.”

      “Good. If anyone is ever… not nice to you, let me know at once.”

      “I will—if you’re there. But you aren’t coming back to Earth with us, are you?” she asked, echoing his earlier thoughts.

      He reluctantly shook his head. From what Linda had told him, her planet was not ready for the knowledge of other species.

      “I am afraid not. But until that time, you may trust me.”

      When she looked up at him with those too serious eyes and nodded, he felt as honored as if he’d won a medal.

      “I do.” She took his hand and tugged impatiently. “Now let’s get back and show ‘em what we caught.”

      He laughed and let her pull him along.

      Although they appreciated the fruit, none of the other females showed any interest in the fresh meat. He placed it over the fire to smoke while they fed and changed the babies and got ready to set out.

      “Do you think we’ll reach your ship today?” Linda asked quietly. “We’re getting low on formula, and I’m not sure that Rachel will be able to keep feeding Joy much longer. Or if she should even try. She looks so frail.”

      He did a quick calculation, then nodded.

      “We should be able to reach it by this evening, but it will be a long day.”

      “I think we have to make the effort. That is, do you have baby formula on your ship? Or maybe some kind of milk?” Her eyes widened in dismay. “I didn’t even think about that. What are we going to do?”

      “Calm yourself,” he said softly and used his tail to draw her against his body. “As long as there is enough formula left for the replicator to analyze, we can produce more.”

      She sagged against him, her hands resting on his chest.

      “Thank goodness. It sounds silly but I think I was imagining your ship was like a big car and we could just hop in and go to the intergalactic supermarket.”

      He understood enough of her meaning to grin down at her.

      “It is not quite that simple, but I promise I will not let the babies starve.”

      “I know you won’t.”

      Her expression was so sincere and trusting that he couldn’t help himself—he bent down and kissed her. As soon as he tasted her sweetness he was lost, pulling her closer against him as the kiss deepened.

      “Ahem.” Marge’s voice finally penetrated and he looked up to find the older female raising an eyebrow at them. “Didn’t you say something about leaving?”

      Linda’s cheeks turned a delightful shade of pink as she mumbled something. He gave her a quick hug, then released her as he grinned at Marge.

      “Your timing leaves something to be desired, but you are correct. We are going to try and reach my ship today.”

      A few minutes later, their small band was on the move once more.
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      By the time they reached Zsoldar’s ship, Linda was completely exhausted. He’d been right—it had been a very long day.

      Rachel hadn’t even lasted half an hour before Jatek started carrying her. She’d tried to walk again a few times that morning, but by the afternoon she’d been limp and pale in Jatek’s arms. Jatek had carried her patiently the entire time, but Linda would see the signs of strain on his face. Marge was limping, and even Sandy’s endless supply of energy seemed to be running low.

      For the last hour they had been trekking through what must once have been part of a huge city, now empty and desolate. She suspected the abandoned and overgrown buildings only added to the strain. Zsoldar had told her that they were getting close, but when he finally came to a halt, she gave him a puzzled look.

      “Where is it?”

      He pointed to what she had assumed was a collection of parts.

      She wasn’t sure what she’d expected—something like one of the tall rocket ships that NASA launched perhaps, or some high-tech vessel from a science fiction movie. This was neither. A series of rectangular sections, locked together like a child’s blocks, formed an ungainly body which was suspended off the ground by four giant thrusters. The surface was a patchwork of various metals, all of them dented or pitted.

      “This is your ship?” she asked doubtfully.

      “Yes, mhari.” His tail circled her waist. “And despite your very obvious doubt, I can assure you that it is safe, fast, and spaceworthy.”

      She gave his tail an apologetic pat, afraid she’d offended him.

      “I’ve just never seen anything quite like it before. Does it have a name?”

      “The Lucky Chance.” He shrugged. “Although as it turned out, not so lucky for the previous owner. I kept the name as a reminder.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I won the ship in a sabac match.” He gave her a look composed of equal parts defiance and regret. “I have not always chosen the honorable life.”

      “Did you cheat to win?”

      “Of course not.”

      He looked so appalled that she laughed.

      “Then I don’t think it counts as dishonorable. Unless you were gambling with something precious.”

      “Only credits.” His tail tugged her closer. “Credits can be replaced. There are other things which are far more valuable, and I would never take a chance with those.”

      The warmth in his eyes made her heart skip a beat. It was a lesson her ex had never learned.

      “It is just as well that you do not play sabac.”

      From the gleam in his eyes she was sure he was about to say something provocative, but she asked anyway.

      “Why not?”

      “Because your face is a very clear indication of your thoughts. You would not be able to bluff.” His tail tightened a little more. “But I hope you know that I would never put you or the children in danger.”

      “I know you wouldn’t.”

      His eyes heated, and for a moment she thought he was about to kiss her again, but instead he pointed at the ship.

      “The large rear section is used to store cargo. The engines and mechanical systems are on the lower level of the middle section with the crew cabins above. The top level of the front section contains the cockpit and common rooms, while the training room and medical bay are on the lower level.”

      “Medical bay? Do you think you could help Rachel?”

      He hesitated, then shook his head.

      “We can try to use the scanner to examine her, but I am not sure that it will be able to make a diagnosis. It is an old machine, and I doubt it has specifications for your biology. We have only ever used it to mend broken bones or repair injuries.”

      Despite his casual tone, the thought that he had been injured made her breath catch. Was the life he led so dangerous?

      “There is something else I should mention,” he said hesitantly. “There are only four cabins. You will, of course, take my cabin. I will sleep in the lounge—unless it would be more convenient for me to stay with you to help with the twins?”

      She thought about the last two nights, and not just how much he had assisted her, but also how much she’d enjoyed waking in his arms.

      “Maybe it would be best if you stayed in there with us. In case we need help,” she added.

      “If I can be of assistance, I would be happy to do so.”

      His tail slipped a little higher, the tip stroking the sensitive underside of her breasts, and she suspected that both of them had more than the babies in mind, but she didn’t retract the offer. Their time together might be limited, but she wanted to spend it close to him.

      “And the other cabins?” she asked, tacitly accepting the arrangement.

      “I thought perhaps Marge and Sandy could share one while Rachel and Joy have the other.” He hesitated again. “I believe that Jatek would be happy to stay with Rachel if she needs him, but if she prefers to be alone he could bunk in with Hormax.”

      “Hormax?”

      “My partner, and also my friend. He is an excellent mechanic, but his manner can be a little… gruff.”

      As he finished speaking, the landing ramp descended from the belly of the ship and a big, blue furred alien in stained overalls emerged. As he stomped over to join them, she decided that he was an older male, threads of silver mingling with his fur and a face that spoke of experience.

      “What the hell took you so long?” His scowl deepened when he took in the ragged group. “And did you have to bring every stray in the galaxy with you?”

      Marge’s back stiffened as she returned his glare.

      “And we were hoping for more than a rusted heap of junk and an unfriendly male,” Marge snapped.

      The retort stopped Hormax in his tracks. He stared at Marge, and then his scowl disappeared, replaced by unwilling admiration.

      “Aren’t you a feisty little thing?”

      “I am neither,” Marge snapped. “But I speak the truth as I see it.”

      “Aye. As do I. And you can’t deny you’re a pathetic-looking bunch.”

      “No doubt. And no doubt a more hospitable male would have invited us on board the ship in order to rest and recover.” Her friend turned her back on Hormax and gave Zsoldar a patently fake smile. “Was that your intention, Captain Zsoldar?”

      She could feel his chest vibrating with laughter against her side, but he managed to maintain a serious expression.

      “Of course. Please make yourself at home on our ship.”

      “You’re too kind,” Marge snapped and stomped past Hormax without even a glance in his direction. He watched her go, his expression an odd combination of admiration and irritation, then followed her.

      “Now this should prove interesting,” Zsoldar murmured in her ear.

      “I’m sure it will, but my money is on Marge.”

      “I think you are underestimating Hormax.”

      “We’ll see.”

      He laughed. “We will indeed. Come, let me show you around.”

      The inside of the ship proved to be far more encouraging than the outside. The age of the ship was still apparent, but it had clearly been well maintained, and everything looked remarkably clean. Marge and Sandy were fine with sharing a cabin, especially since Sandy eagerly offered to take the top bunk. Hormax also had a pull-down bunk in his quarters which he offered to Jatek. The young officer hesitated, looking down at Rachel still cradled in his arms. Despite her obvious weakness, she was clinging tightly to Joy.

      “If Rachel will permit me, I will remain with her to provide assistance. I will sleep on the floor, of course.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” Rachel said softly, her voice almost too faint to be heard. “I trust you.”

      Jatek looked both stunned and delighted, but Linda was afraid that the assistance Rachel really needed was not the kind that Jatek could provide. Despite Zsoldar’s doubts, she wanted to see if the medical unit could help determine what was wrong with her.

      After a brief discussion, Rachel very reluctantly handed Joy over to Marge. She and Sandy—and Hormax—also took charge of the twins while she and Zsoldar followed Jatek as he carried Rachel to the scanner. The girl looked heartbreakingly fragile when Jatek carefully placed her into the big machine, but other than flinching away from the lights, she lay there quietly as the overhead unit moved back and forth over her body.

      “Well?” Jatek demanded when the machine stopped moving and the screen to the side filled with information.

      Zsoldar sighed. “I am afraid that what I told Linda was correct. The machine simply does not have enough knowledge of human anatomy to make a diagnosis. But perhaps now that we are no longer traveling through the wilderness every day, you will have a chance to recover your strength,” he added, smiling at Rachel.

      Jatek frowned, obviously not happy with the answer, but he didn’t press the matter.

      “Beginning now,” he said firmly, gathering the girl up in his arms once more before leaving the room.

      Zsoldar turned to follow him, but Linda stopped him by the simple expedient of grabbing his tail. He turned back to her at once, his eyes heating. Her body responded to that heated look, her nipples tingling beneath her sweater, but she quickly dropped his tail and held up her hand.

      “Just a minute. I want to talk to you.”

      “You have my full attention.”

      She would have returned his smile, but she was too worried.

      “What is it that you didn’t tell us about Rachel?”

      “What makes you think I didn’t tell you everything?”

      “Maybe you’re not such a good sabac player after all. I know you weren’t telling us everything then, and I know you’re trying to change the subject now.”

      “Clever little female. It is just as well that not everyone is as observant as you are.”

      “Zsoldar, just tell me.”

      He sighed, and somehow his tail ended up back around her waist again.

      “As I said, the machine doesn’t have enough information to diagnose the issue, but it did detect that something is wrong.”

      If it hadn’t been for his tail supporting her, she would have sagged against the medical unit.

      “I knew that there was something wrong. I know it was a difficult trip, but even with Jatek carrying her most of the time, she’s getting weaker.”

      She thought about the two weeks or so it had taken the Vedeckian ship to get to their current destination. It would take even longer to return since they would have to connect with Zsoldar’s acquaintance first—and hope that he actually knew where Earth was located. If Rachel’s condition continued to deteriorate, could she even make it that long?

      “This friend you mentioned—the one who we hope knows the location of Earth—are there more advanced medical units where he is located?”

      “I honestly do not know, but his business is primarily commercial.” He hesitated for a long moment, the tip of his tail tapping thoughtfully against the machine. “There is another possibility, although it will undoubtedly delay your return even more.”

      “What is it?” she asked anxiously.

      “There is a planet in the third sector called Trevelor. It is only a few days away, and it has excellent medical facilities.”

      “Even for humans?”

      “I cannot guarantee it, but they have advanced technology and a wide range of experience with a variety of species. Unfortunately, it is in the opposite direction from Rafalo’s station.”

      “I’d like to talk to Marge, but I think she’ll agree that it sounds like the best choice under the circumstances.”

      “Even with the additional delay?” he asked softly, and she sighed.

      “At this point I’m not sure that a few extra days are going to matter. I have no idea how we’re going to explain any of this. I just hope neither of us lose our jobs. And that I don’t lose the twins,” she added, her voice shaking.

      The thought had haunted her since her second day on the ship when she’d realized that Earth was getting farther behind them. Since there had been nothing she could do about it, she’d managed to force the worry aside. Now that they actually had the possibility of returning home, that fear came roaring back.

      How would June react to the fact that she’d disappeared with the twins for an extended period of time? Especially when she couldn’t think of a way to explain their absence. No one would ever believe that they had been kidnapped by aliens. The only thing she could think of was to claim amnesia, but that all of them should have it at the same time? She suspected they were in for some rather painful questions.

      And what if it meant she would lose the chance to adopt them, or even foster them?

      “But they are your children.” He looked as horrified as she felt every time she thought about it.

      “I know, but the agency who oversees such things may not agree with you.”

      “Do you still want to take the chance on extending your time away by taking Rachel to Trevelor?”

      “I don’t think we have a choice. As I said, I’ll check with Marge, but I think she’ll agree.”

      He sighed, and drew her closer.

      “I cannot deny that I am happy that we will be able to spend additional time together, but the thought that you might lose the twins… I am very sorry, mhari.”

      “Me too,” she whispered, doing her best to keep her voice from shaking.

      How would she cope with losing not only Zsoldar, but the twins as well?
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      Zsoldar’s chest ached as he escorted Linda back to the crew quarters. As much as he hated the idea of losing her and the twins, he had assumed they were returning to a better life on their planet. The fact that they might be separated had never occurred to him.

      What if I asked her to stay?

      A surge of excitement filled him at the thought, rapidly followed by despair. What did he have to offer her? He and Hormax had been satisfied with their life, but he couldn’t deny that it was unpredictable. The credits from a successful job might last for months, depending on where they chose to go, or might disappear in weeks if the ship needed repairs or if they had to ease their way out of a tight situation. The most profitable jobs were also the most dangerous. How could he expose Linda and the twins to those dangers?

      The thought of leaving them behind on a planet to wait for him didn’t seem like much of an improvement. For the first time since he’d left Ciresia, he considered the possibility of settling down permanently on a planet. The thought was surprisingly appealing, although he wasn’t sure how many options he would have. He would have to come up with a plan before he approached her.

      He was considering possible locations and employment opportunities when they returned to the upper level, but he pushed them aside to consider later. He could hear voices from the lounge ahead, but he stopped long enough to show Linda his—their—quarters. Her eyes widened as she looked around.

      “This is not… what I expected.”

      He grinned as he followed her gaze. He’d been equally shocked the first time he opened the door.

      The room was not large—none of the cabins were—but the former captain apparently had a taste for luxury, and he’d indulged it to the limit in his private quarters. The walls were draped with shimmering blue silk, drawn back at one end of the room to reveal an enormous bed covered with an assortment of soft blankets and a ridiculous number of pillows. The small sitting area where they were standing contained a plush built-in seating area covered with gold velvet as well as an elaborately carved desk.

      “It wasn’t what I expected either, but at first I didn’t have the funds to redo it. By the time I did, I was used to it.” He also found it a surprisingly soothing refuge from the grittier aspects of their travels. “Do you dislike it?”

      “No, not at all.”

      She wandered over to one of the curtains framing the bed alcove and stroked the thin material. His cock immediately stiffened as he imagined those long fingers caressing his shaft with that same delicate touch.

      “I can see how it would be nice to have something soft and pretty at the end of the day,” she added, smiling at him and he couldn’t resist going to her side.

      “Very soft,” he agreed, caressing her cheek. “But I would say beautiful rather than just pretty.”

      Pink tinted her cheeks as she smiled up at him. Even though she’d agreed to share the cabin, he had no intention of taking advantage of their proximity, but all his good intentions disappeared as he bent his head to kiss her.

      She met him willingly, her arms coming up to circle his neck and hold him close as her mouth opened beneath his and her addictive taste rushed across his tongue. He groaned and lifted her higher, determined to relish each drop of sweetness. Her hands tightened, blunt little claws digging into his shoulders as she urged him on. The stiff peaks of her breasts pressed against his chest, and he slipped a hand beneath her soft sweater to the even softer skin beneath. A thin layer of fabric remained between them, but it did not prevent him from taking a firm grip on the tempting peak. She gasped into his mouth as her grip on his shoulders tightened.

      “Yes.”

      He had his other arm beneath the lush curve of her ass, holding her against him, but his tail was free to delve beneath her sweater to tease her other breast. Her whole body quivered, her legs coming up to circle his waist as she writhed against him. Despite the clothing still separating them, he could feel the heat of her sweet little cunt as he helped to rock against his now aching shaft. She gasped again and her back arched before she shuddered and went limp in his arms.

      “Mhari?”

      Her eyelids fluttered open, and she gave him a lazy, satisfied smile, but a second later the pink washed across her cheeks again as she pushed at his chest.

      “I didn’t mean to… I mean, I’ve never…”

      He let her slip back down to the ground, deliberately letting her slide across the rigid bar of his erection, but he kept his arm around her.

      “Thank you for trusting me with your pleasure.”

      The color on her face intensified, but she gave him a shy smile. Before he could add anything else, he heard Marge’s voice in the hallway and realized that the door to the cabin was still open. A second later, the older female appeared in the opening. Her eyes traveled from Linda’s face to his, but despite the amused look on her face she didn’t comment on the situation.

      “That annoying male says he can reproduce the formula,” she said instead. “And I think the twins are getting hungry. Do you want to give it a try?”

      “Of course,” he said at once, then reconsidered. “Perhaps it would be best if I left that with you so I can prepare the ship for launch. The sooner we begin our journey, the better.”

      He looked down at Linda and realized his tail was wrapped around her wrist. “I will set a course for Trevelor, but let me know if you want me to change it after you talk with Marge.”

      “Talk with me about what?” Marge demanded, but he didn’t linger to hear the rest of the conversation.

      When he passed through the lounge, only Hormax and Sandy were there with the twins.

      “Rachel went to lie down,” Sandy said, a worried look on her small face. “She wasn’t even interested in the fact that we’re about to blast off. Can I come and watch?”

      He smiled at her enthusiasm.

      “I can think of no better copilot. Hormax, can you watch the twins? I think we need to launch as soon as possible.”

      “Aye.” His partner raised a brow. “Where are we headed?”

      “Trevelor.”

      Hormax nodded, a thoughtful look on his face. “For the girl? Good idea.”

      “I hope so. I am sure they will be able to help her,” he amended after a look at Sandy’s face. “Now come with me.”

      She jumped up eagerly and accompanied him to the cockpit. As always she had a million questions, but he enjoyed answering them as he went about his preflight routine. He would like to encourage her curiosity and her thirst for knowledge, but would he have the chance?

      “Is something wrong?” she asked, and he realized he was frowning down at the controls.

      “No, I was just thinking.”

      “About Linda,” she said knowledgeably. He suspected that if his skin reflected his emotions in the same way as human skin, his face would be bright red.

      “About all of you. Have you fastened your harness?”

      “Yes, sir.” She grinned at him. “I’m having so much fun. I wish we didn’t have to—”

      She bit her lip and looked away. He wanted to pursue the subject, but this was not the time—and he had yet to come up with a plan. Instead, he smiled at her.

      “Here we go.”

      She watched in awed silence, her questions on hold as the ship rose smoothly through the atmosphere, the planet disappearing beneath them to be replaced by the vastness of outer space. Her eyes were huge in her small face as she looked out at the star-spangled darkness.

      “I’m never going to forget this.”

      Before he could respond, she unbuckled her harness, slipped out of the chair, and came to his side, giving him a quick, fierce hug.

      “Thank you, Zsoldar,” she whispered before she raced away.

      He rubbed absently at his aching chest as he set the controls for Trevelor. She too felt like part of his family—a family he didn’t want to lose. He was still trying to come up with a suitable occupation when Hormax came to join them.

      “Interfering female told me I didn’t know how to feed an infant,” he grumbled.

      “Do you know how?”

      “Aye.” A flash of sorrow crossed Hormax’s face. “From the before times.”

      He immediately changed the subject to their journey and Zsoldar didn’t pursue it. As close as they had become over the years, neither one of them discussed the past. From the occasional comments that Hormax had let slip, Zsoldar suspected that he had also lost a family to the Red Death but he respected his friend too much to pursue an obviously painful subject.

      “I have been thinking,” he said slowly.

      “That usually means trouble.”

      He grinned. “Then let’s say I’ve been wondering—wondering if I could find a planetside job.”

      Hormax frowned at him from beneath heavy brows, but he didn’t seem surprised.

      “Thinking of setting up a family?”

      “It might be a possibility. Would you be interested?”

      “On living on the surface all the time? Nah. Those days are behind me now. But I wouldn’t mind visiting,” he added roughly.

      “You will always have a place in my house,” he promised, and gave his friend a rueful grin. “If I had a house, that is.”

      “If that’s what you want, then we’ll just have to figure out a way to get you one.”

      “I think it is what Linda and the children deserve. And I think… I think perhaps that I am ready.”

      He realized with a start that it was true. Even though he was concerned about finding a suitable occupation, the thought of leaving The Lucky Chance didn’t bother him. The life they led had suited him in many ways, but other than missing Hormax, he would not regret giving it up. The only question was if Linda would agree to stay.
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      Linda smiled at herself in the mirror in the tiny bathroom attached to Zsoldar’s quarters and her reflection smiled back, echoed into infinity by the mirrors behind her. The previous owner of the ship had not been deterred by the small space. The shower was surrounded by small iridescent blue tiles that sparkled in the light, while the rest of the walls were not only mirrored, they had additional mirrors in elaborate frames on top of them. Seeing all these versions of herself was somewhat intimidating, but she had no doubts about Zsoldar’s approval, especially after their earlier encounter.

      She blushed again as she thought about it, but her reflection looked more pleased than embarrassed. She’d never really considered herself as a passionate woman, but Zsoldar had changed her opinion. As soon as he touched her—as soon as he looked at her—her body responded. Despite the differences between them, she felt a bond to him that she’d never experienced with anyone else.

      And now we’ll have more time together.

      When they’d discussed it earlier, Marge had immediately agreed with the plan to visit Trevelor.

      “The girl definitely needs medical help. I can’t figure it out. None of her symptoms match up to the kind of problems that I’ve seen before with new mothers. I just hope one of these alien doctors can find out what’s wrong.”

      “I hope so. They must have some knowledge of human anatomy, or enough technology to figure it out. Look at the way the Vedeckians fixed Sandy’s leg.”

      Marge nodded, then raised an eyebrow and gave her a teasing smile. “So it looks like you and the jolly green giant will be able to keep playing house a while longer.”

      She bit her lip. “Is that what you think we’re doing?”

      “Yes, but not in a bad way.” Her friend’s face softened. “I know you’ve been lonely and I get the feeling he has been as well. I think maybe you need each other.”

      “Even if it can’t last?”

      “In my opinion, happiness is always worth it, even if it doesn’t last long.” Marge wandered over to the seating area, picking up a pillow covered with purple fur. “What if it wasn’t just a short time?”

      “What do you mean?” she asked, her heart racing.

      “You know what I mean. What if you stay with him?”

      “He hasn’t asked me to stay.”

      “But what if he did? For that matter, what if you ask him?”

      “I… I don’t know. Everything has happened so quickly. I don’t want to leave him, but would it be fair to the twins, raising them on a ship?”

      Yes, her heart responded immediately, but her brain was a little more hesitant.

      “He seems quite capable of landing it,” Marge said dryly. “But honestly, I think the most important part of raising children is loving them. I know you do, and I think he does as well.”

      She thought back to Zsoldar feeding the babies and walking with them, the small bodies cradled against his big chest. He had been nothing but patient and thoughtful, and her eyes filled with unexpected tears.

      “He would make a wonderful father.” She took a deep breath. “And not only to the twins. If it does happen, if he does ask us to stay, do you think Sandy would want to stay too?”

      Marge shook her head.

      “Still trying to save everyone? In this case, I have a feeling she’d be delighted. But if you really want to know, ask her. She’s old enough to know her own mind.” Marge dropped the pillow and returned to her side. “I’m going to miss you very much.”

      “If it does happen, why don’t you stay as well?” she asked impulsively. “What did you leave behind?”

      “My whole way of life? The town I grew up in and a job I love?”

      Despite her immediate response, a thoughtful look crossed Marge’s face. Linda didn’t pursue it, content to simply have planted the seed for now.

      Maybe it was an impossible dream anyway. Zsoldar hadn’t asked her to stay. Even if he did, she couldn’t expect him to be responsible for all of them.

      I wonder if any of my work experience could be useful.

      She was still turning over possibilities as she followed Marge back to the lounge area. The room spanned the width of the ship, filled with old but comfortable furniture. A small galley opened off one side of the space, with an office on the other side. Between them a wide hallway led to the control room. Sandy came bouncing back from that direction as they entered.

      “I got to see the takeoff and everything! It was awesome.”

      She laughed. “I’m sure it was. Why don’t you tell me all about it?”

      Sandy did just that as she helped her feed Nathan and Natalie. The formula that Hormax had replicated proved to be a complete success—even Marge grudgingly admitting that it was acceptable. The mechanic also proved to be an excellent cook, and they all sat down to eat together.

      Jatek brought Rachel to join them, although she didn’t take more than a few bites. Hormax frowned at her, then disappeared into the galley, returning a few minutes later with a steaming mug that he handed to her.

      “Broth,” he said gruffly. “Try it.”

      She gave him a polite smile, clearly not enthusiastic, but when she took an obedient sip, her smile turned genuine.

      “This is very good.”

      “Course it is,” he grumbled, but he was obviously pleased.

      Marge shook her head. “You shouldn’t have said anything. He is arrogant enough as it is.”

      “Arrogant? When I let stray females boss me around?”

      Marge sniffed, but Linda saw the smile she attempted to hide. Hmm. That was interesting. None of them lingered long at the table after the meal was finished. Jatek carried Rachel away, while Marge and Sandy helped clean up. She offered to help them, but Marge shook her head.

      “Go put those babies to bed and get some rest. You know they won’t sleep very long.”

      Her friend wasn’t wrong. With a rueful smile, she obeyed, Zsoldar following her back to their—his—cabin. He had replaced the woven basket with an empty drawer, well-padded with soft fabric, and the twins barely stirred as she settled them down. When she rose, he was watching her, that heated look back on his face and she bit her lip.

      “Is there a bathroom I can use?”

      “I do not have a bathing pool, but the shower is adequate.”

      After the quick, makeshift efforts in the jungle, a hot shower sounded wonderful and she nodded eagerly. While it was as enjoyable as she’d anticipated, she still found herself hurrying through it, already eager to return to Zsoldar.

      Now she smiled at herself in the mirror again. Except for the sleeping twins, it was the first time they would really be alone. In a pretty room with a big bed. A bed she wanted to share with him—and not just to sleep.

      “Am I really going to do this?” she asked her reflection, but Marge was right—she had to take advantage of every moment of happiness. She nodded at herself and went to join him.

      He had removed his shirt, exposing a wide expanse of rippling muscles as he paced across the room, his tail lashing back and forth behind him in what looked like agitation.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “No, I—”

      He turned as he spoke, his eyes glowing with the familiar heat as he gave her an approving look.

      “My shirt has never looked better.”

      Dammit, she was going to blush again. He had offered her his shirt as an alternative to her well-traveled outfit. It was far too big, but it was soft and comfortable and his delicious scent lingered on the fabric.

      “Thank you for letting me borrow it.”

      He came to her side, his tail settling around her waist in its usual position, and she was suddenly extremely aware of the fact that she wasn’t wearing anything beneath his shirt.

      “I like seeing you in my clothes,” he murmured.

      His tail slipped lower, the tip toying with the hem of her garment. Her breath caught, her nipples beading as she remembered the way it had teased them earlier. Who knew a tail could be so erotic?

      “Take me to bed, Zsoldar,” she whispered, sliding her arms up around his neck.

      As she did, the hem rose higher and his tail curved around her thigh, the small nubs covering it awakening every sensitive nerve ending.

      “Are you sure, mhari?” he asked.

      “I’m sure.”

      Their bodies were so close that she felt his erection flex at her words, and she gave in to temptation.

      “Take off your clothes,” she whispered.

      He didn’t hesitate, stripping off his pants in one quick move. Oh my God. She’d known he was big, but she hadn’t realized just how big until he was naked in front of her. She instinctively reached for that huge, thick shaft and discovered that his cock was also covered in those same nubs.  Her clit pulsed with excitement at the thought of what he would feel like inside her. His tail slipped deeper between her legs, assisted by the slick heat of her arousal, and she gasped as it passed over her clit, then impatiently tightened her grip.

      Her doubts had disappeared—this was where she wanted to be and, more importantly, who she wanted to be with.
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      Zsoldar shuddered as Linda stroked her fingers down his cock.

      “You’re so thick,” she murmured as her fingers circled the base of his shaft where his knot would have emerged if he had formed a traditional mate bond with a Cire female. He could not imagine that such a bond would be more fulfilling than his feelings about the female in front of him.

      He no longer had any doubt that she was his mate, even if they could never achieve the true Cire definition of mating. He didn’t care that he would never knot inside her or have additional children with her. All he wanted was to be with her.

      “May I remove your clothing?”

      In response she simply lifted her hands above her head. He reached for the hem of the shirt she was wearing, now hovering tantalizingly at the top of her thighs, and slowly pulled it upwards, letting his fingers trail along her silken skin as he did.

      By Granthar, he’d never imagined a female so lush and perfect. Her pale skin glowed in the soft light, the rosy tips of her breasts tightening under his avid gaze.

      “You are so beautiful, mhari.” Now that she was no longer wearing clothing, he could see that the pink that rose to her cheeks also spread down across her chest. “The color change is most becoming.”

      “It means I’m embarrassed.”

      “I assumed as much, but I speak only the truth.”

      Unable to wait any longer, he lifted her so that she was standing on the bed, her taut nipples at the perfect height for his eager mouth. She squeaked when his mouth closed around the tempting morsel, but then her hands went to his shoulders, urging him on. He was already beginning to crave the feeling of those blunt little claws pressing into his skin. As he moved from one breast to the other, his tail dipped back into the sweet, wet heat between her legs.

      When the tip passed over the swollen pearl of flesh at the top of her slit, she gasped and the heady scent of her arousal filled his senses. He concentrated there, working his tail back and forth across it until she shuddered and cried out his name. As she did, his tail slipped inside the tight entrance to her body, feeling her convulse around him in a deliciously erotic massage, so tight he could barely move.

      When she went limp, he reluctantly removed his tail and lifted her down onto the bed. She smiled up at him, her eyes still dazed with pleasure.

      “That was amazing. It’s such a shame that Earth men don’t have tails.”

      A growl escaped his lips before he could prevent it, and she gave him a startled look.

      “I do not like the thought of you with other males.”

      “I don’t have any desire to be with anyone else.”

      “Then stay with me.” The words burst out before he could prevent them. So much for his intention to make a plan first, but he could not regret speaking. “I know it is too soon and I have not yet worked out the details, but I want you to stay. You and the twins and Sandy.”

      Her eyes sparkled with tears, and he was immediately swamped with guilt.

      “I should have waited. I knew it was too soon, and you have other things on your mind.”

      Her hand came up to cup his cheek.

      “It’s not too soon. I’ve also been thinking about the possibility of staying. But I’m not sure if spending all their time on the ship would be good for the children.”

      “I agree, and the way Hormax and I have lived would not be suitable for a family male.” A family male. How much he loved the sound of that. “I have been considering the possibility of employment on Trevelor, or perhaps somewhere else.”

      She laughed. “I’ve also been thinking about a job, although I don’t know how well my experience would transfer.”

      “I would be honored to provide for you and the children.”

      “That’s very sweet, but I want to contribute as well.”

      He started to object, but then a long-forgotten memory popped into his mind. He had come home from school to find his mother frowning over a letter.

      “Is something wrong?” he’d asked her.

      “Not really. This letter is from a friend of mine. We worked together a long time ago, before your father and I were mated. She has just been appointed to the top position in the company where we both worked, but she still remembers me. She says she wishes I had continued to work there.”

      He had been hunting through the cupboards for a snack and not paying much attention.

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “Your father wanted to provide for me, for us, and I wanted him to be happy.”

      “Then I guess it worked out.”

      “Yes,” she said quietly, but he still remembered the sadness on her face.

      It hadn’t been long after that when the influence of the plague began to spread across Ciresia and his father took them into the wilderness, and he had been too busy to think about such matters, but he remembered it now.

      “If it will make you happy, I will do everything I can to assist you.”

      She smiled up at him, her eyes glowing.

      “Thank you. I’d love to talk about your plans and my plans and all the possible options, but not now.” She tugged lightly on his arm, urging him over her and he obeyed willingly. “Right now, I have other things on my mind.”

      Her soft body cradled his, his cock lodging firmly between her thighs. When he instinctively rocked against her, her delicate folds parted, surrounding him with the same slick heat that had coated his tail, and he groaned. He adjusted his position so that the head of his cock rested directly over that swollen spot, smiling when her hands immediately went to his shoulders again.

      “I want you inside me,” she urged, and his cock jerked again at the thought.

      Even though he would not knot within her, he’d never wanted anything more. He lifted her hips, notching the head of his cock at her entrance. She was so small in comparison that it seemed impossible, but when he pushed against her she was so wet that the head simply slid up inside her. He groaned as all that silken heat surrounded him, so tight that he could barely move.

      Heat streaked down his spine, his body already on the verge of climax, but he was determined to give her more. He pushed forward, slowly, carefully, inexorably. Her nails dug into his shoulders as she urged him on, but he didn’t need encouragement, lost in the sensation, her body and scent wrapping around him until he completely filled that narrow sheath. Her rapid breaths mirrored his own, her face strained despite the way she clung to him, and he realized she needed more.

      He slid his tail between their bodies, finding the small nub which gave her pleasure. As soon as he touched it, she cried out, and then she was climaxing around him, milking his shaft in long pulsing waves. Any hope of restraint was lost, his hips thrusting desperately, urgently, as another wave of fire raced down his spine. Impossibly, the base of his cock began to swell and then his knot expanded almost painfully into that narrow channel, locking them together as his seed exploded from his body in an endless heated rush. She cried out a second time, clinging to him until the pulses finally ceased and his body went limp.

      She looked up at him, her eyes huge and shocked.

      “Oh my God. What… what happened?”

      “My knot expanded inside you. Are you all right?”

      “Yes, just so… full.”

      He felt her small sheath flex experimentally, and they both groaned.

      “I did not think this was possible,” he gasped. “We are taught that a Cire male can only achieve this bond—can only knot inside a Cire female.”

      “Apparently they were wrong.”

      She rocked gently against him, and even though he would have sworn he was completely drained, his shaft began to stiffen again.

      “And this has never happened before?”

      “My experience is… limited, but no.”

      “You mean you have never had sex before?”

      “I have… tried, but it was never successful.” Even the thought of those attempts filled him with shame. The first time had been before he escaped the male who intended to use him as a fighter. He had been presented with a female. He had been young and enthusiastic and rebellious enough to ignore the teachings he had heard all his life. It had not gone well, and it had left him feeling unsatisfied and ashamed.

      “But this, this is perfect,” he added.

      With his knot locking them together, he could barely move, but he managed some tiny pulses, loving the way her eyes went heavy with pleasure.

      “How long will it last?”

      “I have no idea since it’s never happened before.”

      “I guess we’ll just have to find out.”

      Her face was soft as she smiled up at him. So beautiful. So perfect. My mate. His instincts had been right all along.

      He brought his tail back between their bodies, gliding it gently across the hard little nub now fully exposed to his touch. She quivered and he repeated the movement, once, twice, and then she shuddered, her channel squeezing him in an impossibly tight fist and drawing a second climax from his drained body.

      “Perhaps we will remain locked together forever,” he murmured when he could breathe again.

      Her eyes sparkled with laughter.

      “That might make walking a little awkward.”

      “I do not need to walk.”

      “Not even when the twins are restless?”

      He did enjoy that time with them, cradling their tiny bodies as he soothed them.

      “Perhaps not forever,” he decided. “But for tonight…”

      He rocked his hips, and she gasped.

      “Definitely for tonight,” she agreed, and he lost himself in the wonder of his mate.
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      Linda woke up surrounded by Zsoldar. His arm was around her shoulders, he had one leg over hers, and his tail was back around her waist with the tip nestled between her breasts. Even his scent wrapped around her, warm and comforting, and she smiled. She’d never thought of herself as a cuddler, but she could get used to this.

      “Good morning.”

      His voice was low and husky as he nuzzled the sensitive place below her ear. Her body responded immediately, still sensitive after their lovemaking, and she wiggled around to face him. The low, heavy ache between her legs reminded her of the way he had expanded inside her, impossibly big—and impossibly exciting.

      “Is it morning?” she murmured.

      “It is on the ship.” He nodded at a faint glow coming from the base of the wall. “It’s currently set to mimic the diurnal rhythms of Hagyatt, but it will transition during our journey to those of Trevelor.”

      “That makes sense,” she said breathlessly, but she was more interested in the way his tail was teasing her nipples. “Does that mean you have to get up now?”

      “Not yet. Did you have something in mind, mhari?”

      “I didn’t get a chance to finish exploring before I fell asleep last night.”

      By the time their bodies unlocked she’d been completely drained, but she intended to make up for it now. She grinned at him as she pushed lightly on his shoulder and he rolled onto his back.

      “What is it you wish to explore?”

      “Hmm. Let’s see what I can find.”

      When she started kissing her way down his chest he growled softly, but when she reached the row of muscles laddered down his abdomen he suddenly tensed.

      “Mhari?”

      “Yes?”

      “What are you—”

      His words disappeared in a strangled groan as her mouth closed around his cock. She couldn’t take more than the head into her mouth, but he didn’t seem to care, groaning again as she sucked gently. He buried his fingers in her hair as his hips jerked, and she hummed approvingly. He tasted as good as he smelled, and she increased the suction, eager for more.

      She wrapped her hand as far as she could around the thick shaft, sliding it up to meet her mouth as he grew impossibly harder. His body tensed and—

      One of the twins cried.

      Immediately distracted, she raised her head, then gave him a guilty look.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” He looked genuinely puzzled as he rose to his feet. “Our children need us. I’ll bring them to you while I prepare the bottles.”

      “This wasn’t how I intended to start the morning,” she told him a few minutes later as he settled down next to her while they fed the twins.

      “I have no complaints. It was a most enjoyable beginning.”

      “But just a beginning.”

      He grinned at her.

      “And I would be happy to begin over and over and over again.”

      So would she, as long as it was with him.

      “Why don’t you try and get some more rest?” he suggested after the babies had been fed and changed.

      “Aren’t you going to join me?”

      His eyes heated when she patted the bed invitingly, but he shook his head.

      “I need to check on our progress and speak to Hormax. Perhaps later.”

      He kissed her—a long, sweet kiss which promised more—then left. Despite the long night, she felt surprisingly awake so she dressed. The twins gurgled happily when she bent over them so she spread a blanket on the floor and let them have some tummy time.

      Marge joined her as she was watching Nathan trying to lift his head.

      “He’s making good progress,” she said approvingly.

      “I know. Next thing you know, he’ll be walking.”

      “I don’t think it will be quite that fast,” her friend laughed, then shot her a curious look. “Did you make a decision?”

      “I’m not going back to Earth,” she said quietly. “Zsoldar asked me—us—to stay with him.”

      A flash of sorrow crossed Marge’s face before she nodded.

      “I hope you will be very happy.”

      “I meant what I said last night. I really wish you would think about staying as well.”

      “What would I do? I’ve spent my whole life as a nurse.”

      She rolled her eyes. “And we’re going to a hospital, remember?”

      “For people whose anatomy will be completely strange to me. I’m a little too old to go back to school.”

      “Maybe it won’t be as different as you think. I’m sure they need help.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “Hospitals always need nurses,” she said firmly. “I’ve never worked in one where there wasn’t a nursing shortage.”

      “I can’t argue with that.” Marge sighed as she watched Natalie trying to imitate her brother. “And I would miss seeing these two grow up.”

      “Not to mention that a certain ship’s mechanic would be happy for you to stay.”

      She was teasing, but to her surprise her friend actually flushed and looked away before she responded.

      “He’s an annoying old male who probably flirts with anyone on two legs.”

      “Do you think there are aliens with four legs?” she asked, ignoring the defensive tone.

      Marge gave her a startled look and then laughed, her usual composure restored.

      “If there are, I don’t think I want to meet them.”

      They played with the babies until they fell asleep, then Marge took them to the lounge while she went to check on Rachel. The girl was still in bed, Jatek sitting by her side and gently rocking Joy.

      “Good morning,” she said softly. “How is she?”

      “Getting weaker, I think, although I did manage to get her to drink some more broth.”

      “Good. Try and get her to drink as much as you can. I’ll see if Hormax can make some kind of juice as well.”

      He nodded, then gave her a worried look.

      “There’s something else.”

      Her heart sank. “What is it?”

      “I don’t think she’s producing enough milk to feed Joy, but she doesn’t want to give her formula. She’s so afraid that someone is going to take the baby.”

      She wished she could reassure her, but after their experience with the Vedeckians, she couldn’t blame the girl for being worried.

      “I’ll bring you a bottle when I come back,” she promised. “And I’ll talk to her.”

      When she returned a short time later with both juice and a bottle, Rachel was awake. She was trying to feed Joy, but the baby wasn’t eating. Tears flowed silently down the girl’s face while Jatek watched helplessly, but she shook her head furiously when Linda tried to offer her the bottle.

      “Rachel, sweetheart, please take it,” she urged, sitting down next to her.

      “But she’s my baby.”

      “I know she is—and giving her a bottle doesn’t change that. I’m using bottles to feed the twins, but it doesn’t make them any less mine.”

      Rachel bit her lip.

      “It won’t make a bad mother?”

      “Of course not. Why would you think that?”

      “That’s what my mother said when she found out,” the girl said, her voice shaking. “That I was too irresponsible to be a good mother. That I’d ruined my life and the baby’s life.”

      Jatek growled, and she wanted to do the same. Instead, she hugged Rachel.

      “You’re a wonderful mother. A bottle isn’t going to change that. Just try it.”

      Rachel looked past her to Jatek, and he nodded.

      “It is your decision, but I believe it is the right choice.”

      She wished he’d been a little more assertive, but it worked. Rachel took the bottle, and a moment later Joy was feeding happily. Another tear slipped down Rachel’s cheek, but she smiled down at her daughter.

      “I’ll come back later to check on you,” she promised.

      When she rose from the bed, she nudged Jatek to take her position. He obeyed hesitantly, but Rachel leaned against him as soon as he sat down. He smiled, then carefully put a big arm around mother and daughter. Excellent.

      “What have you been up to?” Marge demanded when she returned to the lounge. “You have a very smug look on your face.”

      “Just encouraging Jatek to help Rachel.”

      “Do you think that’s a good idea?”

      “I hope so. He obviously wants to help, and she needs the support.”

      “And what happens when we go home?” Marge raised an eyebrow. “Or are you adding her to your list of recruits?”

      “Of course not.” Am I? Now that she thought about it, it wasn’t a bad idea. “Although it might be for the best,” she added, and Marge threw up her hands.

      “I knew it.”

      “Knew what?” Sandy asked, stumbling in the room with a yawn. Her hair was sticking up all over the place and she still looked half-asleep, but her curiosity was clearly awake.

      “We were just talking about Rachel,” she said smoothly before Marge could spill the beans.

      “Is she any better?”

      “I don’t think so, but we’ll see what the doctor has to say.”

      Zsoldar and Hormax emerged from the front of the ship to join them, and Sandy’s face lit up as soon as she saw Zsoldar. She hurried over to him, leaning against his side, and he put his arm around her before smiling over at Linda. Meanwhile, Marge was scowling at Hormax.

      “Were you intending to prepare breakfast, or are you too busy with your other chores?”

      Hormax glared back.

      “It would go faster if I had some help.”

      “Fine,” Marge snapped before Linda could volunteer, and the two of them disappeared into the galley.

      “There’s a boy at school who’s always being mean to me,” Sandy said thoughtfully. “But the teacher says it’s because he likes me.”

      Out of the mouths of babes. She grinned at Zsoldar, but he was frowning down at Sandy.

      “Do I need to teach this young male a lesson?”

      “You won’t be there.” Sandy’s lip trembled, but then she stuck out her chin pugnaciously. “‘Sides, I can take care of myself.”

      Zsoldar looked at her then, the question obvious on his face, and she nodded. He steered the girl over to join her on the couch, then sat on her other side.

      “I know you can take care of yourself, Sandy, but what if you didn’t have to?”

      Her chest ached at the desperate hope on the girl’s face.

      “You mean you’re coming back to Earth with us?”

      “I’m afraid that’s not possible—”

      “Fine.” Sandy scowled and started to stand, but Linda grabbed her hand.

      “Zsoldar has asked us to stay,” she said gently, and the girl’s lip trembled again.

      “I hope you’ll be happy.”

      “Not just me, sweetheart. All of us—you, me, and the twins.”

      “Me too?”

      “Of course,” Zsoldar said. “We want you to stay with us.”

      “You mean, like a family?”

      “Exactly like a family,” he said firmly. “If that’s what you want.”

      “Yes!” Sandy flung her arms around his neck and hugged him, then did the same to Linda. “I’ll be so good you’ll never be sorry. I’ll even keep my room clean. Unless we’re going back to live in the woods,” she added hopefully.

      He grinned down at her.

      “I think the wilderness days are over, for both of us, but we can still visit it.”

      “I reckon that’s okay.” She gave Linda a hopeful look. “Can I call you Mom and Dad?”

      Her throat threatened to close, but she nodded.

      “If that’s what you want, we’d be delighted.”

      “Yay!” Sandy hugged her again, then grinned at Zsoldar. “We have families again.”
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      The following evening, Zsoldar waited until Linda went to take her shower before picking up the makeshift bed with the sleeping twins and carrying it out to the lounge. Both Marge and Hormax were waiting for him, exchanging suspicious looks. Hormax had overheard him asking Marge to watch the babies for the evening and had immediately taken offense.

      “I’m your damn partner, boy. Don’t you trust me?”

      Since he could see the hurt behind Hormax’s usual bluster, he had tried to correct the situation, only to have Marge appear equally hurt. In the end, the two of them had reluctantly agreed to work together.

      Were they really reluctant though, he wondered as he returned to his quarters. In spite of the fact that they were constantly sniping at each other, they seemed to spend most of their time together. Hormax even allowed Marge to help him in his precious galley.

      But he was far less interested in the other couple than he was in his own mate. He was waiting on the bed when she emerged flushed and glowing from the shower, wrapped in another one of his shirts. As much as he enjoyed the sight of her in his clothing, it would only get in the way.

      “Take that off,” he growled and watched with satisfaction as she licked her lips, her nipples beading beneath the thin cloth.

      She took a step towards him, then looked over to where the babies usually slept.

      “Where are the twins?”

      “Marge and Hormax are taking care of them.”

      Tired of waiting, he rose and stalked towards her.

      “Together? Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      “It’s a perfect idea. It means we have the entire evening alone.”

      She still looked worried, so he stroked his thumb across the line between her brows.

      “You know that both of them love the twins. They’ll take good care of them.”

      “I suppose you’re right.” She gave him a rueful smile. “I guess this helps me understand how Rachel feels. Because the Vedeckians were going to take them away from us, it’s easy to imagine it happening again.”

      “It will not happen again. I swear on Granthar’s tail that I will never let anyone take them away from you.”

      “I know you won’t let them.”

      “Good. Then can we proceed with my plans for the evening?”

      He unfastened the first button on the shirt, letting the back of his hand skate across her silky skin as his tail curled around her upper thigh.

      “Just what did you have in mind?” Her eyes sparkled with mischief as she pretended to yawn. “I am very sleepy.”

      “In that case, we should put you to bed at once.”

      He ripped the rest of the shirt open, ignoring the buttons that went flying, and lifted her into his arms. Her eyes widened, the sweet scent of her arousal perfuming the air, and he smiled as he carried her to the bed. After he put her down, he paused for a moment to admire his beautiful, perfect mate. He still found it almost impossible to believe that he had been so lucky.

      “Aren’t you going to join me?”

      “Oh, yes,” he assured her, but although he took the hand she held out, he didn’t settle down on top of her.

      Instead, he kissed his way down to her breasts, drawing the taut peaks deep into his mouth. She gasped, her back arching and tugged on his hand. Already guessing her intentions, he let her go, then grinned around her succulent flesh as her hands gripped his shoulders. He lingered over her breasts, while his tail played between her legs, teasing touches intended to arouse rather than fulfill. When both nipples were red and swollen, he nodded in satisfaction and kissed his way down her stomach.

      “Zsoldar?” Her voice sounded oddly uncertain. “What are you doing?”

      “The same thing you did to me this morning,” he murmured, letting his breath drift across her already swollen pearl.

      His cock jerked at the memory. He had awoken with her mouth already on him, the tight, wet suction of her mouth an almost painful pleasure. This time, the twins had remained asleep long enough for her to use her hands and mouth to draw his seed from him in long, shuddering waves.

      “But…” Her voice died away as he closed his mouth around that hard little bud and sucked.

      She cried out a prayer to her god, and he smiled, pleased with her response. He sucked again, then used his tongue to collect more of her sweetness. He had thought her mouth delicious, but this—he could feast for days and never grow tired of her intoxicating taste. He began to explore, using the sound of her voice and the pressure of her nails against his shoulders to determine what she liked best—quickly discovering that slipping his tail into her enhanced her climax. He brought her to climax three times before she stopped clutching his shoulders and pushed against him instead.

      “I don’t think I can take anymore.”

      “Are you tired, mhari?”

      He smiled down at her face, flushed and dazed with pleasure. He had heard of the act before, just as he’d heard of the act she performed on him, but they had never aroused more than a mild curiosity. After his ill-fated attempts, he had assumed that he would not enjoy them. But all he’d needed was his mate. And he had heard of other things…

      “What are you thinking?” she asked. “You have a very devilish look on your face.”

      “Devil?” The translation confused him. “You think I’m an evil being?”

      She laughed and shook her head.

      “Only a little bit evil, and in a fun way.”

      “I will do my best to satisfy that requirement,” he assured her as he bent down to kiss her.

      She responded deliciously, but when her arms came up to circle his neck, he pulled back.

      “I wish to try something. It might be a little bit evil, in a fun way.”

      “That sounds promising—”

      She gasped as he flipped her over onto her stomach and slid a pillow beneath her hips. He decided he approved of this new position, especially when she smiled back at him over her shoulder, her beautiful eyes sparkling. His eyes traced the graceful lines of her naked, tailless back and the tempting curves of her ass. As he stroked the lush flesh, he slipped his tail inside her. Her channel fluttered around him, still sensitive from her previous climaxes, but he pulled it back and slid higher to probe at her delicate bottom hole.

      She gasped again but made no attempt to move away. He pressed gently as his cock slid back and forth across her clit until she opened enough for him to enter the hot, tight channel. She tensed, but then she pushed back and took more of his tail as his hands tightened on her hips. The now familiar heat raced down his spine at the erotic sight, and he couldn’t wait any longer. He entered her in one long, hard stroke, groaning as the additional thickness of his tail made her impossibly tighter.

      “Zsoldar, I can’t…”

      And then she was climaxing, gripping him so tightly that he couldn’t move, and that pulsing grasp brought on his own release, his seed flooding into her as his knot expanded and locked them together. He barely retained enough control to pull her against his chest before collapsing onto the bed.

      “Definitely evil,” she murmured a little while later.

      “But fun?”

      She shivered, sending a new pulse of desire through their still joined bodies.

      “Very fun.”

      He cupped her breast, gently brushing his thumb across the reddened nipple.

      “I have heard of many… fun activities over the years.” And even seen a few in some of the seedier places they’d visited. “But I never understood the appeal. Now I want to try everything. With you.”

      “I have no problem with that plan,” she whispered. “Although perhaps not all in one night.”

      He laughed, then groaned as the vibration reverberated between the bodies.

      “There is no rush. We have the rest of our lives together.”
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      Two days later, Linda peered anxiously at the viewscreen as they landed on Trevelor. Other than the constant worry about Rachel, she had thoroughly enjoyed the time on the ship, but even though the girl was no longer feeding Joy, she hadn’t regained her strength. If anything, she seemed to be getting weaker. Jatek was beginning to show the strain as well, although he remained as patient and calm around Rachel as ever. He had confided his concerns to Zsoldar, but all her mate had been able to do was reassure him that they were making the best speed possible.

      “Is he sure he landed on the right planet?” she muttered doubtfully as she looked out across the landing pad.

      When Zsoldar had mentioned a planet with excellent medical facilities, she had envisioned someplace like the hospital where she had worked before moving to the country—a complex of tall buildings with highly advanced technical equipment and a constant flow of nurses and doctors bustling around. But all she could see from the viewscreen was a cluster of trees that looked like huge pink feather dusters and some brightly colored houses raised off the ground on stilt-like legs.

      They look like they’re designed for birds rather than people, she thought to herself, and then her mouth dropped open as a new type of alien strolled into view. He had a round body perched on long, thin legs and a tall crest of bright orange feathers that continued down over his arms in a semblance of wings.

      “Is that a Trevelorian?” she asked as Zsoldar and Sandy came to join her.

      Sandy had been in the cockpit with Zsoldar during the landing and she gave her an excited grin.

      “Isn’t this place cool? Can we meet some of the bird people, Dad?”

      His face softened as it always did when she used the term, and he nodded.

      “I imagine we will, since this is their planet.”

      “Yay!”

      He smiled at the girl’s enthusiasm as he turned to her.

      “I suspect we’ll see lots of other races as well. As I said, they are renowned for their medical facilities, but in addition to that they suffered little damage from the Red Death and they have become a thriving trading port.”

      Before she could ask any other questions, Jatek came to join them, his face anxious.

      “Can we go?”

      Zsoldar nodded, and they gave Sandy and the twins a quick kiss and hug goodbye. Marge and Hormax were remaining on the ship with Sandy to look after the babies—all the babies. Despite Rachel’s reluctance to be separated from Joy, Linda had managed to convince her that she shouldn’t accompany her to the hospital. She’d also promised that if there were any reason for Rachel to remain at the hospital, she would bring Joy to her.

      Marge had originally intended to accompany them as well, but had decided not to leave Hormax on his own.

      “Who knows what the old fool will get up to without me?” she grumbled, but her tone had softened considerably over the course of the trip.

      After Zsoldar pointed it out, she’d realized that the two of them were almost always together. She wasn’t quite sure she would have classified it as a romance, but as long as her friend was happy she didn’t care.

      Jatek wrapped Rachel in a blanket and carried her carefully down the landing ramp. The hospital they had selected was primarily a birthing clinic, but they provided both pre-and postnatal care and she hoped that since Rachel’s issues had risen from the birth of her daughter, they would be most qualified to help.

      As the four of them set off for the hospital in a vehicle Zsoldar had arranged, she gazed around in amazement. The brightly colored houses became larger and more closely packed, but it never became the urban center she had envisioned.

      Even the hospital didn’t look like the hospital from the outside—a long, low building painted in soft shades of pink and surrounded by lush gardens—but as soon as they entered and spoke to the efficient young male at the desk, she felt on familiar ground. The receptionist was Trevelorian, and she had to bite back a smile when he tilted his head to one side in a birdlike gesture as he studied Rachel. After going through a quick checklist of questions, he nodded briskly and pressed a few buttons on his desk. A moment later, a nurse arrived with a floating chair and Jatek very reluctantly placed Rachel into it.

      “I’m going with her. We all are.”

      The young nurse, a blue-skinned male from an unfamiliar species, cleared his throat officiously. “Our policy is that only one visitor is allowed to accompany a patient.”

      “We aren’t visitors,” she said firmly. “We’re her family.”

      He looked at her, then took in Zsoldar’s size and Jatek’s aggressive posture and gulped nervously.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      He set off down a wide hallway as they followed, and Zsoldar’s tail curved reassuringly around her waist.

      “I’m sure she’ll be fine,” he said softly. “They have an excellent reputation.”

      “But that doesn’t mean they know anything about humans,” she whispered back. Although now that she thought about it, the receptionist hadn’t even blinked an eye at them.

      They ended up in a small examination room and she could see the nurse’s point. Most of the space was taken up by a large medical unit, similar to the machine on Zsoldar’s ship and the two big males occupied most of the remaining space. The nurse gulped again, but didn’t make any additional protests.

      “The doctor will be with you shortly,” he mumbled and fled.

      Jatek started to lift Rachel into the medical unit, but she refused to let go of him so he kept her in his arms as they waited.

      Much sooner than she expected, the door opened and the doctor walked in—a very pretty, very human, black female doctor. She gave them all an amused look.

      “You, put her into the medical unit and step outside. You too,” she ordered Zsoldar, then smiled at Linda. “You can stay if my patient agrees. Would you like her to remain?”

      “Yes,” Rachel whispered, but she was still clinging to Jatek’s hand and he showed no sign of leaving.

      The doctor sighed.

      “I’m going to give you a pelvic exam. They do not need to be present for that. As soon as we’re done, I promise they can come back.”

      “It’s all right, Jatek,” she said softly. “I’ll stay with her.”

      Jatek finally released Rachel’s hand and went to join Zsoldar.

      “I will stand guard outside the door,” he assured her as he led Jatek outside.

      “Of course he will,” the doctor said, rolling her eyes as she closed the door behind them. “Every Cire male seems convinced that the world is full of enemies who will swoop down and snatch their mates away at any moment. I’m TeShawna by the way.”

      “But you’re human,” she blurted out, and TeShawna grinned.

      “Very observant. What’s your name?”

      “Sorry, I just wasn’t expecting to see another human. I’m Linda, and this is Rachel.”

      “Hello, Rachel.” TeShawna’s voice dropped into the soothing professional tone that all doctors seem to adopt. “This machine is going to scan you. All you have to do is lie still while it does. Your notes say you gave birth a month ago?”

      “I… I think so.”

      “It’s been kind of hard to keep track since we were taken,” she explained. “It may be closer to five or six weeks by now.”

      She could see the questions in TeShawna’s eyes, but she only nodded and turned back to Rachel. “As soon as it’s finished, I’m going to do a manual pelvic exam, just like the doctor would have done back on Earth when you went in for your checkup. There’s nothing to worry about, okay?”

      Rachel nodded and closed her eyes as the upper part of the unit began to move. The unit was both larger and more sophisticated-looking than the one on Zsoldar’s ship and Linda gave it a hopeful look.

      “Does it understand human anatomy?” she asked TeShawna softly.

      “To a large extent, and I’m constantly trying to increase its knowledge base.” The doctor grinned at her. “I’m always badgering my friends to have scans done, and I’ll ask you to do the same before you leave, as well as any other humans on your ship.”

      “Your friends are human?”

      “Some of them, yes. How did you end up here? Those fucking Vedeckians?” The doctor’s contempt came through clearly despite her soft tone.

      “I’m afraid so. I manage a small rural hospital, and they just showed up one night and took all of us.” She nodded at Rachel. “Rachel and her baby, me and my chief nurse, another young girl, and the twins I was adopting.”

      TeShawna scowled, shaking her head.

      “I don’t understand why the Patrol can’t stop this. It’s been five years since we were taken, and it’s still happening.”

      She hesitated, not sure if she should mention their experience, but decided to ask Zsoldar first.

      “You’ve been here for five years?” she asked instead. “Does that mean you couldn’t go back?”

      “I didn’t have any reason to go back. Besides, my mate is a Cire just like yours.”

      “How did you know he was my mate?”

      TeShawna laughed. “The tail always gives it away. A Cire’s tail is always touching his mate in some way.”

      The other woman was quite right, although she was so used to it now she didn’t even think about it.

      “And you like it here on Trevelor?”

      “I love it. I have a wonderful mate and family, and I would never have had the opportunity to become a doctor back on Earth.”

      “Those human friends you mentioned—were they with you when you were taken?”

      “I’m afraid so, but we all chose to stay here. Some of them live here in the city and the others are in the Cire colony.”

      Her mouth threatened to drop open again.

      “A Cire colony? Zsoldar never mentioned it.”

      “He may not know. I don’t know how much you know about the history of their planet, but their Council was not happy about any of the males leaving—and certainly not with them finding mates from other races. They aren’t hiding, but they aren’t shouting it out either.”

      “I didn’t know any of that, but I’m not sure he did either. He had a very… unusual upbringing and he was still young when he left.”

      TeShawna gave her a sympathetic smile.

      “If he’d like to know more, I’m sure my mate would be happy to talk to him about it. Once we get Rachel settled, why don’t the two of you come for dinner? And don’t worry, my mate is the cook, not me. I could burn a pot of water.”

      The medical unit chimed and screens filled with information, just as they had on Zsoldar’s ship. These were equally unintelligible to her, but TeShawna read through them swiftly, then nodded. Her face gave nothing away, which worried Linda more than if she’d appear dismayed. Doctors learned very quickly how to mask their reaction to bad news.

      Instead of discussing the results, TeShawna turned and smiled at Rachel.

      “I’m going to perform that exam now. You may feel some pressure, but it shouldn’t hurt. All right?”

      Rachel bit her lip and nodded, but gave Linda a beseeching look. She took her hand, the girl’s fingers alarmingly cold and frail.

      TeShawna was both quick and gentle, and Rachel only flinched once during the exam.

      “Are you still nursing, Rachel?” TeShawna asked as she stepped back, and Rachel shook her head, tears sparkling on her lashes.

      “I couldn’t.”

      “It’s not your fault—it just happens that way sometimes. My friend Cassie also had a difficult time with it. In your case, it means I can give you the best possible medication.”

      “Then I can go home?”

      “Back to Earth?” TeShawna asked gently, but Rachel immediately shook her head.

      “Back to the ship.”

      “Not yet, I’m afraid. But we’ll put you in a nice room with a view of the garden. Jatek can stay with you if you’d like, and your friends can visit.”

      “What about Joy?” Rachel whispered. “I can’t leave her.”

      “You’re going to be very sleepy for most of the next twenty-four hours, so I don’t think that’s a good idea. But as soon as we get through the initial treatment, she can come and stay with you.”

      Linda expected Rachel to argue, but although another tear escaped, she nodded.

      “Twenty-four hours. I can do that.”

      “Good girl. Now why don’t we let your mate wait with you while I arrange a bed?”

      Rachel didn’t even blink when the doctor referred to Jatek as her mate, nodding eagerly.

      “Yes, please.”

      Jatek practically knocked the door down as soon as TeShawna opened it.

      “How is she?” he demanded.

      “She’s going to be fine, but I’m going to give her some medication and admit her to the hospital. And before you ask, yes, you can stay with her,” TeShawna said with a smile. “Why don’t you go and sit with her while I talk to Linda?”

      He obeyed immediately, bending anxiously over Rachel as Linda and TeShawna left the room.

      “So what aren’t you telling us?” Linda asked as soon as the door closed.

      TeShawna looked at her and raised an eyebrow, and she realized that not only had Zsoldar immediately come to her side, his tail was around her waist again.

      “She has some internal bleeding, although thankfully it’s a very slow bleed. Her blood pressure is also far too low. I’m going to give her medication to control both of those, as well as additional nutrition. We should know very soon if it’s successful, although it may take a while for her to regain her strength.”

      “And if the medication is not successful?”

      “Then we would have to operate, but I promise you that Trevelorian technology is excellent if it should come to that. For right now, we’ll concentrate on getting her settled in and administering the medication.” She smiled at Zsoldar. “Your mate tells me that you left Ciresia at a young age. My mate is also a Cire, and I thought you might enjoy talking to him. I’ve invited the two of you to dinner.”

      Zsoldar’s body stiffened immediately, even his tail tensing around her waist.

      “We have to return to our children. Thank you,” he added belatedly.

      TeShawna gave him a puzzled look but didn’t pursue the matter.

      “The offer is open whenever you’re available.” She smiled at Linda. “Now, would you like to take a tour of the hospital before you go?”
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      Zsoldar did his best to hide his feelings, but by the time they returned to the ship Linda was giving him anxious glances. The fact that there was another Cire present on Trevelor shocked him, but there had been worse to come.

      After Rachel had been safely established in a nice room that opened onto a small garden, Linda had taken the doctor up on her offer of a tour. Jatek had remained with Rachel, even though the doctor had said all she would do was sleep. He couldn’t blame the young male—he would have done the same.

      The two females chatted as the doctor showed them around and it was clear that his mate felt at home in the hospital, despite its differences. When they met briefly with the chief medic, it was equally clear that he was impressed with Linda. Under other circumstances, he would have been filled with pride, but all he wanted to do was leave—leave the hospital and leave the planet. The doctor had casually mentioned that not only was she mated to a Cire but that there was an entire colony of Cire warriors on the Trevelor. How could he ever have thought this was a suitable place to settle?

      As soon as they were on board The Lucky Chance, his mate pulled him into the training room.

      “All right,” she said. “Talk to me. What’s wrong?”

      He didn’t want to tell her, but what choice did he have?

      “The Cire have a very strict code of honor,” he began, and she rolled her eyes.

      “I already knew that.”

      “How did you know that?”

      “It’s obvious in everything you do. I would trust you with my life, just as I would trust you with our children’s lives.”

      Unable to find the words, all he could do was pull her close and kiss her. She melted into his arms as always, but when he raised his head she put her hand on his chest.

      “As much as I enjoy kissing you, I don’t think we’re through with this conversation.”

      He sighed. “You are correct. As honored as I am by your trust in me—a trust I would never betray—I have not always behaved as a Cire warrior would. I am concerned how the other Cire will react to my arrival.”

      “You mean because you’ve done things like winning a ship in a game of sabac?” She shrugged. “I already told you that as long as you weren’t cheating I didn’t see anything wrong with it. Are you afraid they would feel differently?”

      “I suppose so. But that is not the only misstep I have made. The first thing I did after leaving Ciresia was to break a contract.”

      “Why did you break it?” she asked gently.

      “He wished me to harm those weaker than myself for the pleasure of others.”

      “Then you did the right thing to leave.”

      “But I had given my word.”

      Even if it had been given to the same evil male who had gotten him drunk for the first time, introduced him to sabac, and sent that first female to his quarters. His tail started to lash in agitation, but she put her hand around it and gave it a soothing stroke.

      “Zsoldar, I don’t pretend to know what it’s like out here, but there are always predatory people who want to take advantage of those who are young and innocent. I suspect you were both, especially after living in isolation for so long. I still don’t think you did anything wrong.”

      “I am not sure that a Cire would agree with you.”

      “Then that’s their problem.” She hesitated for a moment. “Maybe the Cire who live here won’t judge you as harshly as you think. TeShawna told me that the reason they’re living here is because they disagreed with the Council.”

      He gave her a shocked look. The Council represented the ultimate source of law on Ciresia, especially after the Red Death arrived. Disobeying them was unthinkable. But then again, hadn’t his own father defied them by taking his family into the wilderness?

      “There have been other transgressions over the years,” he added, determined to tell her everything.

      “Such as—” She came to a halt and shook her head. “You know what, I’m not even going to ask. I don’t care about your past. I care about how you treat me and the children.”

      Warmth filled his chest and he pulled her closer as he considered her words.

      “You like the doctor, don’t you?”

      “I do. And I’d like to get to know her better.”

      “Then perhaps we should join her and her mate for a meal. But why don’t we invite them here instead?”

      He felt more comfortable on the ship than anywhere else, and If the male did not approve of his past, he would be free to leave.

      “All right,” she agreed. “I’ll ask TeShawna when I go back to the hospital this afternoon to check on Rachel. Now let’s go spend some time with our family.”

      They went to the lounge and found Hormax recounting an outrageous version of one of their adventures while Marge and Sandy listened in wide-eyed appreciation. The babies were on a blanket on the floor, kicking their chubby little legs, and he found himself smiling.

      When Sandy looked up and saw them, she rushed over to give him a hug, and more of his tension disappeared. He had a family who loved him. If the Cire male disapproved of him or his actions, he knew he would regret it, but in the end this was all that really mattered.

      When they returned to the hospital that afternoon, Rachel was already showing signs of improvement and Jatek was so thrilled he was practically glowing. The doctor told them that she didn’t believe surgery would be necessary, and he could see the relief on his mate’s face. She looked a little surprised at Linda’s invitation, but agreed readily enough.

      The following evening, Marge and Hormax took Sandy to the hospital to visit with Rachel while their dinner guests joined them. He hadn’t wanted them to go, but if the Cire male did react badly, he was afraid that both Hormax and Sandy would be too quick to take offense on his behalf.

      When their visitors arrived, he was waiting for them at the bottom of the landing ramp. Mekoi, the Cire male, was older than he’d expected, with an intelligent face and uncomfortably penetrating eyes, but he nodded politely when TeShawna introduced them. He was carrying a young girl, while TeShawna had a baby bundled against her chest.

      “Linda and the twins are upstairs waiting for you,” he told TeShawna.

      “Good, I can’t wait to meet your twins. These two are four years apart and that’s hard enough. Put Vanessa down, Mekoi, and I’ll take her with me.”

      The baby snuggled against her chest wiggled as she spoke, and he thought he caught a glimpse of a tiny tail wrapped around the female’s arm, but that was impossible.

      “I will accompany—” Mekoi began, but TeShawna shook her head.

      “It’s pretty obvious that Zsoldar wants to talk to you. I’ll be right upstairs, and I’ll be perfectly safe. Have your male talk and then come and join us.”

      Mekoi obviously did not like it, but he gave a reluctant nod and put the little girl down. TeShawna grinned, kissed his cheek, and led the little girl up the landing ramp.

      “You wish to speak to me?”

      The other male’s voice was still polite, but not friendly, and Zsoldar knew this hadn’t been the best way to start the evening. However, he’d also decided that it would be best to clear the air immediately.

      “I left Ciresia when I was eighteen, even though the Council had ordered all males to remain,” he began.

      To his surprise, Mekoi only nodded. “That was an intelligent decision on your part. Where did you go?”

      He squared his shoulders, trying to stop his tail from lashing.

      “I signed a contract with an offworlder, but when I found out that he intended to use me as a fighter, I broke the contract.”

      He waited for the inevitable look of disgust, but the other male only raised a brow ridge.

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because I have not always behaved in accordance with Cire values. If this is an issue for you, I wish to know.”

      For the first time, Mekoi’s face relaxed.

      “My mate said that you were not familiar with recent events on Ciresia, and I see that she was correct. Many things have changed over the years since you left. I have not always behaved in accordance with Cire values either—or at least not the values we used to hold.”

      “You have not?”

      “No. I helped to conceal a Cire infant from the Council. I mated a human female—and I had a child with that human. None of those are acceptable to the Council, but I would not have changed a single one of them.”

      A wave of dizziness swept over him, a combination of relief and shock.

      “You and your mate have a child?”

      “We have two. I understood you did as well?”

      “We do, it’s just that I was always told—”

      “That a Cire male could only bond with a Cire female, and that without a mate bond children are not possible?” Mekoi shook his head. “We were all told that, but while it is rare, it is not impossible, and the bonds between a Cire male and human female seem to be especially effective.”

      A wave of guilt immediately washed over him.

      “I did not… take precautions because I did not realize.”

      “Then you should tell your mate at once,” Mekoi said firmly. “If it is not already too late and you do not wish to have another child at this time, I can provide you with birth control.”

      “That might be best, especially since our future is somewhat uncertain.”

      “Uncertain in what manner?”

      “I wish to stop traveling and settle down with my family. We have discussed remaining here on Trevelor, but I will have to find employment and housing for our family.”

      Mekoi nodded thoughtfully.

      “My suggestion is that you seek advice from Hrebec. He was our captain and currently leads the Cire colony.” His doubt must have been obvious, because Mekoi laughed. “You do not need to worry. He too has disobeyed the Council. He will not judge you. But for now, shall we join our mates?”

      He nodded, a huge weight sliding off his shoulders. Perhaps this would work out after all.

      But as soon as they reached the lounge, he knew something was wrong.
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      Linda smiled as TeShawna entered the lounge, holding the hand of an adorable little girl who studied her with big dark eyes.

      “Hello.” She smiled at the girl. “My name is Linda. What’s your name?”

      “Vanetha.”

      TeShawna laughed. “As you can probably tell, Vanessa just lost her first tooth. She’s five.”

      “Almoth thix,” Vanessa interrupted.

      “Almost. And this is Jaden,” she added, rocking the bundle she was holding. “He’s only six months old.”

      Six months?

      “Is he adopted?”

      “Oh, no. If your mate ever lets mine join us, you’ll see that Jaden is the spitting image of his father.”

      TeShawna pulled back the blanket as she spoke, revealing a child who was clearly Cire in every way except that his skin was bronze rather than green. She swayed and had to catch the edge of the couch before her knees gave way.

      “I thought… I thought it was impossible.”

      The other woman rolled her eyes. “That’s what the Cire Council wanted everyone to think. Actually, I shouldn’t say that. They may have really believed it, but they certainly weren’t willing to experiment.”

      “But Zsoldar…”

      “Hmm. He probably doesn’t know,” TeShawna said thoughtfully. “I think my friend Abby and her mate were the first two to figure out that as long as there is a mate bond, it can happen.”

      “A mate bond?” she whispered.

      “You know, when he knots inside you.”

      “Whath a knot, Mama?” Vanessa asked, and TeShawna laughed.

      “I forget that little pitchers have big ears. I’ll tell you later, sweetie. Would you like to color?”

      Linda did her best to recover her composure while TeShawna got her daughter settled with paper and colored markers.

      “I’m not sure what you mean about the knot,” she said softly when the other woman returned.

      “The knot is what allows their seed to be fertile.” TeShawna frowned at her. “It’s obviously not Zsoldar’s fault because he didn’t know, but if you’ve been having unprotected sex, you may be pregnant. Do you want to come see me tomorrow so I can give you a test?”

      She shook her head, fighting down a wave of hysterical laughter.

      “It’s not necessary.”

      “Good. He was smart to take precautions, but I’m sure he’ll be thrilled when you tell him. You know how much it means for them to have children and know that their race will live on.”

      Zsoldar and Mekoi showed up just as TeShawna finished speaking, and the distraction lasted long enough for her to try and get her emotions under control again. From the way Zsoldar was looking at her, she didn’t think she was entirely successful, so she asked him to check on the meal that Hormax had prepared before he left while she went to get the twins.

      What am I going to do? They had both believed they couldn’t have biological children, but he could—just not with her. I have to tell him, she thought, fighting back a wave of tears. TeShawna was right. Having children was vitally important to the Cire. He had already proven himself to be an excellent father. Was there another female out there who could give him children—the children she couldn’t give him? The thought haunted her as she picked up Natalie and hugged her, taking comfort in her sweet baby scent. Could he be content with three children they already had?

      She was on her way back to the lounge with the twins when Zsoldar came towards her.

      “What is wrong, mhari?”

      “Nothing,” she said, trying to smile.

      He shook his head. “There is clearly something wrong.”

      “Can we… can we talk about it later?”

      He hesitated, then nodded.

      “If you are sure that is what you want.”

      “I do. Let’s just have a nice evening.”

      She couldn’t entirely put aside her sorrow—or her fear—but she managed to fake it well enough that the evening passed pleasantly. The one thing she couldn’t do was look at Jaden. The beautiful little boy was too poignant a reminder of her own failings. TeShawna noticed, giving her a puzzled look a couple of times, but as they finished the meal, the others returned and it was easier to avoid such notice.

      Vanessa was fascinated with Sandy, and Sandy was very sweet to the little girl. She’s going to make a wonderful big sister, she thought, and had to fight back another surge of emotion. Marge and TeShawna got into a discussion about nursing practices, while the three males discussed some of the places they had seen on their travels. It would have been a perfect evening, except for the pain eating a hole in her chest. She fussed over Natalie and Nathan and did her best to smile as she waited for the evening to end—except the end of the evening meant having a conversation with Zsoldar that she did not want to have.

      With all the babies and small children, the party broke up early. As they said their goodbyes, TeShawna leaned over.

      “I’m worried about you. Come see me tomorrow.”

      If nothing else, she supposed she owed the other woman an explanation so she nodded. “All right.”

      As soon as they left, Zsoldar turned to Marge and Hormax.

      “Can you watch the twins for a little while? Linda and I need to talk.”

      “Is that what they’re calling it these days?” Hormax laughed, but Marge elbowed him.

      “Shut up, you old fool. Go ahead and take as long as you need.”

      From the sympathetic look in her friend’s eyes, Linda suspected that Marge had at least partially guessed what was bothering her.

      As soon as they entered their cabin, Zsoldar picked her up and carried her to the couch, sitting down with her in his arms.

      “Now, mhari, tell me what’s wrong.”

      She burst into tears.

      He tightened his grip, his tail a comforting warmth around her waist, and rocked her gently until she was too exhausted to cry anymore.

      “Tell me what’s wrong. Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “No, it’s not you. It’s me.”

      “What do you mean? Did the doctor say something to upset you? Please tell me you are not ill.”

      “An illness could be cured,” she said bitterly, and he tensed.

      “You are scaring me, mhari.”

      “I’m sorry.” She took a deep breath. “I found out this evening that a Cire male can have children with a non-Cire female. If they establish a mate bond and he knots inside her, then his seed becomes fertile.”

      “Yes, Mekoi told me. I am very sorry, mhari.”

      She gave him a stunned look.

      “You are sorry? Why?”

      “Because I did not know, we did not discuss the possibility or take any precautions. You may be pregnant.”

      She couldn’t help it, she started to laugh—a hysterical sound that turned into choked sobs.

      “I am so sorry, mhari.”

      “You don’t understand, Zsoldar,” she said when she finally managed to stop crying. “It wouldn’t matter if you had knotted inside me a thousand times. I cannot have children.”

      “You are not upset because you might be pregnant, but because you are not?” he asked carefully.

      “Yes. Not only not pregnant, but will never be pregnant.”

      “I see,” he said thoughtfully, then shrugged. “Then we will be content with three.”

      “You aren’t upset?”

      “Upset? Why would I be upset?”

      “Because as long as you are with me, you will never have a biological child. I can’t help you save the Cire race from extinction.”

      “The Cire race does not appear to be going extinct,” he said dryly. “Mekoi and TeShawna have a son, and from what he told me many of the other Cire males here have children as well.”

      She wanted to believe him so badly, but Edward had also told her that it didn’t matter.

      “You still appear troubled,” he said, tracing his finger down the wrinkle between her brows. “Did you want a child?”

      “I wanted to be a mother,” she admitted. “But with the twins and Sandy, I am a mother.”

      “Then why are you still frowning?”

      “I was married once, back on Earth.” He growled, but she ignored it. “He told me he didn’t care that I couldn’t have children, but then he got another woman pregnant and divorced me to be with her.”

      He growled again, even louder this time.

      “May Granthar curse that worthless male. I would never do that. Do you not know how much I love you, Linda? I would never betray you.”

      The knot inside her chest eased as his words settled over her. She could feel the truth not only in the words, but in the way he had treated her from the beginning.

      “I love you too, so much.”

      He kissed her, kissed her until she was breathless and clinging to him and her body ached with desire.

      “We should get back,” she said reluctantly when he finally lifted his head.

      “Yes, but not yet.”

      His tail curved between her legs as a big hand cupped her breast.

      “Hormax already thinks we just came in here to have sex,” she protested halfheartedly.

      “Then he will be right.” He shrugged and tucked her closer so that she was pressed tightly against the thick ridge of his erection. “Marge said to take as long as we needed. And I need you very much, mhari.”

      “Well,” she whispered as he applied the perfect amount of pressure to her aching nipple. “Maybe if we’re quick.”

      “I will do my best,” he promised and kissed her again.

      His best wasn’t quick, but it was very, very good.
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      Linda woke up alone the next morning. Zsoldar had left early because Mekoi was taking him to visit someone named Hrebec at the Cire colony to discuss housing and possible jobs, and Sandy had joined them. They planned to be back by midday, so she decided she would keep her promise and go to see TeShawna that morning. She smiled as she dressed, feeling lighter than she had in a very long time, then walked into the lounge to find Marge and Hormax kissing. Oops.

      She quickly started to back away, but she must have made a noise because they jumped apart. Hormax glared at her and stomped out of the room while Marge pressed her hands to her flushed cheeks. She’d never seen her friend look so flustered.

      “I knew all that arguing was just a cover,” she teased.

      “It really isn’t,” Marge protested. “He’s an annoying old fool.”

      “But…”

      Her friend sighed. “He drives me crazy, but it’s kind of in a good way.”

      “Does that mean you’re going to stay?”

      “It looks that way, doesn’t it? Am I the one who’s crazy?”

      “You told me to seize happiness wherever I found it. Shouldn’t you do the same?”

      Marge’s face softened. “I should. And as strange as it seems, he does make me happy.”

      “Good. Where are the twins?”

      “I just put them down for a nap.”

      “I hate to disturb them, but I promised TeShawna I’d visit her this morning.”

      “Because of the baby thing?” Marge said, her eyes sympathetic.

      “Yes, although she doesn’t know that specifically. She just knows I was acting strangely and I need to explain.”

      “So go on. I’ll watch after the twins until you get back.”

      “As long as you’re sure it won’t interfere with your makeout sessions…”

      Marge blushed, grinned, and threatened to throw a pillow at her. She laughed and went, glad to see her friend so happy.

      TeShawna was in her office when Linda arrived at the hospital, but her smile was distinctly cooler.

      “What happened yesterday?” she asked bluntly. “Do you have a problem with my son?”

      “Jaden? Oh, God, no. He’s beautiful. I would give anything…” In spite of all the tears she’d cried the previous night, there were still a few more left in her system.

      TeShawna’s face softened, and she handed her a tissue.

      “Is that what’s wrong?”

      “I can’t have children,” she blurted out. “My uterus is too damaged to carry a baby. It’s been… difficult, but with Zsoldar neither one of us thought it was possible. When I found out that it was, and I knew I could never give him any…”

      Her voice trailed off, and TeShawna nodded, giving her a rueful smile.

      “I understand. And I suppose I didn’t help matters by talking about the extinction of their race.”

      “It didn’t make it any easier,” she admitted. “My previous experience also didn’t help, but Zsoldar’s convinced me that it doesn’t matter to him—unlike my ex.”

      She found herself telling TeShawna about Edward, and the other woman was outraged on her behalf.

      “I would have cut off his balls with a rusty knife,” she said, and Linda believed her. “If it makes you feel any better, you should know that a Cire male can’t cheat on his mate. It is physically impossible. Their biology prevents it.”

      She decided it didn’t make any difference—she trusted Zsoldar.

      “I really am sorry about last night, and I hope we can have dinner again. Without all the drama this time.”

      TeShawna smiled. “I’d like that very much.”

      Linda told her goodbye and went to spend some time with Rachel. As she approached the girl’s room, she saw a big black-uniformed back in front of her. Assuming it was Jatek, she hurried after him and put her hand on his arm.

      “Is something wrong? You don’t usually leave her—”

      A strange golden-furred male frowned down at her. For a moment, she thought it was Officer Lechta, but although they were the same species this wasn’t the same male. She let out a sigh of relief.

      “I’m sorry. I thought you were someone else.”

      She started to back away, but he put his hand around her wrist. He wasn’t hurting her, but there was enough strength in his grip for her to realize she couldn’t get away from him unless he released her.

      “Who are you looking for?” he demanded.

      “Just a friend. But since you aren’t him, I better go find him.”

      He didn’t seem to be paying attention to her answer, still frowning down at her.

      “You are human, are you not?”

      She started to lie, then thought better of it.

      “Yes, that’s right. Now I really must be going.”

      She pulled tentatively against his grip, but he didn’t even seem to notice.

      “Are you looking to be returned to your planet?”

      Her mouth dropped open.

      “What? No, not at all. I am very happy here.”

      “In that case, have you been registered?”

      “Registered?”

      He sighed.

      “I do not understand why it is so difficult for people to follow regulations. If someone enters the Confederated Planet systems from another location, they are supposed to register with the Patrol.”

      “I’m sorry, but no one has ever told me that. I’ll be sure to attend to it right away.”

      “Good, then you can accompany me to the office.”

      “But my friend…” He didn’t listen, already striding ahead.

      “No, really. I can’t go with you right now.”

      “Why not?”

      She started to tell him that she had a friend in the hospital, then reconsidered just in time. Would he try and force Rachel to come with him the same way he was forcing her? She couldn’t take the chance.

      “I told you. I’m meeting someone and he will be worried if he can’t find me.”

      He frowned again, and for a moment she thought he might actually let her go free. Instead, he gave a decisive nod and resumed walking.

      “You may leave a message for him at the reception desk.”

      Great. Since her translation implant only worked for speech, she couldn’t leave Zsoldar a message in whatever language the Cire used, and he wouldn’t be able to read a message in English. English… TeShawna!

      The doctor seemed like her best bet, especially since Zsoldar had left with her mate. When they stopped at the reception desk, the Patrol officer waited impatiently while she scribbled a brief message for TeShawna explaining what happened.

      “Can you get this message to Dr. TeShawna as soon as possible? It’s very important,” she added as she passed the message to the receptionist.

      Unlike the efficient young male who had seen them originally, this one simply looked bored, although he gave her a casual nod.

      “Why the doctor?” the officer asked suspiciously.

      “Because I’m not sure exactly where he is, but we were supposed to meet up with the doctor later. She’ll be sure to see him.”

      He hesitated for another moment, frowning down at her message.

      “What language is that?”

      Her mind went blank, and the only other name she could remember was the planet to which they had been taken.

      “Hagyatti,” she said innocently, praying that he wasn’t familiar with the planet.

      “I don’t recognize it.”

      “There are a lot of different languages in the Confederated Planets,” she agreed.

      His frown deepened.

      “The sooner everyone learns to use Galactica, the better,” he grumbled, but to her relief he let it drop as he towed her inexorably towards the door.

      He still wasn’t hurting her, and despite his brusque manner he had eventually listened to her. Zsoldar had told her that the Patrol had an excellent reputation. She could only hope that this officer was simply overzealous rather than malicious. With any luck, she could provide whatever information he required and be back before Zsoldar received her message.

      It turned out they didn’t even have far to go. He marched her down several streets filled with colorful houses and intriguing little stores before coming to a halt in front of a building that looked completely out of place on Trevelor—a square white block with no windows and no surrounding vegetation—the sort of contemporary architecture she had initially envisioned. At least it looked sterile rather than threatening, and she followed him obediently into the building and across a broad, empty lobby. The building seemed curiously silent, and she shivered, suddenly uneasy.

      “There don’t seem to be very many people here.”

      He made a disgusted sound.

      “Headquarters insists that we only need a minimal presence here since Trevelor is so peaceful. I keep trying to tell them that if they want regulations obeyed, I need additional males. Especially when we have visiting officers. How am I going to demonstrate our abilities with only a minimal workforce?”

      “Maybe you could explain that the minimal number of officers is the result of your efficiency,” she suggested, and he nodded thoughtfully.

      “Perhaps so.”

      He relaxed enough to actually give her a nod of approval as he opened another door into a large room filled with open cubicles, only a few of them occupied by other officers.

      “You see,” he said triumphantly. “It has only been a few hours, but I have already located one of those humans that you were inquiring about, Officer Lechta.”

      Her mouth went dry as the tall figure in the center of the room turned to look at her.

      This time it really was the Patrol officer who had tried to take Rachel.

      It took him a moment longer, but she saw the second he recognized her. A slow, vicious smile spread across his face.

      “Excellent work, Sub-Officer Roskur. You have apprehended a very dangerous criminal.”

      Roskur gave him a confused look.

      “This female? I simply brought her here to register.”

      “Oh, yes, a very dangerous criminal indeed. I will have to deal with this one personally.”
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      “Well?” Mekoi asked as they began the journey back to Wiang. “What did you think of the colony?”

      Zsoldar hesitated, and saw Sandy pull a face. He suspected that her opinion was similar to his own. It was a beautiful location, and the occupants seemed quite content, but it was very… domesticated. It had neither the challenges of the wilderness nor the excitement of the city

      “I enjoyed meeting Captain Hrebec.”

      Although somewhat intimidated. The Cire male had a calm, authoritative demeanor and eyes that seemed to see every transgression he’d ever made. Despite that, Hrebec had made several helpful suggestions and even invited them to his home to meet his mate and three children. The oldest was fully human, the second fully Cire, and the third a combination, but they all appeared happy and well loved. Hrebec’s mate was a charming female who reminded him of Linda.

      At the thought of his mate, he found himself pressing his foot against the floorboard as if he could make the flyer move faster by sheer force of will. Mekoi noticed and laughed.

      “Not much longer. I assume from your diplomatic change of subject, the thought of moving to the colony doesn’t interest you?”

      “I’m not sure it would be a good fit. Hormax intends to use The Lucky Chance for short trading trips, and it would be more convenient if we were located closer to the port.”

      “You do not need to justify your decision to me. We originally stayed in Wiang so that TeShawna could attend medical school, and of course now she is working at the hospital, but we enjoy the amenities of city life.”

      The radio suddenly beeped, and Mekoi frowned as he reached forward to answer it.

      “TeShawna? Is something wrong?”

      “I’m not sure. I received the same strangest message from Linda. She said that a Patrol officer insisted that she was required to register with the Confederated Planets, even though no one is enforcing that law.”

      “The law hasn’t been enforced since before the Red Death,” Mekoi said, frowning.

      “That’s why I thought it was strange. The receptionist said she didn’t appear to be in distress, but it has been over an hour and she’s still not back, so I thought I’d better call you.”

      He growled as Mekoi gave him a grim look.

      “We will be there as fast as we can,” Mekoi promised, the speed of the vessel already increasing to the point where the air hummed over the wings, but it still wasn’t fast enough to suit him. He looked over his shoulder at Sandy, whose face had turned pale and frightened.

      “Do you think they’re like the ones who tried to buy us?” she whispered.

      “I do not know, but I intend to find out.”

      

      And I’m back in a cell again, Linda thought despairingly as she paced the four steps back and forth allowed by the small space. The fact that the white metal walls and metal bunk reminded her of the Vedeckian ship only made it worse.

      Lechta had ordered a still clearly skeptical Roskur to place her in the cell at least an hour ago. From the occasional muffled argument she could hear through the thin cell wall, she suspected that Roskur continued to question the decision. Perhaps his stubbornness would come in useful this time.

      Where was Zsoldar? Surely he must be back from the Cire colony by now. What if the bored receptionist had forgotten to give her message to TeShawna? Or if TeShawna hadn’t noticed it? No, even if all of those things had happened, as soon as Zsoldar realized she was gone, he would come looking for her. She had absolutely no doubt about that.

      If only she knew what Lechta had in mind.

      Be careful what you wish for, she thought as the door opened a few moments later and Lechta appeared. He shut the door behind him, but the cells were very close to the bullpen where the other Patrol officers were located and she thought they would hear her if she screamed. She hoped. She also hoped that they were decent enough to intervene if that occurred.

      “It appears that the rumors of your death were greatly exaggerated,” he snarled. “Did all of you escape?”

      She refused to give him the satisfaction of answering him, and he took a threatening step closer, looming over her. He must be close to Zsoldar in size. He stepped even closer and her nose wrinkled. He smelled… wrong, like meat that had been left to rot.

      “Do not make me repeat myself. Did my bounty survive?”

      He was still obsessed with Rachel? She did her best not to react, but something in her expression must have given her away because he smirked.

      “I see that she did. Excellent. Where is she?”

      She refused to say anything.

      “Listen to me, you little bitch. That girl was mine, and I intend to have her. If you cooperate, I will sell you to a kind master. If you do not, I’ll send you to the lowest whorehouse I can find.”

      That time she must have succeeded in keeping her expression neutral, as he gave a frustrated growl and paced the same path she had taken, although it only took him two steps to cross the cell.

      “So you intend to be stubborn, do you?”

      He snarled before he made an obvious effort to push aside his frustration. His expression turned sly as he studied her.

      “I expect you females are loyal to each other,” he said thoughtfully. Apparently he took her silence as agreement, because he nodded. “Which means that she must be close by.”

      It took every bit of self-control she had not to react, but she must have been successful because he looked annoyed. Far too late, it occurred to her that she should have told him that Rachel had died, but it was too late now. He was a worthless son of a bitch, but he was not stupid and she wasn’t going to make the mistake of underestimating him.

      “No matter. I will simply start the search with the usual places—hotels, landing fields, hospitals…”

      She didn’t think she’d responded to his last suggestion, but he suddenly looked thoughtful. “Roskur did say that you were in the hospital when he found you.”

      He gave her a triumphant look, but she did her best to ignore it. Trying to deny his speculation would only make him more suspicious. Clearly annoyed, he moved back in front of her, his foul smell threatening to make her sick as his hands sank into her shoulders.

      “You had better hope I find her, because if I don’t, I’m going to make sure you suffer,” he snarled.

      Dozens of responses sprang to mind, but she kept her mouth closed as he gripped her shoulders even tighter, his fingers grinding against her bones. His grip became increasingly painful and while she didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of screaming, she could think of no other way to alert the other officers as to what was happening. Just before she reached her limit, there was a commotion from outside. He snarled again and let her go. She leaned back against the wall, grateful for its support as her knees threatened to give way.

      “What the fuck is going on?” he snapped.

      As he yanked the cell door open, she caught a brief glimpse of a big, green figure and happiness filled her. Zsoldar was here. He had come for her.

      “Arrest that male at once,” Lechta snapped. “He is a known slave trader.”
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      “You want me to arrest the Cire?” Roskur asked doubtfully as Lechta came stalking out of the row of cells at the back of the space.

      Zsoldar clenched his fists as tightly as he could to avoid attacking the unworthy male.

      “I am not the one trafficking in slaves. That is your department.”

      There was an audible gasp from the surrounding officers, all avidly watching.

      “Nonsense,” Lechta snapped. “He is the guilty one. Restrain him at once.”

      “But, sir, he is Cire,” Roskur protested again.

      “I am well aware of what he is.”

      “And everyone knows they wouldn’t do anything dishonorable.”

      If he weren’t so enraged, he would have laughed at the frustrated look on Lechta’s face. He had met other males like Roskur. He was both slow and stubborn, and very little was going to change his mind until he was ready. Lechta was in a difficult position. If he admitted he’d been on the planet where the slaves were being held, he would have to provide an excuse for his actions, especially since Zsoldar was quite certain he’d never reported the mission.

      “He is trying to claim this human for nefarious purposes,” Lechta insisted, but it was a weak argument at best and the other officers exchanged doubtful glances.

      “There is nothing nefarious about it,” he said calmly. “She is my mate.”

      Roskur immediately nodded.

      “There, you see. A Cire would never choose a criminal mate.”

      “A Cire male only mates with a Cire female,” Lechta snapped.

      “No, sir, that doesn’t appear to be true. Especially not here on Trevelor.”

      Lechta looked from Zsoldar to Roskur’s stubborn face to the clearly skeptical officers and he snapped, yanking his weapon out of its holster.

      “I have no intention of wasting any more time trying to convince you. The Cire and the human are dangerous criminals, and I am taking them into my custody now.”

      “But, sir,” Roskur protested. “Article 57, subsection 5 mandates—”

      A shot rang out. Roskur turned as pale as it was possible for a furred alien to be as he looked at the hole where his hand had been resting only moments ago.

      “I said I’m tired of arguing. They are both coming with me now. Move, Cire,” Lechta ordered but Zsoldar crossed his arms over his chest and glared at him.

      The other male stalked closer, clearly intending to jam his weapon into Zsoldar’s side, but it was the opportunity he’d been waiting for. As soon as Lechta was close enough, he grabbed the hand holding the weapon and smashed it down across the nearest desk. He heard the distinct snap of broken bones as the weapon went flying. Lechta howled, but refused to give up, grappling with him with a surprising amount of strength for a one-armed man.

      The officer fought furiously, but the outcome was never really in doubt, and he quickly pinned Lechta to the floor, taking an inordinate amount of pleasure in the fact that the male was now helpless.

      “Hand me some cuffs,” he ordered.

      “Well,” Roskur said slowly, and he had a sinking feeling that he was about to be on the other side of the male’s slow thinking progress.

      He shot a glance at the other officers, but they didn’t seem inclined to interfere.

      “He attacked you,” he reminded Roskur.

      “I believe it was more of a warning shot.”

      “I missed,” Lechta muttered from beneath him, but no one else was close enough to hear.

      “And we only have your word that you and your mate are not the criminals he sought.”

      “We are not the criminals he is looking for,” he assured him. It seemed like a simpler argument than trying to convince Roskur that there were no such criminals.

      “It is still only your word,” Roskur repeated stubbornly.

      “The word of a Cire.”

      “And mine,” Jatek said from the doorway, his young face pale but determined. “I am prepared to testify that Officer Lechta was involved in efforts to support the slave trade, and in fact planned to own a female slave of his own.”

      “You fucking bastard,” Lechta growled.

      Zsoldar shut the other male up by the simple act of slamming his head against the floor. It wasn’t enough to knock him out, but it was enough to leave him dazed and unable to speak. Roskur looked surprisingly pleased by the move, but he wiped the smile off his face before he frowned at Jatek.

      “Were you involved?”

      “I was,” Jatek said quietly. “Officer Lechta told me that we were going undercover in an attempt to prevent the slave trade. I believed him. I should have conducted an investigation of my own, but I did not because I trusted him.”

      Several of the other officers nodded, and he suspected that loyalty was a trait that the Patrol encouraged. Unfortunately, this had been an occasion where that loyalty was misplaced.

      Roskur also nodded.

      “I am sympathetic with your motivation, but this is not my decision. I must place both of you under arrest and send the matter to the tribunal.”

      Jatek nodded, and Zsoldar realized he had expected such an outcome. He would do everything he could to make sure that the young male did not suffer from his bravery, but in the meantime…

      “In that case, I would be most grateful if you would take charge of this male and allow me to retrieve my mate.”

      Roskur frowned again, and for a horrifying moment, Zsoldar was afraid that he would insist that the two of them also remain incarcerated. He finally nodded and came over to join him, placing a big boot across Lechta’s neck before nodding at Zsoldar.

      “You may release him—he won’t be going anywhere.”

      “Thank you,” he said sincerely as he climbed to his feet.

      The other male nodded, and handed him a set of keys.

      “You may release your mate.” For the briefest second, a flash of humor appeared on that stern face. “But remind her that she is still required to register.”

      He nodded impatiently, already rushing to her cell. She flew into his arms as soon as he opened the door, and he breathed a sigh of relief as he gathered her close. As long as they were together, they could face anything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Three weeks later…

      

      “How much longer?” Rachel demanded for at least the tenth time that day as she paced restlessly around the lounge, and Linda sighed.

      She understood the girl’s concern, even if her impatience was rubbing off on everyone. With Jatek’s fate still in limbo, they had all decided to remain on board The Lucky Chance, but the close quarters were making them all a little irritated.

      Rachel’s recovery had been nothing short of miraculous. They had all been afraid that when Jatek was arrested, she would give up. Instead, it increased her determination to get better. The combination of that determination and the medication that TeShawna had prescribed had her out of the hospital after only a few more days.

      Unfortunately, there had been very little they could do for Jatek. He had forbidden Rachel to visit him, afraid that it would upset her. Linda couldn’t blame him, but she thought that Rachel was a lot stronger than he realized.

      A familiar scent surrounded her, and she smiled as Zsoldar rejoined her.

      “Are they sleeping?”

      He shrugged. “For now.”

      “They are more active every day,” she agreed.

      “And I don’t want to miss this time with them.”

      She frowned, not understanding his point. “There’s no reason why you should.”

      “One of Hrebec’s former shipmates runs a training school. He has suggested that I teach classes there. The schedule is flexible enough that I can still spend time with the children.”

      “Then that sounds perfect.”

      “The pay is quite modest.”

      Ah. She finally understood his hesitation.

      “Does that mean you’re not going to shower me with luxuries?” she teased gently, but his face clouded. “Stop that,” she scolded, squeezing his tail. “You know I was kidding. I don’t care about such things.”

      “But you deserve them.”

      She’d had every conceivable luxury during her marriage, and she knew how little they meant.

      “As long as I have you and the children, I have everything I need.”

      “You wouldn’t even like a few extra bedrooms?”

      She laughed. “All right, I’ll admit that might be nice. The twins are eventually going to need their own room. But it can wait.”

      “It might not have to. You remember that I contacted Rafalo about the trial? To see if he could help Jatek?”

      “Of course, I remember. He sent Barbara, that terrifying lawyer.” Terrifying, but effective.

      “When he sent me to investigate the Patrol, he told me that he would compensate me. But he also arranged for some repairs on the ship and I assumed that was what he was referring to, but I found out today that he transferred a substantial number of credits to my account. It seems wrong to take them when I have already received so much, but it would be enough to purchase a modest property.”

      “It’s up to you, but I think you should keep them. You put yourself in danger to find us—and to save us.”

      She could see that her words had struck a chord so she let it drop.

      Sandy wandered over and snuggled in between them.

      “This isn’t very exciting,” she whispered.

      “I’m afraid waiting never is, sweetheart. Do you want to get your tablet and we’ll do some reading?”

      Both she and Sandy were learning Galactica. And for a child who disliked school, Sandy soaked up knowledge like a sponge. She was having to work hard to keep up.

      But before the girl could get up, there was a commotion in the hallway and then Jatek was there.

      “You… you’re back?” Rachel whispered.

      “I am. For as long as you’ll have me.”

      Rachel burst into tears and threw herself at him. He lifted her into the air, twirling her around in a big circle before he kissed her.

      “Not another one,” Sandy muttered. “Everyone’s always kissing all the time.”

      “It is very pleasant,” Zsoldar told her, then realized what he’d said. “When you’re an adult. A very, very long time from now. With an appropriate male.”

      Sandy rolled her eyes, then jumped up.

      “Let’s celebrate.”

      

      Later that night, Zsoldar carried the last of the dishes into the galley and found Hormax staring at nothing.

      “Is something wrong?” he asked.

      “Nah.”

      But despite the immediate denial, there was definitely something different about his friend tonight. Was he just tired? He wasn’t as young as he used to be, after all.

      “You did a lot of cooking tonight.”

      “Didn’t know half the town was going to show up,” Hormax grumbled, sounding more like his normal self.

      A lot of people had dropped by to congratulate Jatek, even Sub-Officer Roskur—who had laced his congratulations with ponderous warnings about correct behavior. Still, Zsoldar thought his advice had been well intentioned.

      “I’m sorry about that.”

      “Don’t mind. Kind of nice to have people around.” Hormax slanted a look at him from under thick brows. “But soon as you’re settled, I’m heading out.”

      “I will be sorry to see you go.”

      “I’ll be back. Probably a lot if she has anything to say about it.”

      “She?”

      “Marge is going with me,” his friend said gruffly. “Wants to see some of the universe.”

      “I am very happy with both of you.”

      Hormax scowled. “Probably spend half our time arguing.”

      “You both seem to enjoy it.”

      “Makes the other half more interesting.”

      He laughed. “And on that note, I am going to join my mate.”

      But before he did, he clasped Hormax’s shoulder.

      “Still partners?”

      Hormax’s hand came up to cover his.

      “Aye. Always.”

      He tightened his grip, then went to find his mate. He couldn’t wait to tell her the news, but as soon as he saw her face, he was sure she already knew.

      “Marge and Hormax?” he guessed.

      “Yep. Going adventuring.” She laughed. “I couldn’t decide if she was more excited to be going or annoyed that he’d convinced her to go.”

      “Hormax told me that they’d spend half the time arguing, but the other half made up for it.”

      She laughed again.

      “As we say on Earth, different strokes for different folks. I don’t want to argue with you.”

      “Nor I with you.”

      He stripped out of his clothes and went to join her in bed, but although she snuggled happily against his side, she had an oddly pensive look on her face.

      “What are you thinking, mhari?”

      “A lot of different things, I suppose.”

      “Such as?” he asked when she didn’t continue.

      “I don’t know if you noticed, but L’chong was here.”

      “The Chief Medic at the hospital?”

      “Yes, he came with TeShawna. He told me that as soon as I’m fluent in reading and writing Galactica, he wants me to consider working at the hospital.”

      “Would you like that?”

      “I think I would. I miss it. But maybe only part time so I have time for the children, and you,” she added with a teasing smile.

      “I definitely approve of that. But there’s something else, isn’t there?”

      “TeShawna said there are some procedures that the Trevelorians have developed to help with fertility issues—that one of them might work for me.”

      “Is that what you want?” he asked carefully.

      “I don’t know. I did for such a long time, but it no longer seems as important. What do you think?”

      He considered the matter. He’d told her before that it didn’t matter to him, and it was still true.

      “I think a baby would be loved, and welcome. But our lives will continue to be happy and full without one.”

      Her eyes filled with tears.

      “Thank you, Zsoldar.”

      “For what?”

      “For understanding. For saying what I was feeling but didn’t know how to say. I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      He bent his head and kissed her, and then there was no more talking for a very long time. And even after that, after his mate was sleeping peacefully in his arms, he found himself smiling. A happy life. Such a simple thing—but something that had eluded him for so long. And now, thanks to the female sleeping in his arms, something he knew he could keep.
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      Two years later…

      

      Linda woke to find herself alone in their bed. She smiled and shook her head, already knowing where she would find her mate. Climbing out of bed, she pulled on a soft robe and padded down the hallway to the nursery. As she suspected, Zsoldar had their son Targon cradled against his chest as he circled the room.

      In the end, she had decided to have the procedure that TeShawna had proposed. Not because she thought of herself as a failure and certainly not because she feared losing Zsoldar, but simply because she—they—had so much love to share. When it hadn’t worked immediately, she’d been disappointed but philosophical. Then when she did become pregnant, a year later, she’d almost panicked. But Zsoldar was there for her, and TeShawna, and Marge and Rachel and the whole community they had found on Trevelor.

      “I think he’s asleep,” she said softly.

      “I know.” He grinned at her, as rakish and attractive as he’d been the first time she’d seen him. “I just like walking him.”

      “I should loan you out to other new parents. Rachel was telling me today that Barbara isn’t sleeping because she’s teething.”

      Although Jatek had been completely exonerated, he had decided to leave the Patrol. He and Rachel had moved to the Cire colony and were happily raising crops and babies.

      “We should go and visit them,” he said, then laughed at her expression. “Not to walk the baby but simply because we do not see enough of them.”

      “I would like to see her in person,” she admitted. “I’ll see if we can set up a weekend to visit.”

      “Speaking of weekends, Sandy told me she didn’t want to help with the class next weekend. Is something wrong?”

      In addition to the warrior training classes he taught, he had also started teaching occasional classes on wilderness survival, and Sandy always accompanied him. The bond the two had originally developed back on Hagyatt had only grown stronger over the years.

      “No, nothing is wrong. But there is a dance at the school…”

      “What?” he growled, loud enough that Targon started. He immediately rocked him gently and lowered his voice as he glared at her. “She is far too young for such matters.”

      “She’s almost fourteen, and Marge and Hormax are chaperoning the dance. You know they won’t let anything happen.”

      “She is too young,” he repeated stubbornly.

      “No, she’s not. She’s growing up, Zsoldar.”

      The look on his face was a hilarious mixture of pride and horror, but she hid her smile as she walked over to him and put her hand on his arm.

      “She’s still our daughter.”

      His tail curved around her waist as he sighed.

      “I missed so much of her childhood—we both did—and next she’ll be leaving us.”

      “Oh, I think we have a few more years left.”

      “I will cancel the class and attend the dance,” he announced.

      “You will do no such thing. If you think she’ll appreciate you standing there and glaring at any boy who asks her to dance, you are wrong.”

      He looked even more horrified.

      “She will be dancing with males?”

      Oops. She’d told Sandy they would need to work him up to accepting it, and it looked like she was right. But now was not the time. Instead, she clasped his tail, massaging it gently. His breath caught, but he gave her a suspicious look.

      “Are you trying to distract me?”

      “I’m trying to encourage you to put down our son and come back to bed. You know the twins will be up at daybreak and I’m working at the hospital tomorrow.”

      Once she’d learned Galactica, she’d taken L’chong up on his offer and now worked part time at the hospital. To her surprise, Marge had turned down the nursing job he’d offered her. Hormax continued to use The Lucky Chance for short—legal—trading trips and Marge wanted to be free to go with him.

      “I’d like to spend some time alone with you while we have the chance,” she whispered, rubbing the tip of his tail across her already taut nipples, and his eyes heated.

      “An excellent argument,” he admitted, and carried Targon back to his crib, gently unwrapping the tiny tail from around his arm as he put him down.

      Targon looked like an exact replica of Zsoldar except for his shimmering golden skin and a tiny tuft of dark hair. Black eyes fluttered open for a moment and she held her breath, but then they closed again as he settled back down.

      Together they walked back down the wide corridor. They had chosen a long, low house on the outskirts of town with a huge, overgrown garden and plenty of room for the children to run and play. They checked on the children as they went. The twins were asleep, tucked together in a single bed even though they each had their own bed now. Sandy was sprawled on top of the covers, restless even in sleep. Her room was a cluttered assortment of artwork and mementos from the survival courses and the dresses she’d been trying on for the dance.

      Zsoldar gave them a regretful look and she patted his tail again.

      “Remember that she’s always going to be our daughter, whether she’s climbing trees or dancing.”

      “I know.”

      He let her lead him back to their big bedroom at the end of the hall, but he was clearly still distracted. Hmm.

      She ran her fingers down his chest, relishing the now familiar feel of his nubbed skin beneath her hand, then dipped beneath the waistband of his soft sleep pants. His cock jerked in response as she squeezed the thick shaft.

      “Mhari,” he groaned.

      “Just seeing if you’re paying attention.”

      “You have my undivided attention,” he assured her as she shoved his pants down.

      As always the sight of his thick, perfect cock sent a shiver of anticipation down her spine. Even after all this time, it didn’t seem possible that they fit together so well. She suddenly couldn’t wait any longer. She squeezed again, then used his cock to tug him over to the bed, releasing him long enough to climb up on her hands and knees.

      “Now,” she said, wiggling her ass at him.

      “But I wished to taste you.”

      Despite his protest, his hands were already stroking her ass and his tail sliding through the slick heat between her legs.

      “Later. I need you now.”

      He pulled her closer as the thick head kissed her entrance, and she shivered with anticipation. He slid in, just the tiniest bit, just a hint of the stretch to come.

      “Do you mean like this?”

      “More,” she demanded, but he only gave her another inch and she glared at him over her shoulder.

      He laughed, the devilish look she loved on his face, and then his hands tightened on her hips and he pulled her onto him, filling her with that too big, too hard cock in one long stroke, and sending her into a hard, fast climax that left her happy and quivering.

      He bent over and kissed his way up her spine.

      “Was that what you needed, mhari?”

      “Oh yes.” She smiled back at him. “Now you may take all the time you want.”

      “Then I will take forever, because I will never grow tired of loving you.”
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        Coming next!

      

        

      
        Since summer is here, it’s time to revisit the Alien Abduction series! First up is Rita and the Raider!

      

        

      
        Every good mating begins with a kidnapping…

      

        

      
        Or does it? Can a warrior who has lost everything else give up the one thing he has left to claim the woman he loves?

      

      

      
        
        Click here to order Rita and the Raider!
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        If you’re not already familiar with the Alien Abduction series, now’s a great time to start, beginning with

        Anna and the Alien!

      

      

      
        
        Anna Elliott wanted to get away. But an alien spaceship was not on the itinerary.

      

        

      
        Can a girl and her alien find happiness on a deserted planet at the far end of the galaxy?

      

      

      
        
        Click here to order Anna and the Alien!
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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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