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    The Breeding Experiment 
 
     by Laurann Dohner 
 
      
 
    Darla Mitts has been secretly protecting her younger sister, Becky, for years. She’ll do anything to continue, even if it means leaving their family to work on a United Earth fleet ship. She thinks they’ll be safe. She’s quickly proven wrong when the sisters’ transport shuttle is seized by aliens instead. Aliens who want to force an experimental breeding between humans and the muscular Veslor who was also captured. 
 
      
 
    Gnaw has no intention of touching the human female from the shuttle, no matter how attractive he finds her. But Darla is determined to keep her sister safe by any means necessary, and refuses to take no for an answer. Captured and threatened by the Elth, they agree to work together as a team. 
 
      
 
    What they didn’t expect was starting to feel things for each other. 
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    The Breeding Experiment 
 
    Veslor Mates – Book Three 
 
    By Laurann Dohner 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Keep your head down to avoid drawing notice,” Darla urged her sister, pushing her through the crowd. She kept her own chin tucked low to her chest for just that reason. 
 
    Becky clutched at her arm. “Why won’t you tell me what’s wrong? Why are you scared? Don’t we have permission to be in the city without our brothers or Dad?” 
 
    “Now is not the time to talk. We’ll miss the shuttle if we don’t hurry. I have our new work visas…” She didn’t want to think of the price she’d pay for them later. 
 
    She’d had to promise sexual favors to the guy who’d hired her. That would happen after she was off the planet, when he became her boss.  
 
    But all that mattered was saving her sister.  
 
    “We’ve got jobs on Defcon Red. Working for the fleet will be much better than staying here.” 
 
    “What about Mom and Dad? Our brothers? They need our help to keep operating the greenhouse.” 
 
    “No, they don’t. This is what they want us to do. Us not being there is what’s best for them. Trust me on that.” 
 
    “Dang it, Darla! What’s going on?” 
 
    “Not now,” she snapped, relieved to see the sign for the transport they needed directly ahead. No one had stopped them to demand to see their travel papers. She reached into her pocket with her free hand and yanked out the work visas, gripping them tightly in her fist.  
 
    A man wearing a fleet uniform blocked the ramp to the shuttle. She stopped in front of him and held out the visas. “We’re Darla and Becky Mitt, new-hires on Defcon Red in the garden section.” 
 
    He took the work visas and studied both before staring at their faces. Then he handed them back. “Welcome aboard.” He stepped aside. 
 
    Darla shoved the visas back into her pocket and hauled her younger sister up the ramp, not relaxing until they’d stepped inside the transport.  
 
    They were officially on fleet property.  
 
    A load of stress left her shoulders. No one from her planet could drag them off the fleet-owned shuttle. They’d made it…they were safe. 
 
    Another man in a fleet uniform approached. “Luggage?” 
 
    Darla released her sister and wiggled out of her backpack, passing it over. She motioned for her sister to do the same. The officer took them, walking toward the back of the shuttle to the storage compartments.  
 
    “Why did you give him our stuff?” 
 
    Darla turned to face her sister. “It’s okay. He’s going to store it. This isn’t a land hover where you just drop your bag at your feet.” 
 
    “Oh.” Becky lowered her voice. “How did you get my image on that work visa thing? I didn’t pose for it.” 
 
    “I took some old stills of you with me earlier today, and the guy who made our visas just copied your image from one. Let’s sit.” 
 
    There were rows of seats along the sides of the interior of the long, narrow shuttle. At least fifteen other people had already buckled in near the front. There was an emergency hatch that had three seats near the back of the shuttle. Darla steered her sister there and sat. 
 
    Becky took the seat next to her. “Now—what’s going on?” 
 
    Darla glanced around, making sure no one was near enough to hear her whisper. “Remember that inspection coming up in two days?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “The inspector is new.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “It just…it wasn’t a good thing, okay?” 
 
    Becky frowned. “I don’t understand. The greenhouse is inspected every six months. We’re up to code. What does that have to do with you getting us jobs with the fleet? This is our home, Darla!” Tears filled her sister’s eyes. “I only went along with leaving because I could tell you were really scared. I want to know why. We didn’t even get to say goodbye to our parents or brothers since they were gone picking up new equipment!” 
 
    “They know we won’t be there when they get back. Dad and our brothers could have handled picking up the new harvest machines themselves, but they took Mom with them to give her an alibi, too. That way, none of them can be accused of helping us leave Radison. Becky…I had a deal going with the other inspector. The new one couldn’t be bribed. So, we’re going to work in a huge garden on an Earth fleet ship, where we’ll be safe. Our family will be fine.” 
 
    “What kind of deal? You’re not making any sense. Safe from what?” 
 
    “Being reassigned to another job. A bad one. Leave it at that, Becky. Okay?” 
 
    Her sister opened her mouth, ready to protest. Before she could, another woman spoke. 
 
    “Who let that animal on this transport?” 
 
    Darla lifted her head, staring at the opening where passengers boarded. Shock hit hard and fast at the sight of the huge alien man who’d entered the shuttle.  
 
    She’d seen plenty of news feeds; she could guess what he was. 
 
    Her sister grabbed her arm. 
 
    The big alien glanced their way, and Darla felt her sister press against her side tighter, probably attempting to hide from the alien’s intense bluish-green stare.  
 
    His eyes were brilliant in color. He had everything a human did, as far as two eyes, two arms, and two legs went…but he wasn’t one. The pointed ears proved that. He was also bigger and scarier looking than any guy she’d ever seen in person. 
 
    He tore his gaze away from them to glare at the woman who’d called him an animal. She wore a light gray fleet uniform, her blonde hair pulled back in a severe bun, and had an angry look on her face. 
 
    He handed his bags to the shuttle officer who handled luggage. 
 
    “You need to get off this shuttle right now,” the blonde ordered. She stood from her seat and pointed toward the open door. “This is only for the crew of Defcon Red.” 
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
    Darla felt a chill run down her spine when the alien snarled those words. He sounded equally angry. Not that she could blame him. The blonde woman was being rude.  
 
    “Then get off!” The woman pointed again. 
 
    “I live on Defcon Red.” 
 
    The woman made a huffing noise and took a step forward. 
 
    A man in a dark gray uniform got up and stepped into her path. “Stand down, Barbara. Now. A whole team of Veslors are assigned to our ship. He’s probably returning after getting a few days of leave, too.” 
 
    “I don’t care, Adam. I don’t want that thing near me!” 
 
    “Goddamn it,” Adam loudly hissed. “Shut your mouth and stand down. That’s an order. Put your ass in the seat and seal your lips.” 
 
    Barbara opened her mouth. 
 
    “Commander Bills personally asked for the Veslors to be assigned to Defcon Red,” Adam whispered, but his voice carried easily. “United Earth signed a trade treaty with them. We’re under orders to make them feel welcome. Anyone who doesn’t will be written up—or worse. Remember that tactical team everyone was gossiping about?” He motioned his head toward the big alien. “They messed with the Veslors.” 
 
    Barbara paled before finally retaking her seat. She crossed her arms over her chest and looked anything but happy. Adam turned, staring at the Veslor. He gave the alien a brisk nod before sitting back down, too. 
 
    Darla felt bad for the alien when she noticed the other humans suddenly refused to look at him, putting items on the empty seats as if they were saving them for someone who hadn’t arrived yet. 
 
    She knew only too well what it was like to be treated so poorly. Greenhouse workers lived apart from the city dwellers and were often treated as lower class. 
 
    Making a decision, she cleared her throat. “There’s an empty seat over here.”  
 
    The alien glanced at her. Fear surged but she pushed it down. Her sister gripped her arm in a painful hold but luckily, Becky said nothing. Their parents had taught them to be polite.  
 
    He hesitated briefly then walked right toward them. Becky released her and scooted over. Darla forced a smile, making sure she kept eye contact with the big Veslor. She’d heard things about them on the news…including how they’d helped save a lot of lives on the Gorison Traveler. It had to mean they weren’t a threat to humans. At least, she hoped not. 
 
    He took the seat next to her, encroaching into her space a little. It wasn’t really his fault. He had to be close to seven feet tall and was massive in body size.  
 
    “Thank you.” He had a deeply gruff voice. 
 
    She swallowed. “I’m Darla, and this is my younger sister, Becky.” 
 
    “Hello,” Becky squeaked.  
 
    Darla was proud of her sister for remembering her manners in the face of obvious fear. She reached over and lightly patted her sister’s leg. Becky relaxed in her seat a little. 
 
    Six more people entered the shuttle over the next few minutes, and then the door closed. The engines came online seconds later. The seats under them rumbled and the noise inside muted other people’s soft talking. Everyone began to put on their belts.  
 
    Darla glanced at her sister, who appeared wary. Darla understood. She belted into her seat. “It’s going to be fine.” 
 
    Becky didn’t look convinced as she also strapped in. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” 
 
    That deep voice had her turning her head to peer up at the Veslor. “It’s our first time leaving the planet. We’ve never been on a shuttle before.” 
 
    His eyes really were striking. They were a bright blue with lots of vivid green streaks. Everything on Radison was kind of dull. It was a dust planet. The only vegetation grown inside greenhouses, and even those plants were all dingy shades of browns, dull yellows, and very pale greens.  
 
    “I’m Gnaw,” he said, introducing himself. “And shuttle travel is very safe.” 
 
    He had a weird name, but she appreciated him talking to her. It was a great distraction. “Then why the belts?” 
 
    “It can become bumpy when we transition into space. Then gravity will be gone until we dock with Defcon Red. You don’t want to float around, bumping into others or the walls.” He paused. “Also, they restore gravity quickly when we dock. It avoids injuries if you’re strapped down.” 
 
    “Thank you for telling us.” Darla meant every word. It would have been horrible if she didn’t belt in and ended up getting hurt. Their new boss would probably fire them before they even got to work their first shift. That couldn’t happen. Returning to Radison wasn’t an option. 
 
    He gave a nod, glancing around. 
 
    She did too. Most of the other humans avoided looking their way.  
 
    The shuttle vibrated hard, and then she felt it lift from the ground. Fear flooded her once again. They were going to fly from the surface into outer space. She’d watched plenty of shuttles do it in the distance, from her greenhouse home, but it was terrifying in person. Even more so when the small ship picked up speed.  
 
    The front rose until the shuttle pitched at an alarming angle. 
 
    “It’s normal,” Gnaw murmured, just loud enough for her to hear. 
 
    Becky clutched at her already aching arm, probably adding more bruises. Darla didn’t blame her. The shuttle began to rattle a bit, the entire vessel shaking. 
 
    Without thought, Darla grabbed at the male next to her. Her hand ended up on his thigh, holding on tightly. She vaguely registered his muscular leg was covered in thick material. 
 
    He surprised her by putting his much larger, warmer hand over hers, giving her a gentle pat. To see his darker skin against her overly pale flesh was quite a contrast. He might be an alien, very different from her, but she appreciated his kindness.  
 
    She lifted her chin and met his stunning eyes. He appeared amused. 
 
    “It is fine, female. I travel on shuttles all the time. It will be over soon, and then gravity will leave. It is an experience you might enjoy. Even better, it isn’t a long journey to the ship. Defcon Red sits about twenty minutes out once gravity leaves.” 
 
    “Twenty minutes? I thought we just had to fly up there and the ship would be waiting.” 
 
    He shook his head. “There are a lot of smaller vessels surrounding this planet. Defcon Red is very massive.” He smiled, showing off some sharp teeth. “They keep it farther out to avoid smaller vessels accidently crashing into it.” 
 
    That didn’t comfort her. “Does that happen often? Ships colliding?” 
 
    “No. Because they keep larger ones farther out.” 
 
    Darla had a lot to learn. 
 
    “Twenty minutes shouldn’t make you suffer much.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Her sister sounded alarmed. 
 
    Gnaw glanced at her sister. “Humans tend to do fine without gravity but once it’s restored after long trips, I’ve seen your kind get sick and be unable to walk well. Your bodies feel too heavy. Twenty minutes isn’t long, though. On my way down, none of the humans traveling with me lost their meals or needed medics when we landed on Radison.” 
 
    No one had warned Darla about that, either. “Oh.” 
 
    He met her gaze again. “Why are you leaving your planet?” 
 
    “I’d like to know that too,” Becky piped up. 
 
    Darla shot her a warning look before returning her attention to Gnaw. “We both got jobs with the fleet.” 
 
    He looked over her head at her sister, frowning. 
 
    Becky ducked her face against Darla’s shoulder, as if she were afraid of his attention. Darla felt it was her duty to protect her. It always had been. She shifted in her seat to draw his gaze.  
 
    His gaze returned to her. 
 
    “We heard that the fleet has great benefits for civilian workers, and that they pay better than what we were earning on Radison. Both of us grew up in a greenhouse, and Defcon Red had openings for growers in their gardens. It just seemed like a great opportunity.” She decided to change the subject. “What do you do?” 
 
    “Fight.” 
 
    Her mouth dropped open, but she recovered from his surprising answer quickly. “Oh.” 
 
    “My grouping was asked to do so for humans. We eradicated a bunch of harmful alien creatures on another planet for our last mission. Your people didn’t check for lifeforms before building a settlement. Large creatures were killing the ones who lived there.” 
 
    “Holy shat,” her sister gasped. 
 
    Darla elbowed her. “What she meant to say is, that sounds dangerous.” 
 
    He shrugged his massive shoulders, attached to thickly muscled arms, which bumped her. “Veslors are good at defending weaker species.” He frowned. “No offense to your kind. We are built to fight. Humans…not so much.” 
 
    She glanced up and down his body. “You look it. I mean, tougher than us.” 
 
    He gave a nod, and then glanced around the shuttle. “We are about to lose gravity.” 
 
    She wanted to know how he knew that, but regardless, he proved to be right. The slight shaking stopped—and a sick feeling hit Darla. The lightheadedness had her clutching his thigh tighter, and holding onto Becky, too. Her body felt indescribably weird—and then gravity was gone.  
 
    “Shat!” her sister hissed. 
 
    “Stop cursing,” Darla ordered, fighting her own panic. It wasn’t at all pleasant to lose gravity. Her body felt so odd, as if it wasn’t really a part of her anymore. Her hair began to float, and for one, she was glad she and her sister both kept their long hair in single braids down their backs. 
 
    “Shat is a curse word?” 
 
    Darla turned toward Gnaw, grateful for the distraction. “Yes. It’s a cleaner version of,” she lowered her voice, “shit. We’re not allowed to say that on Radison.” 
 
    “It’s a stupid law by the original founders that’s been kept in place,” her sister added. “Frack instead of the other F word. We get fined if caught saying the real words.” 
 
    “Why?” Gnaw looked confused. 
 
    “The original founders were highly religious. Bad words weren’t allowed.” Darla’s temper sparked. “They kept the law in place for women, but not the men. They don’t consider us morally superior. It’s a sham. They do a lot of bad things to women.” 
 
    “Darla!” Her sister sounded horrified. 
 
    She shrugged. “No one can arrest me anymore for telling the truth. Women aren’t seen as equals on Radison. Men can curse. Women can’t. We also have to abide certain dress codes that the men don’t, or we get punished.” 
 
    Gnaw stared at her in surprise. “Like what?” 
 
    “Our long hair, as an example. Short hair isn’t permitted on a woman. Unless there was an accident, like it caught fire. Even then, an official will inspect us for burn marks. We can trim it when it gets long enough to sit on, but that’s about it. Having hair less than waist-length as an adult will get a woman in trouble. We’re also allowed to wear pants at work or while traveling, but otherwise, we must be in a dress. All of our clothing has to be a certain length and cover most of our skin.” 
 
    “Why?” Now he looked confused. 
 
    “To remind us of who is in charge,” Darla admitted. “Of course, they deny that. They say it’s to help tell the difference between men and women from afar, which is ludicrous. Women who show too much skin are immediately arrested. It’s utter shat. If seeing a knee or elbow makes men attack us, they should be the ones in trouble with our law keepers.” 
 
    “That’s confusing.” He shook his head. 
 
    “The founders and first wave of colonists were from the same church. Really, they were a cult.” At his questioning expression, she explained, “That means they made up their own religion. Not that they’d admit that, either. It’s why they’d left Earth a long time ago. They lived by their own strict beliefs until making a profit got in the way.” 
 
    He opened his mouth, probably to ask another question. That didn’t happen. 
 
    Instead, there was a sudden boom in the shuttle and the lights went out. 
 
    The engines died.  
 
    Gnaw hadn’t warned anything like that could happen! Terrified, Darla blindly reached out and clutched at the big alien male yet again. She was pretty sure her fingers were on his thigh once more, but he didn’t jerk away. Thank god. Touching his huge, sturdy body made her feel safe. 
 
    “What the fuck?” a man hissed. 
 
    A woman yelled, “What is going on?” 
 
    “Someone tell me we’re in orbit and we aren’t about to burn up if we start to fall back toward the planet’s gravity?” 
 
    A couple of screams sounded. A few men cursed loudly.  
 
    “Remain calm,” a man shouted. “The pilots will have everything under control soon.” 
 
    “How do you know? Did you hear that boom? What was that?” 
 
    Passengers began to argue. Some woman sobbed loudly. Darla kept hold of her sister—who pressed against her side—and held on tighter to Gnaw’s leg. He didn’t try to soothe her fears. That began to scare her even more as the arguing in the cabin grew worse, people afraid and panicking. 
 
    “Goddamn it,” a man bellowed. “I’m ordering all of you to shut the hell up. I’m Adam Cook, first-shift pilot on Defcon Red. Is anyone of higher rank on this transport?” 
 
    Everyone grew quiet, except for the woman crying.  
 
    The man spoke again, still bellowing. “We’re all trained fleet members. Get yourselves together. And stop making that racket, woman!” 
 
    The sobbing woman muffled her cries until they ceased. The sudden silence on the shuttle had gooseflesh rising on Darla’s arms. 
 
    “I’m going to make my way to the pilots,” Adam Cook announced. “Remain strapped in and don’t panic. I’m sure it’s nothing. No gravity means we’ve reached orbit. There will be no burning-up-in-the-atmosphere bullshit.” 
 
    “What about life support? Power seems to be completely down.” That question came from a man. 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” Adam snapped. “Defcon Red will be tracking this transport since we’re heading their way and will send a rescue shuttle if the pilots can’t fix whatever went wrong.” 
 
    A tiny light came on, and Darla fixed on it as it floated toward the front of the shuttle. It had to be Adam Cook. He’d unbuckled and was maneuvering his body toward the cockpit. He stopped at the front, and then cursed. 
 
    “The doors aren’t opening,” he called out. “Communications seem to be down. There’s no power at all on this panel.” The light moved. “It must be a total power failure. Backups are down too. Just remain calm.” 
 
    “What’s the time limit on oxygen reserves if life support is down?” It was a male who called the question out. “Does anyone know?” 
 
    “Don’t cause more panic,” a woman ordered. “Defcon Red will reach us before then.” 
 
    A clank sounded from the front. 
 
    “Please, sir,” the same woman yelled. “Don’t try to open that panel!” 
 
    “Who’s talking?” That was Adam Cook. “State your rank, woman.” 
 
    “Bailey Edward, sir. I’m a supply shuttle pilot. Don’t attempt to break open the panel to override the controls for that door. With all power down, you have no idea what’s happening on the other side. Full-system failure tells me it might be catastrophic.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Adam sounded more irritated than concerned. 
 
    “The backup systems are clearly out. That indicates there might be massive damage to the cockpit. Otherwise, the backups would have automatically kicked on. You open those doors and there’s no telling what will happen.” 
 
    “It’s just a power failure,” Adam Cook argued. 
 
    “Sir, no disrespect, but I disagree. We could have hit an asteroid chunk or space debris. Sensors aren’t reliable during transition. Even a tiny rock could have destroyed the cockpit window, taken out all systems, and killed the pilots from rapid air decompression. That section could now be exposed to space.” 
 
    “Fuck!” Adam Cook sounded pissed. 
 
    Darla’s fear doubled. 
 
    The big Veslor put his warm hand over hers, pinning it against his leg. “It will be fine, female. I have this handled.” He released her…then something on his wrist lit up. Darla saw blue wiggly lines on a tiny screen. 
 
    “What’s that?” She’d never seen anything like it. 
 
    “I’ve just alerted my grouping that I need help. They will come.” 
 
    “Do they have a shuttle?” 
 
    He snorted. “No, but they’ll get one. Veslors are loyal. Whatever it takes, they will come.” 
 
    Oddly, that comforted her. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The humans had stopped their panicked bickering for the most part. Gnaw ignored them, instead focusing on soft, metallic scraping noises. It sounded like something was repeatedly rubbing against the back of the shuttle, just behind them. He couldn’t think of the cause, though. 
 
    He braced his feet wider on the floor, closed his eyes against the darkness, and concentrated. 
 
    They were moving. It was hard to detect but his senses were that good.  
 
    With one arm, he reached up, placing his palm on the wall behind his head, and stretched his fingers wide. It confirmed his conclusion. He could feel a slight vibration, metal scraping, and— 
 
    “Um, Gnaw?” 
 
    The low female voice on his side distracted him, and he reached down, finding the female’s hand still resting on his thigh. He gave her hand a gentle pat. “It will be fine.” 
 
    “It’s getting colder in here, isn’t it?” 
 
    He debated on lying but that wasn’t his way. “Yes. Life support is down.” 
 
    “Are we going to freeze to death before we run out of air?” 
 
    “No.” That was also the truth. Their air would run out before the temperatures dropped low enough to cause death if a rescue shuttle didn’t arrive soon.  
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    She sounded relieved, obviously unaware of the immediate danger they were in. He excused her ignorance, since she’d admitted it was her first time leaving her planet.  
 
    He calculated they probably had twenty minutes of good air quality left, at best. Then it would thin enough that they’d lose consciousness long before the cold grew uncomfortable. 
 
    He released the female and tapped on his wrist coms to tell his grouping to hurry, but the signal was gone. 
 
    He scowled. How was that possible? It shouldn’t be. Even with the power on the shuttle down, he wasn’t far enough from his grouping not to be able to reach them. They’d tested it when he’d been on the planet buying his grouping new clothing. They all hated the materials that were available on Defcon Red.  
 
    They’d believed it would be a short job, working for the fleet, but it had stretched into months…and now they had been asked to remain for another mission coming up soon. 
 
    He didn’t like the options his mind came up with for why the signal wasn’t there.  
 
    He closed his eyes and tried to use the implant inside his head. It was very faint, but the link remained active. He had no extra power source to draw from to amplify the signal with the shuttle down. 
 
    The connection grew fainter as the seconds passed. 
 
    His eyes snapped open and a growl tore from his throat. 
 
    The little female next to him startled, her hand on his thigh tightening. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Either we’re moving farther away from Defcon Red, or they are leaving us.” 
 
    “What?” She sounded stunned and fearful. 
 
    “What is that you’re saying?” It was the annoying human male who had put himself in charge. 
 
    Gnaw sealed his lips, his mind going over any reasons why Defcon Red would be farther away from them. And if the large vessel wasn’t traveling away, it had to mean the shuttle was. Had something happened that had sent the shuttle floating deeper into space in the opposite direction of the fleet vessel? Defcon Red should be following, if that were the case, coming after them. 
 
    “Gnaw?” The female pressed her smaller body against his side. 
 
    “Quiet, Darla. I am thinking,” he whispered. 
 
    Something loudly bumped the shuttle.  
 
    “It’s the rescue!” a female shouted from across the cabin. 
 
    Gravity was brutally returned less than a minute later. Someone hit the floor inside the shuttle hard. The power didn’t come back on—but then a loud boom came from the roof. 
 
    Gnaw reached for his safety belt, unbuckled it, and shook off Darla’s hand as he stood. He grabbed the hidden dagger he kept sheathed in his pants. 
 
    Something was seriously wrong. Danger! His instincts were screaming at him. He never ignored them.  
 
    Suddenly, metal screeched from above and part of the ceiling was ripped open.  
 
    Bright lights blinded Gnaw. He threw up his other hand just as something dropped inside the shuttle. He blinked, his eyesight adjusting, and a snarl tore from his throat.  
 
    It was some type of canister device. 
 
    He turned, throwing his body toward the female who’d been kind to him, as well as her sister. He tried to shield them both with his body as a loud pop sounded and thick white gas poured inside the shuttle.  
 
    Screams and shouts filled the transport. He held his breath but his skin tingled. 
 
    Fuck. It isn’t just a lung irritant.  
 
    The screaming stopped. The two females he continued to shield went limp under him.  
 
    Gnaw turned his head and watched as two aliens dropped inside the shuttle where the roof used to be. Unfortunately, they were a race he recognized on sight.  
 
    The Elth had elongated upper bodies, with tentacles under their bellies that acted as arms and legs.  
 
    They met his gaze—all three eyes on each of their long faces flashed with fear. 
 
    He now understood why the aliens had stolen their shuttle and kidnapped them. The Elth liked to perform medical experiments on other races, turning them into docile slaves when they were finished. 
 
    Gnaw wasn’t going down without a fight. He’d kill them all. 
 
    The humans were unconscious and hopefully unhurt. He didn’t have time to check on them. His first priority was killing the threat. 
 
    Their weaknesses were their heads and bellies. 
 
    In one movement, he rose to his full height and lunged at the closest Elth, unleashing his claws. Without pause, he slashed the alien across the midsection. White goo gushed out and the Elth fell to the floor.  
 
    Gnaw turned on another, his lungs burning for air, but he didn’t breathe. The gas was still present, a light fog visible inside the shuttle.  
 
    He stabbed the second one in the rounded top of the head with his dagger and slashed at its stomach with his clawed hand. It used at least five tentacles to shove him away, but it was too late. It dropped, dying quickly. 
 
    He shut his eyes and let his rage take hold, his body transforming into battle mode. The dagger clattered to the shuttle floor as he released it.  
 
    He leapt through the ripped-open ceiling and landed on the roof on four paws.  
 
    More of the aliens waited in the shuttle bay of whatever ship they’d been brought to. There were over a dozen—clearly surprised to see him. He evaluated his attack plan even as he wiggled out of the torn clothing still attached to his body.  
 
    Once free, he sprang off the roof of the shuttle. When he landed in their docking bay, his body almost buckled, his body betraying him, but he refused to pass out. His rage helped him push the weakness back. He was also able to suck in fresh air to fill his lungs. 
 
    He attacked the closest Elth, pounced on it and tore it open with his claws. It cried out in pain but quickly stilled under him. He went for another one, listening as his translator interpreted their language. 
 
    “Take it down!” one of them shrieked. 
 
    “Throw more canisters,” another screeched. 
 
    Gnaw ignored them, attacking as many of them as he could. They had defenseless bodies that were easy to kill—but the Elth were smart. Whatever gas they’d tossed into the shuttle had not only been an inhalant, it had done something to his skin. It was slowly weakening him, making him drowsy. 
 
    They deployed more canisters into the large shuttle bay, white smoke billowing from the devices. He tried to avoid it, killing more of the Elth. They couldn’t move fast enough to escape him as he took them out one by one…  
 
    The smoke was spreading swiftly, and Gnaw glanced around, trying to find an exit. He needed to get out of the bay, find a way to wash his skin if he stood any chance of fighting against whatever chemical they were using. 
 
    There was a door near him, and he ran for it. It didn’t auto-open. He ran so fast, he slid into the metal barrier—hard. It stunned him but he rose, using his claws to tear at the panel. The metal gave way under his sharp tips and sparks flew. The door began to open, and he dropped to all fours.  
 
    On the other side wasn’t fresh air, though, or freedom.  
 
    The opening was filled with more white smoke. 
 
    Trying not to breath, he rushed forward. There was nowhere else to go. 
 
    “Deploy gas on all levels!” one of the Elth squealed. 
 
    Gnaw ran but the smoke blinded him. His lungs burned, and he slammed into a wall he couldn’t see. The smoke grew too thick and the drowsiness increased. His skin itched badly. But he kept moving, kept looking for an escape.  
 
    Until his front paws gave out on him, and he went down. Darkness filled his mind. 
 
    They’d caught him.  
 
    * * * * * 
 
    The scary aliens stared back at Darla through the glass wall that separated them.  
 
    She’d woken up in the room with her sister and nine other women from the shuttle, but there was no sign of Gnaw or any of the men. She had no idea if they were dead or just being held somewhere else. 
 
    “What do you think they want?” Becky whispered. 
 
    Darla wished she had an answer for her baby sister. “The fleet will come for us,” she whispered back. 
 
    “They grabbed us right in front of the fleet! How could this happen?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said, keeping her sister behind her. 
 
    “You’re going to pay for this, you freaks!” It was the loudmouth blonde from the shuttle. She walked up to the glass wall and made obscene gestures at their captors. “The fleet will hunt your ugly squid asses down and we’ll have a fish fry! Calamari, asshole. Look that up!” 
 
    Darla inwardly winced. She remembered the woman’s name from their transport. “Maybe you shouldn’t agitate them, Barbara,” she whispered. 
 
    The blonde snarled at her. “Fuck off, animal lover.” 
 
    Darla clamped her lips together as Barbara turned her anger back to the glass wall and the aliens standing on the other side.  
 
    Their upper bodies reminded Darla of a ghost. They looked as if someone had thrown a fleshy sheet of white over their elongated, blob-like upper halves, with thick tentacles holding them up from below. They each had ten of them. Where their faces should have been were only three round, dark eyes, and a harsh slit for a mouth centered about five inches beneath them. 
 
    “The fleet is coming for us,” Barbara yelled. “They will fry your asses. You fucked with the wrong shuttle!” 
 
    “Why is she trying to anger them? It’s just going to make things worse, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Darla whispered back to her sister. “I hope they can’t understand her.”  
 
    “What do you think they want?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Becky. Just keep calm.” 
 
    “What if they want to eat us?” Her sister pressed closer. “Are those Ke’ters?” 
 
    “No. Ke’ters are reptilian. Those are…” Darla didn’t have any idea. “Not reptiles.” 
 
    “Fish people who can breathe air…or maybe not air, since we don’t know what’s on the other side of that glass wall. It’s solid. I don’t see any holes in it, do you?” 
 
    “No but it looks like air on the other side.” Darla was glad her sister wasn’t totally panicking. “The fleet will be looking for us. We just need to remain calm and give them time. I’m pretty sure their shuttles have trackers.” 
 
    Barbara kept screaming at the aliens, making threats. It was causing Darla’s headache to worsen. She’d woken with it, probably from the gas that had knocked them out.  
 
    Despite that, she felt grateful. Her sister was with her, they were still dressed, and since the aliens didn’t wear clothes, it was readily apparent they were either female, or they just didn’t have dangling bits in the groin area. She hoped that meant they hadn’t been taken to become sex slaves. Rumors of people frequently kidnapped and sold for that purpose had reached her planet often.  
 
    Part of the wall opened, and three aliens came in. They each held a round metal device in one lifted tentacle.  
 
    Barbara rushed at them, looking ready to attack.  
 
    A blue streak shot out of one of the devises and hit her in the chest, sending her flying backward. She hit the floor hard and gasped. 
 
    Everyone else in the room immediately tried to put distance between themselves and the aliens.  
 
    “We are Elth,” one of them stated in a whiny, high-pitched voice. “You will do as told. We own you.” 
 
    Barbara sat up, rubbing her chest. “Fuck you! No one owns us.” She stayed down, though, and didn’t try to attack them again. 
 
    “We do,” the Elth stated.  
 
    “What do you want from us?” asked a woman with short dark hair. “Are you going to sell us or something?” 
 
    Each Elth peered at her with their unnerving trio of eyes. “We need test subjects.” 
 
    A chill ran down Darla’s spine. “Shat.” 
 
    Becky clutched at her tighter and a soft whimper escaped from her sister. 
 
    “Fuck you,” Barbara hissed. “You’re not going to do anything but return us to the fleet, if you’re smart. That’s the only way you’ll live. No one fucks with United Earth!” 
 
    The Elth stared at her for long seconds before they glanced around. One of them lifted a second tentacle, pointing it at Barbara. “Her first. She’s loud and rude. The male will probably kill her. He’s very enraged. I’ll enjoy watching it.” 
 
    “You will breed with the Veslor,” another of the Elth ordered. 
 
    Darla jerked her head in the direction of Barbara, still on the floor, to see her reaction to that news.  
 
    Barbara shook her head. “No fucking way!” 
 
    “You will,” the Elth stated calmly. “We need his young. All of you females will breed with the Veslor to give us many young to train.” 
 
    Darla felt sick. “To train for what?” 
 
    The Elth all looked at her. She instantly regretted asking. They gave her the creeps. 
 
    “To kill for us,” one of them answered. “Veslors are skilled at killing. He killed many of our race before capture. We recently learned Veslors have bred with Earth females.” 
 
    Another one spoke. “We’ve run analysis. A mixture of your species should make excellent trainable killing creatures. Humans will follow orders after training, where Veslors won’t. The combination will be a perfect solution to find the right balance.” 
 
    “I’m not fucking that animal or having a mutated freak with it.” Barbara struggled to her feet. 
 
    “You will,” the Elth paused. “Many times.” 
 
    “What did you do to the others? The men and the older women?” It was the dark-haired woman who asked. 
 
    One Elth turned its attention on her. “Dead. They were useless to us and not worth feeding.” 
 
    “You fucking monsters!” Barbara spat. “You killed Adam and the others? The fleet is going to destroy your entire squid race!” 
 
    “There are a few serious flaws in your, um…analysis,” stated a soft-spoken woman in her mid-twenties. She wore casual wear, like the short-haired woman. Her hair, black with bright blue streaks, was pulled back into a ponytail that fell midway down her back. 
 
    Then Darla noticed her eyes. One was dark brown…but the other was a brilliant blue that nearly matched the streaks in her hair. 
 
    The Elth simply stared at her. 
 
    She looked as if she might faint, but instead licked her lips and hugged her middle. “I’m Doctor Jessa Brick, and I work for the fleet. I’m very familiar with the Veslors, since a group of them were assigned to Defcon Red. We were concerned about what would happen if they had sex with our women. You know, could an accidental pregnancy occur, or would our birth control prevent it?” She paused. “I spoke at length with the doctors from the Veslor home world. Their males can only breed children with a mate. That’s sort of like a biological bond they form with only one female. It’s what triggers their fertility. Without that bond, they just aren’t fertile. You can force all of us to have sex with that Veslor, but no pregnancies will result. It’s biologically impossible.” 
 
    The three Elth huddled together, emanating chirps as they spoke amongst themselves.  
 
    Dr. Jessa Brick cleared her throat.  
 
    They stopped chirping, staring at her. 
 
    “I mean, you can breed a Veslor, but first you need to figure out which one of us is mate-compatible to the male. If any. That’s the only way you’re going to succeed in getting a human impregnated by a Veslor.” 
 
    The Elth chirped at each other some more but then withdrew from the room, the wall sealing behind them.  
 
    Barbara turned on Dr. Brick. “What the fuck? You’re helping them? I’m going to report you for treason!” 
 
    Shock flashed across the doctor’s features, which quickly changed into anger. “I’m not helping them. I’m being honest and hoping to spare all of us a lot of unnecessary trauma. You heard them. They planned to make every one of us have sex with the Veslor—and for what? An experiment that’s doomed to fail? I shared information to avoid having to endure that.” 
 
    “You’re going to get us killed if they think we’re useless.” Barbara glared at the doctor. 
 
    “That’s why I added that last part—to give them hope that they might get what they want. They won’t kill us in they think one of us might be compatible.” 
 
    Barbara took a threatening step toward the doctor. “I just think you’re trying to help the enemy so they pick you to live. The rest of us will die.” 
 
    “I think your mouth is a bigger threat. You’ll get us killed by doing everything you can to insult and anger them,” Becky muttered. 
 
    Barbara turned on them, glaring at Darla’s sister.  
 
    Darla released Becky and struggled to her feet. “Becky’s right. You’ve got no room to talk about what’s going to get us killed. I’m grateful Doctor Brick informed them that their plan won’t work the way they think. We all need to remain calm and avoid angering our captors. No good could possibly come of that.” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up!” Barbara snapped. “What’s your rank or station on my ship?” 
 
    Darla hesitated. “We just got hired to work in the gardens. We’re civilians.” 
 
    “That’s great.” Barbara rolled her eyes. “Not only are you an alien animal lover, but you’re a shitter. That’s what we call the ones who work in the garden section. Did anyone tell you that you’re fertilizing all those plants with human waste from the ship? You know…shit.” She smirked. 
 
    Darla opened her mouth, getting ready to tell the rude woman exactly what she thought of her, but the wall slid open again. She reached back for her sister, who had stood, too, and grabbed her hand as the three Elth returned. They were still holding their round weapons in their tentacles.  
 
    A red light shot out of one this time, hitting Dr. Brick in the chest, where the alien held the beam steady. 
 
    She gasped, her body stiffened, and her eyes widened. Pain twisted her features. 
 
    Instinct had Darla wanting to do something, anything, but her sister clung to her hand. It was a reminder that if she acted rashly, Becky might pay the price, too. She’d do anything to protect her baby sister. 
 
    “Tell the truth, human,” one of the Elth demanded. “Can the Veslors only breed a child with a single mate? Lie to us and you will die.” 
 
    Silent tears streamed down the doctor’s face. “Yes.” 
 
    The Elth cut off the red light. The doctor collapsed to her knees, sobbing and clutching her chest with both hands, clearly still in pain. 
 
    “We’ll chose one of you to become the Veslor’s mate and you will breed with him. If not, we will torture you until you comply.” 
 
    “I chose the human with the insulting mouth,” one of the Elth stated. “She has wide breeding hips and if he kills her, I’ll take pleasure in watching.” 
 
    Barbara shook her head frantically and threw her hand out, pointing toward Darla and her sister. “He was sitting with them on the shuttle. Don’t look at me to fuck that animal!” 
 
    Darla was horrified. Barbara had sacrificed them to save her own ass! Worse, it seemed to work when the aliens turned their ghostly bodies in their direction, seeming to study Darla and her baby sister.  
 
    She tensed, terrified of what they’d do. 
 
    It alarmed her even further when all three seemed to focus on Becky more so than her. 
 
    “I still wish to send in the insulting female first. There is no use for her anyway, if one of those two mates with the Veslor. We may as well gain some amusement with that one.” One of the Elth aimed his device toward Barbara. 
 
    “Wait!” Dr. Brick seemed to recover from the pain and got back to her feet. “Mating to a Veslor is a biological thing. A male must test a female. It can take time. If you kill all of us, what happens if it turns out those women aren’t compatible to become his mate? Do you have other human women to test? I thought your experiment revolved around successfully breeding a Veslor? 
 
    “You must have gone through a lot of time and trouble to grab a shuttle. It couldn’t have been easy. Now that you’ve done it, every ship, station, and planet will be on high alert. Your chances of grabbing another shuttle with humans onboard are slim to none. You need to keep us all alive. We’ll be impossible to replace if one of them isn’t a match to the Veslor.” 
 
    The three Elth did that weird thing where they chirped at each other. 
 
    Dr. Brick wasn’t done. “You need us as spares, if it turns out the one you pick isn’t his mate. Veslors can’t form a bond with just any woman. It must be one they’re highly attracted to and have excellent chemistry with. They have to feel emotions for her that are positive, to induce his physical ability to become fertile.” 
 
    The chirping began anew as the aliens debated who knew what, since Darla couldn’t understand anything they said. 
 
    They finally stopped—and one of them pointed their weapon at Darla and her sister. “Come with us, female in the back.” 
 
    They planned to force her sister to have sex with Gnaw. 
 
    Darla immediately wanted to attack but knew it wouldn’t do any good. Becky squeezed her hand so hard it hurt and pressed against her back, her body trembling. 
 
    “It’s me,” Darla blurted. 
 
    She shook off her sister’s tight grasp and stepped forward, staying between Becky and the aliens. 
 
    “I was talking to the Veslor on the shuttle. If one of us might be his mate, it’s me. He only talked to me.” 
 
    “Darla!” her sister hissed, grabbing hold of the back of her shirt. 
 
    She turned her head, holding her sister’s gaze. “I love you. Stay calm. Don’t give them any reason to hurt you.” She turned back to the aliens. 
 
    They pointed their weapons at her. She waited to feel pain or to be thrown back by a blast to her chest, but they didn’t shoot. “Come,” one of them ordered. 
 
    Her sister clutched at her frantically. “Don’t go!” 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” She had to grab her sister’s wrists and yank her shirt from her fingers. “Remember, I love you.” 
 
    Darla slowly walked toward the aliens, holding her hands open at her sides, trying to look as unaggressive as possible. She really didn’t want them using their weird weapons on her. 
 
    They backed out of the room into a well-lit, wide, sterile-looking corridor. She kept advancing, despite the dread pitting inside her stomach. 
 
    The walls and floor of the hallway were the same stark white as their cells. She followed them, keeping about eight feet of distance as they moved on their tentacles to the left. There was a hiss behind her, and she turned to find a solid wall where the opening to her cell had been.  
 
    “This way, female. The Veslor awaits.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    The wall to Darla’s left opened, revealing another room. The cells were right next to each other. Shock hit as she saw Gnaw, struggling and strung upright in what appeared to be some kind of torture contraption. He’d been washed; his hair wet and his previous clothes were gone. They’d put a pair of dark baggy pants on him. They were too short for his long legs, falling just below his knees. 
 
    Her gaze left him to dart around the rest of the room. There was a large exam table bolted to the floor, similar to a med bed, with tons of restraints attached to it in the corners. 
 
    She walked into the room, turning to watch the Elth as they hesitated at the opening. 
 
    “Make him impregnate you,” one of them ordered. 
 
    She glanced at Gnaw. He stopped struggling and unleashed a terrifying snarl. Her gaze darted back to the Elth. “I can’t while he’s in that contraption.” 
 
    “You will or you die. Then we will bring in the replacement female.” 
 
    She inched closer to Gnaw. He bucked once more in the restraints and snarled again, his beautiful eyes looking enraged as their gazes met for a brief second. She focused back on the Elth. 
 
    “Notice how tall he is? I can’t breed with him in this. It’s physically impossible.” She stepped closer to make a point. The Veslor stood well over a foot taller than her.  
 
    “The Veslor will kill you if he’s released. He’s murdered fourteen of us.” 
 
    “I’m not your kind,” she pointed out. “I didn’t kidnap him. You did.” Her hand trembled as she reached out, placing her palm on Gnaw’s chest. His skin had a velvety-soft texture, stretched over firm muscles. She could feel them flexing with every heavy breath he took. He was also very warm. 
 
    One of the Elth responded. “The Veslor will kill you. He has refused to comply with our demands. I wished the other female to die at his hands, but not you. You haven’t angered me yet.” 
 
    She noticed that Gnaw’s wrist device had been removed. That was how he’d contacted other Veslors. It may have been a tracking device. If it was gone, they probably wouldn’t be found. 
 
    A sharp pang of disappointment replaced her hope of being saved by the fleet soon.  
 
     “He won’t hurt me. Just let him go. Please?” She glanced up at Gnaw, attempting to plead with her eyes. “Listen to me.” The words were directed at the aliens but meant for Gnaw. “We understand that you’ll kill us if we refuse to be your experiments. Both of us want to live.” She shot him another beseeching look, holding his gaze longer. “Gnaw is a smart man.” She reached up with her other hand and gently touched his wrist, where his watch device used to be, lightly rubbing the skin there.  
 
    Gnaw stilled, his eyes narrowing. 
 
    She purposely tore her gaze from his to glance briefly at where she touched his wrist, before staring into his eyes again. “Is that a problem, or do we just need some time to get to know each other?” 
 
    He seemed to calm. “I’ll comply. We just need time.” 
 
    She felt relieved that he would play along. Hope flared, too. Did he mean that they could still be found, even if his wrist device had been taken? Some races had trackers implanted inside their bodies. They’d had a Dorian alien get lost on her planet two years before. His people had found him by using an implant to pinpoint his whereabouts. Maybe Veslors did that to their people, too.  
 
    She faced the Elth. “You heard him. He’ll comply. He won’t kill me. We’ll test to see if we’re mates.” 
 
    “You’ll breed,” one of the Elth demanded, his tone harsh. “Often and immediately. We want your young.” 
 
    Gnaw’s chest under her hand vibrated as he snarled. 
 
    “We’ll do that,” she promised. “Just let him down and give us some privacy.” 
 
    “Move, female.” 
 
    She backed away from Gnaw.  
 
    A yellow light shot from their ball-shaped devices, all three, and the laser lights slammed into Gnaw’s torso. He instantly sagged in the restraints, his eyes closing.  
 
    She gasped, horrified. Had they killed him? 
 
    She panicked for a long second until she noticed that his chest rose and fell as he continued to breathe. 
 
    The restraints on his limbs and throat opened, and his body fell forward before she could react, his head bouncing off the unforgiving floor. Darla lunged at him and dropped to her knees. Bright red blood shone as she gently turned his, where it had struck the hardest. 
 
    A hiss sounded, and she looked over her shoulder. 
 
    The Elth were gone and the wall closed. 
 
    “Shat.” 
 
    Gnaw was unconscious and hurt. She darted a look around the room again, examining every inch closely. The cell wasn’t like the last one. That had just been a room with nothing but floor, walls, and a ceiling. This one had that upright torture device, the exam bed—where she figured bad things took place—and along the wall was a cleanup area. There was a sink-like vessel in the corner, with supplies piled up at the end of the counter attached to it. She got to her feet and went over to inspect them.  
 
    Most of the supplies were folded towels, some liquid that, based on smell, might be soap, or maybe some kind of cleanser for— 
 
    It hit her then. 
 
    The cell was for torturing their victims. 
 
    She didn’t want to think too much about that—or about how that sink may be where the evil aliens cleaned blood from their tentacles after brutalizing their victims. 
 
    “Monsters,” she mouthed, playing with the faucet, testing ways to turn it on until clear water poured out of it. 
 
    She grabbed one of the little towels and wet it, making sure the liquid was indeed water by tasting it first—better her than Gnaw, at this point—and then rushed back to him. 
 
    First, she cleaned his wound and got his head to stop bleeding. She also adjusted his body until he looked more comfortable. Lastly, she grabbed more towels to fold under his head as a pillow of sorts. There was no way she’d be able to lift him up onto that exam bed. It had padding but was taller than any she’d ever seen before. Then again, the aliens with their tentacles were taller than most humans. 
 
    “We’re going to be okay,” she crooned to him. “Just open your eyes.” 
 
    Had they seriously hurt him? The small cut on his head had already stopped bleeding. The skin had split a little, but it wasn’t bad. He might need a stitch or two, but she had no way to do that. Her medical knowledge wasn’t vast. Having two brothers had necessitated basic first-aid lessons, though. Boys were always getting hurt. 
 
    She ran her fingers through the thick hair on the top of his head. One of his pointed ears twitched when the side of her thumb brushed it. She hesitated before gently exploring it. He had cartilage in his ear like a human, but it was as velvety-soft as his skin. Warm.  
 
    She studied his face. He wasn’t nearly as scary looking while sleeping, with his features relaxed. His lips were fuller than hers and his nose a bit longer. Even his eyelashes were thicker and fuller than a human’s. She stroked his cheek, liking the feel of his warm skin.  
 
    “I’m here, Gnaw. Please wake up.” 
 
    He slept on.  
 
    She kept touching him, hoping to rouse him from sleep by playing with his black hair and caressing his cheeks. Her thoughts frequently went to her sister. She hoped the aliens weren’t hurting Becky. 
 
    Depression and guilt came with that thought. She’d fled Radison to keep her little sister safe. Instead, she’d taken her away from one danger and right into another. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Gnaw woke but remained still. The last moments of his memory returned in a flash, and he strained all his senses. 
 
    Soft, small hands were on him, and he could hear light breathing that wasn’t his own. He inhaled through his nose, identifying the scent as that of the female human from the shuttle. Darla was still inside his cell.  
 
    Her fingers were buried in his hair above his ears, her tiny, dull claw tips gently massaging his scalp. It felt nice. Her other hand was near his jaw, rubbing against his skin lightly enough to almost tickle. He lay flat on his back, his head on something thin but softer than the rest of the surface under him. He inhaled again. The Elth scent lingered but it was faint. 
 
    “Where was I…?” 
 
    Darla’s low voice almost startled him, but he managed to control his body by not revealing himself to be awake yet.  
 
    “That’s why I got us fleet jobs. I had to get Becky off that dratted planet.” 
 
    “Where are they?” He tried not to move his mouth as he whispered. 
 
    She froze briefly, then resumed running her fingers through his hair. When she spoke, she whispered back. “We’re alone but I think I see cameras. Are you okay?” 
 
    He opened his eyes and sat up, staring around the room. They were still inside his cell. More like an exam room. He got to his feet, his chest and ribs aching from whatever they’d hit him with, but otherwise he felt fine. He also had a slight headache and he reached toward the source of the throbbing, feeling a tiny wound that had already sealed. 
 
    “You heal super-fast. It was bleeding. It’s where your head hit when you fell.” 
 
    He stared down at the female where she sat on the floor. She looked paler than before, scared, but she wore the same outfit. He didn’t see any damage to her visible delicate skin, but that wasn’t much. Her clothing covered most of her body. “Are you harmed?” 
 
    “No. They just knocked us out on the shuttle with that white smoke, and we woke inside an empty sealed room with a glass wall.” 
 
    He waited for more. She seemed to understand. 
 
    “Most of the women from the shuttle, that is. The aliens admitted to killing all the older women and men, except for you. They call themselves the Elth. Have you ever heard of them? I haven’t.” 
 
    He tore his gaze off her, studying the room again. The only weapon he could find was the tall standing structure he’d been strapped to. It was bolted to the floor, but he figured with enough strength, he might be able to rip it free and use it to bash through a wall. The exam bed looked too heavy and bulky to lift, and it was also secured to the floor with many more bolts. There was a small bathroom, but it only contained a seat for body waste. 
 
    “Gnaw? Do your people know the Elth?” 
 
    “Yes. They call themselves a scientifically motivated race. They live in what you call the eleventh quadrant. Some of our fighters have been hired to defend other planets against them. Elth are known to steal aliens to experiment on and train them to become slaves to do manual labor. They sometimes sell them to other aliens when they no longer have a use for their prisoners.” He walked over to the structure on the wall, taking in every inch of it. The restraints were solidly attached and looked difficult to remove. “What else have you learned, female?” 
 
    “My name is Darla,” she said. “The Elth plan to force us to breed. They want to get their hands on children with our mixed, um…blood. They think it will make a child easier to train if half of it is human. One of the women taken from the shuttle is a doctor on Defcon Red. She told them you can only breed with a mate. At first, they planned to make all of us have sex with you to get pregnant.” 
 
    Outrage filled Gnaw, and he turned his full attention on her. 
 
    She flinched. “Is what the doctor said true? You can only produce babies with a mate?” 
 
    It wasn’t exactly true, but he wasn’t about to admit it. They were capable of breeding without being mated; they simply didn’t. His people had purposely fed incomplete information when humans had demanded answers about their breeding habits, worried their grouping might impregnate human females on their fleet vessel by accident.  
 
    Most races weren’t nosey enough to ask. Veslors had never mated with other races or created a child with females other than their own. At least…they hadn’t, until one of their trading males had mated to a human female after rescuing her. They had been the first. “Veslors mate to have young. Go on.” 
 
    “We are supposed to, um, breed, and see if I’m your mate. Otherwise, they’ll kill me and bring in my sister to see if she’s a better choice for you.” Her voice lowered. “I took her from Radison to prevent her from being forced to have sex.” 
 
    He held her gaze, curious. 
 
    She glanced at his wrist, at him, back at his wrist, and then at him again. Her eyebrows rose. “Is there hope that it could happen?” 
 
    The female was smart, and it caused him to smile. She remembered what they’d discussed on the shuttle. She wanted to know if his grouping could still locate them.  
 
    He’d already tested his mental link from the implant in his head. The Elth would have assumed it was just his translator if they’d run scans. It was more. The connection was faint but active. Whatever had blocked it before wasn’t present anymore. His males would find him. He just didn’t know how long that would take. “We have hope.” 
 
    She smiled back at him, revealing her smooth, tiny teeth. “I’m glad to hear that.” 
 
    He heard a low hum, and then a voice spoke into the cell. “Begin breeding and mate the human, Veslor. We want your young.” The hum died. 
 
    He stifled a snarl, glancing around for the source. He also spotted what appeared to be cameras in two locations. They were flat disks along the tops of two walls.  
 
    All the Elth on the ship would die painfully for taking him and the humans. They thought they could force him to claim a mate, then steal his cub? He shook with rage. He’d personally tear them apart with his claws. 
 
    Darla stood and slowly approached. Her eyes were a light blue, her hair white. She was a pale creature, delicate with her small bones and thin body. The brown outfit only made her paleness more stark.  
 
    She stopped directly in front of him, inches between their bodies, and lifted her chin. Her face was oval-shaped and her skin looked soft. Her features were strange but attractive. 
 
    “We need to, um…have sex.” Pink surfaced on her cheeks, and she licked her lips, appearing nervous. “I know this is going to be difficult and embarrassing—but I’ll do anything to protect my sister. It’s my job to look out for her. I’m older than Becky.” She lifted her arms and he noticed that her hands trembled. “I’ve done this many times before, and while it’s awkward, we’ll survive.” 
 
    He felt stunned at her description. “Awkward?” 
 
    “Uncomfortable. It’s difficult to have sex when you don’t want to.” Her features tensed. “Just, um, turn your back and give me a few minutes to prepare. Then we can get this over with.” 
 
    “You’re confusing me.” 
 
    Parts of her face turned even pinker and she dropped her gaze, staring at his chest. “It hurts more if I’m not ready. I need to prepare my body a little, and then it should be fine. I mean, I hope so. You’re a big…man.” She lifted her chin and held his gaze. “We’re going to do this, Gnaw. We need to do this. It’s not my first time, as I said. I survived all those other times. We’ll do what we need to, for as long as it takes, if it protects my sister.” 
 
    He cocked his head, trying to make sense of what she was trying to say. Then a suspicion hit. “You’ve been forced to breed before?” 
 
    Tears filled her eyes but she rapidly blinked. “Not forced, exactly. It depends on how you see it.” 
 
    Rage filled him yet again. She was a female. Who would do something like that her? “Explain.” 
 
    She turned away, took a few steps, and seemed interested in staring at the opposite wall. “I told you that I needed to get my sister off Radison, and why. Didn’t you hear anything I said while you were lying on the floor?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Shat. Okay. I’ll explain again. The colonists started out as a religious cult. Then we got a lot of visitors coming to our planet, like the fleet taking leave there. It became a vacation spot…but there were a few complaints.” 
 
    She turned and faced him, anger in her eyes now. “Do you know what men want when they’re on vacation? Attractive women to have sex with. But Radison didn’t have any, because it’s against the law for our women to have sex unless we’re married. Our leaders realized visitors could make them wealthy if they made some women available, to keep them coming to our planet. They began picking certain ones. It’s not a choice. Women are chosen, and their new job is to have sex with visitors.” 
 
    His rage increased. “They did this to you?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I made a deal. Our greenhouse is inspected twice a year. The inspectors not only make sure we’re up to code and run things the way we’re required to grow quality food, but they get bonuses if they find any unmarried, attractive girls who are at least eighteen. Law keepers come to collect the ones chosen, who are forced to work in the brothels. Our families and friends become leverage against us. You don’t put up a fight, or your family pays. I’ve heard horror stories about fathers being murdered while trying to defend their daughters.  
 
    “Six years ago, I turned eighteen and the inspector made me an offer. He said he wouldn’t turn me in—or my younger sister, when she turned legal age—if I’d let him touch me. You know…have sex.” 
 
    Gnaw snarled. 
 
    “My parents had tried to find me a husband before the inspector arrived, the year I turned eighteen, but I was still single. I made the deal. His name was Anthony, and he was old enough to be my father. His wife had died, and he said he was lonely. It was better than being sent to work in a brothel or risking Becky going there one day. At least he wasn’t abusive” She paused. 
 
    Gnaw glowered at her, not saying a word. 
 
    “Please don’t look at me like that. I was more afraid of what a bunch of men would do to me rather than just one. Especially when I found out what happens to women who work in brothels. Anthony kept his word by not turning in my younger sister three years ago, when she turned eighteen. 
 
    “Four days ago, we were notified that Anthony was killed somehow, and a new inspector was being sent. I’m probably too old to become a brothel worker now…but my sister isn’t. The new inspector is from one of the founding families who still lead our planet. That means he makes a lot of money off the brothels, probably even gets to use them for free. There’s no way he’d make a deal with me to protect Becky from being sent to that place. I couldn’t risk it. It’s why I got us jobs with the fleet.” 
 
    He remembered spotting the brothels on Radison. They hadn’t tempted him, but he’d seen many of the fleet members visiting. Were the males who paid for sex aware that the females had no choice but to work there? It sickened him. 
 
    Darla drew him from his thoughts by touching his chest.  
 
    “We need to do this, okay? There’s no choice. They caught us, this is what they expect, and we just need to survive.” She dropped her hand from his chest and touched his wrist, glanced at it, and then back into his eyes. “We’re in this together until things change. Have you had sex before?” 
 
    He nodded. “With Veslor females. No one like you.” 
 
    “Well, one of your men mated to a woman like me. We get news on Radison about what’s happening with the fleet and Earth. That’s got to mean our bodies are basically compatible. That’s why those jerks kidnapped us. They want us to give them a baby.”  
 
    “I can’t do this,” he admitted. 
 
    She paled. “Why not? Just close your eyes if I’m not attractive to you. Do you think Anthony was someone I wanted to be with? He wasn’t. I touched myself to prepare my body when I had to have sex with him. Touch yourself if that helps you get hard. We’ll turn our backs on each other, get ready, and then, you know…do it.” 
 
    He gawked at her, stunned by just about everything she’d just said. “That’s not it. You’re attractive for your race.” 
 
    “Then what’s the problem?” 
 
    “I’m not aroused. I’m furious and stressed. Touching my rod isn’t going to help with either.” 
 
    “Rod?” She glanced at the front of his pants, her face turning pink again, but then she stared up at him. “What turns you on?” 
 
    He had no words. She’d stunned him again. 
 
    “Tell me. How do Veslor women turn you on?” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “They are aggressive, and they physically challenge us to a fight to prove we’re worthy protectors.” 
 
    It was Darla’s turn to appear stunned. Her gaze traveled up and down his body. “Are they crazy?” 
 
    “They are like me.” 
 
    Her mouth opened. “Oh. You mean big and rough-looking? 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s going to work for us. There’s no way I can take you down physically.” 
 
    He nodded again. “I’m too angry. My body reacts to emotions if they’re strong enough.” 
 
    She bit her lip. “You can’t perform under stress. Got it. That makes sense.” 
 
    He paced the room, glaring at the cameras and snarling. He paused, closed his eyes, and used the implant in his head. The link was there to his grouping still. It remained faint.  
 
    What was taking them so long to find him? They should be able to sense where he was. He just needed to stay alive until they came. 
 
    And they would. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Darla watched Gnaw pace, snarls tearing from him. She got up and walked to the exam bed, tired of sitting on the floor. The top of the flat surface was padded. It also came up to her ribs. The ship they were on obviously wasn’t designed to be human friendly. Even the toilet seat thing she’d found in the tiny closet had been set high enough that it had been difficult to use. She’d managed, though.  
 
    The bed was even higher. 
 
    “Um, Gnaw?” She looked over her shoulder at him. 
 
    He paused, meeting her gaze. “What?” 
 
    “Can you help me up here? I’m afraid if I try to climb, I might fall and crack my head like you did when they released you from the restraints. I don’t heal as fast as you do.” 
 
    He approached, and she tensed a little when his big hands gripped her hips. He was able to lift her easily, dropping her butt on the padding. It was a relief after sitting on the hard floor. “Thank you.” She glanced at her legs, which dangled far from the floor. 
 
    He backed off and began pacing again. She watched him, worrying. They were supposed to be having sex. The Elth didn’t exactly seem like they had much patience. They had to be the worst alien race she’d ever heard of. The torture room proved it.  
 
    Gnaw needed to be put in the mood. He said his women challenged their males to a fight. No way could she do that. It would be like punching, well…a really big guy. She wanted to ask more questions, but he looked as if he wanted to beat on the walls, rather than hold a conversation. 
 
    How much different could Veslor men be from humans physically, in the downstairs department? She didn’t exactly have a lot of experience with sex. Not the regular kind, anyway. Usually, she got a message from Anthony when he was on his way to inspect their greenhouse. She’d go to her quarters to prepare her body, he’d arrive, she’d close her eyes and let him do what he wanted, and then he’d leave to perform the inspection. 
 
    Once he finished his report, he might visit her again. Then he’d take his hover vehicle and go to the next job. Six months later, they’d repeat the same cycle. 
 
    She tore her gaze off Gnaw and took in the exam bed. It wasn’t built only for taller beings, but also wider ones. She scooted back, pulled her legs up, and took off her shoes. Her socks went next. She dropped them on the floor and got to her knees, reaching for the fasteners on her pants. 
 
    He might be furious—so was she—but neither of them had time to waste. She doubted their captors cared about their mental states. 
 
    This was about their survival. That meant she needed to do something drastic to snap Gnaw out of his angry pacing. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    She froze, looking up to find Gnaw staring at her. He’d stopped pacing. 
 
    “We need to have sex.” 
 
    “I told you that I can’t.” 
 
    “Yeah? Well, this isn’t about what we want, remember? I also don’t want to die. Did you hear me when I said they’d kill me if I refuse to do as they say, and then they’ll bring my sister in? When you won’t touch her, either, then she’ll die—and they’ll send in the next woman. None of that is going to happen because you and I will do this.” She knew she was blushing. “It.” 
 
    He just narrowed his eyes. 
 
    She looked down, unfastening her pants. “Just close your eyes and pretend I’m a Veslor woman. While you’re at it, imagine we’re somewhere else. I can’t beat you in a fight but if you like aggressive women, I can do that. Take off your clothes and get your behind over here.” 
 
    “My behind?” 
 
    She shoved down her pants, sat on the exam bed, and tugged them off, tossing them to the floor. Her underwear went next. It left her bottom half exposed, the fact that the aliens were probably watching made it worse, but she was going to do whatever it took to stay alive and protect Becky from being brought into the cell.  
 
    “Ass.” She glared at him. “Get your ass over here, Gnaw. Better? I’m not used to cursing. Twenty-four years of not saying bad words is a tough habit to break in a day. We can be fined and whipped for breaking the law too many times.” 
 
    “Whipped?” He appeared angry again. She also noticed he held her gaze instead of peeking at her bared lower half.  
 
    She grabbed her shirt and removed it, keeping it within reach, then slipped off her work bra. The room was cold, and she felt more exposed than she’d even been in her life, but maybe the sight of her would tempt him. 
 
    “Yes. Anyone who is arrested gets taken to the city, put before a judge, and they whip us in public to teach other women what happens when we repeatedly break the laws. I told you men control the women on my planet.” She took a deep breath and blew it out. “You said you like aggressive women. I can do that. Take off the pants, Gnaw. Do it now!” 
 
    His gaze finally lowered down her body. She put in long hours and working in a greenhouse wasn’t easy. Becky had excess weight to give her curves, since Darla had always volunteered to do the harder chores that were more strenuous. She hoped Gnaw was tempted by what he saw. 
 
    He spun away a second later, giving her his back. 
 
    It hurt her feelings. Didn’t he understand how much courage and determination it took for her to remove all her clothes?  
 
    It also made her mad. “Dang it, Gnaw. Get your big body over here!” 
 
    “I can’t do this.” 
 
    “You will. Turn around, come over here, and take off your pants.” She paused. “Why are you making this harder on me, huh? Dang you, you big jerk!” 
 
    He turned, frowning. 
 
    She got to her knees. “Am I that bad to look at? I’m naked. Do you know how difficult this is for me? The last time someone saw this much of me, I wore diapers and my mom gave me baths.” Tears filled her eyes. “Do you think I’m ugly?” 
 
    His eyes widened, and he took a step closer. “No. You’re not ugly.” He frowned then. “You said you’ve experienced copulation before.” 
 
    “Copulation?” She licked her lips. “That’s the word you use for sex? Yes, I have had sex. I just didn’t get fully naked. Anthony was fine with me wearing a dress and just shoving it up my body to get it out of his way. I haven’t seen a man naked before, either. I refused to look at that part of him when he opened the front of his pants.” 
 
    His mouth hung open. 
 
    “I realize that sounds pathetic. Trust me, I do. It wasn’t like I was dating him or we were in a relationship,” she said defensively. She stood on the bed, her anger building. “Do you think I wanted it to be that way? I did not. And once I made that deal with Anthony, I knew no one could ever marry me. It’s the culture on my planet. I wasn’t a virgin anymore. That would have been a real problem on my wedding night. My new husband would have grounds to divorce me instantly, and the law keepers would have arrested me. Some women are put to death for that kind of thing! It meant never marrying to keep myself safe from that fate. I was considered tainted. I was destined to become an old maid.” 
 
    “Old maid?” 
 
    “A woman who never marries or has children. That was the best outcome, but at least I would have stayed with my family.” 
 
    He came closer. “What about the females forced to work in brothels? Do they become old maids?” 
 
    She felt uncomfortable now, standing on the bed and staring down at him. The bed was high enough that she was way taller than him. She sank to her knees and covered her breasts with her hands, the cold room making her nipple peak. “They send them to the prison mines when they grow too old or aren’t appealing to customers anymore. Anyone who breaks the laws too often or commits an ultimate sin, like murder, is sent there for the rest of their lives. It’s our version of hell on Radison. No one ever leaves there alive.” 
 
    He moved closer still, his gaze locked with hers. “They put your females there, too? Why?” 
 
    “Anthony said all women sent to the brothels are sterilized, so it doesn’t matter if they force those poor women to live with criminals who will abuse them in the worst ways. Those mines are a place where they send our people to die. Not for new life to be born. He said it also keeps the males imprisoned there from killing fewer guards. All brothel workers and prisoners lose the privilege of making contact with family or friends. Our leaders fear it might cause a revolt if any of them are able to share stories of the abuse they’ve suffered. Do you understand why I made that deal with Anthony now? I couldn’t live knowing that’s the future my sister would face.” 
 
    He stopped next to the bed, and she released her breasts, inching closer to him by walking on her knees. He didn’t retreat, at least. That encouraged her. 
 
    “Did you ever have young with the human?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Any male who fathers at least six children can be sterilized if they ask. Anthony’s wife had difficult pregnancies, since she was sickly. He was sterilized to protect her, but she never recovered after the last birth. She died within months. It was shortly after that when he offered to keep Becky safe if I allowed him access to my body.” 
 
    “I don’t like this male.” 
 
    “He only visited every six months and stayed for only a few hours. The alternative was way worse. It’s how I’ve learned to think of it.” She lifted her chin and straightened her shoulders. “We can do this together, Gnaw. I don’t want to die here. It’s about survival.” She stared deeply into his eyes. “I’ll lie down and, um, touch myself to get prepared. Maybe watching me will calm you down enough to have sex. Or you can turn away and imagine I’m like your women. Do whatever it takes for you to get hard, please? We must do this. I will do absolutely anything to protect my sister. Do you have a sister?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “Brothers?” 
 
    “My grouping.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure what that meant but nodded. “Would you do anything it took to protect them?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m sure it would hurt them if you died. Right?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Okay. So we’re going to do whatever it takes to survive and give us more time before the Elth get mad enough to kill me. I’m going to lie down and…touch myself.” 
 
    He closed his eyes but didn’t argue with her.  
 
    Darla hoped that meant he was finally agreeing to having sex. She lay down on the bed, her heart hammering in her chest, and was grateful embarrassment couldn’t kill her. The aliens were probably watching. That made it even more difficult. 
 
    She got comfortable on her back, lifted a finger to her mouth and wet it. Her gaze locked onto Gnaw. The sight of him, how big he was, how different, caused a little fear.  
 
    He wouldn’t hurt her. She had to believe that. 
 
    She slowly spread her legs and reached down, rubbing her clit. She just needed to get wet. Her body would react to stimulation of her clit. It had in the past, no matter how much she’d dreaded what was to come with Anthony. 
 
    Gnaw kept his eyes closed, which helped. She stared at him, focusing on his face. He was handsome, for an alien. Kind of overly masculine in looks, his features a bit sharp, but Veslors were shifters. She’d read about them, though not enough to know much about aliens that could change into other forms. 
 
    Frustration crept in when she continued having a difficult time manipulating her body, and she whimpered. 
 
    Gnaw’s eyes opened, and he looked down. 
 
    Darla froze. He was staring between her legs. The urge to close them was strong but she stayed still. 
 
    “I’ve read announcements from Vivian.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The first female mated to a Veslor.” He hesitated. “Are you certain you want to do this?” 
 
    “We need to. Yes.” 
 
    “Flip over.” 
 
    She hesitated. “I’m not wet. Um, ready.” 
 
    “I’m Veslor. I create…” He paused. “I read ‘oil’ is an unattractive term for a female of your race, but…we create it.” 
 
    “Oil?” 
 
    “Lubricant.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Flip over.” 
 
    She pulled her hand away, uncertain, but rolled onto her stomach. Gnaw gently cupped her hips and twisted her on the exam bed, until her legs slid over the edge. It left her lower half hanging off the side with her upper body resting on the padded surface. He moved in behind her. 
 
    She grabbed hold of the other edge of the bed, closed her eyes, and sealed her lips. Even if it hurt, she wouldn’t cry. He was at least willing to do what it took to keep her alive, and she’d do anything if it meant Becky was safe.  
 
    He released one of her hips, and she heard him fumbling with the loose pants. She slowed her breathing, thinking of her favorite fruit tree from the greenhouse. She liked to sit under it when the sun lamps were turned on. It wasn’t safe to stand directly under the blubs, but in the shade, she could lay there and literally watch the blooming happen all around her.  
 
    “Spread your legs a little,” he rasped, his voice soft. 
 
    She parted her legs and gripped the edge of the exam bed in a death grip. “I’m ready.” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    He said it so softly, she wasn’t sure if she heard him right. 
 
    She expected him to just shove inside her. Anthony always did that. Instead, she startled when Gnaw slid his fingers between her legs. There was something coating the tips of them. He found her clit…and began rubbing. 
 
    She jolted again, and he bent over her, using his upper body to pin her in place. He gently massaged her slit, rubbing up and down, each pass touching her clit. It felt good. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Preparing you.” His voice was near her ear, and it sounded like a low growl. 
 
    “Oh.” She bit her lip, and then moaned. It felt great, actually; much better when he did it. Whatever he called oil, it was warm and reminded her of massage lotion. His fingers were long, and he caressed her entire slit. He kept a slow, gentle pace, until she was panting and rocking her hips. She knew she was about to come. 
 
    “Gnaw!” 
 
    He gave another low growl and picked up the pace. 
 
    She squeezed her eyes closed and her climax hit. 
 
    She cried out, and he pulled his hand away. Then his weight lifted off her back. 
 
    “Are you certain, Darla?” 
 
    She nodded, keeping her eyes closed as her body continued to throb. “Yes. Do it. Take me…” 
 
    “Fuck,” he snarled. Then he pressed something big and hard against her pussy, very slowly pushing against her vaginal opening. 
 
    Her eyes flew open wide at the feel of the thick protrusion. 
 
    He grabbed her hips with both hands, pinning her in place, and began to thrust, slowly, going deeper with every drive forward of his pelvis.  
 
    He felt big, thick, and hard. She understood why he called whatever he had a rod. It felt like it. Remarkably, there was no pain, though. 
 
    Then something brushed against her oversensitive clit. It felt firm but lubricated. It wasn’t his rod. That was inside her. Whatever was brushing her clit had Darla bucking and moaning within seconds. 
 
    Gnaw snarled louder and drove into her even deeper, hesitated there, and then began to thrust faster. 
 
    Darla moaned and clawed at the padded surface. Sex had never felt good for her before. But it did with Gnaw. Whatever was against her clit made her crazy, along with the sensation of being filled and ridden by him. Another climax built quickly. 
 
    She cried out his name, coming hard. 
 
    Gnaw kept riding her until he grunted. She felt it when he came, heated semen filling her. He stilled, buried deep inside her body, and then he lowered his chest to her back. She was firmly pinned under him as they both panted. He was careful not to crush her; she felt safely cocooned under him with his arms braced against her sides. 
 
    “Did I hurt you?” 
 
    “No,” she said honestly. 
 
    “You’re very tight.” 
 
    “Well, you feel darned big.” 
 
    “I am, compared to human males.” 
 
    She nodded. “That makes sense. Um, why do you still feel hard?” 
 
    He didn’t withdraw from her. “I’m a Veslor.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure what that meant. Their breathing slowed, and she could still feel how large and hard his cock felt inside her. It confused her. She was sure men pulled out when they were done with a woman. That had always been her limited experience. 
 
    Gnaw adjusted his body a little and gripped her hair by her braid, at the base of her neck. He tugged gently. 
 
    She lifted her head and turned it, until their gazes met. He did have such beautiful eyes.  
 
    “Did I hurt you? Tell me the truth.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    He seemed to search her expression for something but then nodded. His hold on her hair released. “I’m nothing like the male you knew.” 
 
    “I know. You’re better.” 
 
    He searched her face again. “Are you just saying that?” 
 
    “No. That…um…felt super good. I’ve never, uh, you know…before. Not during sex. Just by myself.” 
 
    His lips curved into a small smile. “I’ll always make you feel pleasure. We’ll survive this together, Darla.” 
 
    She nodded. They were a team at last, working together. “We will.” 
 
    He tensed, rage flashing in his eyes. His sudden change of mood confused her—until a whiney voice came from the speaker.  
 
    “Breed the human,” the Elth demanded. “More.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Gnaw fought to move inside Darla as her sex tightened around his rod. She called out his name, and her inner muscles milked him until his seed released. He snarled in pure pleasure, pouring every drop inside her body. 
 
    He still had her pinned under him, bent over the exam bed. It put her at the perfect height for him to take while standing.  
 
    It reminded him of a breeding bench, only much taller. They’d both have been more comfortable if it were closer to the floor, and they could be on their hands and knees. Not that he’d ever used one himself, but he’d been raised with the knowledge of their function. 
 
    His seed sac throbbed from the third release. It had been nearly a year since he’d had a female under him. The fact that he wasn’t in any pain from foreplay only intensified the pleasure of the experience, instead of decreasing it.  
 
    He could completely understand the allure of copulating with human females now. Not only did they not have a need to fight with a male to grow aroused, but their bodies seemed designed to take and give pleasure. 
 
    He lifted his upper chest off Darla and slowly withdrew his rod from her tight sex. His spent seed had spilled down both of her thighs. He liked the sight of it on her pale skin. His gaze went to her pink slit. It appeared swollen. She still looked too small to fit him, but she had.  
 
    He gently lifted her and turned her in his arms, kicking the ill-fitting pants away from where they’d fallen to his ankles. 
 
    Darla peered up at him and wrapped her arms around his neck. The trust she showed him with the ease of her touch astounded Gnaw. She looked tired but sated, as a female should after copulating. It made him believe he truly hadn’t done her any harm. 
 
    Now Darla needed to be cared for in other ways. He carried her to the counter with the sink and gently sat her down. She appeared confused at first, until he turned on the water, wetting a cloth. He cleaned his seed from her body. 
 
    Her face turned a pretty shade of pink, and her gaze lowered down his torso. He knew the moment she looked at his rod. Her eyes widened. 
 
    “I’m not that different from your males in shape, but we have more size.” 
 
    The speaker came on, and he tensed. 
 
    “Keep breeding the human,” the Elth demanded again. 
 
    Gnaw snarled, turned his head, and glared at one of the cameras. “These females are frail. Do you want her bred or killed? She needs rest and food.” 
 
    The speaker cut off. 
 
    He cleaned himself next, and then lifted Darla, taking her back to the padded bed. He gently placed her on it.  
 
    She twisted, reaching for her shirt and putting it on. He knew humans liked to be clothed. He hadn’t been lying about reading Vivian’s announcements that shared information about human females to his kind. He’d taken an interest after Drak had bonded to Abby. They seemed happy, and sometimes he felt envious. 
 
    Not that any of the females aboard Defcon Red had interested him. Most of the fleet females avoided his grouping, fearing or disliking them. 
 
    He decided to put on the pants the Elth had given him. The material was rough, they fit badly, but they covered his rod. He fastened the front and checked on Darla. 
 
    She quietly watched him. He wondered what she was thinking. 
 
    “Are you well?” 
 
    She nodded. “Tired. Hungry. Worried.” 
 
    He felt guilt next for enjoying her body so much. While there had been nights he’d thought about copulating with a human female, none of those scenarios had included being kidnapped by an enemy and forced to breed. “You’re a brave female.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m not.” 
 
    “You are. Most females wouldn’t be as rational as you’ve been, or as determined to survive.” 
 
    “That’s not bravery. It’s being sensible.” 
 
    “I can’t see many of your females ordering me to copulate with them. I would expect they’d be terrified. I’ve noticed a lot of your kind fear me. You are brave, Darla.” 
 
    “We’re in this together. Besides, I knew I’d have to sleep with someone to get Becky safe. I’m glad it was you. That was, um…” The cheeks on her face turned pink again, and she lowered her gaze. “Great.” 
 
    “What do you mean, you knew you’d have to sleep with someone?” 
 
    She looked boldly into his eyes again. “The recruiter from Defcon Red didn’t want to hire us at first. I begged him, telling him I needed to get my baby sister off the planet. He said he’d hire us if I’d be nice to him…whenever he wanted company, once we reached the ship.” 
 
    Rage built inside Gnaw. It happened a lot around this female. “The male made copulating with him a condition for you to gain work? Is that what you are implying?” 
 
    “I was upfront about how desperate I was, and men like sex. It’s not as if I have anything else to bargain with except my body. I made it clear my sister was off limits. She’s all that matters. I’d do whatever it takes to protect Becky.” 
 
    “I will deal with this male once we are returned. He won’t be approaching you.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “No! He could fire us and we’d be sent back home!” 
 
    “He won’t.” 
 
    “You can’t do anything, Gnaw. I can’t risk us being returned to Radison. That new inspector will realize two workers are missing from our greenhouse. He’ll view the security footage, see what my sister looks like, then he’ll put out an arrest alert. That means we’ll be taken into custody the moment we return! I’ll probably go to straight to the mines, but Becky would be sent to a brothel. She’s too pretty.” 
 
    “The fleet male won’t have you returned. He will know I’ll rip off his limbs if he does anything to you.” 
 
    Her eyes remained wide as she stared at him, appearing uncertain. 
 
    There was a slight hiss, and he spun, his claws extending as the wall opened. Two Elth entered, their weapons trained on him. They parted ways, and a third appeared, carrying a bucket. He set it down with a tentacle and the three withdrew, the wall sealing behind them once again. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “Probably food.” 
 
    “In a bucket?” 
 
    Gnaw could sympathize with her unpleased tone. He walked over to peer inside. The sight made him curl his upper lip in disgust. “It’s some form of plant and water combined into a thick mixture. It’s green.” 
 
    He heard a thump and turned, finding that Darla had slid off the bed and dropped to the floor on her bare feet. She approached, stared into the bucket, and then crouched, sniffing. “Oh boy. That doesn’t smell or look good at all. I can’t even guess what that is, and it’s my job to grow edible plants.” She turned her head. “Do you have any idea?” 
 
    He shook his head. “But we need to keep up our strength.” He lowered to the floor, the bucket between them, and dipped in one extended claw, getting a tiny bit on the end of it. He lifted it to his nose, sniffed, but didn’t pick up anything that alarmed him. It didn’t have an appealing smell, though. He opened his mouth and ran the coated claw across his tongue. It was tasteless. 
 
    “I think it’s planet surface covering.” 
 
    She hesitated, then dipped one of her fingers in, repeating what he’d done. She made a cute face by scrunching her nose. It put wrinkles above her eyes too. “It’s some type of grass. Now I know what you meant by surface covering. Do they think we’re grazing animals?” 
 
    He shrugged. “They would be aware of our biology and needs. They are scientists, of sorts. Eat.” 
 
    She hesitated. “They didn’t even give us spoons.” 
 
    He dug a few of his claws into the green paste-like substance and brought them to his mouth. “Use your fingers.” 
 
    “I hope we’re found soon,” she whispered.  
 
    He nodded, wondering why his grouping hadn’t arrived yet. He closed his eyes, focusing on his implant. The link was there—and hope surged because it felt stronger.  
 
    He hid a smile and opened his eyes, finding Darla watching him. 
 
    “Not much longer.” 
 
    He identified similar hope on her delicate features. “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Like hours? Days?” 
 
    “I’m not certain.” He turned his head to peer at the cameras.  
 
    “Oh. Right.” Her voice rose. “This stuff is so gross.” 
 
    He took another bite. “I’ve eaten worse.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “My grouping and I were caught in a bad storm once on a planet. The only cover to be found was inside a cave. We were without supplies. The winds were throwing rocks the size of our heads and uplifting trees. We were stranded until it stopped. All there was to eat were brown bugs. They were bitter and caused my eyes to water.” 
 
    She made that cute face again. “Okay, that’s much grosser.” 
 
    “They were high in protein, though. Maith said they were safe to eat.” 
 
    “Maith?” 
 
    He nodded. “He’s part of my grouping, and our medic. He always carries his scanner. He was able to determine the bugs were safe for us to eat.” 
 
    “Tell me about your grouping.” She ate more.  
 
    He figured she was trying to distract herself from the food. “There are four of us. Roth is our leader. He’s the most dominant, yet calm to keep us at peace. Drak is next. He’s direct and smart, which is important, to help Roth make good decisions for us. He mated recently. Her name is Abby.” 
 
    “Are they the ones who had the baby that was on the news?” 
 
    He shook his head. “They met on Defcon Red. Drak and Abby want to have young but are waiting until our assignment is over on that ship. Maith is the most caring, and that is why he became our medic. He’s also skilled with a knife. Also good for a medic.” 
 
    She sat on the floor. “What can you tell me about yourself?” 
 
    “I am grateful for my grouping. I was shunned before I met them. They didn’t have to take me in, but they did.” 
 
    She frowned. “Shunned?” 
 
    He hesitated. “It’s not a good story to tell.” 
 
    “I told you about my life.” 
 
    “That is true, and fair. My father allowed himself to lock on to a female who wasn’t interested in him. It shouldn’t have happened.” 
 
    “Lock on to?” 
 
    He adjusted his body, also sitting on the floor. “When we begin to feel strong emotions for a female, if she’s not interested, we avoid her and remind ourselves that she isn’t going to become our mate until those feelings go away. If she is interested, we allow those emotions to grow stronger. We call it locking on. In our hearts and minds, she becomes our mate. She will be all we want or need. To be with her makes us happy.” 
 
    “That sounds really nice.” 
 
    “It can be, but my father knew she wasn’t for him. The female had rejected him. He allowed himself to lock on to her anyway. When she kept rejecting him, he began to go feral.” 
 
    Her mouth opened, and she appeared shocked. 
 
    He lowered his voice. “His grouping should have put him down. He became unstable and couldn’t control his body or emotions. He lived with three brothers in his grouping, by the same parents. They didn’t have the strength in their hearts to do it.” 
 
    She paled. “Put him down as in…” 
 
    “End his life for the safety of others. A feral Veslor is highly dangerous. My father went after my mother to force her to become his mate.” Gnaw paused; he still felt shame over what his sire had done. “He took her without her consent. She tried to fight him off, to defend herself, but he was stronger.” 
 
    “Oh, Gnaw. I’m so sorry.” She reached for him and touched his arm. 
 
    “They put him down after that, but she was pregnant with me from his attack. She kept me for a few years but as I grew, I resembled him more. It became too painful for her to look at me, and her grouping shunned me. I was old enough to survive on my own.” 
 
    She scooted closer and shoved the bucket from between them. “They kicked you out of your home? How old were you?” 
 
    “Five years. The males had taught me how to hunt and find shelter. None of the groupings near us were willing to accept me, even the one my father had belonged to. They feared I’d make the same mistake, turn feral one day, too, and they’d have to put me down.” 
 
    “That’s absolute shat!” she spat. “I’m so sorry that happened to you. It makes me angry. They were wrong to treat you badly because of something someone else did.” 
 
    He nodded. “My grouping says the same. I lived on my own for two years, surviving in the forests. Drak found me when I was exploring farther out and took me home. They took me in, and I’ve been with them ever since. They didn’t fear that I’d become like my father.” 
 
    “Of course you wouldn’t. You’re a good man.” 
 
    He watched her closely, studying her. She appeared sincere. “You don’t know me well.” 
 
    “I think I do. You were kind to my sister and I on the shuttle. We were both scared since we’ve never been on one before. Then you could have hurt me.” She turned her head, glancing at the padded exam bed, before peering at him, her cheeks pink once more. “You didn’t. It was great. Then you cleaned me. That’s being a good man, Gnaw. On top of all of that, you want to threaten the fleet recruiter who hired me to make sure he can’t collect on my debt. You care about others.” 
 
    He couldn’t deny anything she’d said. “No male would want to hurt a female.” 
 
    “That’s not true. I was raised on an entire planet where the men in charge don’t care much about women. My father is a good man, but most living there aren’t.” 
 
    “You’ll never return to your planet.” He’d make certain of that. “Try to eat more.” 
 
    “I can’t. This stuff doesn’t taste too nasty, but it’s got a bad texture. I think I’ve had enough. I don’t want my stomach to reject what I’ve gotten down so far.” 
 
    He nodded. The food wasn’t settling well inside his stomach, either. Veslors enjoyed meat. Not planet surface covering. He rose to his feet and held out his hand to her. “We’ll rest.” 
 
    She took his hand, and he pulled her to her feet. Then without warning, he scooped her into his arms. He carried her over to the exam bed and lay her down. Then he climbed up with her. 
 
    She seemed surprised but didn’t protest when he pulled her close, having to hold her to make them both fit. He allowed her to use his arm to pillow her head, and he admitted it felt nice to have her small, soft body curled in front of him. 
 
    “You’re a good man, Gnaw.” 
 
    He wasn’t a man, but a male, though he understood what she meant. He was glad Darla saw him that way, rather than as an animal…the way some humans saw his kind. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    “Breed!” 
 
    That screechy voice woke Darla. The arm around her waist tightened and the warm, large body molded to her back tensed. Gnaw softly snarled. 
 
    “Breed now, Veslor. Is she not your mate? We can bring in another.” 
 
    Gnaw released her and slid off the exam bed. She sat up and turned. He glared at the camera; the one built into the wall that opened as a door. “The female needs more rest.” 
 
    “Breed her now, or we will kill that one to replace with another.” 
 
    Panic struck. Darla didn’t want to die. And the replacement would be Becky. She didn’t think Gnaw would hurt her sister or force her to have sex with him, but the aliens who held them captive would kill her, too.  
 
    She scooted to the edge of the bed, her shirt sliding up as she did, and rolled onto her stomach, letting her legs drop over the edge. She gripped the top of the padded surface on the other side, to keep herself from totally slipping off. It left her bent over, her lower half exposed, and dangling from the side of the bed again. 
 
    “Please, Gnaw. I’m fine. Do as they say.” 
 
    He snarled louder, and as she stared at him over her shoulder, there was no missing the pure rage on his face. He turned toward her though, reaching for the front of his pants. 
 
    She looked away, finding a spot on the wall to focus on. The last time he was behind her hadn’t been painful, but he’d been calmer then. She prepared for the worst.  
 
    Gnaw approached and his big hands gripped her hips. His strength impressed her again when he adjusted her by moving her over a few inches. Then he used one knee to press between her legs. She parted them willingly. One of his hands released her, and he slid it between their bodies. This time, he didn’t touch her slit. Instead, she felt the hard press of his thick rod against her sex. 
 
    She squeezed her eyes closed, waiting for the pain. 
 
    He didn’t shove into her, though; instead, rubbed the thick tip of his cock up and down her slit. She felt his warm lubricant coating her. Her heart rate slowed a little as the fear eased. He pressed the tip firmer against her flesh and kept up that slow movement, hitting her clit on every slight upstroke. 
 
    Her body began to respond. 
 
    “I will kill them all for this,” Gnaw hissed quietly.  
 
    Her eyes widened as he lined them up and pushed his hips forward, her body taking him easily now. 
 
    A small part of her felt shame. She should hate what they were being forced to do…but as he started to thrust his hips, driving into her deeper, all she could do was moan in pleasure. He just felt too good.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Darla panted, moaning Gnaw’s name as she came for the second time. He took her faster, and then she felt him coming deep inside her. A low snarl left his lips. He stilled, her body pinned beneath him, still bent over the exam bed.  
 
    It was day three. At least from what she could guess. They were still locked in the same room together. The sex was fantastic, but she also loved sleeping with Gnaw, too. He spooned her from behind, one of his arms under her head for a pillow, the other always wrapped protectively around her waist. They were prisoners, but it was easy to forget her fear unless the Elth gave them orders or entered the room to bring them another bucket of the watery plant mixture they called food. 
 
    Gnaw bent over her, his chest resting against her back. He put his lips close to her ear. “Was I too rough?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He caressed her side with his big hand. “I’m angry.” He eased even closer, lowering his voice. “They should have been here by now. They are close.” 
 
    “Maybe this ship is cloaked,” she whispered back. “Are we even on a ship? We could be on a planet or a station.” 
 
    He grunted and lifted off her back, gently withdrawing his still-hard rod from her sex. She felt a little tender, but the Elth had continually demanded they breed. She’d lost count of how many sessions they had each day. Their captors even complained if Gnaw only took her once per time.  
 
    “Breed her,” the tiresome voice demanded from the speaker. 
 
    Gnaw threw back his head and roared. It startled her bad enough to slip off the edge of the bed. Her bare feet hit the floor and she almost lost her balance but Gnaw wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her against his side.  
 
    He faced the cameras. “I will kill you all for doing this to us.” 
 
    “Have you bonded with her? We will bring in another female if this one isn’t compatible.” 
 
    She hoped Gnaw wasn’t mad enough to lie by saying he’d mated her. They’d discussed it the night before while lying on the padded table, pretending to sleep. Darla feared if he said they were mates, the Elth would kill the other women. Then again, they might kill her if they lost patience, and send in her sister next. 
 
    “It takes time to form the bond,” Gnaw snarled. “You know nothing about Veslors. Fools.” 
 
    The insult had her inwardly wincing, and she turned into his side, rubbing his bare stomach. He lowered his head and their gazes met. She silently pleaded with him to let go of his anger.  
 
    He closed his mouth and pressed his lips together, giving her a very slight nod. 
 
    She relaxed and pressed her check to his chest. “We need just a little more time,” she stated loudly. “We’re trying to bond. It doesn’t help when you keep interrupting us. He’s highly stressed. You heard what Doctor Brick said. Remember? She said it could take time.” 
 
    “We want results,” the Elth snapped. “This is taking too long.” 
 
    “We’re doing the best we can.” She blinked back tears. Gnaw’s arm tightened around her, and he gave her a squeeze. “It would help if you brought Gnaw meat. His kind need it.” 
 
    Gnaw frowned and met her gaze again. She gave a small shrug. He’d complained about it over every food bucket they’d received.  
 
    Only silence answered them. 
 
    “They turned it off,” he whispered.  
 
    “I’m sure they’ll be giving us more commands soon. They do it every few hours.” 
 
    He released her and motioned toward the sink. She walked over to it and turned. They had the routine down now. Gnaw picked her up and sat her on the tall counter, where she removed the shirt she practically lived in, no longer putting anything on below her waist. The Elth wanted them to have sex too much to bother.  
 
    Gnaw turned on the water and they both washed their bodies as best as they could, until large puddles wet the floor.  
 
    “You should free your hair and I’ll wash it.” 
 
    It was tempting, but Darla shook her head. “I’d really like a shower and hair cleaner but it’s best to keep it braided. I have a lot of it. It would clog the drains in that tiny sink and take forever to dry.” She hopped down then moved between him and the sink, washing her face and using water to wash out her mouth. Then she straightened, turning off the water.  
 
    Gnaw reached out and took hold of her thick braid, examining it. “I could cut it.” He showed her his claws. “I’d hate to. I’d like to see it free. It must be beautiful.” 
 
    She smiled. “It would be weird to not have it. Part of me resents that I’ve never been allowed to do more than trim it. Long hair can be a pain. But I’m so used to it now that it would be strange if I cut it off. My mother used to brush our hair every night. It was like mother/daughter bonding time. I plan to do the same with Becky on Defcon Red. I’m hoping it will make her miss our home and family a little less.” 
 
    “You’re a good sister.” 
 
    “Becky would argue with you about that. I bet she’s mad at me right now, blaming me for us being in this mess. We wouldn’t have been kidnapped if we hadn’t been on that shuttle.” 
 
    “You were attempting to protect her.” 
 
    “She doesn’t know why we had to leave. Becky had a bad scare when she was six, involving three criminals breaking into our greenhouse. She was playing, and she heard them kicking in one of the exterior doors to gain entry. She hid, thankfully. The alarm sounded when they got inside. Mom didn’t realize that Becky was in that section with them. She sealed if off and overrode the safety controls to turn up the bulbs. Some burst, raining glass down on the men. The bulbs that held burned them severely.” 
 
    “Bulbs?” 
 
    “They mimic the sun indoors. The vegetation is tougher to grow on Radison and they need harsher UV rays than on Earth.” She lifted her arm. “Those bulbs tend to burn skin if you’re exposed for even a few minutes. We only turn them on when we leave those sections. Mom overrode the safety limit and the bulbs started burning those men in seconds. There wasn’t any shelter, since it was a new crop that had barely begun to grow. 
 
    “Once they were too injured to put up a fight, my father and brothers subdued them and called for help to have them arrested and taken away for medical treatment. That’s when they realized Becky was missing. It took us hours to find her. She had crawled into the seeder machine and had seen the entire thing. She wasn’t physically hurt, thankfully. The machine protected her from being cut or burned…but she didn’t talk for almost two years.” 
 
    Gnaw’s mouth opened but he said nothing. Sympathy shone in his eyes. 
 
    “We babied her after that. She had nightmares for years about the bad men getting ahold of her, and from witnessing their suffering, their screams as their skin burned. Becky went from this kid who used to run around the greenhouse on her own to always sticking close to one of us.” 
 
    “She’s an adult now,” he reminded her. 
 
    “Yes, she is. But we’ve still tried to shelter her from anything bad.” She put the shirt back on. 
 
    “Does she know about the brothels?” 
 
    “She knows they exist but not that women are forced to work there or that she was ever at risk of being taken away. Our parents didn’t even pressure her to get married. She was safe after I made that deal with Anthony. Men frightened her after the break-in. Especially after she heard them talking.” 
 
    Gnaw cocked his head in question. 
 
    “We have security feeds. Cameras.” She paused. “They monitor the sections inside the greenhouse. My parents played the feeds back to see exactly what had happened after those men got in. Becky looked unhurt, but they weren’t certain if the men had done something to her, since she was so traumatized. I snuck into the security room to watch and listen, too. Those men were horrible. Greenhouses like ours are run by families. They were hoping there would be women there.” 
 
    Gnaw scowled.  
 
    “Only men in good standing are permitted to get married or even pay to use the brothels. That means they must follow all the rules, have jobs, be deemed productive members of society. Otherwise, they never have access to women. The three who broke in not only came to steal food but women too. They were pretty vocal and crude about what they planned to do to any women or girls they found. Men like them steal us to use.” 
 
    “Use?” Anger tightened his features and the word came out sharp.  
 
    “Rape,” she whispered. “That’s what happens to women and girls who are stolen. Those men would have stolen us, taken us to the camp they came from, and abused us to death. That’s why we have alarm systems on our greenhouse and a security room in the bunker to lock our family inside. It’s not just to keep us safe from storms.” 
 
    “You’re never going back there.” 
 
    She forced a smile. “I never want to.” 
 
    “You aren’t.” 
 
    The wall suddenly opened. Gnaw snarled and moved, blocking Darla from the Elth and their weapons as another bucket of food was brought. Darla held still until the wall sealed closed and the big Veslor moved away from her. He walked over to stare down at the bucket. 
 
    “Meat.” 
 
    She was excited until she rushed over, seeing what was inside the bucket. Then she blinked back tears. They’d brought meat, but it was raw. 
 
    Gnaw crouched, sniffing at it.  
 
    “Can you eat that?” 
 
    “I’m not certain I want to. I can’t identify what it is.” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “It could be other sentient aliens. It’s not human or Veslor, though. I’m certain of that. I’ve smelled the blood of both. Nor is it any race I can identify by scent.” 
 
    Her hunger fled fast. Would their captors feed them other aliens? That hadn’t crossed her mind. Gnaw stood and glared up at the camera, snarling, “What meat is this? We won’t touch it until you identify it.” 
 
    Darla wasn’t planning on touching it at all. Raw meat could make her sick and probably give her some disease. She reached up, touching her ribs. The bones there were more pronounced. She’d dropped some weight in just the few days she’d been in captivity. The grass stuff didn’t settle well, so she only forced herself to take a few bites at every meal. 
 
    “Eat,” an Elth voice snapped from the speakers. 
 
    “Cook it at least. She’s a human. Their bodies can’t process raw meat easily.” 
 
    Darla felt gratitude toward Gnaw for sticking up for her. She doubted the aliens cared, though. They hadn’t so far, willing to do anything to get their way.  
 
    Without warning, the lights flickered and the floor under them vibrated. 
 
    A loud boom sounded. 
 
    Gravity became unstable. 
 
    Terror struck Darla, but before she could do more than gasp, Gnaw spun and grabbed her around the waist. He yanked her off her feet and rushed toward the exam bed, where he sat her before climbing up and pinning her down with his body. 
 
    “Hold on to me.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” 
 
    “I believe my grouping is attacking.” 
 
    There was another boom from somewhere and the lights flickered again. Darla clutched at Gnaw. “Why are we on the bed?” 
 
    “Gravity might be lost, or there is the risk of a hull breach if we are on a ship or space station.” 
 
    Breach. That one word terrified her. She may not have ever been up in space before leaving Radison, but she’d heard about hull breaches—and the results of them. Everything in the room would be sucked out into space, including the very oxygen they breathed. 
 
    It meant death.  
 
    “We’ll die if that happens.” 
 
    “Most ships have emergency shields that cover breaches when they happen, but it can take up to ten seconds. Hold your breath if it occurs and don’t let go of me. I’ll keep us on this bed. It’s bolted to the floor.” 
 
    She adjusted her legs enough to wrap them around his waist and clung to his big body tighter. His weight pinned her but if gravity failed, it wouldn’t for long. She remembered how it felt to be weightless in the shuttle.  
 
    Another explosion sounded, and that time the lights didn’t come back on after going out. A soft yellow light blinked on, near the part of the wall that could open, but it was faint.  
 
    Then Gnaw’s weight felt lighter, and she experienced a slight dizzy feeling. 
 
    “Gravity is going,” Gnaw warned.  
 
    “I feel it.” 
 
    “Don’t let go of me.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    Gravity faded but returned. There was a loud pinging noise and a hiss. She twisted toward the sound to see the wall to their cell had opened.  
 
    Gnaw must have noticed too. He moved fast, releasing the bed and sliding them both off the surface. 
 
    “Get behind me and stay there. Grab hold of the waist of my pants. Don’t let go,” he snarled. 
 
    She hated that she wasn’t wrapped around him anymore as she slid down his big body, but she didn’t protest. It was their chance to escape. She grabbed hold of the waist of his pants as tightly as she could and kept close to him as he stalked quickly toward the open wall. 
 
    They exited into the wide, tall corridor. “My sister and the other women are there.” Darla pointed to where she’d been kept before. 
 
    “Let’s find out what’s happening first. They might be safer locked inside a cell. If the Elth approach, release me, crouch into a ball against a wall, and stay down.” 
 
    Darla didn’t like those instructions. She understood them. He wanted her to make herself a small target and stay out of the way if he had to fight. But she still didn’t like it. She really hoped it wouldn’t come to that. 
 
    A blast sounded to their left, and Gnaw headed that way, almost dragging her behind him. She wanted to protest. They should be running away from scary noises, not rushing toward them. But it wasn’t as if he was giving her a chance to offer her input.  
 
    He had admitted to having a job that involved fighting. She came from a mostly peaceful planet. Violence scared her, but then again, she’d never had a huge Veslor using himself as a human shield, either. 
 
    Gnaw moved down the hall—then halted so fast, she bumped into him. 
 
    “Release me and stay down,” he whispered. 
 
    She didn’t hesitate, even though she hated to let him go. Darla threw herself at the wall and slid down, her attention focused on the hallway. Squeals sounded, and then four Elth were quickly rushing toward them. One Elth shot his weapon but it wasn’t at them, instead aimed at whoever they were fleeing from. 
 
    In shocked awe, she watched as Gnaw leapt forward. He didn’t attack the aliens at first, instead landing on his hands and feet, bent over—and then his body began to instantly transform into another shape. It happened so fast that within a few blinks, he’d gone from being himself to becoming a beast with four large paws sporting long, sharp claws. It looked strange to see that scary creature wearing torn pants, the waist split open. 
 
    He roared in rage and attacked the Elth. 
 
    They tried to flee from him, but the big alien cat moved too fast. He took them down, their shrieks loud as his claws tore open their skin. White stuff sprayed the walls, floor, and even the ceiling. Some of it hit Darla, too. She flinched but couldn’t take her gaze off Gnaw as he tore up the Elth with his lethal claws, stomping on them once he had them down. The thick white stuff that must’ve been their blood spread across the floor around them. 
 
    Gnaw slipped on it with all four of his big paws when he was done killing the aliens. The pants weren’t on him anymore, the destroyed material scattered with the dead bodies. His long claws scratched on the floor as he moved. He turned his head, and the only thing she identified in that altered beasty face of his were his beautiful eyes. 
 
    He jerked his head at her and started to walk slowly in the direction he’d indicated. 
 
    Darla was shaking as she used the wall to get to her feet. There was no way she could follow him without stepping in the white blood still spreading on the floor from the torn up corpses of the Elth.  
 
    “Oh frack,” she hissed, locking her gaze on Gnaw as he prowled away from her. As scary as he currently looked, she didn’t want to be left behind. That meant following. He hadn’t attacked her. It had to imply that just because his body was in another shape, his mind remained the same. 
 
    The stuff she stepped in had the same consistency as lukewarm soured milk. It was a little chunky. She gagged but refrained from puking. There was no way she wanted to lose sight of Gnaw. She continued to walk, almost tripping over a thick tentacle. It forced to her look down, stepping carefully over the Elth until she cleared the last body part. 
 
    Beastly-looking Gnaw glanced back, seeming to make sure she followed him, and then picked up his pace. She jogged to keep up. It was still shocking to see him this way, even though she’d learned from the news that they were a shifter alien race. They hadn’t shown what Veslors looked like, though, with their huge cat bodies. 
 
    There were slight noises ahead, ones she identified. It was the same sound she’d heard when the Elth fired their weapons. Gnaw suddenly roared and rushed around a corner, leaving her behind.  
 
    Darla froze when high-pitched shrieks followed. Then she forced herself to creep forward, peeking around the curve of the wall.  
 
    Gnaw had two of the aliens on the ground, batting at them brutally with his huge paws. His claws tore them apart and their white blood sprayed everywhere. 
 
    She silently swore to never drink milk again. Ever.  
 
    A third Elth came out of a door that suddenly opened near where she was hiding. Gnaw seemed so focused on finishing off his alien pray that he must not have heard the hiss. He didn’t even glance over his shoulder to indicate he knew the other Elth had entered the hallway. 
 
    Outrage filled her as the Elth raised one of its tentacles, revealing a weapon he aimed toward Gnaw. 
 
    She reacted on instinct, rushing around the corner, and throwing herself at the tall alien. 
 
    Her intention had been to tackle him and take him to the floor. Instead, it felt as if she’d slammed into a clammy, slightly squishy pillar. Neither of them went down. 
 
    The Elth twisted his gelatinous body her way, loosening her hold on the part of his body just above where his tentacles started. His three eyes widened, probably surprised by her attack. Then something wrapped around one of her thighs, squeezing painfully. It felt as if her bones were being broken. She screamed and managed to raise her arms, clawing at the white skin of what should be his face. It was near his mouth, since he was too tall for her to reach his eyes. 
 
    She was suddenly falling when the tentacle holding her gave a sharp jerk. She hit the floor hard, the air knocked from her. The Elth pointed the weapon and she braced for searing.  
 
    It never happened. 
 
    Gnaw launched through the air and slammed into the Elth before he could shoot. They both crashed out of sight into the room the alien had just come from. Terrifyingly deep snarls and high-pitched shrieks sounded next. 
 
    Darla sucked in air and knew she was hurt. Her head throbbed from where it had slammed into the floor, her back too, but her thigh worried her the most.  
 
    Motion from the corner of her eye had her turning her head.  
 
    White-suited bodies, at least a dozen of them, rushed around a corner of another turn in the wide hallway. It terrified her when she saw the large rifle-like weapons they held, but the clear helmet masks revealed them to be humans.  
 
    “Don’t shoot the cat!” she yelled, hoping none of them would mistake Gnaw for a hostile alien. 
 
    One of the men in the lead reached her first. He bent, grabbed her arm, and she gasped as he yanked her hard enough to cause more pain. He dragged her along the floor, taking her around the corner she’d peeked from behind earlier. Then he released her and dropped to his knees, bending over her. 
 
    “Don’t shoot the cat,” she repeated. “It’s Gnaw. He’s a Veslor. Tell them so they know not to shoot him!” 
 
    “We know who he is. Let’s worry about you.” He touched her outer thigh, and she protested.  
 
    “Ouch!” 
 
    “It looks like one of those bastards got you with his suckers. They have little hooks on them, and it tore open your skin where he attached to your leg.” 
 
    It took her seconds to realize he must have meant the small rounded parts on the tentacle legs of the Elth. She wiggled her toes and bent her knee a little. A few spots on her leg now burned a bit, but she doubted any bones were actually broken.  
 
    “He squeezed me and yanked me off my feet.” 
 
    “Well, he cut you, but it’s not bad. Medics are on their way. What’s your name?” 
 
    The pain in her head and back dulled and she tried to sit up to look at her leg, but the human put his gloved hand on her chest and gently pushed her flat. 
 
    “Stay down.” 
 
    “What about Gnaw?” 
 
    “He’ll be fine. The rest of the team is assisting him in eliminating the threat. Tell me your name and rank.” 
 
    She figured out then that he had to be a fleet member. “I’m Darla Mitt, a civilian. Are you from Defcon Red?” 
 
    “Yes, Miss Mitt. Don’t worry about a thing. We’ve taken control of the ship and are eradicating the threats onboard.” 
 
    “My sister and other women are being held together in a room. We were kidnapped from a shuttle. I think I can lead you ba―” 
 
    “We found them.” He turned his helmet to peer behind him. “Over here!” 
 
    Two more outfitted men came around the corner. One of them carried a bag. He went to her other side, dropped to his knees, and twisted to place the bag on the floor. 
 
    “Civilian,” the first man stated. “Injuries to her left leg so far. I’ll leave her to your care.” Then he rose to his feet and walked out of her view. 
 
    Something pressed against her leg, and she startled. It was the other man. He held a fist-sized device against her skin. There was a sharp jab… 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” the first medic said in a matter-of-fact voice. “Just a little sedative. You’ll wake up feeling much better.” 
 
    Darla panicked, trying to fight the blackness. She had to make sure Gnaw was okay! But the sedative worked fast and was far too strong. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Gnaw tried to get past the nine fleet tactical members of Team Two and Four. The human males blocked the exit. He snarled at them but all that accomplished was making them seem more nervous. They had stunner weapons trained at his chest. 
 
    Craig Treeton had taken the lead. “Just take some deep breaths, Gnaw. Your grouping is on their way. We have no idea what’s been done to you. Don’t attack us. We’re your friends.” 
 
    Jasper Cross, another human, nodded behind Craig. “That’s right. We’re on the same side, buddy. Did they drug you? Torture you?” 
 
    “Don’t piss him off,” Trenton Burns muttered. “Fuck, look at the size of those claws. He’s got pieces of squid stuck on some of them.” 
 
    Gnaw heard a familiar snarl, and the humans moved aside, allowing Roth to walk between them. His grouping leader had removed his helmet, cradling it in one arm, and held a weapon in the other. Roth met his gaze and stopped feet away. 
 
    “Shift if you’re able,” he softly rasped. 
 
    Gnaw sat and closed his eyes, trying to calm. 
 
    “He’s not shifting.” Jasper sounded anxious. 
 
    “Give it time,” Roth snapped. “It’s not instant. He’s been fighting for his life. You saw the bodies. Gnaw has to get control of his anger first.” 
 
    Gnaw pictured the stream he and his grouping used to splash and play in as cubs. It was always a soothing memory. His skin tingled, bones began to reshape, and he ignored the slight pain of transforming. Once it was over, he opened his eyes and rose to his feet. 
 
    Roth glanced at one of the humans, tossing him his helmet. The team member caught it. Then Roth reached behind him, yanking a pair of pants from where he must have tucked them into his weapons belt.  
 
    Gnaw accepted them, putting them on. They were loose fitting, the type they wore to train and exercise. “There’s a female…Darla.” He tried to walk around Roth to go find her. 
 
    His grouping leader moved, blocking his path. “The medics are treating her.” Roth inched closer until their faces were inches apart, gazes locked. “Let them.” 
 
    “She might be afraid. I need to check on her. An Elth took her down. She hit the floor hard before I could get it away from her.” 
 
    Roth refused to move. “The female is being treated. Right now, we need to figure out if anything is wrong with you. Were you drugged? Altered in any way that you’re aware of? The Elth enjoy doing both of those things.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “The Elth didn’t operate on you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Roth turned toward Craig Treeton. “Give us a few minutes alone.” 
 
    “That’s against protocol until the medics have cleared him.” 
 
    Gnaw’s grouping leader spun, snarling low at the human. “He’s calm and not a threat. We’re contained inside a room with only one exit. This is a Veslor matter. Leave the room and allow me to speak to my male. That’s not a request. I have authority from Commander Bills to deal with my grouping. Leave!” 
 
    The humans didn’t appear to like it, but they exited the room. The door closed, sealing them inside. Roth slowly faced him. 
 
    “You smell of the human female. What happened?” 
 
    “The Elth demanded we breed. They seem to believe a half-human cub would be easier to manipulate and train for whatever purpose they’d intended.” 
 
    “You agreed to do this?” Anger flashed in Roth’s steady gaze. 
 
    “No!” he snarled. 
 
    Roth sniffed.  
 
    “We bred, but it was the female’s choice. The Elth threatened her sister.” Gnaw refused to apologize for his decision to copulate with Darla. “I didn’t hurt her. I wouldn’t do that. They threatened to kill her and bring her sister to me if we didn’t do as they demanded. She felt we stood a better chance of surviving, along with the other females, if we copulated together to stall the Elth. I knew you would come for us.” 
 
    Roth reached out and grasped his arm. “We will always find you. The other females located said one of them was taken away by force to be bred with you.” He growled low, his frustration showing. “I had hoped you hadn’t copulated with the female. I don’t know how the humans will twist this.” 
 
    “Darla will tell the humans she insisted that we copulate. There was no force. She’s a sincere female.” 
 
    “I hope it is so. Some humans look for reasons to hate us.” 
 
    “I would never harm a female.” 
 
    “You never need to say that to me. Is there a chance the female is carrying your cub?” 
 
    “No,” he growled. “I didn’t transform unless it was to kill my enemies.” 
 
    Relief flashed over Roth’s features. “Good. Now Maith wants to see you.” 
 
    Gnaw looked down at his body. “I’m unharmed. I avoided being shot by the Elth today, and my initial injuries after capture have fully healed.” 
 
    “Let him check you over. You know how he worries. It will also give you time before the humans question you. They will want to know every detail that took place between you and the female.” 
 
    Anger rose inside him, but he pushed it down. “I won’t reveal too many details.” 
 
    His grouping leader sighed. “Humans seem to not understand private boundaries. They will ask you questions about your time with the female that might provoke your rage. Keep in control, Gnaw.” 
 
    He gave a sharp nod. At least Roth wasn’t ordering him to answer the questions. Just to avoid showing how insulted or angry they might make him. It was a warning that the humans would try his patience and control. 
 
    “How are you?” Roth pulled him against his suit, touching their foreheads together. 
 
    Gnaw reached up and put his hand on Roth’s arm, giving it a squeeze. His grouping leader was worried about his mental state. “I am good. Strong. Resilient. Nothing done here has damaged me. I need food, a shower, and rest. That is all.” 
 
    The door behind them suddenly opened and they stepped apart, releasing each other. Clark Yenna, Craig Treeton, and most of the members of Teams Two and Four openly stared at them. 
 
    “Our medic will look Gnaw over. I know you want to interview him. Once he is medically cleared, has a shower, and eats food, we will let you ask your questions,” Roth announced. 
 
    “That’s n―” 
 
    “Sounds like a good plan,” Clark Yenna said, cutting off whatever Craig Treeton had been about to say. “I’m glad to see you, Gnaw.” The older human male smiled. “Good work tearing the shit out of some of those slimy bastards.” He spoke to Roth next. “The shuttle is ready to fly you over to Defcon Red. I’ll have the rest of your grouping meet you there.” 
 
    “Sir,” Craig Treeton hissed. “You heard the report. Gnaw needs to be processed for evidence and interrogated immediately.” 
 
    Clark spun on the human male, clearly furious. “Those survivors have no idea what took place between Gnaw and the woman taken to him. That’s not an official report. It’s speculative bullshit at best. I know Gnaw. He’d never rape anyone. Now shut your trap and remember who’s in charge. That would be me.” 
 
    Craig Treeton pressed his lips together.  
 
    Clark addressed Roth. “Take Gnaw to shuttle six. Drak and Maith should already be waiting for you. I’ll stick around here to clean up this mess and let you know when I return. Then we’ll deal with debriefings.” 
 
    Roth nodded. “Follow me, Gnaw. We studied the deck plans of Elth ships while in pursuit. I know where we’re going.” 
 
    Gnaw walked behind Roth. The humans parted for them. No one else stopped them as they traveled through the Elth ship. Gnaw saw bodies of the aliens being stacked alongside those of humans. There were many of them. 
 
    Roth slowed his pace to allow him to walk at his side. 
 
    “Why did it take so long to reach us?” 
 
    “They attacked a civilian transport in orbit, causing failure to their life support and engines. Defcon Red responded to that ship’s distress beacon. That’s when we received your alert that something was wrong. Defcon Red couldn’t abandon the eighty-two lives in jeopardy. We rescued them, and then were able to pursue the missing shuttle. Our grouping knew which direction to go…I had to tell Commander Bills about our locators. He swore to keep them secret. The Elth have technology to shield their ships, but we could still feel you.” 
 
    “You fixed on me and found them.” 
 
    “Yes.” Roth bumped his arm. “We weren’t going to lose you.” 
 
    “I’m surprised the humans would go to such trouble to retrieve me.” 
 
    “It wasn’t only you taken. It’s a matter of pride with the fleet to retrieve their own people.” 
 
    Gnaw respected that.  
 
    “Gnaw!” 
 
    He jerked his head up as they entered a large room. It was where the transport shuttle had been when the Elth had torn open the top, and he’d attacked them. The original shuttle wasn’t there anymore, but three others from Defcon Red were sitting in the vast space. Drak and Maith rushed toward him, happiness and relief on their faces. 
 
    Drak reached him first, pulling him into his embrace to give him a hard hug. “We were worried.” 
 
    Gnaw gave him a strong pat on the back. “I am well.” 
 
    “It’s my duty to determine that after I’ve checked you over.” Maith shoved Drak aside and hugged him next, only gentler. “What is the most serious injury you have sustained?” 
 
    “I’m not hurt,” Gnaw promised, hugging him back. 
 
    Maith released him, glancing up and down his body again. Then the male reached up and removed his helmet. He sniffed loudly…and his features tensed. “You’re carrying the faint scent of a female on you.” 
 
    “We will discuss this later,” Roth whispered. “Not here.” 
 
    Drak removed his helmet and inhaled a few times. His gaze locked on Gnaw. 
 
    “Later,” Roth reminded them, glancing around at the few humans milling around the bay. 
 
    Drak jerked his head toward one of the shuttles. “Let’s return to Defcon Red. The human named Gracer is piloting shuttle six. We’ll be alone otherwise.” 
 
    Gnaw knew the males wanted to know exactly what had happened with Darla, and why her scent clung to him. Washing from a sink obviously hadn’t removed all traces of her.  
 
    He looked around the large shuttle bay, hoping to catch a glimpse of Darla. There were no females in sight. 
 
    He worried about her. That Elth had knocked her to the floor hard before he’d been able to tackle it away. Was she seriously harmed? He wanted an update on her condition.  
 
    He also wanted to see her with his own eyes, to make certain that she was well.  
 
    * * * * *  
 
    “Talk to me! Darla!” 
 
    That familiar voice snapped her awake. Darla peered up into her sister’s eyes, hovering about a foot above her own. She was glad to see Becky and instantly reached up, cupping her face. 
 
    “Tell me that you’re okay.” Her sister appeared panicked and her voice was too loud. 
 
    “I’m fine. Are you okay? Did the Elth hurt you once I was taken away?” Darla wanted to sit up to see more of her sister, but Becky didn’t back off, keeping her face close. She’d probably headbutt her if she attempted to move. 
 
    “They didn’t hurt us. Once they took you away, they didn’t feed us, but we were given water.” 
 
    Darla gently pushed at her sister, and that finally prompted Becky to straighten. She tried to sit up but felt weak and dizzy. Her sister helped her get upright. That’s when she realized she was on some padded type of gurney with a blanket covering her. She turned her head, taking in her surroundings. 
 
    “It’s a special space shuttle with gravity,” Becky whispered. “To treat injured people. Like a space ambulance.” 
 
    “I see.” Darla saw four people in dark blue uniforms with medical patches on their arms, helping some familiar faces. It was the women who’d been taken off the shuttle from Radison and locked up by the Elth. The women sat on similar padded gurneys, placed randomly in the long shuttle. A few of the women were lying flat, being attended to by the four medical personnel. 
 
    “The Elth hurt them?” 
 
    Becky took a seat on the edge of the gurney, next to Darla’s knees. “They’re weak from not eating.” She lowered her voice. “Barbara kept ranting and screaming at those aliens every time they came to check on us in that room, right until the door opened to reveal half a dozen armed fleet people.” 
 
    Darla turned to her sister and saw Becky rolling her eyes. It made her smile. “I’m not surprised by that. She seems to enjoy drama.” Then her humor faded. “Are you sure you’re alright?” 
 
    “I’m feeling better. The doctors gave us some energy drinks immediately, and something to eat that reminded me of lumpy mashed potatoes.” Her sister reached out and touched her shoulder. “They also slapped some patches on our skin, under our clothes. I don’t know what they’re for, but I was told it would help us recover faster.”  
 
    Then Becky took her hand, tears filling her eyes. “What did…he do to you? Are you alright?”  
 
    Darla knew her sister well, probably too much. She’d assume the worst. “It’s not what you’re thinking, I promise. Gnaw didn’t hurt me at all.” 
 
    “But the aliens said they were going to make him breed you.” Pink tinted her sister’s cheeks. “Your clothes are gone. I mean, you have your shirt still, but nothing else. No undergarments. I know because I was there while they were cleaning and patching your thigh, where you were torn up when you were first brought onto this shuttle. The doctor said the Elth did that to you, but was he lying?” 
 
    “Elth tentacles have hooks on them. One of them grabbed me and yanked me to the floor.” 
 
    “Did it also take your undergarments?” 
 
    Darla shook her head. “I removed them.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    Becky leaned in closer and lowered her voice. “Did he hurt you? Was it painful? I assume you were forced to…you know.” She blushed again. 
 
    Her sister had never had sex, or even been on a date. They’d rarely left the greenhouse on Radison. Their father and brothers were the ones who did most of the travel. The few strangers who visited were kept far away, with no chance of catching even a glimpse of either of them. It had always been so, for safety reasons once they’d hit puberty. 
 
    “Oh goodness.” Tears filled her sister’s eyes. 
 
    “No,” Darla whispered. “Gnaw didn’t hurt me. I swear. Gnaw and I had to do some things, but it was all my idea.” 
 
    That halted her sister’s tears, and her eyes widened, shock plainly stamped on her features. 
 
    “It was either that or they’d have killed me, taken you in there next, and then killed you when you didn’t breed with him. Gnaw would never force a woman. Ever. I know he looks scary but he’s extremely respectful and kind. We knew that the fleet would look for us. That meant we just needed to stall for time.” 
 
    Her sister didn’t look convinced. 
 
    “I wouldn’t lie to you, Becky. Gnaw didn’t hurt me in any way. He’s a very good man.” 
 
    Becky closely studied her face. “I believe you. Can we go home now? Do you think the fleet will take us back to Radison?” 
 
    Darla took hold of her sister’s hand. “We can’t ever go back there. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Why? None of this would have happened if we’d just stayed at our greenhouse.” 
 
    “Oh, Becky.” Sadness had Darla feeling as if she might cry next. She just wanted to protect her baby sister. “There were things happening on Radison that we didn’t tell you about. Bad things.” 
 
    “Like what? After all this, I deserve the truth, Darla.” 
 
    She was right. Darla knew the time had come. She could have been killed by the Elth. That would have left Becky alone to fend for herself. And what if her sister tried to return to their home world at some future point? “It’s common knowledge that women aren’t treated the same way men are on our planet.” 
 
    “Yes. Men have a lot more freedom, like saying curse words and dressing however they wish.” 
 
    “It’s more than that. Men get to choose what career they want. They’re the ones who decide who they wish to marry and when. They don’t need our permission, only our father’s, to take us as wives. Becky…inspectors and other officials on our planet look for attractive women who aren’t married or engaged. They take them to work in the brothels. Women aren’t allowed to say no. They’re forced into that line of work. Our old inspector, Anthony, agreed to never let that happen to us. The new inspector wouldn’t have hesitated to turn us in.” 
 
    Becky paled. 
 
    “That’s why we left. Mom, Dad, and our brothers knew I was getting us jobs with the fleet. United Earth has laws that protect women from being forced into sexual servitude on fleet ships.” 
 
    “But brothel workers are women who don’t want marriage; they chose to make money by selling their bodies.” 
 
    “That isn’t true, Becky. Our leaders make a lot of money by selling sex to visitors. It’s highly profitable. Young, unmarried women are taken from their families against their wills and never returned.” 
 
    Becky shook her head. “That can’t be true!” 
 
    “It is. We never wanted you to worry about being taken away when we were doing everything we could to prevent that from happening. It just would have upset you to know there was a risk.” 
 
    Her sister suddenly yanked her hand away, anger flashing in her eyes. “Our leaders can’t do that! They’re breaking their own laws. It’s wrong. It’s not fair!” 
 
    “Life isn’t always fair. We can’t go back to Radison. The new inspector will have already visited our greenhouse, noticed we’re gone, and alerted the law keepers. We didn’t get permission to leave. Not that they would have given it to us. Women aren’t allowed to leave Radison unless they’re traveling with their husbands.” 
 
    Tears flooded Becky’s eyes and her lower lip trembled. “You’re saying we’ll never see our parents and brothers again?” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Darla quickly stated. “We will be a family again. It was part of our plan. Once more jobs open in the gardens on Defcon Red, they’ll apply for them.” 
 
    “Miss Mitt?” A masculine voice startled them both. 
 
    Darla turned her head, staring at the man in the dark blue fleet uniform with the medical patch. “Me or her? I’m Darla, and this is my sister, Becky.” 
 
    “I’m Doctor Jenson.” He glanced at Becky. “I need a moment alone with Darla.” 
 
    “I’ve got nothing to hide from my sister.” Not anymore, Darla silently added. Now that she’d finally told Becky the painful truth of why they’d had to flee their home. 
 
    He frowned as he turned his dark gaze her way. “I have private questions to ask you. Intimate ones. It’s about what took place between you and the Veslor while you were with the Elth.” 
 
    Darla didn’t look forward to answering. “Give us a few minutes, Becky.” 
 
    Her sister hesitated but then stood, moving away. Darla glanced down, making sure the blanket kept her modesty in place. It was covering her legs, feet, and lap. Her shirt was still on. 
 
    The doctor pulled out a small data pad and seemed to read from it. Then he looked up. “There was no severe damage to your body picked up on the scans we took, but the handhelds aren’t as reliable as full med beds. We’ll run a more thorough one and set up a pelvic examination to collect evidence once we dock with Defcon Red. An emotional trauma councilor will be in attendance. The one assigned to you will also serve as your legal advocate to begin criminal filings against the Veslor. Justice will be served. Rest assured of that.” 
 
    Darla replayed what he said a few times, attempting to make sense of it. Some of his words concerned her. “What criminal filings? Justice? What are you talking about?” 
 
    He shifted his stance. “We will provide all evidence of your attack by the Veslor to your advocate. The fleet will of course compensate you for the trauma you’ve endured, your job is secure, and the perpetrator will pay for what he’s done.” 
 
    She knew her mouth hung open. But Darla had become so mad, it was hard to form words. Until they burst out of her in a rush. “Gnaw didn’t attack me. There will be no criminal anything!” 
 
    He frowned so hard, deep lines appeared around his mouth, eyes, and forehead. “There is no shame associated with sexual assault. None of this was your fault. The emotional trauma councilor will reinforce that for you, once you’ve talked to him or her. Please remain calm, Miss Mitt.” 
 
    “Do you have dirt in your ears? Listen to me. There was no sexual assault. Gnaw didn’t make me do anything. You can just get it right out of your head that he’s any kind of criminal.” 
 
    “Miss Mitt, please stop hissing at me. I apologize for broaching the subject. I’m not a trauma councilor. I thought my assurances would be comforting at this time. Obviously, you’re not ready to discuss what happened to you.” 
 
    She lifted her legs, flinched over the pain caused by her injured thigh, and twisted enough to sit on the side of the mobile bed. “Shake out the dirt to clear your ears,” she ordered. “You still aren’t listening! Gnaw didn’t hurt me. There will be no talk of criminal charges. The only ones you should arrest are the Elth!” 
 
    Her fellow shuttle abductee, the woman with black and blue hair and mismatched eye colors, rushed toward them from the back of the shuttle. Darla remembered Dr. Brick well. She was the one who’d told the Elth how Veslors couldn’t have babies unless it was with a mate.  
 
    “Marcus,” she stated, grabbing him by his arm and turning him toward her. “Walk away.” 
 
    “You’re a patient,” he spat. “Go sit back down, Jessa.” 
 
    “Your job isn’t to upset her more. And that’s what you seem to be doing. Walk away. I’m making her my patient as of this second. You’re relieved of duty for her.” 
 
    “You can’t do that.” 
 
    “I’m the A.R.S. This involves a Veslor. I’m pulling rank.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit!” 
 
    “It’s fact. Walk away, damn it, or I’ll file a report.” 
 
    He looked furious but stalked away, going to tend to another patient. 
 
    Darla stared at Dr. Brick, once again amazed that her bright blue hair streaks were the identical color of one of her eyes. “What’s an A.R.S.?” 
 
    Dr. Brick stepped closer and lowered her voice. “You’ve heard of specialists, right? Like cardiologists? Heart doctors? Well, in space, while dealing with foreign plants, animals and sentient lifeforms, shit can happen. I’m a fully licensed medical physician who specializes in alien matters. It’s my job to figure out how to treat a human if they catch some virus, disease, or have an allergic reaction to things that aren’t Earth based. A.R.S. stands for Alien Research Specialist. They aren’t kidding about the research part. I’m always having to learn new things every time we encounter something or someone that isn’t already in our medical database.” 
 
    “That sounds like a hard job. Thank you for making him leave me alone. That doctor wasn’t listening to me.” 
 
    Dr. Brick glanced around, before looking at her again. She kept her voice low. “Some people are always going to hold prejudices against aliens. I don’t. A lot of the women we were locked up with assumed you were taken away to be raped by the Veslor. It’s what they’ve reported to the tactical teams. Obviously, Marcus believes that as well, considering you’re only wearing a shirt. 
 
    “Now, anything you say to me is confidential, as your doctor. I will not repeat anything without your permission. From what I overheard, I’m going to guess that the scan they took must have indicated you’d had sex. Am I right?”  
 
    “Gnaw didn’t force me. The Elth were going to kill me if we didn’t do as they demanded. They’d have sent in the next woman, which they’d already determined would be my baby sister, and then killed her if he still refused. I had to practically plead with him to do what we did together. He took care of me, and he didn’t hurt me once. I swear. He hates what happened in that cell between us, but he did it to keep me alive. Don’t let them punish Gnaw, please!” 
 
    Dr. Brick nodded. “I won’t. This is what you need to do—refuse treatment.” 
 
    That advice stunned Darla. 
 
    “These medical shuttles are slow, since they don’t want to injure the patients more by destabilizing the gravity already in place by flying them too fast. We’ve run out of time though, since we’re entering the docking bay of Defcon Red right now. Medical teams are going to rush inside soon. Can you stand?” 
 
    Darla took a deep breath and scooted off the edge of the padded surface, standing slowly. Her injured thigh throbbed a little, but it held her weight. “Yes.” 
 
    Dr. Brick helped her wrap the blanket around her body. “Stick with me. I’m going to walk you out of here and right to your cabin.” 
 
    “I haven’t been assigned one yet. I’m a new-hire. I’ve never been on the ship before.” 
 
    “Shit,” Dr. Brick muttered. “Okay. We’ll go with Plan B. That’s the two of us going to my lab. If another doctor tries to take over, demand outright that I’m the only one you want treating you. Don’t allow them to bully you. It’s your right to choose.” 
 
    “Okay.” That sounded reasonable to Darla.  
 
    “I can pull rank as the A.R.S. because a Veslor is involved, but it will help if you demand to stick with me.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Darla forced a smile at her sister. Becky was staring at them from across the shuttle. “What about my sister?” 
 
    “Let her go with another team for treatment.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “You need food and uninterrupted rest,” Maith diagnosed. “I am glad you are in such good health, Gnaw. I feared the Elth would have done much worse to you.” 
 
    Gnaw stood naked in the bathroom after his examination from their grouping’s medic. “May I shower now?” 
 
    “Please do. You need one. Dead Elth isn’t pleasant to my senses.” 
 
    He got into the shower. The hot water relaxed him a bit while he scrubbed his body and washed his hair. Maith closed the bathroom door as he left, giving him privacy. He welcomed the alone time, knowing full well it wouldn’t last long. His grouping would want to know everything that had happened to him. Those details would include Darla. 
 
    The door opened minutes later. “Drak and Roth have gone to gather food for us,” Maith called loudly. “I’ve brought you fresh clothing. Roth isn’t certain how long it will be before Clark returns and the humans will demand to speak to you.” 
 
    Gnaw shut off the water and began drying his body. “I will get some sleep first.” 
 
    “Roth doesn’t believe they’ll allow that much time to pass. The humans were very agitated that one of their shuttles were stolen. To repeat Abby, ‘it’s a huge deal.’” 
 
    He grumbled but stepped out of the shower, dressing in the pants and shirt placed on the counter. Maith watched his every move, obviously concerned. 
 
    “I am well. The Elth allowed us short resting periods, and we had access to planet surface covering they deemed fit as food.” 
 
    Maith hissed. “They only fed you vegetation?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “The Elth are fools. I’m glad we were able to kill so many of them while retrieving you.” He stepped closer to Gnaw. “Do you wish to speak about the female? You copulated with her. Her scent is gone now, but it was there before you washed it away. I remember how Roth wasn’t pleased when Drak felt attraction to Abby. We’re alone, if you feel like speaking without his possible disapproval. Did you grow an emotional attachment to her?” 
 
    Gnaw sighed, feeling exhausted. He really didn’t want to speak about Darla but his grouping needed to know everything. “My feelings are confused. Her name is Darla, and she’s a brave female. I refused to copulate with her when the Elth ordered me to. She calmed my rage enough to hear her logical reasoning. Her life was in jeopardy, and they would have sent in other females after she was killed if I kept rejecting her. Then she stripped off her clothing and ordered me to comply. The timid little female became very demanding.” 
 
    Maith’s eyes widened and his mouth parted. It was obvious he was stunned. 
 
    Gnaw gave a brief nod. “As angry as the Elth made me, I couldn’t let her die. I was extremely careful not to hurt her.” He reached up and ran his fingers through his thick mane, brushing the wet strands back. “I feel shame.” 
 
    Maith stepped closer. “I would have done the same in your place. That female is alive because you set aside your pride by placating the enemy.” 
 
    “I enjoyed copulating with her, Maith. It felt…” He closed his eyes and lowered his now fisted hand. “But the situation enraged me, also.” He snapped open his eyes, his torment strong. “Am I like my father?” 
 
    “No!” Maith vehemently shook his head. “Never say that again.” 
 
    Gnaw lowered his gaze. 
 
    Maith suddenly grabbed him by the sides of his head, forcing him to look into his eyes. “You are nothing like him. Nothing. Wipe that assumption from your mind. That’s an order. You helped that female to survive. There was no choice. You made the intelligent choice of protecting her and keeping you both alive until we could retrieve you.” He eased his hold and softened his voice. “The female demanded your compliance. She was also intelligent.” 
 
    His tense body relaxed a little. Maith would always be honest with him. “Will Roth and Drak see it that way?” 
 
    “They will.” 
 
    The certainty in his tone helped Gnaw breathe easier. He reached up and clasped his grouping brother’s hands, giving them a squeeze.  
 
    Maith released him. “You need to eat. It will help you feel more normal and stronger. I wish I could send you for rest but the humans won’t have patience.” 
 
    “Is there any way for you to learn of Darla’s condition and mental state?” 
 
    “I will ask Abby to find out.” 
 
    He would have answers soon. Abby was a fierce human female, one of their grouping, now that she was with Drak, and no other humans would stop her from achieving a goal. “I also need to know who hired her to work on this ship. It’s a male. I want his name.” 
 
    Maith cocked his head in silent question. 
 
    “Darla was desperate to get her sister off their home world to protect her from bad males. Radison leaders are forcing some of their female population to work at brothels. They are given no choice, taken from their families forever. Someone on Defcon Red took advantage of Darla’s desperation to protect Becky. The male in charge of hiring workers wants use of Darla’s body as repayment.” A low rumble started in his chest. “I will not allow him to touch her.” 
 
    Anger glinted in his grouping brother’s eyes. “It is best if you don’t threaten any humans until the investigation is over. Drak and I will find and speak to this male.” 
 
    “Make certain he knows she’s protected.” 
 
    “You have my vow.” 
 
    That was good enough for Gnaw. None of his kind were tolerant of males taking advantage of vulnerable females in need of help.  
 
    Maith backed out of the bathroom, and he followed him. The door to their home on Defcon Red opened, the other two males in his grouping returning with food. The smell of meat had him growling with hunger. 
 
    They sat at the table where Abby had insisted they eat all their meals and Gnaw dug in. He felt Roth’s intense gaze on him but the male patiently waited for him to fill his belly first. Once the hunger pains faded, he took a sip of a nutrient drink, and began to tell his story from the moment he’d stepped onboard the shuttle. 
 
    They listened, not interrupting him. Gnaw noticed no censure on their features. There were moments, though, where he glimpsed anger from them as he detailed his and Darla’s treatment by the Elth. He finally finished his story with the moment he’d been reunited with Roth, while the human team kept him trapped inside that room.  
 
    Then he went quiet, waiting for his grouping leader to say something. 
 
    “I am proud of you, Gnaw.” 
 
    Roth’s words surprised him. 
 
    “You did what you had to in order to keep the females safe. The Elth killed all the males.” 
 
    “I copulated with Darla.” 
 
    “She lives. Your instincts would have demanded you to fight to the death, getting her killed in retaliation from the enemy, and more of the females would have died as you continued fighting. It took strength and courage to set aside your rage to make the smart decisions you did. That female was in no danger from you, Gnaw. This Darla sounds as if she was very aware of that when she asked you to comply and stripped bare.” 
 
    “She was desperate,” Gnaw rasped. 
 
    Roth nodded. “She was also rational, and she knew the best way to survive was to stall for time by complying with your captor’s demands. The both of you did that together. You worked as a grouping would. It is why you both live. I am proud of you. Fighting has always come easy for you. Patience and plotting has not. You did well.” 
 
    Gnaw felt choked up, and he dropped his gaze, staring at the rest of the food on his plate. He swallowed hard and gave a nod. “I owe that female. She was the one to calm me when I wanted to rage.” 
 
    “We all owe that female,” Roth murmured. “You’re back with us safely. We couldn’t lose you.” 
 
    He looked up, nodding at his grouping brothers. They were a family. “I am glad to be here.” 
 
    * * * * * * 
 
    “Man, that was a pain in the ass. Doctor Kane is going to chew my ass big time later. Don’t worry about it, though. She might be the chief of medicine but she can’t fire me. Not a lot of people stay in my specialty field. They crack under the pressure within four years, from what I’ve noticed.” Dr. Brick sighed.  
 
    Darla openly took in the large room as she listened to Dr. Brick talk. It looked mostly like a lab with tons of computers, medical equipment, and two desks. There was also one med bed. It was behind a long counter filled with different kinds of strange microscopes that came from the ceiling. 
 
    Dr. Brick turned to face her, after putting on a white coat. “It’s okay to speak freely in here. I disabled the cameras when I was given this space. We’re in the clear.” She reached up and tapped the temple near her bright blue eye. “This baby isn’t just to help my vision. I can detect frequencies with my implant. I’d know it if they had snuck in here without my knowledge to add devices. I hate being watched or monitored.” 
 
    “The fleet does that?” 
 
    “They’ll go on about how it’s for my own safety to monitor everything I do, but I’ve disabled listening and viewing devices from the beginning. I tell them the frequencies they give off interfere with my implant. It’s total bullshit, though. I just like my privacy, and they’ve given up on reestablishing their electronic spies. I tinkered with my eye sensors, as well, so I know when they screw with my privacy.” 
 
    Darla knew she was gaping but she was too surprised to speak. 
 
    “I’ve been with the fleet for a very long time.” 
 
    “You don’t look that old.” 
 
    “I feel it. Long story short, my parents were killed when I was eight. Can you please jump up here and let me look at your thigh? They did a patchwork job on you while we were being shuttled in. Aliens can carry some nasty viruses and diseases. I just want to take some swabs, scan them, and make sure you’re in the clear.” 
 
    Darla climbed onto the wide, padded bed, sitting upright. She glanced down as Dr. Brick removed a few bandages, exposing her torn skin. It had been sprayed with some type of clear substance. There were at least four small injuries with bruising forming around each one. 
 
    “Not bad. Tentacle hooks can do a lot of damage. There’s this species of an Earth octopus alien cousin on Nerner planet that jabs their hooks into skin, and spikes open like barbs, to keep hold of the flesh. They’re hell to remove. These are just cuts.” 
 
    “Please don’t tell me that kind of stuff.” It made Darla sick just thinking about it. 
 
    “Right.” Dr. Brick flashed a smile. “Sorry. My bedside manner is awful. I rarely deal with patients, and the ones I do get usually aren’t conscious by the time they reach me. Regular doctors think they can handle an alien infection or whatnot, try their best, and then turn to me when their patient is critical.” She walked away, opened a drawer, and got some swabs. Then she returned, taking samples. “I don’t see any sign of infection or allergic reaction so far. That’s good.” 
 
    “I’m glad.” 
 
    “Me too. I’m currently checking the history on the Elth about any humans who’ve suffered cuts from their hooks.” 
 
    Darla frowned, glancing at the computers. 
 
    “I have implants,” Dr. Brick reminded her. “I linked to the computer and I’m searching the medical database.” The doctor walked the samples to a machine across the room and kept her back to Darla. “I’m sure you’re going to be fine. Did the Elth give you any drugs? Do any procedures on you? I should run a full body scan.” 
 
    “They didn’t. Once I was taken from the same room you were in, I was led to the one next door, where Gnaw was being kept. They did make us eat what looked like grass in water.” 
 
    “Did you have any reactions to it? Vomiting? Fever? Hives? Anything along those lines?” 
 
    “No. It was just disgusting.” 
 
    Dr. Brick chuckled. “That’s good. I mean, not that it was bad tasting but that it didn’t make you sick in any way.” 
 
    “What I’d really like is a shower, some real food, and a good night’s sleep. The Elth kept waking Gnaw and I up every few hours.” 
 
    “They did that to us, too. I’m exhausted.” Dr. Brick was silent for a few minutes. “The scans of the swabs are completed. I’m not seeing any alien residue. They cleaned your wounds well and doused it with a super-antibiotic that kills about everything we’ve come across, before sealing them.” The doctor turned. “Now for that full body scan.” 
 
    “Do we have to do that? I’m fine. Just tired.” 
 
    “The fleet is going to want me to run full scans. Then again, it’ll prove you had sex with the Veslor if I do that. Some could twist that, believing what that idiot Barbara was saying.” 
 
    “The loudmouth?” 
 
    “Yes. God, sometimes I hate other women. She accused me of committing treason when I told the Elth their plan of making us all fuck the Veslor wouldn’t work. You know, rumor has it that she’s sleeping her way through some of the higher-ranking officers to get promotions. After spending time with her, I’m a believer. And I normally ignore rumors.” 
 
    “She was unpleasant. Especially to Gnaw.” 
 
    “I remember her outburst about him being on the shuttle, when he boarded. I wanted to deck her ignorant ass, but I don’t like to draw attention to myself unless it’s absolutely necessary.” 
 
    Darla frowned. “Why?” 
 
    “I’m the alien specialist for the vessel. Let’s just say, it’s not a job that makes me too many friends on the fleet. Even the other doctors give me shit. It’s not like I picked this field. I was just best suited for it, so fleet made the call.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “I was orphaned after an explosion, along with my sister. I was born on one of the Mars colonies under fleet authority. They have facilities to raise injured kids who need massive medical care, which included me and Anabel, since no relatives came forward to take custody. They probably didn’t want to take on the financial burden.”  
 
    She waved at her bright blue eye. “My sister and I were hurt in the explosion. The fleet fed us, educated us, and made us whole again with fancy tech only rich people can afford. The price for that is, they own us until we’re thirty-five. Then the debt is considered worked off. Anyway, they tested us, figured out what we’d be best at, and placed us into careers. I wanted to be a doctor after my parents died. There wasn’t enough medical personnel near the scene of the accident. More people would have lived if there had been. During treatment, I not only received a new eye, but some implants that help me learn faster than normal. The fleet decided I’d be an excellent A.R.S. instead of a trauma surgeon.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Is your sister an A.R.S., too?” 
 
    Dr. Brick’s features turned taut and she turned away. “No. Fleet felt she’d be good for another line of work. We were separated on my tenth birthday, when my medical training began, and I haven’t been able to see her since. Once in a while they allow her to send me messages, though. She’s alive. That’s all I know.” 
 
    Darla was stunned. “Did you say tenth birthday?” 
 
    “Yes. The fleet doesn’t believe in wasting time.” Dr. Brick sighed again. “We owe them years of service as repayment for healing, raising, and educating us.” 
 
    “That eats dirt. No one should keep you away from your sister.” 
 
    “Welcome to fleet life. Be thankful you’re a civilian.” Dr. Brick gave her a tense smile. “Now, we should do a full body scan, since the fleet will expect it. But I can fake one.” She reached up and tapped her jaw. “I know how to handle this—and who to call. There’s one very motivated woman on this boat who will want the Veslor just as protected as you do.” 
 
    That news made Darla feel slightly sick. “Gnaw has a woman?” 
 
    “Gnaw? No.” Dr. Brick shook her head. “One of the other Veslors is mated to Abby Thomas.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    Dr. Brick smiled for real that time. “Let’s just say Abby Thomas comes from a mega-rich and powerful family on Earth. I also heard she’s super close to Commander Bills. He’s in charge of Defcon Red. Also, some of my equipment and programs come from D Corp. That’s Abby’s parents’ company.” 
 
    “What can she do to help protect Gnaw?” 
 
    “Let me reach out to her.” She turned away. “There’s a shower in the bathroom right there.” She jerked her thumb toward the corner. “Some spare scrubs, too. Shower and change while I see if she’ll work with me on this.” 
 
    Darla slid off the exam bed and entered the bathroom. It was nicer than anything she was used to. She stripped, stepping under the warm spray of water. She unbraided her hair and soaked it, sighing in bliss as she reached for shampoo. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Abby entered their home and hurried right to Gnaw. She threw her arms around his middle to give him a big hug. He patted her back gently, glancing at Drak. He feared the possessive male would get angry over his female touching him. 
 
    Drak smiled instead. “She worried about you while you were missing.” 
 
    “I am fine,” Gnaw assured her. 
 
    Abby released him. “Good. We need to have a serious talk.” 
 
    He lowered his chin, meeting her gaze. “Did you get an update on Darla?” 
 
    “She’s fine.” She hesitated but then turned, staring at Roth. “I should address all of you about this. It’s a grouping matter. I got an interesting unauthorized message sent to me. It seems there’s another talented hacker on Defcon Red.” 
 
    “Who contacted you?” Roth glowered. 
 
    Abby glanced around. “I’m implementing the cone of silence.” 
 
    Some of Abby’s Earth sayings amused Gnaw. That was one of them. It meant they were promising not to repeat anything said, that it would be kept secret.  
 
    Roth grumbled. “I believe as grouping leader, it’s my decision if that call needs made.” 
 
    Abby flashed Roth a smile. “I’m sorry, but after you hear what I have to share, you’ll agree with me.” She moved close to Drak, and he pulled her against his side, their hands entwining. “The hacker is Doctor Jessa Brick.” 
 
    “What does that female want?” Maith grunted, displeased. “Tell her once more, I am Gnaw’s medic. She may not run scans on him.” 
 
    Abby shook her head. “This isn’t about her wanting to get one of you into her not-so-secret lab next to Med Bay to study a Veslor. It turns out she’s taken charge of one Miss Darla Mitt, as her patient.” 
 
    Maith snarled now. “She’s sunk to blackmail?” 
 
    Abby shot him a frown. “No. Will you stop interrupting and listen to me? The message wasn’t long, but it was enough to make me understand the seriousness of why she felt compelled to reach out. It seems one of the doctors aboard the Med shuttle harassed Miss Mitt, after they ran a handheld scanner over her.” Her gaze locked with Gnaw’s. “It probably sensed traces of your semen on her. Your seed. The doctor suspected rape.” 
 
    Gnaw felt instant anger. 
 
    “Wait,” Abby hurried on. “We all know that’s not what happened. Doctor Brick is strongly suggesting that you change your story to fit what Miss Mitt is going to state on the record, when she’s questioned about what happened between her and Gnaw while they were locked up together. To avoid misunderstandings and any—and I quote—‘bigoted bullshit.’ 
 
    “Darla Mitt is going to swear that you never penetrated her body. That the two of you worked together to fool the Elth into only believing that you had sex. She’ll tell them she actually used her hand to get your seed because you both assumed the Elth were scanning for anything biological. It was completely consensual but no penetration happened.” 
 
    Drak drew her attention. “Why? They did nothing wrong. The female was the one who talked him into complying. That was a decision they made together.” 
 
    Abby took a deep breath and blew it out. “Doctor Brick was on that shuttle, and she claims the doctor initially assigned to Miss Mitt didn’t want to listen to the truth. I pulled his record after I got her message. Doctor Marcus Jenson wasn’t happy to be assigned to Defcon Red. He filed a protest on record after being transferred here. He used to be chief medical officer at an outpost, but from what I read between the lines, he was probably either an asshole the other doctors hated or he caused a scandal. Basically, the brass couldn’t outright fire him, since he’s on a fleet contract. They had to send him somewhere to work off the remaining years. He was put here, busted down in rank, and he’s low on the totem pole.” 
 
    “In simpler words we’ll understand.” Roth sighed. “We don’t know totem pole.” 
 
    “He went from overseeing other doctors to having to take orders from his peers. He was knocked down to, um, rookie status on a team. Newbie who must take orders from others, despite his previous years of service. Is that clear enough? He’s probably looking for a way to stir some shit.” Abby waved to Gnaw. “Like attempting to charge a Veslor with rape because initial scans picked up semen.  
 
    “Best case for him, he can accuse the other doctors assigned to the Med shuttle of incompetence, since he supposedly saw what they missed. It could move him up in ranking. Worst case, it’s payback toward the fleet and the ones who busted him down. It’s no secret how much the fleet wanted a Veslor fighting grouping assigned to Defcon Red. Imagine the embarrassment it would cause if one of you was accused of raping a civilian worker?  
 
    “I agree with Doctor Brick. It’s best to say Miss Mitt and Gnaw worked together to fool the Elth, she gave you hand jobs to release your seed, and you never entered her. It was all her idea. That’s what she’s going to swear, and you need to as well.” 
 
    Roth frowned. “The female did talk Gnaw into complying.” 
 
    “I know. It’s a stupid fine line kind of thing with humans. It will be simpler this way.” Abby sounded frustrated. “You need to trust my judgement this time, and that of Doctor Brick.” 
 
    “I don’t trust that female.” Maith scowled more. 
 
    “Well, she’s willing to swear on record and falsify scans to only show semen on Miss Mitt’s thighs and stomach. She sent me a copy of it as proof.” Abby smiled at Maith. “Maybe she’ll come back later to ask for one of you to volunteer for some tests, as a thank you. I think it’s worth the price if we can stop Doctor Jenson from using Gnaw as a tool to accomplish whatever the hell he’s up to.” 
 
    “Why is a hand job from a female seen differently from penetration?” Maith still seemed displeased. 
 
    “Giving a hand job doesn’t involve mandatory mental evaluations on Miss Mitt. Penetration under dubious circumstances is more severe, and they’d want to get inside her head to make certain she wasn’t threatened, fearful of reprisals, or denying an attack because of emotional damage. It’s a fleet thing. Let’s just say there’s a long history of women being abused and intimidated by other soldiers in the military. They always investigate any sexual misconduct, but a report of penetration of any body cavity calls for mental evaluations to be done on both parties, and the one accused of that crime is sequestered in a holding cell during the deeper investigation to make the victim feel safer. It’s just how it is.” 
 
    “Darla would never tell them that I hurt her.” Gnaw had faith in the female. She was honest and trustworthy. 
 
    “Do you want to wait it out in a holding cell until the investigation concludes and you’re both forced to speak to various therapists first?” Abby held his gaze. “Meanwhile, the rumors are going to be flying around Defcon Red and other fleet vessels for the days or weeks it could take for them to put a halt to this unnecessary bullshit.” 
 
    “Veslors don’t lie.” Gnaw clenched his fists. 
 
    Roth moved, coming up to me. “We do to protect our grouping from being prosecuted for a crime they did not commit. I agree with Abby after hearing her explain the flaws in their justice system. I refuse to allow one of my males to be used as a tool by a bitter male holding a grudge.” 
 
    Gnaw gave a sharp nod, peering at Abby. “Hand job. I understand the term.” 
 
    “Good. Just stick as closely to the truth as you can. Tell them what happened, but there was no penetration. You fooled the Elth together. Worked as a team. That way your stories match. 
 
    He didn’t like it but he’d comply. It seemed he did that often now. His gaze locked with Roth’s. “How much longer do we have to work with the humans?” 
 
    “Until our king doesn’t want us here anymore.” 
 
    He unclenched his fists, his claws wanting to come out. “Understood.” 
 
    “I thought we’d be done when we cleared the threat of the Cadia creatures on Tobias planet.” Roth shook his head. “Our king has asked us to remain on the ship longer.” He glanced at Drak and Abby, before looking back at Gnaw. 
 
    Gnaw understood. Drak had found his human mate, and her connections to United Earth and the fleet helped ease relations being built between his people and the humans. It made sense that they lived on Defcon Red longer. Their new trade agreements were stronger than ever. He just didn’t like it. 
 
    The chime to announce someone wanted entry into their home sounded. All of them turned. It was Roth who strode over and opened the door.  
 
    Clark Yenna gave them a tight smile and stepped inside, clearing the sensor to allow it to seal at his back. 
 
    He looked right at Roth. “I don’t want to step on your toes here. You know I respect the hell out of you, and you are really the one in charge of your grouping. I know our laws better, though, and I hope you’ll let me pull rank by being the one to take him to be questioned. I’ll take care of Gnaw and cover his ass.” 
 
    Roth gave a brief nod. “We trust you.” 
 
    Clark met Gnaw’s gaze next. “Demand that I stay with you as your representative, since I’m your official team leader. I’m not going to allow them to bulldoze you, son. They’re saying it’s just an informal interview at this point, but I didn’t like the vibe I got off the three investigators that were gathering in a conference room to take your statement. If I suddenly order you to silence, do it, and I’ll request legal representation. Don’t utter another word if that happens. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Clark glanced at the rest of his grouping. “We have the full support of Commander Bills. I spoke to him after being ordered to bring Gnaw to the investigators. He’ll back my authority to stay with Gnaw. It’s going to be fine. I’ll make damn sure of it.” 
 
    “Have they spoken to Darla?” 
 
    “The female you were locked up with?”  
 
    Gnaw nodded at Clark. 
 
    “I’m not aware, son. I’m sure they’re going to keep the two of you separated until they have statements from you both, along with the other survivors taken by the Elth.” He spoke to Roth next. “They want to interview every team member who boarded the Elth vessel, as well. I’ll escort each of you there when it’s your turn and stand in. It’s going to be a long damn day and evening.” He sighed, facing Gnaw. “You need to get ready. Making them wait a bit is good, but not too long. Then they’ll be even more testy.” 
 
    “I’ll put on my boots.” 
 
    “Put on your uniform. I want them to see you as an official member of my team.” Clark smiled but it didn’t reach his eyes. “I dare them to fuck with you just because you’re a Veslor. I’ll chew them up and spit them out for it.” 
 
    Roth jerked his head, motioning for Gnaw to comply. He went to his sleeping room to quickly change. Once he was ready, Gnaw brushed against each of his grouping. Abby hugged him again. Then he left with Clark. 
 
    Two security officers trailed behind but kept their distance. Gnaw glanced back at them.  
 
    Clark snorted. “Ignore them. If the investigators were honestly worried that you’d try to avoid questioning, they should have sent about a dozen of them. They completely underestimate you boys. It’s almost amusing.” 
 
    They reached a lift and Clark activated it. The doors opened and they stepped inside, the two security guards rushing forward. Clark snorted again and sealed the doors before they reached the lift.  
 
    Gnaw noticed the panicked looks on the males when they realized they were about to lose sight of him. “You did that on purpose.” 
 
    “Sure did. I told them they weren’t needed. Serves them right for being determined to keep an eye on you, but afraid enough to keep their distance at the same time.” 
 
    The lift stopped and the doors opened. Clark led the way to double doors with numbers on them. He waved his hand and they opened, revealing a stark white room with no viewing ports. A wide table sat in the middle, with chairs on both sides. No other furniture was in the room. Sealed water bottles sat on the surface.  
 
    Three males in gray uniforms stood immediately, grimly regarding Gnaw. 
 
    “This is Gnaw,” Clark introduced. “He’s on loan to the fleet from the king of the Veslor home world at the request of our superiors, and he’s a key member of my best tactical team. These are investigators Brown, Woods, and Palmer.” Clark pulled out a chair and sat, motioning for Gnaw to take the one next to him. It would have them on one side the table, the males across from them. 
 
    The one with light hair frowned at Clark. “You’re dismissed.” 
 
    Clark got more comfortable in his chair. “I’m his team leader. Gnaw requested I stay with him. The three of you have eyes; it’s obvious he’s not human or familiar with how these things work. Commander Bills is aware that I’m here. You got a problem with it, give him a call. You can bet he’ll take it right away to set you straight. I stay.” 
 
    The three humans appeared displeased over what Clark had said. Gnaw took a seat and calmly placed his hands flat on the table to appear less threatening.  
 
    The bald male removed a data pad from inside his jacket and placed it on the table. “This interview is being recorded. We have questions for you. What is your full name? It’s just Gnaw on the file we received.” 
 
    “I am Gnaw, a Veslor. Most of us do not use last names as you humans do. Some do, such as traders who deal with other races that require them to have one.” 
 
    The dark-haired male frowned. “Are you the only Veslor named Gnaw?” 
 
    “I’m uncertain. I have not met every Veslor. Do you know every human?” 
 
    Clark chuckled. That earned him three glares from the humans across from them.  
 
    Clark shrugged. “It was a stupid question.” 
 
    “You will remain silent,” the bald one firmly stated. 
 
    Clark leaned forward. “Listen up, Woods. You’re here to take statements about what happened with the Elth. Not harass someone about their culture. He doesn’t have a last name. You admitted to having access to his file. The Veslor grouping were vetted and approved to work with the fleet. We know who the hell he is. Move on.” 
 
     The light-haired male cleared his throat. “Have your people had any past dealings with the Elth?” 
 
    Gnaw gave a sharp nod. “Many times.” 
 
    Woods straightened in his chair, a glint in his eyes. “I’ve read that your grouping hires out your services to other aliens. You’ve worked for them?” 
 
    “We kill them,” Gnaw clarified. “No Veslor would ever work for or with the Elth. They attack peaceful planets to steal their people, perform painful and deadly medical experiments on their captives, and force the few survivors into slavery. They have no honor. Roth, my grouping leader, can give you a list of planets that have hired us to eliminate the Elth. We give peaceful aliens discounts, and sometimes have done it for free. We’ve met the Elth in battle many times, tracked down some of their ships to recover stolen people, and returned the survivors to their home planets. Unfortunately, it was too late to save many. The Elth are merciless.” 
 
    Clark grinned. “In other words, they’re solid enemies. Sorry, Woods. You can stop thinking Gnaw helped the Elth steal that shuttle.” Then his features harshened. “He was a victim, just like the humans were. You want someone to blame their deaths on. Understandable. It’s not him. Ask the team members who breached the vessel to recover our people about the Elth that Gnaw tore to shreds while trying to escape with one of the humans, during our attack on that ship. We just followed the bodies to find him.” 
 
    Woods pressed his lips together briefly. “You expect us to believe he killed a bunch of the Elth on that ship?” He glanced up and down Gnaw, seeming to assess him. “I admit he’s big, but how did he gain a weapon?” 
 
    “Show him,” Clark ordered. 
 
    Gnaw turned his head. “You want me to strip?” 
 
    Clark grinned at him. “Yeah. I do.  
 
    Gnaw stood and began to remove his uniform. 
 
    “I protest!” the light-haired human blurted. 
 
    “You’re the ones asking the questions, Brown.” Clark stood and pulled their two chairs away from the table, giving him more room. “He’s going to show you exactly how he was able to leave a trail of dead Elth. Just remember that he’s on our side.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Darla would never be able to thank Dr. Brick enough for all her help. The two female investigators across the table from her had been a bit harsh at first, until the good doctor had snapped at them to be professional and threatened to write a report. Things had been much friendlier after that. 
 
    “You’re saying the Veslor alien never influenced you into having sexual relations?” 
 
    Darla shook her head. “I will say it again. Gnaw was a complete gentleman. Do you not have those on these fleet ships? On my planet, that means he was respectful, treated me with dignity at all times, and never pressured me in any way. The Elth demanded that we have sex and kept threatening to kill me and bring in my sister next.  
 
    “One of your people told the Elth that the two of us had sat with Gnaw on the shuttle. Her name was Barbara. That’s why we were chosen to begin with. She even pointed us out. The Elth attempted to choose my sister first, because she’s prettier than I am, but she was terrified. I lied and told them Becky didn’t even speak to him. I put myself in front of her and told them to take me. So they did.” 
 
    “Whose idea was it to…” Investigator Grantor glanced down at the notes she’d taken on her data pad. “Pretend to comply with their demands to breed?” 
 
    “Mine,” Darla stated firmly. “I didn’t want to die, and I sure didn’t want my baby sister to be next. Gnaw adamantly refused to touch me. As I said, he’s a gentleman. He wouldn’t even come near me. I came up with the plan to pretend we were having sex to keep myself alive. He was certain help would come, but we still needed to stall for time.” 
 
    The other investigator leaned forward. “Did he ask you to touch his penis?” 
 
    “No.” Darla shook her head. “I had to argue with Gnaw just to get him to remove his pants. Meanwhile, the Elth were watching us at all times. They were also always yelling at us through speakers in our cell. I’m going to say this one more time—that doctor on the shuttle wouldn’t listen to me.” 
 
    “Doctor Marcus Jenson,” Dr. Brick added. “He upset her enough that I took over her care. In my professional opinion, he was completely out of line and his initial observations were ridiculous. She was clearly stating that she hadn’t been sexually assaulted. He blatantly disregarded her.” 
 
    Darla nodded. “Yes. Him. He was going on about rape and criminal charges. What an idiot! I told him, and I’m telling you—Gnaw never touched me against my will. He didn’t do anything to hurt me in any way. We pretended to have sex to stay alive, at my urging, and I’m the one who did inappropriate touching to get his sperm on me because they had some kind of scanner weapon things every time they entered our cell with food. I was terrified they’d shoot me if they couldn’t pick up anything biological. And it was just on me.” She pointed at the pad. “You write that down.” 
 
    “I’ve forwarded you copies of her detailed medical scans and my notes,” Dr. Brick reminded them. “I did a thorough exam. There was no penetration. Have you seen the Veslor walking around this ship? Let’s cut the shit. I can tell you as the alien research specialist that they are much stronger than we are and larger—all over. You know what I’m saying, but if you need to hear it for the record, that includes their dicks. There would be plenty of physical evidence if he’d forced a woman to have intercourse. There was none of that. Whatever statement Doctor Jenson made was bullshit. He saw what he wanted to. Not only do I get the impression that he dislikes aliens, but ask the attractive female medical staff about his treatment of them. He thinks we’re beneath him because we have tits.” 
 
    The two investigators glanced at each other. 
 
    “You know the type,” Dr. Brick sighed. “He hasn’t been happy since he was transferred here. I avoid him whenever possible. He’s a prick.” 
 
    Investigator Nells tapped her finger on the table. “What impression has Doctor Jenson made on you that indicates he dislikes aliens?” 
 
    “He constantly insults my job, stating that the fleet would be better off avoiding all contact with other lifeforms. He’s admitted to resenting that I have my own lab for what he calls ‘stupid alien shit’ when he doesn’t even have a private office space. Only Doctor Kane, our chief of staff, has an office. It really seems to piss him off that I got my own workspace just because I’m the alien specialist. I’ve explained to him that anytime we visit a planet, I get sent samples from the surface to make sure there’s nothing that will hurt humans. I need that lab.” 
 
    The two investigators glanced at each other again.  
 
    Darla was bored, tired, and just wanted to see her sister. So far, all she’d been told was that Becky had cleared Medical with a clean bill of health and was being assigned a personal cabin after she was interviewed.  
 
    “Are we almost done here?” Darla bit her lip. “I’ve told you everything. Gnaw didn’t hurt me.” 
 
    “Only a few more questions.” Investigator Nells read something on the data pad before holding her gaze. “Where did the two of you sleep in your cell?” 
 
    “On the high exam bed.” 
 
    “Together?” 
 
    Darla nodded. “Yes. I was cold and scared. Gnaw kept me warm, and I felt safer with him next to me.” 
 
    “Why?” Investigator Grantor seemed to study her closely. 
 
    “Gnaw always put himself between me and the Elth when they entered that horrible cell. He made it clear they’d have to shoot through him to get to me.” Tears filled her eyes. “He’s a good man. I can’t say that enough. I was terrified the Elth would drag me away to kill me. Gnaw protected me. Otherwise, I never would have slept.” 
 
    “Have you ever had intercourse, Miss Mitt?” Investigator Grantor watched Darla intently. 
 
    “Irrelevant,” Dr. Brick quickly answered. “Don’t answer that, Miss Mitt.” 
 
    “It is relevant,” argued the investigator. 
 
    Dr. Brick shook her head. “She comes from Radison. You’re aware of that, and I have a feeling why you’re asking.” 
 
    Darla was confused. Dr. Brick appeared angry, glaring at the two investigators. “Why do they care?” 
 
    “I not only research aliens and run samples. I get bored. I download data on every planet our ship visits. Radison was established with some irregular laws that don’t conform to fleet standards.”  
 
    Dr. Brick narrowed her eyes at Grantor. “You’re trying to establish if she’s broken the law of never having sex before marriage on her planet, since she’s never taken a husband, which you could use against her. Let me be clear—section twenty-six, paragraph nine of booklet two of Civilian Rights states that while under the employment of the fleet, you can’t fire her for some asinine law that we don’t validate. I’ll also have you reference section eighty-two, paragraph three of the Incident Protocol booklet to remind you that she not only deserves compensation for the trauma she’s endured, but her job is secure.” 
 
     Grantor’s mouth fell open. “How in the hell do you know all that?” 
 
    Dr. Brick inhaled deeply, then exhaled slowly. “As I said, I get bored. I remember almost everything I read.” 
 
    Nells cleared her throat. “We’re not attempting to slut-shame Miss Mitt, or get her fired. It’s a standard question we ask when there’s been sexual contact between two people where it normally wouldn’t have happened. If she had said yes, she’s had sex before, we’d have let it go. If she hasn’t ever had sex, we’d suggest she speak to a therapist, since that was her first experience touching or being touched.” 
 
    Grantor recovered and took a sip of water. “It’s illegal to have sex before marriage on Radison? I wasn’t even aware of that. What kind of bullshit law is that?” 
 
    “It is total shat,” Darla answered. “The men make our laws. Women are second-class citizens.” 
 
    “Shat?” Grantor arched her eyebrow. 
 
    “It’s also against the law for women to curse. We get punished. Public spankings, if that’s your next question.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Nells muttered. Then she snickered at the other investigator. “Your lawyer sister would have to defend me at my murder trial after I killed the son of a bitch who tried to smack my ass, Gloria.” She paused. “I say we’re done here. How about you? I’m thinking Doctor Jenson is as clueless about women as my ex. I don’t see a victim here. I see a survivor.” 
 
    Grantor nodded. “But we had to investigate.” She placed her pad down. “I’m very sorry for what you went through, Miss Mitt. I’m just glad your cellmate was a good man, as you put it. We’ve seen cases where prisoners turned on each other, and the women were more abused by their own crewmates than their captors. I’m glad this wasn’t one of those situations.” 
 
    Dr. Brick stood. “We’re free to go?” 
 
    “Yes.” Grantor nodded. 
 
    Darla rose to her feet. “Is Gnaw in trouble? He shouldn’t be. I’m alive because of him.” 
 
    “Not according to us. The other investigators have to clear him.” Nells smiled at her. “You’ve been given three days’ reprieve before starting your new job, since your doctor swears you aren’t hurt besides the minor leg injuries. I don’t know if anyone explained that to you. Your job is secure.” She nodded at Dr. Brick. 
 
    Darla allowed herself to be led out of the interrogation room. 
 
    A security guard nearly collided with them as he came sprinting around the corner. Dr. Brick yanked her out of the way, and they leaned against the wall. 
 
    “Sorry,” he called out, waving a pair of pants clutched in his hand. “Some investigator pissed his pants and is raising hell for another pair, STAT.” 
 
    “I wonder what that was about.” Darla pushed off the wall. 
 
    Dr. Brick shrugged. “No clue. Let’s get your cabin assignment and find your sister. They’ll have you in close proximity, since you’re both new-hires who are related.” 
 
    “Thank you for everything that you’ve done for me, Doctor Brick.” 
 
    “Call me Jessa.” The doctor smiled. “I think we could both use a friend, right?” 
 
    “I’d like that.” 
 
    Jessa leaned in closer. “Just stick to the story you told to everyone, including with your sister. I don’t know about Radison, but crew on fleet ships are horrible gossips. They’ll pretend to be your friend to gather information, only to stab you in the back.” 
 
    The news disappointed her. “Really?” 
 
    “Too true. It’s why I don’t have any friends. I’ve been stabbed way too many times.” Jessa smiled then. “But you and I already have secrets. I’ve got your back. You can trust me.” 
 
    Darla really hoped so. 
 
    Jessa nodded. “Let’s get your cabin assignment and ask about your sister. Then I’m ordering you to eat and rest. Three days isn’t much time before you start your first shift.” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to it.” That was a lie, but she needed to work. It would keep her and Becky safe.  
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Woods kept glaring at Gnaw. It wasn’t his fault that the human male had fallen out of his chair and proceeded to lose control of his bladder when he’d shifted. A security guard had brought a spare set of pants for the male to change into. It had halted their interview for nearly ten minutes. 
 
    Brown, the light-haired investigator, had seemed to take control after that. “Tell us once again about the sexual encounters between you and the civilian garden worker.” 
 
    “Her name is Darla,” Gnaw growled, getting tired of the questions. “I would never harm or force a female. I’ve already told you, she asked me to comply with the Elth, and we made the motions of copulation.” 
 
    “Even a toddler would understand what he’s said repeatedly by now,” Clark muttered. “Should I ask for the three of you to take a course in the birds and bees? Didn’t your parents cover that, or maybe a health class while you were in school?” 
 
    Palmer had been quiet until then. “You have to admit, you’re an intimidating male that most human women would fear.” He glanced over at Woods, his lips twitching. “And some of our men. Tell me something that might convince us Darla Mitt didn’t touch you because she was afraid not to.” 
 
    Clark began to curse. 
 
    Palmer motioned to him. “Please, Gnaw. Give me one example of how you knew she wasn’t afraid of you.” 
 
    “She grew verbally aggressive by giving me orders. Darla knew I wouldn’t hurt her. She trusted me. I am able to smell fear.” He glanced at Woods, before holding Palmer’s gaze again. “The only time she scented of it was when the Elth were near.” 
 
    “How was she verbally aggressive? Give me an example of the orders she gave you, please.” 
 
    Gnaw tried to remember his patience. “The Elth demanded we breed. I refused. They wanted me to copulate with the female, create a cub they could torment and enslave, but I would rather die. Darla ordered me to ‘get my ass’ closer to her, because I wouldn’t go near her at first. Then she demanded that I strip off the ill-fitting pants after she bared her body. Her plan was to stall for time, which meant making the Elth believe we were complying.” 
 
    “She stripped first?” 
 
    He growled. “Yes. I do not feel comfortable telling you any of this. Do humans not have privacy laws about interactions with females? Veslors do. It’s disrespectful.” 
 
    He nodded. “We’re done here. Thank you for giving your statements, Gnaw. I’m certain you’d like nothing better than to catch up on sleep and spend a few days with your grouping to recuperate.” 
 
    “Palmer,” Woods spat. “We’re not done.” 
 
    Palmer turned. “We are. I fact checked everything he said while you were busy changing. The Elth are hated by every allied alien that has had contact with them. There are also statements from some of those races, from when the Veslors were investigated before the initial trade agreements were signed. Did you even bother to read them? I did. Veslors were hailed as saviors and heroes for defending some of their planets against the Elth.  
 
    “The trade board concluded that Veslors have a history of coming to the defense of any race under attack by deadly aliens with hostile intentions. Just like they did with the Gorison Traveler, when human asses were in jeopardy from the Ke’ters. Your suspicions that Gnaw helped the Elth attack and swipe that shuttle are unfounded. The Elth found an opportunity and took it. He wasn’t working with them or for them. They wanted to use him in an experiment. I’m satisfied with that. What about you, Brown?” 
 
    “I concur.” Brown avoided looking at Woods. “I’ve been keeping tabs as the reports from other interviews have come in. Everything supports what he’s told us.” 
 
    “We were asked to investigate what happened between him and Darla Mitt. I just got the findings from the investigators who spoke to her.” Palmer withdrew a data pad, flashing the screen. “Darla Mitt claims he did nothing wrong, and in fact, is the reason she’s alive. She admitted to being the one who came up with the plan to fake sex. Again, everything supports what Gnaw has told us.” 
 
    “Doctor Jenson―” 
 
    “Has an ax to grind with fleet after his last assignment,” Palmer said, cutting off Woods. “Did you read his file? He had a posh position and managed to piss off everyone working under him until they all wanted him transferred away. There was a whole investigation. He sexually harassed two nurses and a doctor, damn near killed a patient by trying to operate under the influence of alcohol, and then threatened to fire the entire operating team after they realized he wasn’t fit and relieved him of duty. 
 
    “The only reason he wasn’t fired outright is because he owes six years to the fleet, and they paid for his ass to go to medical school. He’s basically a nurse now, not allowed to operate or see patients without supervision. And you’d know that if you had bothered to pull and read everything you have access to. I plan to file my own complaint against him for wasting resources and our time on this.” 
 
    “He also made threats to get even with the ones who testified against him,” Brown stated quietly. “That was also in the investigation file.” 
 
    “That’s classified information, if you pulled those facts from a sealed file,” Woods grit out. “You both just committed a violation by sharing that information in front of witnesses.” 
 
    “It actually isn’t. Ten minutes ago, I unclassified his entire file and sent a copy to his supervisor. Doctor Kane should know that Doctor Jenson is motivated to cause trouble. So should other investigators…if they half-ass it and don’t dig deeper than the surface files. Now it’s all there. I’m also making a report about you, Woods. Sloppy work.” 
 
    Woods looked furious at that statement. 
 
    Gnaw watched them, fascinated. Humans didn’t have the same relationships as Veslor groupings did. They seemed to turn on each other easily.  
 
    “You are free to go, Gnaw.” Palmer walked around the table and held out his hand.  
 
    Gnaw glanced at Clark. The male nodded at him. Gnaw was aware of the Earth custom, and he shook the male’s hand.  
 
    Clark stood. “Have a good day, gentlemen.” He opened the door. “Well, the two competent ones. Hey, Woods. I suggest buying adult diapers.” 
 
    Gnaw held back a laugh as they left. He heard Woods cursing before the door sealed.  
 
    Clark chuckled. “What a dickhead. All that was worth it, seeing him piss his pants. Totally deserved.” 
 
    “Did you think that would happen when you asked me to show them my battle form?” 
 
    “No, but wasn’t it great?” 
 
    “Urine smell is never pleasant.” 
 
    “It took the vinegar right out of Woods, though.” 
 
    “Why did you ask me to transform?” 
 
    “To make a point. Let’s face it, you can be a hell of a killing machine and cause a shit ton of hurt if you wanted to. That dickhead didn’t seem to understand. Now he does. Flat out, you could have saved your own ass a hell of a lot faster if you hadn’t given a damn about the human hostages the Elth were keeping. You played by their fucked rules to keep those women alive. Now he gets that—or he’s a bigger dumbass than I pegged him to be.” 
 
    Gnaw nodded. 
 
    Clark lowered his voice. “I also wanted him to see you that way to prove another point. No human would survive if you decided to sexually assault them. Or at least they’d be suffering some serious damage.” 
 
    “I would never.” 
 
    “I know, son. I’ve got some more shit to do before my shift ends, and have to check in with all the teams to make sure they don’t want me present if they still need to give statements. Are you good to make it back to your family cabin?” 
 
    “I am. My gratitude, Clark.” 
 
    The male grinned at him. “None of that crap. You’re one of my boys, son. Don’t you ever forget it. I’ve got your back. Go assure Roth that I didn’t let you down. I know it bothers him when I take charge.” 
 
    “He respects you. We all do.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that.” 
 
    Gnaw left the male and hurried to his home. His grouping was waiting, some of them appearing worried. “It is fine.” 
 
    Roth came to him first. “You stuck to the slightly altered version?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Maith growled. “This doesn’t mean we owe anything to Doctor Brick. I’m not allowing her to poke at me with needles, or willing to lie still for her invasive scans. Nor am I answering her rude questions.” 
 
    Gnaw hid a smile. He knew the male got annoyed when the alien specialist requested anything from him. Maith complained about it often. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Darla felt guilty about telling Becky the edited version of what had happened between her and Gnaw, once they’d had time to really talk. She trusted Becky, but someone could trick her sister into sharing what she knew. Then they’d all get into trouble for lying to officials. Darla wasn’t willing to risk her job, Jessa’s position, or Gnaw’s future.  
 
    That had been a few days before. Now, Becky was nervously pacing in the one-bedroom cabin Darla had been assigned. Their new cabins ended up being a few doors apart on the same level. It was the first day of their new jobs. “What do we know about working on a fleet ship? Nothing!” 
 
    Darla had eaten breakfast before the door chime had announced her sister’s arrival. “We grew up working in a greenhouse. I’m sure it’s similar. They grow things. We grew things.” 
 
    “That’s different.” 
 
    “It’s not. You always wanted friends, right? Well, I was told at least forty people work in the gardens during the day shift.” 
 
    Her sister paled. “Forty?” 
 
    “You’re nervous. It’s understandable. But we’ll be together. It’ll be fine.” She ran her hands over her new brown uniform. It was two pieces, a short-sleeve shirt and long pants. The shoes were strange, with holes on the tops. The pamphlet that had come with the package of work wear had stated they were designed that way to help them dry faster. She supposed it made sense. Garden work meant dealing with a lot water. 
 
    “I’m glad we were assigned the same hours and days.” 
 
    Darla smiled at her. “Me too. That was really nice of them.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s because of what happened?” 
 
    “You mean the Elth?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Maybe. Either way, I’m grateful.” Darla glanced at the clock. “We need to go or we’ll be late. I memorized our route to work yesterday.” 
 
    “So did I. This ship is so big!” 
 
    “It is. I’d heard that fleet ships were like cities in space. They really are.” 
 
    Darla led her out of the cabin and they made their way to a lift, traveling alone up a few decks. Then they got off, following the signs that led them to the garden section. The massive double doors opened at their approach, and she smiled. 
 
    The lighting in the room amazed Darla. It appeared as if they were stepping off a spaceship and right onto a planet surface. Not like Radison. It was all bright colors, sunshine, and neat sections and levels. 
 
    A man who looked to be in his late fifties, who also wore a brown uniform and sported the same holey shoes, turned to them with a smile. “You must be Becky and Darla. I’m Joseph, your one-man welcoming committee. Are you ready for a tour?” 
 
    Becky grinned. “It’s so beautiful. Is this what Earth looks like?” 
 
    “No. A good portion of our produce is from Earth, though.” He started walking, pointing out different sections of colors, explaining what was being grown in each area. He stopped by a small bench and lifted the seat, pulling out two book-sized data pads. “These are yours. Keep them stored inside your lockers, which I’ll show you in the employee area later, when you’re not on shift. It’s not only contains a map of the facility, but what’s planted in your current location, and what needs done, with detailed directions. They’re linked to the computers running the gardens, so watering happens at a touch of your fingertip. You’ll learn the operating systems pretty quickly. We grow over four hundred types of vegetables, over three hundred fruits, and I believe we’re up to a hundred and sixty-three herbs.” 
 
    “That many?” Her sister seemed flabbergasted and impressed at the same time. 
 
    Darla was happy to see her reactions. Her guilt over taking her from their family eased a little more. 
 
    “Yep. And that’s just this one big section. Wait until we get to the tree room. It’s even larger. We also grow flowers. Most are edible, but we still love beauty, too.” Joseph went on a spiel about how the gardens grew more than enough produce to feed everyone on Defcon Red. Then he turned to ask Darla, “You both worked for a greenhouse on Radison, correct?” 
 
    “Yes,” she admitted. “It wasn’t like this, though. We had a few different growing rooms, but they weren’t this big.” She glanced up, looking for the lighting, but found only what appeared to be a bright blue sky. “Where are the growing bulbs?” 
 
    “Oh, they’re up there.” He chuckled. “We just like to camouflage them. Those levels you see are there for a reason. The vegetation growing closer to the ceiling needs more UV rays than the ones on the lowest sections.” 
 
    They passed a few other workers who were pulling up bushes that had big ball-shaped things attached at the roots, under the soil. Dara stepped closer, watching. “What are those?” 
 
    “Potatoes,” Joseph answered. 
 
    “They’re blue…and the size of watermelons!” Becky’s eyes widened. 
 
    “These are genetically altered hybrids from Earth and Rayna.” 
 
    A smiling woman in her thirties stood and held one out. “They take three weeks to grow from seed to this size. Each one will provide four portions of whatever the cooks make. We’ll clear this section, rejuvenate the soil, and replant by the end of the day.” 
 
    Darla turned her head to meet her sister’s gaze. They both smiled. The fleet not only had technology that was way more advanced in their greenhouses, but their plants grew at an accelerated rate.  
 
    Joseph finished the tour and then assigned them their first task. It was picking berries off rows of bushes in another room. He showed them where the gloves were located, how to fill the baskets, and then where to load them onto a mechanical belt system that whisked them away to be cleaned. At that point, he explained, the berries were either sent directly to the main kitchen that fed the fleet, or to an automated processing center that made jams, juice, and other berries products.  
 
    “I’ll check on you soon.” Then he left them with a wave. 
 
    Becky was openly gazing at all the colorful bushes around them, and the ones set at higher elevations.  
 
    “It’s so pretty, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It smells really great, too,” Becky added. 
 
    “You have to admit this is better than Radison.” 
 
    “It’s not all dingy.” 
 
    “We might get a tan for once, since their growing bulbs are safe for humans to stand under. At least, I assume so. None of the other workers have sunburns, but they aren’t nearly as pale-skinned as we are.” 
 
    Her sister’s laugh did her a world of good to hear. 
 
    Darla moved to a bush to fill a basket. It was terrible being kidnapped by the Elth, but now they were both safe. She hadn’t ruined her sister’s life, after all. 
 
    Thoughts of Gnaw kept taking over her mind, as well. She hoped he was okay. It had been tempting to try to use the ship’s communications system to contact him, but she’d refrained. It was possible he didn’t want to hear from her. He might even want to forget that they’d ever met. 
 
    That thought made her sad. Not everything had been horrible when they’d been locked up together. She missed the feel of him sleeping behind her, his arm wrapped around her middle. 
 
    Then there was the sex… 
 
    She was embarrassed by the way her body instantly responded to just the memory of Gnaw touching her. He’d taught her that sex could be highly pleasurable. But she couldn’t forget how much he’d resisted her at first. It was possible her aggressiveness overshadowed any good memories for him.  
 
    “Dang it,” she muttered. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    She forced a smile and turned her head, lying. “I grabbed a berry too hard and almost squished it. These are way more fragile than the ones we grew on Radison.” 
 
    “I bet they taste better. Is it allowed if we pop one into our mouths to try?” 
 
    Darla laughed. “Let’s not do that yet, since I’m not sure. We’ll see if any are available at lunch in the cafeteria. You heard Joseph. The gardens produce fresh fruit and vegetables so they’re available at every meal.” 
 
    “Good plan. We don’t want to get into trouble on our first day.” 
 
    “No, we don’t.” 
 
    “Hey, sis?” 
 
    Darla met her gaze again.  
 
    Becky grinned. “I think I’m going to like it here.” 
 
    “I’m so glad.” And that was all too true. 
 
    * * * * *  
 
    Gnaw watched the human males spar in the training room. His grouping was seated on benches, waiting for their turn. Clark always had them take on the winners at the end, since their skill and strength were more advanced. Sometimes the male asked them to teach newer recruits some fighting moves. 
 
    “You look sad,” Maith observed next to him. 
 
    “Not sad.” 
 
    “Unhappy?” The male scooted closer. “You’re thinking of the female.” 
 
    “No. He is not,” Roth answered for him, keeping his tone low. “He is bored.” 
 
    Drak snorted. “He is thinking about the female.” 
 
    “He isn’t,” Roth argued. “That would mean he didn’t listen to me when I told him to forget about her. It’s for the best.” 
 
    “There’s a human term Abby has taught me. You are cock-blocking Gnaw.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that means, and I don’t want to learn it, Drak.” Roth frowned at him. “It is best if Gnaw avoids that female.” 
 
    “Best for whom?” Maith shot their leader a glare. “Abby is a blessed addition to our grouping. Why not have another human with us?” 
 
    Roth grumbled deep in his chest. “We are here to do what our king has asked. Not to seek mates.” 
 
    “We can do both. I did.” 
 
    Gnaw glanced at Drak. He envied the male for that. 
 
    Drak smiled at him. “We can do both. And you are thinking about her.” 
 
    “Clark asked me to stay away from Darla,” Gnaw admitted. Then he looked at Roth. “I would like to see her.” 
 
    “No.” Roth broke eye contact. “Clark knows humans best. We agree on this matter.” 
 
    Gnaw felt his fingertips tingle, his claws threatening to slide out as the frustration and anger grew inside him. 
 
    Maith suddenly pushed against his side to gain his full attention. “It is not healthy for a Veslor to deny our instincts. What do yours say about this Darla? Is it possible that you began to lock onto her? We trust that you’d never do it intentionally, but you spent a lot of time with that female. Denying a bond that has started to form doesn’t make it cease to exist. Sometimes it happens, even if we wish it to or not. You’re exhibiting depression, Gnaw. We will not think badly of you. Did you begin to subconsciously lock onto the female?” 
 
    Gnaw half expected Roth to demand they stop talking, but their grouping leader remained silent. He glanced at the male.  
 
    Roth appeared resigned instead of angry. When he spoke, his tone was even. “You did spend days with the female. It wasn’t a normal circumstance, or one of your doing. We wouldn’t think less of you if you have feelings for her, Gnaw. I’d rather add another human to our grouping than watch you deteriorate from a broken heart.” 
 
    “I will never be like my father,” he swore. “Regardless of how deeply I want Darla.” 
 
    Roth slid off his seat and moved to crouch in front of him. Maith scooted away to give their leader room to clasp both of Gnaw’s shoulders. “There is no question of that ever being a possibility. You’re a strong, honorable male. You would never harm a female or force her to be with you. I believed you were only feeling guilt because you’ve been haunted by your father’s actions. Now I’m aware it’s much more than that. You should have the opportunity to see if the female is capable of locking onto you, as well. Do you wish to spend time with her to find out if she would agree to become your mate?” 
 
    Gnaw didn’t have to think about it. “Yes.” 
 
    Roth sighed and gave his shoulders a squeeze. “Then we will have Abby ask if this Darla is agreeable to seeing you. I will never stand in the way of my males finding mates.” He glanced at the rest of their grouping. “Even if I dislike the timing.” 
 
    Would Darla agree to see and spend time with him? He hoped so. It had been three days since he’d seen Darla. They’d felt like the longest of his life. It was even difficult for him to sleep now, without her securely in his arms, and he worried about her constantly. Was she happy on Defcon Red? Were human males treating her with respect?  
 
    Jealousy reared inside him, too. What if one of the males became interested in copulating with her? 
 
    Pure rage reared suddenly—and an irrational urge to tear apart any male who approached her, limb by limb. 
 
    “Gnaw?” 
 
    He stared at his grouping leader. “Can you have Abby contact her today?” 
 
    Roth nodded, giving his shoulders another squeeze before he stood, releasing him. “After our training session ends.” His nostrils flared as he inhaled. “Your emotions are unstable. You are excused from sparring with the humans. Why don’t you return to our home?” 
 
    “Try to make your sleeping room more appealing, in case Darla agrees to see you tonight. Abby said we are so neat that our spaces don’t appear lived in. That can make humans uncomfortable,” Drak shared. “Order more pillows for your bed. You’ve seen what Abby has done to ours.” 
 
    Gnaw made a mental note to do just that. Abby did seem to like many pillows at the top of the bed she shared with Drak.  
 
    “Go,” Roth urged. “I’ll tell Clark that you need a few more days before you’re back on duty. He will understand.” 
 
    Gnaw got up and gave a nod to his grouping, striding out of the training room. He felt the stares of humans but ignored them as he left. 
 
    Excitement increased his pace. He hoped that Darla would come to his home. He’d take her into his sleeping room to give them privacy. They could talk and spend time together. 
 
    At that thought, his rod began to stiffen. 
 
    He groaned, ordering his body to calm. There would be no copulating. Humans weren’t like Veslors. He didn’t need to demonstrate his skill as a lover again to convince her to become his mate. Instead, he needed to study United Earth culture on how to lure a female into accepting a male. 
 
    He had a plan. Now he only had to implement it. 
 
    * * * * *  
 
    Darla’s head pounded and she felt hot. She raised her hand, wiping her brow. Only there wasn’t any sweat. Her forehead just felt warmer than it should be. She glanced up at the artificial sunny sky above her. Then she checked her exposed skin. It wasn’t red from sunburn. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    She dropped her hand and turned. “I’m getting a headache. I guess it’s going to take some time adjusting to their growing bulbs.” 
 
    Becky frowned. “I feel fine.” Her sister came closer. “You look flushed. Maybe you should ask Joseph if you can leave an hour early. That’s all that’s left on our shift. I can finish watering this section myself.” 
 
    “I’m not going to do that. This is our first day. It would give a bad impression. We need these jobs.” 
 
    Becky came closer and reached out, pressing her palm to her forehead. Her eyes widened. “You feel warm.” 
 
    “It’s just the new kind of heat bulbs. They keep it warmer in here than what we’re used to, since they’re on while we work.” 
 
    “Does your throat hurt?” 
 
    “No. I just have a headache.” Darla backed away. 
 
    “You should go see that doctor. Dad had a bad cold a few weeks ago, remember? Maybe you caught it. He had to take medicine when he got a sinus infection. That caused him to have headaches, too.” 
 
    “I’m not getting a cold. It’s just a stress headache. If it doesn’t go away soon, I’ll contact Jessa to take a look at me. Let’s just finish our shift. I probably just need some sleep. I haven’t gotten a lot of that lately. My body is rundown.” 
 
    Her sister sighed. “Fine. But promise that you’ll go see your new doctor friend if it gets worse.” 
 
    “I promise.” Darla turned around and withdrew a device she kept in one of her pockets. She moved to the next row of plants that needed attention and double checked their moisture level. It was a little low. She tapped on the sprinklers. Sensors would automatically shut them off when the moisture level was perfect. She moved to the next row, which didn’t need to be watered. 
 
    Working in a fleet garden was way easier than in a greenhouse, where most of the work had been manual labor. Joseph had explained that computers couldn’t visually inspect plants because sometimes sensors failed. It’s why they needed live workers tending everything. Machines also weren’t good for harvesting most of the delicate produce. He’d told some funny stories of how that had gone wrong when they’d received some new equipment to try. 
 
    She glanced up at the artificial sky again, enjoying the view, but the brightness hurt her eyes a little with her headache. It would pass. 
 
    Her thoughts returned once more to Gnaw. Not surprising. She had Gnaw on the brain, which made her smile. He was worthy of her musings. She just hoped that he was okay and didn’t hate her. 
 
    Defcon Red was huge. It really was like a city in space. It was possible she’d never run into him again. He’d said he was a fighter. A map of the ship had shown that some sections were off limits to civilians. The lifts wouldn’t even open on some levels, since she didn’t have clearance. It was possible that Gnaw lived and worked where she couldn’t go. 
 
    Maybe he’d come to see her. She’d glimpsed fleet members in various colors of uniforms strolling around the gardens. Joseph had said that everyone on Defcon Red had access to visit. They just weren’t allowed off the paths, or to touch anything growing. But the peaceful, colorful space helped some of them deal with living in space. 
 
    The hour ended, and Darla and her sister went to the employee area, storing their devices in the lockers they’d been assigned. Becky hooked her arm as they left the gardens. “Do you feel any better?” 
 
    “I just need sleep.” 
 
    “I guess that means you don’t want to have dinner with me?” 
 
    “Not tonight.” She glanced at her baby sister. “Is that okay?” 
 
    She nodded. “Those food replicators in our cabins are pretty nice. The options are limited, but promise me that you’ll eat before going to bed.” 
 
    “I will. You could go have dinner in the cafeteria without me.” 
 
    Becky shook her head. “I’m still adjusting to being around a bunch of strangers. It’s one thing to go with you, but I don’t feel comfortable yet doing it alone.” 
 
    That made sense to Darla. They were both used to living with their family. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be. Just feel better. Is your new friend going to visit you tonight?” 
 
    “Jessa? No. She only came by my cabin yesterday to make sure we’d been sent clothing, since our stuff wasn’t recovered when we were rescued. Anyway, we’re on our way to some planet she said she’s never heard of. I got the impression it was an unexpected mission. That means she has a ton of research to do, and she mentioned I wouldn’t hear from her for a few days. She’s going to be pretty busy.” 
 
    “Any idea what mission?” 
 
    They reached the lift and got inside. “I don’t know. I didn’t ask. She didn’t stay long.” 
 
    “I envy you that you’ve already made a friend.” 
 
    The lift opened and they made their way down the winding corridor to Becky’s cabin. “I don’t really know Jessa well. It’s new. You’ll make friends, too.” 
 
    “I hope so.” Becky unhooked her arm and faced her, lifting her hand and gently placing her palm on Darla’s forehead. She frowned. “You’re still hot. I read the employee information packet; you should go to the Med Bay and have a doctor take a look at you if Jessa is busy.” 
 
    “I’ll do that tomorrow if I’m still feeling bad, promise. I’m just rundown.” 
 
    Becky nodded. “Okay. Come get me if you need me, or use that communications device thing for ship calls. I’m still trying to figure it out.” 
 
    “I haven’t even messed with it. Their technology is something, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Way better than what we’re used to.” 
 
    They hugged, and Darla walked to her own cabin, Becky watching her until she went inside. She bypassed the kitchen and went straight to her room, showered, and went to bed. She just needed to rest and give her body a chance to recover from everything she’d been through. 
 
    But a part of her wished Gnaw was there to hold her. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Gnaw had spent another restless night in his bed staring at the ceiling. Abby had sent a few messages to Darla, but she hadn’t responded in two days. All his plans to talk her into becoming his mate, or at least spending lots of time with him until he could convince her, were unfulfilled.  
 
    He finally climbed out of bed and got ready to go to the training room, where they worked out every morning. When he walked into the shared living space, Maith was the only male there. He glanced around, looking for the rest of his grouping. They normally ate together, either in their cabin or the cafeteria. 
 
    “Drak escorted Abby to work. Roth left to meet with Clark. He sent a message that they needed to speak about a mission.” Maith inhaled deeply, clearly picking up on Gnaw’s anxiousness. “Perhaps the female just needs time to think about seeing you. Humans don’t listen to their instincts.” 
 
    Gnaw appreciated Maith attempting to make him feel better. “She could associate me with the Elth. Humans like to forget bad experiences. Her instincts might be telling her to avoid me.” 
 
    Maith’s features softened. “No. You are nothing like the Elth. Humans just overthink everything. Give her more time. It’s only been a few days.” 
 
    “Do you mind if we eat here?” 
 
    “That’s fine.” 
 
    Gnaw nodded, spun away, and entered the kitchen to get breakfast. He warmed a few meat pastries that Abby kept stocked for them. He sat at the table and began to eat. Maith did the same, sitting across from him, digging into his own breakfast while watching him closely. 
 
    “I’m a strong male. I will not go hunt for Darla. She needs to come to me willingly.” 
 
    “I know. I have no fear that you’ll do that. But you’ve been depressed. That is not like you. Perhaps you should take a few days off and not train with the human males.” 
 
    “I refuse to sit around in our home doing nothing. The exercise helps. I hope our next job is challenging. Did Clark give any information to Roth?” 
 
    “Not that Roth shared. He just let me know that Clark had messaged him and he needed to go.” 
 
    They were almost finished eating when both of their communications devises buzzed. Gnaw removed his from his pocket and looked at the screen. Roth had sent a message that they were to meet immediately in the situation room.  
 
    Gnaw stood quickly and headed to the door, Maith at his side. 
 
    Five minutes later, they entered the large room, finding Drak already there. So were four other human tactical teams. There was no sign of Clark or Roth. Gnaw and Maith took seats just as the back doors to an office swished open and the missing males entered. Both wore matching grim expressions. Roth came to sit with them while Clark took the podium in the front. 
 
    “Our trip to handle the trouble happening on Torid has been delayed.” Clark cleared his throat. “We’ve received a distress signal from the Blaze. Their ship has been heavily damaged after fighting off attackers. They’ve had to set down on a prohibited planet, and we’re currently the closest to their location. We’ll be dropped off there to provide protection to their crew and our repair teams, while Defcon Red tracks down the bastards who attacked them.” 
 
    The large screen behind Clark came to life, showing a planet. “This is…well, I can’t pronounce it. Whoever named it didn’t believe in vowels. Let’s call it primitive as hell for now. Blaze avoided landing near any of the established alien settlements and parked their vessel in what amounts to a valley surrounded by mountains. It’s very remote. As in, these aliens are still using clubs and spears for weapons. We’re talking cavemen status. You know we try like hell to not influence inhabitants like that in any way, though the Blaze had no choice but to break protocol when they lost life support and suffered a few hull breaches that need to be patched. 
 
    “First and foremost, we will only stun any aliens that might approach. No killing. We’d also prefer that they not spot us. Stun from a distance. Roth?” 
 
    Roth stood, addressing the room. “We viewed scans of the planet from some drones a research vessel sent down six years ago, when they were collecting data. The captain of the damaged ship chose a smart, defensible landing spot. Clark and I both agreed it would be best to assign our tactical teams to the tops of the surrounding mountains,” he explained, pointing them out on the drone scans. “We’ll be able to spot any approaching aliens and stun them before they can reach the valley.” 
 
    Clark changed the view on the screen, illustrating a large mammal with sharp-looking tusks. “It’s mostly the animals we have to watch out for. Try to only stun them, too. We don’t want to confuse the inhabitants if they find carcasses blown to hell, burned, or with big holes in them. Remember, these aliens hunt with spears and clubs.” 
 
    A member of team six raised his hand. 
 
    Clark gave a sharp nod. “What?” 
 
    “The Blaze? What is it, exactly? I’ve never heard of it, and it’s not fleet. And who attacked them?” 
 
    “The Blaze is owned by Outreach. It’s one of those companies that surveys planets like the one we’re going to, only they specialize in planets without sentient lifeforms. They had just finished a survey of a planet and were heading back toward Earth when they came under fire from another vessel. From the recordings of the attack…” Clark appeared angry, glancing briefly at Gnaw. “We’re pretty certain it was the Elth. Roth agrees. The Veslors have some history of fighting these bastards and can identify their ship designs.” 
 
    Gnaw snarled and stood. “Are there human females on the Blaze?” 
 
    Clark met his gaze. “Yes. It’s an all-human crew. They lost six people due to the attack, but they’re reporting forty-six men and thirty-one women survived. I know what you’re thinking, Gnaw—and you’re right. Those Elth bastards went for the women, probably because we retrieved the ones they’d kidnapped from our transport shuttle.” 
 
    Maith stood and gripped Gnaw’s arm to help him calm. It didn’t work. He still felt enraged.  
 
    “Defcon Red is going to destroy the Elth ship after we assist the downed civilian ship,” Clark promised. “United Earth wants to send those bastards a clear message. Fuck with humans and die. Our tactical teams are going to protect the stranded crew of the Blaze on the planet until we get them back in space. The Doverson, another military vessel from our fleet, is heading that way, too, but they’re a few days behind us. They’ll give the Blaze an escort all the way back to Earth since we’re still needed on Torid.” 
 
    “The Doverson only carries a crew of three hundred, or near that,” one of the females from team five called out. “My brother is assigned to it.” 
 
    “Right,” Clark nodded. “It’s why they can’t handle the situation on Torid, but they have the firepower to protect a civilian ship. A lone nonmilitary vessel probably seemed like an easy target to the Elth. They were wrong, since the captain refused to surrender. They had minimal weapons but from what I’ve learned, she sacrificed the five transport shuttles and seven emergency pods they had onboard by remotely piloting them to slam into the Elth ship. Last she saw before they fled to the primitive planet was the Elth set adrift. Their ship might still be there, where the fight took place, just waiting for Defcon Red to find them if they weren’t able to do fast repairs.” He grinned suddenly. “That captain’s a woman I want to meet and shake her hand.” 
 
     Gnaw fought for control of his temper. The Elth still wanted to collect human females. That likely meant they hadn’t given up on the idea of breeding experiments. He met Roth’s gaze. 
 
    “I sent another message to our king to update him,” Roth rasped softly. “The Elth can’t do their experiments without one of our males. All of our ships and colonies were already warned after you were taken. Abby also contacted the Brar. They are fine and on alert. There’s only one female on their ship, but she is Abby’s close friend and she recently had a cub.” 
 
    Gnaw remembered that Vivian was also pregnant with a second cub. He hoped the trader Veslors had many weapons on their ship, or even decided to fly to their home solar system, where they’d be heavily protected by other males of their race. 
 
    Clark loudly cleared his throat. “We’ve got a lot of planning to do and only sixteen hours before we reach our mission target. There is limited information from the survey about all the wildlife and environmental hazards. That means there could be some plants that like to eat flesh or are poisonous.” 
 
    He kept talking but as Gnaw retook his seat, he tuned out. His thoughts immediately went to Darla. Humans loved to talk and share information. Abby called it gossip. Would Darla be frightened or emotionally unsettled when she heard that the Elth had attacked more humans?  
 
    The urge to track her hit hard, making his body tensed. 
 
    Maith reached out again and gripped his arm. “Calm.” 
 
    He turned to the male sitting next to him. 
 
    “You want to go to your female to soothe her. I would, too. Perhaps we can ask Abby to seek her out to speak face to face. She could plead your case and talk her into meeting with you.” 
 
    That seemed like a good plan to Gnaw.  
 
    He tried to pay attention to Clark as more survey images showed on the large screen, revealing what little they knew about the planet they were about to be visiting. He usually enjoyed seeing new places and taking out threats…but he’d much rather stay and protect Darla. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    “Drat it, Darla!” Becky frowned at her. “You still look as if you don’t feel good. Is your headache any better? You shouldn’t be at work. We get sick days.” 
 
    “That’s what you said yesterday, but I made it all day, didn’t I? The headache isn’t as bad.” 
 
    “Is your nose stuffy? Do you have a sore throat?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You should go see that doctor friend, or at least another ship doctor. It’s part of our work package. It’s not going to cost us money.” 
 
    “I’m just tired.” 
 
    Becky marched closer and crossed her arms over her chest. “That’s what you said the first day you weren’t feeling well. You’ve been going straight to your cabin after work, and you told me that you’re getting lots of sleep. That should mean you’re well rested. Did you lie about that?” 
 
    “No.” She’d been sleeping about twelve hours at night. “Look, we’ve both been through a lot since we needed to leave home. I was highly stressed out while scrambling to get us jobs with the fleet. Then we were kidnapped. Now we’re getting used to living on a big fleet vessel in space. New jobs.” She sighed. “It’s a lot of changes. Give me a few more days and I’ll be back to normal.” 
 
    “I still thought you might be coming down with the cold Dad had, but I don’t believe that anymore.” Her sister began tapping her foot, something she did when she was angry. “Now I’m thinking you might have caught an infection on that alien ship from those nasty tentacles that touched you. I demand that you go see a doctor.” 
 
    “Jessa checked my wounds when we got on this ship. They were well cleaned and are healing fine. There would be redness around the areas if that were true. There’s not. I check them.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s an alien cold you picked up. Dang it, Darla. Go see a doctor! If you don’t, I’ll contact Med Bay myself and tell them you’re feeling off. Then they’ll probably come get you. I’ll tell them I think the aliens are responsible.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare!” Darla glanced around and lowered her voice. “We don’t need that kind of attention drawn to us.” She was more worried that the fleet would blame Gnaw instead of the Elth, if she had caught some kind of alien cold. 
 
    Her sister glared at her, tapping that foot faster. 
 
    “I’ll go see Jessa after my shift.” 
 
    “Now,” Becky demanded. “I already asked Joseph, and he said it would be fine for you to leave early today.” 
 
    “You told him that I was sick?” Darla’s eyes widened. 
 
    “I said you had a headache. I didn’t give details. We get sick time. Use it and go see your friend. You won’t get into any trouble and your job is safe.” 
 
    That didn’t comfort her much. “Fine. I’ll go now.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll come by your cabin as soon as my shift ends. And don’t lie to me, big sis. Actually go. Have her send a confirmation to your communications console in your cabin as proof. You can show it to me when I get there.” 
 
    Darla rolled her eyes. “I wouldn’t lie about that. I also haven’t figured out how to turn it on. I tried and the screen remained blank. I wanted to call Jessa to check on her this morning.” 
 
    “I’ll show you how to use it when I get off work. Have her send a message.” 
 
    “You’re being ridiculous.” 
 
    “So are you. Now go. I’ll inform Joseph. If your friend can’t see you, go to another doctor. I’m not bluffing. I want that message, or I’m calling them to rat you out.” 
 
    “Brat.”  
 
    Her sister uncrossed her arms and suddenly lunged forward, hugging her. “You’re all I’ve got now. I can’t let anything happen to you.” 
 
    Guilt was a terrible thing. Darla felt it as she hugged her sister back. “I’m going to go see Jessa. I’m fine, though. It’s just a stress headache because I’m rundown and have a lot on my mind.” 
 
    Becky released her. “Have a doctor tell me that, and I’ll believe it.” 
 
    “Such a brat.” Darla gave her a small smile. “I’m going now.” She left the tree section and headed out of the garden. It was tempting to go to her cabin first to change out of her work clothes, but she got into a lift, going to the level where Med Bay was located. Jessa’s lab was next to it. 
 
    The doors were sealed when she arrived, but there was a button. She pushed it. 
 
    The doors didn’t open. 
 
    She really needed to figure out how to turn on the communications console in her cabin. Jessa might not even be at the lab right now. 
 
    Then the doors suddenly slid open, and Jessa stood there with a smile.  
 
    “Hey! Come on in. What a great surprise when I saw you on the monitor.” 
 
    Darla stepped inside the lab and followed her friend to a long counter where three monitors were showing a planet. It wasn’t Earth or Radison, the only two she could identify by sight. “Is that the one you’re researching?” 
 
    Jessa glanced at the screens and then nodded. “One of them. I have two research projects to tackle right now. I can’t go into details because this one is a prohibited planet. They’re classified, since the fleet doesn’t want anyone to learn too much about them in case civilian idiots want to break the law by visiting. We get some assholes who like to try to land on places like that to steal shit like exotic pets or stones they think might sell on the black market.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that was a thing.” 
 
    “It is. Prohibited planets have beacons, and they send alerts to the fleet if any ships go near them. Why haven’t you responded to my messages? I wanted to have dinner with you last night.” 
 
    “I haven’t learned how to use much in my cabin. I didn’t know you were trying to reach me. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I can swing by there this evening to show you how to use stuff. Do you want to share dinner tonight? Maybe we could have a few drinks at one of the bars.” Jessa hesitated. “I don’t dance, though. Do you?” 
 
    “I’m from Radison. It’s against the law.” 
 
    Jessa’s mouth fell open and she gaped at her. “For real?” 
 
    “Yes. We’re also not allowed to drink alcohol, either. I know what a bar is, and dancing. Only men are allowed to enter those kinds of establishments.” 
 
    “I fucking hate your planet.” 
 
    Darla laughed. “I don’t miss it.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you. How’s your new job? I love the uniform. It looks comfortable. The shoes are kind of terrible.” 
 
    “We get our feet wet often.” She shrugged. “They aren’t fashionable but they’re effective. I used to get blisters if my shoes were damp. These dry too fast to do that.” 
 
    “You must work weird hours, since you’re here and it’s not close to one of the normal shift changes. Take a seat. Do you want to hang with me until I can leave? I have to do a little more research and then send that information to the people waiting for it. Just swear not to tell anyone if you see something you shouldn’t.” 
 
    Darla licked her lips. “Um, my sister made leave my shift early. I’ve had a headache for a few days and she wanted me to see a doctor. I told her it’s from stress and being rundown. But she’s a worry wart, since it’s just her and I until our family can get jobs to be with us.” 
 
    Jessa stepped closer and her blue eye began to glow. Then she frowned. “You’re running a fever.” 
 
    “You can tell that just by looking at me?” 
 
    “Yes.” Her gaze lowered. “Let me see your thigh. Go jump up on my med bed.” 
 
    “It’s fine. It’s healing nicely.” 
 
    “Med bed—now. No bitching about it. I’m going to give you an exam.” 
 
    Darla sighed and walked around the counter to the med bed, climbing on it to sit on the side. 
 
    “Lay down. I might as well do a full body scan on you this time around. I’m not frazzled anymore after our ordeal with the Elth, or pissed off at Doctor Jenson for being a prick.” She chewed on her lower lip. “Fuck. I hope I didn’t miss something. What other symptoms do you have?” 
 
    “Just the headache.” 
 
    “Fever, too. What else?” Jessa grabbed a handheld device and tapped at it.  
 
    “I’m sleeping a lot. I didn’t get much while we were in captivity, and I’ve been stressed. New job. Thinking about Gnaw. I tend to sleep more when I’ve got a lot going on in my life. I’ve always been that way.” 
 
    “Have you talked to him?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Damn. I was hoping the two of you would become a couple.” 
 
    Darla turned her head, staring in surprise at her friend. 
 
    Jessa looked slightly sheepish. “I’ve been trying to learn more about Veslors since they came onboard. They refuse to come into my lab for some tests or answer my questions. I was going to totally pump you for info.” She winked. 
 
    “Now I know why you want to be my friend,” Darla teased. 
 
    “It was an added bonus. Okay, hold still. You can breathe but don’t move around or wiggle. I want clear scans. Ready?” 
 
    Darla turned her head, staring up at the ceiling. “Go for it. This isn’t going to hurt, is it?” 
 
    “I’ll warn you before the bed stabs you in the ass to take a blood sample.” 
 
    Darla laughed. 
 
    “Not kidding. I’m so going to do that. Hold still. Starting scan.” 
 
    “The things I do for my baby sister,” she muttered. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Darla held still as the bed under her lit up and a robotic arm came out of the side with a mini camera for a hand. She had to close her eyes when a blue laser-like light began to flash over her, but it didn’t hurt.  
 
    “The scan’s done. Now comes the quick sting. Don’t tighten your butt cheeks. It hurts less that way.” 
 
    Darla gasped when something jabbed her. “Shat!” 
 
    Jess laughed. “It was fast, right? Now I’ve got your blood and it’s being evaluated. Stay lying down, but you can turn your head now if you want to look at me. I need to view the scan to make sure none of it glitched. It happens sometimes. So…why haven’t you contacted Gnaw? Do you not want to see him?” 
 
    “I’m not sure if he wants anything to do with me.” She peered at Jessa, who was holding a larger handheld device and tapping away. “I was hoping he’d contact me.” 
 
    Jessa lifted her chin, meeting her gaze. “Um, I sent you a message. Maybe he did, too. We really need to get you up to speed on how to use shit. Did you buy a mobile com device to carry with you?” 
 
    “No. Why would I need one?” 
 
    “You know, so you can keep in constant contact with your friends no matter where you are. Does Radison not have them?” 
 
    “No. We had an intercom system inside the greenhouse, and had to use the main computer in the office to make contact with the cities and other places.” 
 
    “I am never retiring to some back-ass planet when I leave the fleet. You poor thing. Mobile devices are great. You can walk all over the ship and talk to me while I’m stuck at work. Or vice versa.” 
 
    The device in Jessa’s hand beeped, and she glanced at it. 
 
    Darla swore her friend paled as she suddenly took a step back, bumping into the counter behind her. 
 
    “Did it glitch? Do you need to scan me again?” 
 
     Jessa didn’t answer. She spun around, slammed the device on the counter, and then bent, yanking open a drawer. “Oh, fuck. Area 51, we have a problem.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It’s a saying.” Jessa straightened, holding scary-looking gloves. They seemed to be made of metal, with some wires running along the exterior of the fingers. “You know, Houston, we have a problem. Only the alien version. Never mind. You weren’t raised on Earth. Just stay still.” Jessa put on the gloves, used her shoe to kick the drawer closed, and rushed toward the med bed. She started to tap on a control panel along the side. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Panic started to set in. “Did the Elth expose me to some deadly virus on their ship? I was in contact with some of their white blood.” 
 
    “Hang on. Don’t freak, okay? Just let me take a better look. I’m seeing something that shouldn’t be there on your scan. I can’t tell what it is…but I have a guess. I refuse to say anything until I’m sure.”  
 
    A hologram of a human body suddenly appeared to hover over Darla. It was all blue and white. “Is that me? Did they put a tracker inside me?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s you. No, it’s not a tracker. Just give me a minute to figure this out.” Jessa raised her gloved hands and reached into the holographic body. She pulled a section out between her hands, something that resembled a small ball. “How in the fuck did this happen?” 
 
    “You’re scaring me,” Darla admitted. “I can’t see what you’re holding.” 
 
    Jessa tore her gaze away from the glowing blue and white ball in her hands and held Darla’s gaze. “I need you to brace yourself for a shock, okay? First—you’re fine. No tracker or virus.” 
 
    Darla felt tears well in her eyes. What had the Elth done to her, then? She’d been drugged unconscious after they tore open the roof of the shuttle, until she’d woke on the floor with the other women in their cell. Her clothes had been on, and she assumed they hadn’t messed with her. 
 
    “Watch.” Jessa started to slowly spread her gloves farther apart, and it caused the sphere to grow larger, magnifying whatever was inside. She kept doing it until the object was about a foot and a half wide. 
 
    “Can you make out the oval-looking shape at the center?” 
 
    Darla nodded, horrified. Something was inside her, but she could see it. “Yes. Did I pick up alien worms or something from eating the horrible food they gave us?” 
 
    “Um, no. Darla—that’s the very beginnings of a Veslor baby.” 
 
    She stared in shock at the small shadowed shape inside the…sack. 
 
    Jessa suddenly turned the floating holographic sphere a bit with her gloves, blowing it up more. “Area 51, we have a secondary problem.” 
 
    Darla saw it. It wasn’t just one oval shape with something inside it. There was another one behind it, just slightly smaller. There were two. 
 
    She gasped. 
 
    Her friend suddenly slapped her gloved hands together and the sphere burst, disappearing. Their gazes met. “I’d say by the looks of it, you got pregnant with one baby, and then the second egg was fertilized soon afterward. It happens in humans. Hell, it probably happens in Veslors, not that they’re great at sharing anything about their reproductive information. I could be wrong. Maybe it’s twins and one is just larger. Like the bigger one’s taking after daddy and the smaller one’s taking after you.” 
 
     Darla just lay there, mute and stunned.  
 
    She was pregnant with two babies. Two.  
 
    Emotions hit her fast and hard. Fear swiftly followed the shock. Would Gnaw be angry that she’d gotten pregnant? She’d been the one to talk him into having sex with her. 
 
    Jessa began to remove the gloves. “Don’t freak out. We’re the only two who know, and we can fix this.” 
 
    Darla blinked rapidly. “I’m not eating toxic mushrooms!” 
 
    The doctor’s eyes widened. “I’m not asking you to kill yourself. That’s never an option.” 
 
    “The mushrooms don’t kill. They rid a body of unwanted pregnancies. My mother told me what to eat in our greenhouse if I ever accidently got pregnant, to protect myself from being arrested. Unmarried mothers are criminals.” She reached down and protectively cradled her flat belly, shaking her head. 
 
    “I am not that kind of doctor. What I meant is, we can alter the pregnancy data to keep the fleet from realizing we lied about you and Gnaw having sex. Those are alien babies inside you, which means I’ll be your doctor, fortunately. I can totally upload scans to make them believe you’re a week less pregnant than you really are, if anyone goes snooping into the medical file I started on you. That’s what I meant by fixing this. You need to tell Gnaw right away. The two of you can make a big deal out of dating, and just pretend the fucking started later.” 
 
    “Would that even work? I mean, if I could talk Gnaw into it?” 
 
    “Comforting each other and bonding is a frequent occurrence between crew members on these vessels after a mission goes bad. I’d say the Elth were bad. You two endured serious trauma, being kidnapped. It’s believable that you’d hook up. You’re a civilian, so they can’t penalize you for not having a birth control implant, and there’s no requirement for you to have one. You were kidnapped on a fleet transport. Who gives a shit if you had some comfort sex afterward and got knocked up?” 
 
    Darla bit her lip hard, fighting tears. “I don’t know how he’s going to take it. What if Gnaw refuses to pretend to date me?” 
 
    “I haven’t spent any real time with the Veslors, but from every bit of research I’ve learned about their culture, they’re a pretty moral race. He will take responsibility for you and those babies. That means he will go along with our plan. I have a gut feeling that I’m right.” 
 
    “He’s probably going to resent me.” 
 
    “He can get the hell over it. His ass is on the line, too. You just need to act quickly and tell him so we can keep it secret of when you really got pregnant. You’re carrying his cubs.” 
 
    “Cubs?” Darla felt faint, glad to still be lying down. 
 
    “Veslors call their infants cubs. You admitted during the interview that you saw Gnaw shift into what they call their battle form, while you were escaping from your cell. It’s rumored their babies are born that way. I’m guessing at some point, they shift into their human-like form. There’s a lot I’m still trying to learn about them. Also, forget nine months of pregnancy. Their gestation period is between three to four months. They wouldn’t nail it down exactly, but that’s my estimate based on the little I’ve learned about Vivian Goss. She was the first human mate to a Veslor, and they’ve had a cub.” 
 
    Darla gaped at her once more. 
 
    “I’m sorry I don’t have exact answers for you. The Veslors are very guarded about their mating habits and pregnancies. Vivian Goss was a cultural specialist aboard the Gorison Traveler. She left with the Veslors after the attack that took place on her ship by the Ke’ters. That’s how she met her mate. A Veslor trading ship responded to her distress hail. I have a friend who’s also a cultural specialist, and she passes on any tidbits Vivian is willing to share.” 
 
    “Shat.” 
 
    “That’s another reason you really need to speak to Gnaw. He’ll have information you desperately need to know.” Jessa glanced down at Darla’s stomach. “I have no idea if you need to be taking certain supplements, or if you should avoid any foods. If nothing else, speak to Maith. He’s their Veslor medic.” 
 
    Darla noticed a grimace on her friend’s face. “You don’t like their doctor?” 
 
    “Let’s just say we don’t get along. I have a feeling he’s going to want to take over your care as soon as they know what’s going on and try to cut me out. I hope that doesn’t happen. I mean it when I say I believe in patient confidentiality. The fleet might own me right now, but it doesn’t mean I owe them my moral compass. If they ever try to make me pick between them and a patient, they won’t like how I respond. You can trust me.” 
 
    “I do.” Jessa had already done so much for Darla, including sticking by her side when they’d been rescued, and throughout that horrible investigation. “I won’t cut you out.” 
 
    “Just…talk to one of them soon. Maybe Maith will pretend to date you if Gnaw won’t go for it, and everyone can assume he’s the father. The last thing any of us needs is to deal with another investigation. Next time, they’ll be filing charges because we lied.”  
 
    “Will they send me to prison for lying?” 
 
    Jessa shook her head. “Not criminal charges. More like misconduct. They just punish us for that. You’re a civilian, though. They’ll probably fire you and send you back to your home world. Maybe ban you from ever working for the fleet again. I’ll just get yelled at, probably have to deal with around-the-clock supervision, and I’m sure they’ll tack on more time to my contract before I can resign.”  
 
    “What about Gnaw?” 
 
    She bit her lip and shrugged. “He’s a Veslor. I mean, I’m ninety percent sure they won’t bring up the prospect of sexual assault charges again, but he could be banned from working with the fleet. That’s why I said his ass is on the line, too. That should motivate him to be your new boyfriend.” 
 
    Panic stirred as Darla thought about what would happen if Gnaw said no. The authorities on Radison would arrest her for what she’d done by leaving in the first place, as soon as the fleet sent her home. The babies she carried would be proof she’d had sex before marriage, and once they were born, they’d take them away from her. Law breakers had no rights. Including being able to keep their children.  
 
    She shuddered at that thought. She couldn’t see the leaders on her planet doing anything good with Veslor children. 
 
    Gnaw needed to know, either way. Worst case, if she was sent home, Gnaw could petition the planet to give him the babies as soon as they were born. He was the biological father. Men, even aliens, had rights on Radison. The fact that he wasn’t a citizen could force her planet to comply or face backlash. They wouldn’t want to risk a huge scandal by keeping alien children from their father and his people. That might stop tourists from visiting. 
 
    “I’m afraid to ask what’s going through your head right now, because you have an expressive face. Your emotions appear to be all over the place.” Jessa glanced down at Darla’s stomach to indicate her pregnancy. “What are you going to do? Have you decided?” 
 
    “I’m going to tell Gnaw.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “I need help with that. I don’t know how to find him.” 
 
    Jessa smiled. “I can do that for you.” 
 
    “You’re always helping me. Thank you.” 
 
    “That’s what friends are for. Let me help you sit up, and we’ll track down where the Veslors are.” 
 
    “Is that why I have a fever and headache?” 
 
    Jessa bit her lip, seeming to think about it. “Your fever is low grade. That doesn’t concern me. Veslors run hotter than humans do. It could be a result of the pregnancy. I’m not sure, but it’s possible. We’ll keep an eye on it. That damn Maith got access to Vivian Goss’s pregnancy details, so he’d know. As far as the headache, your scans are clear. It might be from stress, or maybe Veslors have some kind of pregnancy hormone that causes them. Again, that shithead would know. Your bloodwork will tell us more. It should be ready for me to read any minute. I’m going to give you a safe and mild medicine that should take it away.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Jessa got an injector and gently pressed it to Darla’s neck. “It will work fast and this won’t hurt. Just a cold wetness, then a little pressure, and done. Ready?” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    It was over fast. Jessa put away the injector and smiled at her as a small beep came from across the room. 
 
    “That’s the bloodwork results.” Jessa spun and hurried to a monitor across the room, going to work on it. Darla sat on the edge of the bed and gazed at her stomach, cupping it again. She was having two of Gnaw’s babies. She closed her eyes.  
 
    Alien cubs. 
 
    She was immensely grateful that the fleet had saved them. The Elth would have been delighted that their experiment was a success. It would have been a nightmare for her, Gnaw, and their babies. 
 
    “I’m not seeing any foreign drugs that the Elth might have given you, or they aren’t present anymore,” Jessa muttered loud enough for Darla to hear. “How in the fuck did this happen?” She turned her head to frown at Darla. “Did Gnaw make you his mate?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Veslors are damn liars!” Jessa cursed, facing the monitor again. “All of them said they could only get a mate pregnant. I mean, to be fair, the Elth could have dosed you both with some form of super-fertility drug to make it happen. I should have done bloodwork and a full scan on you when we were in here last time.” 
 
    “I didn’t want one.” 
 
    Jessa turned her head. “We were both at end of our ropes. I won’t beat myself up too much if you don’t do the same. We know now, and we’re going to figure everything out and fix this.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    Jessa went back to work. “Your hormone levels are almost normal for a pregnant woman but we totally need to consult with Maith.” 
 
    “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “No. This is the first time I’m looking at results from a human impregnated by a Veslor. It’s normal to expect some abnormal things. Nothing alarms me. I swear.” 
 
    “The babies are okay?” 
 
    “You saw them.” Jessa turned from the monitor and walked back to her, stopping feet away. “The scan picked up tiny heartbeats. They’re fine. A little larger than what a human pregnancy would be at this stage, but again…Veslor. They’re big bastards.” 
 
    “Am I going to get morning sickness?” 
 
    Jess shrugged. “Unfortunately, I don’t know.” 
 
    “Shat.” 
 
    She grinned. “Just say shit. This is the time to start using real curse words.” 
 
    “Old habits.” 
 
    “Right. Well, just be you, Darla.” Jessa smiled again. “Now that the shock has worn off, are you a little excited? You’re going to be a mamma, and I have to say, their daddy is kind of hot.” 
 
    Darla bit her lip. “Will he hate me?” 
 
    Jessa stepped closer. “I don’t think so. But you didn’t answer me.” 
 
    “I want these babies.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “I feel guilty, though. I basically forced him.” 
 
    “Gnaw can get the hell over it if he’s upset at first.” 
 
    “It’s not just about him, though. It’s my job to look out for my sister. Now I’m going to be a mother. What if this goes wrong and I’m sent back to Radison? She’ll be alone. Will the fleet send her back, too? She doesn’t know the truth about what happened between me and Gnaw.” 
 
    Jessa reached out and took her hands off her stomach, clasping them. “I’ll make you a promise. I’m going to do my damnedest to keep you on this boat. Absolute worst case, I’ve got your back and will take care of your sister.” 
 
    Tears filled her eyes. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t cry! Please, Darla. I’m shit with tears. Though, pregnancy hormones make women pretty emotional. It’s perfectly normal. Is your headache gone?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. Why don’t you go home to rest and I’ll go find Gnaw? I’ll have him go to your cabin, even if I have to use a sedative and bring him there on a gurney.” 
 
    Darla laughed. 
 
    Jessa didn’t. “I wasn’t kidding. I’d so do that. I’ll even admit I’ve thought about it a time or ten since the Veslors came onboard, just to get one of them on my scan bed to learn more about them. I just haven’t done it because they’re scary as fuck, probably hold a grudge, and the fleet would punish me by tacking on more time to my contract.” She suddenly grinned. “At least they wouldn’t fire me. They invested too much damn money in me as a kid. I definitely have job security.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Gnaw chewed his food, keeping his head tucked low. They were in the cafeteria eating an early dinner. Abby had family business to tend to and wouldn’t be meeting them until later at home. He planned to ask her to go talk to Darla in person if Maith forgot to bring it up. 
 
    Roth grunted. 
 
    He looked up at the male. 
 
    “The food did nothing to you. You are stabbing it hard enough to break the plate.” 
 
    “Apologies.” 
 
    “We are all angry about the Elth,” Drak assured him. “No matter how many of them we have killed, it is never enough.” 
 
    “I’m only sorry we’re being assigned to protect the humans on that planet and our repair teams.” Roth glanced at all of them. “I’d enjoy watching another Elth ship being destroyed. I’m certain Clark or Commander Bills will allow us to watch the recordings when we return from our mission.” 
 
    Maith suddenly snarled, and his body tensed. 
 
    Gnaw turned his head, following the male’s gaze. It was Dr. Jessa Brick. She was one human who was easily identifiable, with her black hair and those bright blue streaks running from the top of her head down to the ends. Her eyes were memorable as well. 
 
    She seemed to be heading right toward their table. 
 
    Maith rose to his feet, glaring at her. It didn’t make her change course. Instead, she jutted her chin up a little higher, her hands balling into fists. She even picked up her pace, walking faster, until she stopped near Roth. 
 
    “Female,” their leader said by way of greeting. “We still do not wish to answer your intrusive questions or allow you to run tests on us.” He shot a glare at Maith. “Sit.” 
 
    Maith sat. “No means no. Isn’t that an Earth saying?” 
 
    Jessa narrowed her eyes on Maith. “Yes. It is. So is shut your trap and let the adults talk. Why don’t you think about the meaning of that one?” She turned her head, addressing Roth. “We need to speak. It’s important.” 
 
    Roth sighed, setting down his silverware. They used them in the dining room since eating with their fingers generated stares and whispers from humans. “Send all your requests to our king, Dr. Brick. He is the only one allowed to release medical information to you about our race. My males are not here to be tested or examined simply because you are curious.” 
 
    “Goddamn it,” she muttered. Then she lowered her voice. “We have a problem. This isn’t about the requests I’ve made to you in the past. It’s related to the Elth.” 
 
    Roth pulled his communications device to glance at it. “I haven’t gotten an update or been called to meet with Clark.” 
 
    “Put that away.” Jessa glanced around and pasted on a smile that was obviously false. “I need your grouping to casually get up a few minutes after I leave, then go meet me in my lab.” She glanced at Gnaw, her expression softening, before she stared back at Roth. “We’ll have privacy there.” She glanced around at the many humans eating. “Unlike here. Trust me. This is something we don’t want anyone else to know about. And it’s urgent.” 
 
    “I’ll have Clark meet us there.” Roth lifted his communications device. 
 
    The female grabbed hold of his hand. 
 
    Roth stilled, a low growl coming from him in warning. 
 
    “Put that damn thing away. We need to talk in private. Just the five of us. I know you don’t like or trust me. I’m a huge pain in the ass to you guys. Got it. Understand. But for once, please do what I’m asking. We have to speak, no one else involved, and it’s super important. If I’m lying, you can let Maith over there kick my ass, and I won’t even press charges. He always looks like he wants to anyway. Will you come to my lab?” 
 
     Roth tugged his hand out of her hold and replaced his communications device in his pocket. “What is this about?” 
 
    “Not here. You’ll thank me for that later. We need to do this in my lab.” 
 
    “Why?” Roth studied her. 
 
    “You see my blue eye? It’s artificial. It doesn’t just allow me to see, like a real one does. It’s got different settings. One of them includes being able to spot signals…like audio and visual transmitters. My lab is clean. There’s no surveillance. That can’t be said for the rest of the ship. The only places the fleet isn’t allowed to monitor are private crew cabins. It would look suspicious if I asked you to take me home with you, since everyone seems to know you guys don’t like me. Right now, anyone watching us will assume I’m just over here harassing you again, trying to get you to let me run some tests. Now, will you meet me there?” 
 
    Roth glanced at them. Drak shrugged. Gnaw was curious, so he shrugged, too. Maith gave a shake of his head. 
 
    Their leader blew out a breath. “Yes.” 
 
    Maith snarled low. 
 
    “Good. Thank you. I promise, you’ll agree this was necessary after we speak. Give it a few minutes and then go to my lab. I’ll be waiting.”  
 
    Gnaw and his grouping watched the female walk away from their table. She sagged her shoulders, her pace slow, as if whatever they’d said had deflated her determination. She exited the cafeteria. 
 
    “She isn’t to be trusted. Why would you agree to that?” 
 
    Roth glanced at Maith. “Instinct. Did you look into her real eye? I saw desperation and honesty there. She mentioned the Elth, and I saw the way she looked at Gnaw. We are going to meet her and find out what the female has to say. Finish your meal quickly.” 
 
    “It’s a ruse to get us into her lab. She’ll scan us without our permission,” Maith muttered. “She’s not a trustworthy female.” 
 
    “She did reach out to Abby to help Gnaw,” Drak reminded him. “Perhaps it’s about that.” 
 
    They all grew quiet, contemplating that. Did the fleet find out he’d actually copulated with Darla? Gnaw pushed his plate away. “I am done. We need to go.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Drak stood. 
 
    Maith also got to his feet. “I still don’t trust that female. Some humans are bad. She doesn’t see us as males, only test subjects. She’s got more in common with the Elth than other humans.” 
 
    “That’s a harsh judgement to make.” Roth led the way after they cleared their table. 
 
    They all knew where Dr. Brick’s lab was located. She’d invited them there many times. They did take the long route, though, to avoid passing by Med Bay to reach Dr. Brick’s domain. 
 
    The door opened before they could push the chime. 
 
    “Get in here. Hurry,” the female ordered, waving them to enter. 
 
    Roth went first, followed by Drak and Gnaw, with Maith entering last. The doors sealed and Dr. Brick spun, walking toward the med bed. “Come on. I have to show you something.” 
 
    “We are not getting on that scanner,” Maith snarled. “I knew it! This was a trick. We wouldn’t comply so you lied to get us here.” He quickly darted his gaze around. “Where are the hidden scanners?” 
 
    “Oh, give it a break,” the female called over her shoulder. “God, you’re such an asshole. You said no. I got it. I’m not tricking you.” She reached the med bed and turned, glaring at Maith.  
 
    “You said this was about the Elth,” Roth reminded her. “Tell us.” 
 
    Her anger faded. “It’s about the Elth in a roundabout way. They kidnapped Gnaw and everyone on that shuttle.” Her odd two-colored gaze fixed on Gnaw. “It’s about Darla. I scanned her on this bed, with her permission, and found something that I need to show you.” Then she turned her head to Roth. “You’re the grouping leader, correct?” 
 
    “Is Darla sick? Did the Elth do something lasting to harm her?” Gnaw stepped closer, demanding that the female answer him. 
 
    She flinched but kept her gaze locked on Roth. “Can you make Gnaw stay where he is until he calms down? You have that power, right? Like the alpha of a pack? I could lock the door to seal us inside, but if he attacks it to get out, there are sensors that will alert security. I can’t bypass those. We do not want that to happen. What I’m about to show you needs to stay between us.” 
 
    “What is wrong with Darla?!” Gnaw tried to lunge at the female to make her tell him, but Roth and Drak grabbed his arms, halting him in place. 
 
    Dr. Brick looked concerned. “Can you hold him until he calms down and we work out a plan? Because we’re so going to need a plan.” 
 
    Roth snarled. “Yes. Don’t torment my male. What do you know? Is the female sick?” 
 
    “No. She’s not sick. Just give me a minute to pull up her scan and I’ll enlarge it.” Dr. Brick lifted gloves with wires on the exterior of the fingers and put them on, then tapped controls along the side of the bed. Then she turned to glare at Maith. “Darla and I are friends. I’m also her doctor, so don’t even think about shutting me out. You’re going to need me.” 
 
    Gnaw stilled when a white and blue outline of an obvious female appeared to float above the bed. It had no hair or clothing, but it had breasts, a narrow waist and flared hips. His heart pounded. Fear also hit over all the horrible things the Elth could have done to her.  
 
    Dr. Brick reached both gloves inside the stomach area of the image and pulled out something. It was a small sphere between her hands. Then she turned and stepped closer to Maith, glancing up at him. “You’re their doctor. Why don’t you be the one to tell your grouping. It might be easier coming from you…and more believable.” 
 
    Then she expanded her arms, the sphere growing larger, until it was a little wider than her body. 
 
    Maith approached her, blocking Gnaw’s view. He struggled, but Roth and Drak refused to release him. He didn’t want to hurt either of them but he needed to see what the female was showing their medic. 
 
    “You are lying. This isn’t possible,” Maith hissed. 
 
    “You have access to medical information that I don’t,” Dr. Brick whispered back. “I couldn’t make this up. She came in suffering from a low-grade fever and a headache that has lasted for days. I scanned her. This is what we found.” 
 
    “Did you tell her?” Maith sounded stressed, his voice also low. 
 
    “Of course. Did you miss the part where I said we’re friends? She doesn’t know how to tell him, and she’s afraid he’ll freak out or be mad. And we’re going to talk later about how your people lied to me; I needed to know this sort of thing was possible.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be!” Maith snarled. 
 
    “What is it?” Gnaw struggled but the other males only tightened their hold. “Is Darla ill? Did the Elth mutate her? Did they change out her organs for another alien’s? They’ve done that before!” 
 
    Maith turned to him, his features solemn. “Did you tell me everything that happened on the Elth ship?” 
 
    “Yes.” Gnaw had shared everything. 
 
    Maith came to him, peering deeply into his eyes. Then the male lifted his hands and grasped his face, holding it. “You didn’t transform and breed the female?” 
 
    The question shocked him. “No!” 
 
    “What is it?” Roth used his commanding voice. 
 
    Maith glanced at their grouping leader but then drew closer, almost touching Gnaw’s forehead with his own. Their gazes locked. Whatever the male was about to tell him would be bad. He was attempting to protect him from pain. 
 
    “Darla is carrying a cub.” 
 
    Gnaw stared at him. He couldn’t have heard him correctly. 
 
    Maith touched his forehead. “A cub,” he repeated. 
 
    Gnaw’s legs gave out, and he would have hit the floor if it wasn’t for Drak and Roth holding his arms. They did lower him until he was on his knees. Maith stayed with him, crouching.  
 
    “Breathe,” the medic instructed. “Remain calm.” 
 
    “It can’t be. I didn’t…I stayed in this form.” 
 
    Darla was carrying his cub.  
 
    How is that possible? It isn’t!  
 
    Pain lanced his chest then. He wanted a cub with Darla…but it just wasn’t possible. “I didn’t lose control.” 
 
    Maith stroked his face and backed his forehead away a few inches. “I believe you. We will figure it out. I just need time to think about how this happened.” 
 
    “She can’t be carrying my cub.” It hurt Gnaw to say it. He wanted it to be true. 
 
    “She is.” Maith stroked his head again. “Not only did I see the cub, but there’s Veslor genetic material that the scan identified. I have learned enough of their Earth language to be able to read it.” 
 
    “Um…” Dr. Brick cleared her throat. “It’s not one cub. It’s two. You didn’t let me rotate the magnification. The larger one is what you saw, but there’s a secondary one shadowing it on the scan. Both have heartbeats.” 
 
    Maith’s eyes widened, and he turned his head to gape at Dr. Brick. 
 
    “I’ll show you. Is he okay?” 
 
    Gnaw was able to see the doctor. She still held the sphere in her hands but she’d shrunk the size of it back to a small ball. 
 
    “We still have a huge issue, besides Darla being pregnant,” the female said to Roth. “We all lied and swore Gnaw and Darla only pretended to have sex. These babies prove otherwise. But…I have a plan.”  
 
    “I need to go to Darla.” Gnaw didn’t care what the fleet did or thought. He’d take Darla away if they attempted to keep him from her and the cubs growing insider her womb.  
 
    “Hold him, Roth,” Dr. Brick ordered. “All our asses are on the line if you let him go when he looks that upset. He needs to get a handle on his emotions, and then go take Darla someone very public, where lots of people see them together. They can pretend they’ve just started dating. You know what that is, right? Everyone will assume they’ve just started having sex, and I can change the date on the scan to make it line up with a pregnancy occurring over the next few days. I can continue to do it all throughout her pregnancy, until the babies are born.” 
 
    “I don’t care about any of that. Darla is carrying my cubs!” Gnaw snarled. “I need to see her. She will be my mate.” 
 
    Dr. Brick clasped her hands together and the sphere in her hand disappeared. She began to remove the gloves. “This is why I decided it was best if I told you, Gnaw. I had a feeling you’d go all crazy. There’s a lot I don’t know about Veslors, but I’ve seen how damn possessive Drak over there is toward Abby Thomas. Guys even glance at her when he’s around, and he’s ready to murder them in a very bloody and painful way.” She placed her gloves on the med bed and approached them, but stayed far enough back that she must have felt safe. 
 
    “It’s not just about you and those cubs. Do you know what the fleet is going to do if they figure out we all lied? They will fire Darla and send her back to that fucking planet that treats women like shit. She told me they’d consider her a criminal because she’s pregnant and not married. Then mentioned something about being sent to some mines.” 
 
    “I won’t allow it!” he snarled. No one would take Darla and his cubs from him. He began to struggle again, but Roth and Drak still refused to let him go. 
 
    Dr. Brick stepped closer, glaring at Gnaw “You’re on a fleet vessel. You work for them. Do you think they’re just going to allow you and her to stay on this boat if they learn you lied, Gnaw? The answer is no.” 
 
    She glanced at Roth. “I grew up with the fleet. I’ve been with them since I was eight years old. Gnaw and Darla will get tossed off this ship faster than you can say ‘fuck this.’ You’re considered civilian workers, just like she is. They’ll shove her on a transport straight back to Radison, and Gnaw will be put on another transport right back to your king. I’m guessing you and the two others in your grouping might try to stop that from happening, but you can’t. That would be considered an act of war. You do realize that, don’t you? You can’t attack fleet security.” 
 
    Gnaw stopped fighting, her words finally penetrating. 
 
    Dr. Brick sucked in a deep breath and held up her hands. “So, this is what we’re going to do. Gnaw is going to pretend to date Darla. They are going to be seen flirting by the crew. He’ll take her back to your cabin or hers, just make sure lots of people see them, and then they’re going to stay together all night.” She shot a glare at Maith. “They should probably also pretend they’re mated, since that was the information your people gave ours. Only mated couples can have babies.”  
 
    “It’s true,” Maith snarled. 
 
    “Are they mated?” Dr. Brick put her hands on her hips. “Because Darla doesn’t know it, if they are. You’d think one of your kind would mention that to a woman.” 
 
    “She will become my mate,” Gnaw swore. 
 
    Dr. Brick tore her angry stare from Maith, and her expression softened. “Good. You take damn good care of Darla. You hurt her feelings when you didn’t contact her, but you didn’t hear that from me. Now make it up to her.” 
 
    “We did try to contact her. Abby sent her messages to ask her to see me,” Gnaw admitted. “She never responded.” 
 
    “Shit.” Dr. Brick sighed, letting her hands drop to her sides. “I thought you might have. She’s from a planet that has old technology. I had to explain a mobile com device to her when I asked why she didn’t respond to my message. She hasn’t figured out how to use the stationary one in her cabin.  
 
    “But she wants to see you, Gnaw. Again, I didn’t tell you that. It seems you’re both worried that the other doesn’t want to be reminded of what you went through while locked up together in that cell. Not true. She’s also happy about the babies. Scared shitless, too, because of the threat of being sent back to Radison, and the idea that you might not want anything to do with her.” 
 
    “I want her!” Gnaw tried to pull away from the males holding him yet again. “I won’t allow her to be returned to that planet.” 
 
    Roth jerked his head up, indicating they should stand. They refused to release him still, but all three of them got on their feet. Roth shifted his body to stand in front of Gnaw. 
 
    “Doctor Brick is rude, but correct,” his grouping leader said in their Veslor language. “We can’t attack the humans on this ship. It would start a war. The female came up with a good plan. Did you hear anything that she said? You can mate your female, protect your cubs, but it will require patience. It will be difficult, but we will help you. I can see how much you wish to rush to the female and claim her. Restrain your urges. Can you do that?” 
 
    Gnaw closed his eyes, trying to calm his turbulent emotions and instincts. He got a handle on them, mostly, and started thinking rationally. He’d scare Darla if he stormed her cabin and claimed her as his mate.  
 
    But Dr. Brick had said his female wanted to see him. She was also happy about the cubs. He was too.  
 
    His heart swelled in his chest with longing and love for the female carrying his cubs. So much so, it choked him up. 
 
    “Gnaw,” Roth rasped. 
 
    He opened his eyes. “I am calm.” 
 
    “Can you control your urges?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Roth studied him closely. 
 
    “Darla will not want to leave Defcon Red. Her sister is here. And our king and Abby will be furious if we start a war. He wants alliances and trade with the humans. Abby has family on Earth that she wishes to see often. I don’t wish to disappoint either of them. I will claim Darla and my cubs, but I can do it in a way that doesn’t put them at risk.” 
 
    “Please tell me you’re not plotting to do something really stupid, like grab Darla and steal a shuttle,” Dr. Brick stated. “Because I might not be able to understand what you’re saying but some of those words were in English, and mildly alarming. Like Earth, Darla, Abby, and Defcon Red.” 
 
    Gnaw stared at the female doctor and switched back to her language. “There will be no war. I am an intelligent male. I will take Darla to the cafeteria, where lots of humans eat, and I will smile at her, touch her hand often, and then take her back to my cabin. Tomorrow morning, I will escort her to her cabin to collect her things and inform Clark that we have mated.” 
 
    Dr. Brick gave him a tentative smile. “Sounds good. That should work. Then I can feed the fleet delayed medical files of her pregnancy to make it look as if you got her pregnant tonight, instead of last week.” 
 
    “You will not,” Maith growled. “That female is now a part of our grouping. You will not release any medical information to anyone. I am her medic now.” 
 
    The doctor’s expression changed to pure anger. “Get your head out of your ass. The last thing we want is rumors and another damn investigation. I need to give them something to avoid all that shit, once people learn she’s pregnant. That means giving them a copy of the scan I did on her, but with a changed date, to back up the story we told. I also don’t need every woman that you guys have fucked on this boat flocking to my lab to see if they’re knocked up, too. You know, since your people lied about that.” 
 
    “We didn’t lie,” Maith yelled. 
 
    “Enough!” Roth snapped, using his commanding tone. “Veslors do not have cubs unless we are mated. That is fact. It is not our way.” 
 
    “Want to see the scan again?” Dr. Brick turned her glare on Roth. “So either it was a lie, or your guy mated my friend without telling her. Total dick move, by the way. Which is it?” 
 
    “I was so angry,” Gnaw rasped in Veslor language, thinking about his time with Darla in that cell. “The Elth kept demanding that I breed Darla over and over. It enraged me that they didn’t care about her health. They wanted to obtain our cubs to train them to become killers, to do their bidding. I didn’t lose control, though. I stayed in this form.” 
 
    Maith came back to him, switching to their language, too. “Were you angry enough to transform into battle form while you were copulating with her?” 
 
    Gnaw gave a sharp nod. 
 
    Maith reached up and cupped his face again, pressing their foreheads together. “That might explain how it happened. Rage induces us to transform. We’re fertile in battle form. You might have kept this outer skin but inside, your body must have been affected. It is reasonable to assume it made you fertile under those severe conditions.” 
 
    Gnaw closed his eyes. He should have thought of that. Forced his rage back before he copulated with Darla. He felt no regret though. She was carrying his cubs. “I am not sorry. She is everything to me.” 
 
    “Now I understand,” Dr. Brick said, her Veslor accent horrible. 
 
    They all gasped, and Maith released Gnaw, spinning to stare at the female. 
 
    She switched back to her English. “Is my pronunciation that bad? You guys speak in growls, which is hard to mimic. Humans don’t have the voice box for it. Did you really think when your grouping came onboard that I didn’t do my best to learn Veslor?” She smiled at Maith. “So that’s why I was told none of you could knock up human women. You have to be shifted. Few women would go for that.” Then she paled. “Shit. Vivian Goss agreed to do that, didn’t she?” 
 
    Gnaw walked toward her. 
 
    Dr. Brick took a step back and threw up her hands. “No judgements! Darla will be pissed at you if you kill me. I mean, yeah, it’s a scary thought to have sex with one of you guys when you’re shifted, and a little suicidal on the woman’s part, in my opinion, but what’s the big deal?” 
 
    “We were warned that your people would be highly disturbed over it. I am not going to kill you.” Gnaw stared down at the female. “It’s not just pregnancy that results when we copulate in battle form. It creates deep bonds. For both the male and female. Other races could force us to mate with them if they realized. Mating is sacred. We mate for life. You never want to see the result of a forced mating. My father did that to my mother. She hated him. He had to be killed to free her. He ruined―” 
 
    Roth clasped his shoulder and pressed against his side. “You don’t need to explain to this female.” 
 
    Dr. Brick surprised him when her brown eye filled with tears, leaking down her cheek. She reached out to gently touch his other arm. “I’m sorry. I won’t share what I’ve learned with the fleet or anyone else. You have my word. Curiosity has always been one of my biggest weaknesses. No one needs to know. You can trust me. I do have compassion and a conscience. Why else would I have lied during that investigation, or plan to falsify when Darla got pregnant? I’m on your side.”  
 
    Then she surprised him by taking a step back as she released him. She fisted her hand, placed it over her heart, and bowed her head. “My word.” She lifted her head as she let her hand drop. “I’m a fast learner.” 
 
    “I still don’t trust you,” Maith grumbled. “Or like you.” 
 
    Gnaw spoke before those two could argue again. “I do. Help me by telling me how to flirt with Darla, and what I need to do tonight in front of the humans to keep her and my cubs protected.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Dr. Brick said, wiping the tears off her cheek and smiling at him. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Darla sat hard on the couch in her cabin. “You told Gnaw?” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Jessa went to her knees and sat on her haunches in front of her. “Please don’t be mad. You were terrified to tell him, and I didn’t want it to become a shit-show with Gnaw doing something crazy. You know? I had them come to my lab and showed them your scan. 
 
    “How did he take it?” She was afraid to know. “Wait—them? You told his grouping, too?” 
 
    “Yes. I figured they could help deal with him and how he might react. I was right. He lost his shit—but not in a bad way. He wanted to rush to you, Darla. Veslors are possessive as hell, from what I’ve seen of the mated pair on this ship. Drak and Abby are attached at the hip whenever they’re out in public. You’re having Gnaw’s babies, so I imagine he’s feeling it like ten times more. He would have blown our plan to hell and back if he’d torn through this boat to get to you. I calculated the odds of him taking you for his mate were at about eighty percent, once he found out you were carrying his babies. That would have freaked you out to hear, right?” 
 
    Darla was too stunned to respond. 
 
    “Exactly. I’m looking at your face right now, so I know I’m right. Prepare yourself to be mated, Darla. Which you should totally agree to. The guy is hot. And you got pregnant without, well, never mind. That’s something Gnaw can explain to you about Veslor birds and bees. Anyway, he’s onboard with our plan. That’s why I brought that dress bag with me. He’s coming to get you. You’re going out to dinner with him. And he’s over-the-moon happy.” 
 
    “He isn’t mad about me being pregnant?” 
 
    “No!” Jessa grinned. “A thousand percent no. He wants you and those babies. Did you hear me? He’s going to ask you to be his mate! Hell, he said he plans to pack up your stuff in the morning and move you in with him. Prepare for that, too.” 
 
    Darla just stared her, mouth wide open, as her mind tried to process what her friend was telling her.  
 
    “Look. I’m really bad at relationships. You don’t even want to hear my history with men. But I will say this. Gnaw told his grouping that he wasn’t sorry about knocking you up, and that you mean everything to him. He’s also tried to contact you. He didn’t want to just show up at your door in case you didn’t want to see him. He wasn’t aware that you don’t know how to work the communications console. The guy is crazy about you, Darla. Go on this date, put on a show for everyone, and then go home with him. Agree to be his mate.”  
 
    Jessa paused. “There’s something else I should tell you. Veslors mate for life, so, um…he’s all yours. Heart-and-soul kind of deal. I think he might actually die if you refuse him.” 
 
    “What?” Darla was stunned again. 
 
    “That’s not a bad thing,” Jessa quickly reassured her. “I can tell you’re crazy about him, too. It might be the most unique way that two people on this boat ever got together, but I think you’ll make an amazing couple. Oh, and bonus, Veslors don’t ever cheat. I got that tidbit out of Roth. You’re the only one that Gnaw will ever want. You never have to worry about him screwing any old bitch who flashes her tits at him.”  
 
    Darla closed her mouth and swallowed hard. 
 
    Jessa blushed. “Sorry. That was my past speaking. Not kidding about my bad history with men. The point is, he’s happy about the babies and wants to spend the rest of his life with you. You can stop worrying about your ass-backward home planet. No pretending to be boyfriend and girlfriend, either. You’ll be the real deal. Just do the date thing tonight, put on a show, and by tomorrow, word will have spread that you’re moving in with him. The scan we took of you today, which I’ll upload in a week, dated as one I just finished taking seconds before, will cover your asses with the fleet.” 
 
    “This is happening too fast.” Darla didn’t know what to do or think. 
 
    “Look at me.” Jessa suddenly leaned forward and grabbed her hands. “Don’t overthink. Just say the first answer that pops into your head when I ask you questions. Ready?” 
 
    Darla squeezed her hands. “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you want to see Gnaw?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Have you thought about him since you were rescued?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Often?” 
 
    “Yes. These are easy questions.” 
 
    “Was the sex good?” 
 
    Darla blushed. “Um, yes.” 
 
    Jessa grinned. “Do you want to have sex with him again?” 
 
    Darla hesitated. “Yes…” 
 
    “Stop thinking. I’m not judging you. This is to clear up the bullshit happening in your head. Just blurt out the answer. Do you want to have sex with him again?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you think he’d make a great daddy to your babies?” 
 
    “Yes. He’s a really sweet guy when you get to know him.” 
 
    “No explanations needed, Darla. Just keep answering me with the first thing that comes to mind. First word to pop into your head when you think about never seeing him again.” 
 
    “Sad.” 
 
    “Do you want to be a single mother?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Do you think Gnaw would ever be abusive to you?” 
 
    “No! He’s not like that.” 
 
    “Give me one word that describes Gnaw?” 
 
    That was a tough one. Darla bit her lip. “Amazing.” 
 
    Jessa grinned and released her hands, climbing to her feet. “There you have it. We’ve cut through the doubts and second-guessing clouding your head. Just say yes to Gnaw and have lots of hot sex. Then you two can raise your babies together. Now get your ass up, Mamma-to-be, and let’s see if this dress fits. We’re close enough in size that it should. I bought it for myself last year but never wore it. It’s yours now. My gift to you.” 
 
    “I’m nervous,” Darla admitted. 
 
    “So is Gnaw. About the date part, anyway, because all he wants to do is take you home and sex you up. That’ll come later though. After you smile and flirt with him in public. I’m going to help you get ready.” 
 
    Darla halted. “My sister. She is going to freak out! And what happens when Gnaw and his grouping take another job? I can’t abandon Becky, and I’ll have to if I agree to become Gnaw’s mate.” 
 
    Jessa turned to her with a small frown. “Don’t put up roadblocks to your happiness, Darla. Veslors travel in groupings. Becky’s your sister. So she’ll be considered part of their grouping. She’ll go with you.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure. Maybe she’ll even hook up with Maith. God knows he could use someone sweet like your sister to mellow his sour ass out. He’s totally going to try to block me from being your doctor.” She smiled suddenly. “Ooh, I love that idea! I’m so going to set them up. He’ll be too busy with her to piss me off.” 
 
    It was Darla’s turn to frown. “You’re not using my sister like that.” 
 
    Jessa chuckled. “I’m kidding. I wouldn’t hook your sister up with that grouchy asshole.” 
 
    Darla narrowed her eyes. “You’re lying.” 
 
    Jessa smirked. “Yes, I am. But only because I honestly think they’d make a great couple. For real. Think about it. You worry about her a lot. Imagine him as her mate. No one would dare fuck with your sister. Just let it stew a bit in your head. You might agree with me.” 
 
    Darla sighed. “You like to meddle in people’s lives, don’t you?” she asked wryly. 
 
    “I do. I’m way better at handling other people’s lives than my own.” Jessa shrugged. “The fleet owns me for another nine years. When my time comes to be free to look for a husband and have kids, I hope to find someone just like me to make that happen. Then they can cut through the bullshit my mind will come up with to try to avoid getting hurt. Now, get dressed. Gnaw is going to be here soon.” 
 
    Darla nodded. “I feel like I’m going to puke.” 
 
    “I think it’s too early for morning sickness to hit. It’s just nerves. Stop worrying, Darla. Gnaw is yours. You are his. It’s set in stone. Just enjoy dinner and think about all the sex you two will have later. And yes, it’s safe while pregnant, if he’s gentle with you. No acrobatics like swinging from the ceiling, if they’re into that. Now…focus on how he looks naked. That should help your nerves.” 
 
    “He has the best body,” she whispered, blushing. 
 
    Jessa laughed. “Keep picturing him naked then. I’m going to grab the gown bag. Strip and jump in the shower. I take it your headache hasn’t come back?” 
 
    “No. I feel much better.” 
 
    She smiled. “Make sure you tell Maith I’m a good doctor.” 
 
    * * * * *  
 
    Gnaw had to slow his pace and hide his emotions on his face. All he wanted to do was break into a run, even shift to get to Darla’s cabin, since four legs were faster than two, but he kept in control. Humans stopped talking to each other as he passed small groups of them walking the corridor. Some walked alone but hugged the wall to keep away from him. They all stared. Some even whispered as he passed. He could hear their words. 
 
    “What is he doing on this level?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe he got a second job in the garden section and is making deliveries?” 
 
    “Oh shit, that’s one of those Veslors.” 
 
    “Fuck, he’s huge.” 
 
    “Did you see his ears?” 
 
    “I think I just peed myself a little. He’s terrifying.” 
 
    “Whoa, did you see the muscles on that guy? He’d be a workout.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you said that!” 
 
    “Should we call security? I don’t think he’s supposed to be on this level.” 
 
    Gnaw tried to ignore them and checked the numbers on doors as he passed. The one he had memorized appeared, and he pushed the chime, his heart pounding.  
 
    Darla was on the other side of that door.  
 
    He adjusted his gift for her in his arm and straightened his shoulders. “Don’t lose control,” he mouthed in Veslor. “Don’t frighten her. Take things slow.” 
 
    The door opened—and his lungs froze. 
 
    Darla stood there wearing a pale blue dress that nearly matched her eyes, and complemented her white hair and pale, soft-looking skin. She stared up at him. 
 
    “Hello. May I enter?” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Oh, yes. Please, come in.” She backed up. 
 
    He stepped inside and the door sealed at his back. He glanced at the small living space of her cabin. They appeared to be alone. He had half expected her sister to be there. Then he looked back at Darla. He wanted to touch her, but the weight in his arm reminded him of the gift. 
 
    “I was told it is customary to bring a female something on a date.” He offered her the plant. “I didn’t want to bring you flowers that would die. You enjoy growing things. Here.” He started to offer it her to but then realized it was a bit large and possibly heavy. 
 
    She reached out to take it but he quickly jerked it back and turned, bent, and placed it on her floor. He quickly stood and faced her again. “You shouldn’t be lifting anything.” His gaze dropped to her belly. His cubs were nestled in there.  
 
    At that moment, a sense of awe and love hit, and he slowly dropped to his knees in front of his female. 
 
    Darla gasped. “Gnaw?” 
 
    He reached out and gently curled his fingers around her hips. “You are a blessing to me.” They were almost the same height now that he stood on his knees. “No gift I could ever give you would compare to what you have given me.” Tears filled his eyes.  
 
    Darla stepped closer and lifted her hands, gently cupping each side of his face. “Don’t cry. Then I’ll cry.” 
 
    He rapidly blinked and tried to smile. “I never want to see you do that. It would hurt my heart.” 
 
    She inched closer. “Be honest. Are you upset at all that I got pregnant?” 
 
    “No,” he vehemently denied. “I am grateful. I didn’t want to be parted from you when my grouping came for us on the Elth ship. I wanted to take you to my home and keep holding you while we sleep. I couldn’t stop wishing you were still with me.” 
 
    She smiled and pressed up against him, putting their faces close together. “I missed you, too.” 
 
    “I will be a good mate. My word. I will protect you and our cubs with my life. My priority will be your happiness.” 
 
    She stroked the sides of his face. “Is that really what you want? I don’t want you to grow to resent me because you feel trapped.” 
 
    He slid his hands to her back and pulled her even tighter against him. “The Elth made me feel trapped when they locked me inside a cell. You are everything good, Darla. Do you understand? I am not good with words, but our bond has already formed, and I hope you feel the same for me. I don’t want to have a future without you.” 
 
    She smiled. “I feel the same.” 
 
    He grinned. “I want to strip you bare and give you pleasure.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. She also began breathing faster. “I’d like that.” 
 
    He adjusted his hold on her and carefully rose to his feet, before lifting her and walking toward the other door that should be her bedroom. The door opened as he approached—but he halted, a snarl tearing from his throat. 
 
    Dr. Brick stood between him and the bed, inside Darla’s bedroom. Her arms were crossed over her chest and she shook her head. “Date. Then bed. Come on! We went over this plan. You two need to be seen together, holding hands and stuff!” 
 
    “I dislike you,” Gnaw admitted. 
 
    “No one likes a cock-blocker. Got it. But remember what we talked about. Now put her down and take her out to dinner. Do you remember where the restaurant is? I hacked into their system and added you to the list. You’re both expected.” 
 
    He looked down at Darla in his arms. She met his gaze, her face a little pink. “I actually forgot she was here the moment I saw you. Jessa’s going to pack up my stuff, since she said you wanted me to live with you. She’s right. We should be seen before my hair and this dress get messed up.” 
 
    He groaned and spun away from the sleeping room, marching toward the exit. He paused before they reached it and gently put her down. “Take my hand?” 
 
    “I’d love to.” She clasped the one he offered. 
 
    They left her cabin, and he slowed his pace for her shorter legs. More humans were on their way to the closest lift and they openly gawked at them. It angered him, but he didn’t snarl at them. He did keep glancing at Darla, and he tugged her closer. She kept her chin up, eyes forward, and seemed to be ignoring the reactions they got. 
 
    He called for the lift and was grateful it was empty as they entered it together. The second the doors sealed, he reached down and gently cupped her chin, tilting her head. He examined her face. She didn’t appear upset. 
 
    “Does it bother you that humans react that way to me?” 
 
    “No.” She smiled. “I’m just not used to being stared at. I was raised with just my family in a greenhouse, remember? They’re probably jealous because you’re so handsome.” 
 
    His uneasiness faded and he grinned again. “They are taken with your beauty.” 
 
    The lift stopped and opened. He released her chin and walked out, heading toward Jorgio. He was told it was a nice place where human males liked to eat and take females while they were having a date. 
 
    The corridor was much wider in that section of Defcon Red. Instead of being closed, the double doors were open, with scrawled writing above them and merchandise displayed inside. He’d avoided the stores where humans liked to shop. The map he’d memorized told him that the place they sought would be farther up on the right.  
 
    Dozens of humans paused to watch them pass. Darla’s hold on his hand tightened, and he gave her a gentle squeeze back. “It is fine,” he softly assured her. 
 
    “I know,” she whispered. “It’s just that we’re really drawing attention.” 
 
    “They used to do this to Drak and Abby but humans adjusted quickly. These humans will adjust to seeing us together as well.” 
 
    Darla looked up at him and nodded.  
 
    “Someone is desperate,” a male yelled out. 
 
     Gnaw stopped, searching for the source, knowing it was an insult. 
 
    A familiar form stepped out of the shadows of one of the open stores and grabbed hold of a human male. Maith wrapped his hand around the human’s throat and snarled something low. Then he released him with a shove.  
 
    The human ducked his head and quickly fled in the opposite direction. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Darla pressed against his side. 
 
    Clark Yenna stepped out from another store to their left, and winked. He jerked his head for them to keep moving. “We’ve got you covered,” he said softly. “Nobody is going to give you or your lady any problems. Teams five and six are here, too, dressed in civilian clothing to get rid of anyone who needs to learn some manners.” 
 
    “Everything is fine.” Gnaw released her hand and put his arm around her waist. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He found the restaurant easily. Two members of team five were standing near the entrance, giving him slight hand signals that it was safe to go inside. He really appreciated their support. It also made him relax. He had backup if any humans decided to show their dislike of aliens. 
 
    The human female inside didn’t appear surprised when she saw them step inside. Her next words confirmed it. “Welcome to Jorgio, Mister Gnaw and Miss Darla. Please follow me to your table.” 
 
    The table was tucked into a corner but within sight of all the other occupied tables. He saw a few more familiar faces already seated, males sharing meals with some of the female members of their tactical teams. The interior was much nicer and smaller than the cafeteria. They’d decorated it differently, too. 
 
    “Here are your menus. Your waiter will be here shortly.” The female left them at the table, returning to the front. 
 
    Gnaw looked at the thick paper and scowled. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    He looked at Darla. “I don’t read your Earth.” 
 
    She scooted her chair closer to his. “I can help you with that.” 
 
    “You are so beautiful and sweet,” he murmured. 
 
     She smiled at him. “Thank you for bringing me here. It’s really nice and romantic.” 
 
    “I would do anything for you.” 
 
    She leaned in closer, putting her head against his arm. He inhaled her scent, wanting to be alone with her. They needed to eat first, though.  
 
    “I like meat,” he said, nodding toward the menu. 
 
    “I remember. I promise not to order you planet surface covering or anything that comes in a bucket.” 
 
    He slid his arm around her waist, worried that she was having bad memories. 
 
    She suddenly giggled. “Okay, cooked meat.” Then she smirked. “They have squid on the menu. That’s a small creature that kind of looks like our captors. I hear it tastes bad, or I’d ask if you want to share some. Revenge should taste sweet. Not gross.” 
 
    He couldn’t resist leaning in and pressed his lips to her forehead. “They will never harm you again.” He didn’t bring up their next mission, hoping she hadn’t heard about the Blaze being attacked. 
 
    “You always make me feel safe. Even when they had us locked up.” 
 
    He pulled back and studied her pale blue eyes. “You are my heart, Darla.” 
 
    “You’re mine, too. Now—have you tried steak?” 
 
    “I like that.” 
 
    “Let’s order, and then…will you take me to your bed?” 
 
    His rod instantly stiffened, and he adjusted how he sat to accommodate it. “Always.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Darla walked faster than normal, holding Gnaw’s hand. She really wanted to get to his cabin. Jessa had said they needed to let people see them together. She had no doubt they’d succeeded in doing that. A few even seemed…extremely nosey. 
 
    She glanced back and confirmed it, spotting two of them. She bumped against Gnaw. “I think we’re being followed.” 
 
    “It is fine. They are members of the tactical team escorting us to my home, in case any humans have a problem with us being a copulating couple.” 
 
    That jarred her enough to forget about who was behind them. “Copulating couple?” 
 
    “Ones in a serious commitment to each other.” 
 
    “Ah. Understood. That’s really nice of them to do that.” 
 
    “It is. I knew Roth planned to tell Clark that you and I were going on a date.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    “He assigns duties to the tactical teams and my grouping. He’s a good human. He calls us his sons.” 
 
    “I like him already.” 
 
    Gnaw stopped in front of a door and put his palm on it. It opened, and he surprised her by scooping her into his arms and carrying her inside. It was a huge cabin with a really big living space, a kitchen, and a big table with chairs. He strode through it quickly. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around his neck. “Why are you carrying me?” 
 
    “Earth custom. You are my mate, and this is the first time you have entered our home.” He went to another door and it auto-opened, revealing a bedroom. Only it didn’t have a twin mattress, like Darla’s. It was big enough for two or three people.  
 
    Gnaw gently placed her back on her feet and turned away, tapping the pad on the door. “I am locking it. My grouping won’t disturb us, but it was set to open when it detected movement. We normally don’t have our doors on the setting for privacy.” Then he turned to her and reached for his shirt, pulling it over his head. “I want to touch you now.” 
 
    Darla stared at his exposed chest. She’d missed seeing his dark bared skin. It was just as muscular and velvety-looking as she remembered. She fumbled for the back of the dress. He seemed in a hurry to get naked, and she was all for that. “I want you, too.” 
 
    He bent, tore off his boots, and reached for the front of his pants. “I am so blessed.” 
 
    She shoved the dress off and quickly got rid of her underclothing. “I should feel nervous, but I don’t. I just missed you so much.” 
 
    Gnaw straightened, and her gaze ran down his body. He was already hard. The sight of his size gave her pause, but she remembered how good he felt inside her. They fit together perfectly.  
 
    He stalked toward her, and she put her hands on his chest, staring up at him. “Do Veslors kiss?” 
 
    He smiled as his hands lightly gripped her hips. “We do.” 
 
    “Will you kiss me?” 
 
    “It will be a pleasure.” He tightened his hold, but paused. “Hold on to my shoulders.” 
 
    She reached up higher and got a good grip. His skin was firm and warm. She brushed her thumbs over the fine fur. He lifted her, took a step, and then he was stretching them out on his bed. He kept his weight off her, and adjusted to lie on his side, while she was on her back. Then he eased his upper body over her, using his arms to brace so their chests were touching. 
 
    Darla blurted out the truth. “I’ve never done this before.” 
 
    His eyes widened, the green streaks almost overtaking the blue of his eyes. He appeared confused. 
 
    “Kissing,” she clarified. 
 
    “The male from your planet didn’t tangle tongues with you?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Will you teach me?” 
 
    “Yes. It will be a first for me, too.” 
 
    That made her smile. She licked her lips. “I’m ready.” 
 
    He glanced at her lips and tilted his head a little, drawing his mouth closer. Darla closed her eyes.  
 
    His lips gently brushed hers, then pressed a bit harder. It felt nice. His tongue lightly teased the seam, and she opened to him. 
 
    Gnaw growled low, his chest over hers vibrating as his tongue slid between her lips, and she understood why he had called it tangling tongues. It felt incredible, intimate, and her body responded as she quickly learned to kiss him back. 
 
    He finally broke the connection, them both breathing faster. Darla opened her eyes, staring into his—and then he surprised her by lifting a bit and moving down her body. She started to protest, but Gnaw leaned to one side, resting most of his upper body weight on his arm, and cupped her breast with his other hand. He lowered his head, using his lips and tongue to tease her breast, sucking the tip into his mouth. 
 
    She grabbed for his head, moaning. That was something new, too. “That feels so good.” 
 
    He sucked a little harder, this tongue sliding over the hard nipple. He released it and stared up at her. “I’m impatient. I will show you every pleasure, but for now, I need this. Spread your thighs apart for me.” 
 
    Darla did as he asked and he adjusted his body over hers again, putting his legs between her own. She expected him to inch back up…but instead, he slid lower. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    He gripped her inner thighs with his hands, pushed them up and farther apart and, to her embarrassment, lowered his head.  
 
    She’d heard of oral sex, knew what it was, but she hadn’t expected him to do that. The only time anyone had gotten a good view down there had been during her required trip to see a woman doctor, to verify she was in good health and a virgin, at the age of sixteen. 
 
    “Gnaw, I’m not sure if you―” 
 
    He spread her down there with his mouth, his hot tongue pressing against her clit. He did this quick rubbing motion, and sheer pleasure caused Darla to arch her back, a cry tearing from her lips. She clawed at the bedding for something to hold on to. 
 
    He was merciless when he began to growl, adding vibrations. 
 
    He was going to kill her. No way would she survive that much pleasure. It built rapidly as her body tensed more, her breath frozen in her lungs. She couldn’t even think. 
 
    Then ecstasy crashed through her so brutally, she screamed out, her body twitching. 
 
    Gnaw pulled his face away, and she felt him rolling her over onto her stomach. Her eyes were closed, and she was panting, feeling a bit dazed. He pulled her down the bed, closer to him, until her legs slipped off the edge of the mattress, and she opened her eyes, finally coming back to full reality. 
 
    Gnaw bent her over the bed and pressed enough of his weight against her to pin her there. “I will be gentle,” he whispered in her ear, his breath tickling. “Are you ready for me to claim you?” 
 
    “Yes! I want you inside me.” 
 
    He pressed his lower half closer, and she felt the thick tip of his rod start to penetrate her. He eased in slow. Stopped. Withdrew a little, and then pushed forward again, going deeper. She moaned his name.  
 
    “My mate,” he growled.  
 
    She twisted her neck a little, pressing her forehead against his cheek. “Yes. Until death do us part.” 
 
    “I won’t allow death to take you from me. You are mine forever.”  
 
    He drove inside her deeper and started to ride her. Whatever was on the underside of his cock rubbed against her clit. He slid his hands up her sides before sliding them under her chest, and he cupped her breasts. She almost came when he lightly pinched her erect nipples between his fingers. 
 
    “It’s too much,” she moaned. “I can’t take it!” The sensations were too intense. 
 
    He did it again, syncing his thrusts with his hands. “You will receive all the pleasure I can give you, mate.” He ducked his chin, pushed her head to the side a little, and his mouth nibbled on the sensitive skin of her neck. 
 
    That was it. Darla buried her face in the mattress and screamed as another climax tore through her. 
 
    Gnaw closed his mouth against her skin, drove into her deep, and his hips bucked against her ass as he shot his semen inside her. 
 
    It was sweet when Gnaw softly kissed her neck again. “Was I gentle enough?” He released her breasts, slid his hands out from under her, and began to play with her hair.  
 
    “You’ve never hurt me, and you never will. You also just give me multiple orgasms and proved I can survive them, and being oversensitive.” 
 
    He chuckled. 
 
    She lifted her head off the bed and twisted, staring into his mesmerizing eyes. “How do we officially become mates? Is there a ceremony? Is it just having sex and saying the words?” 
 
    He slowly withdrew from her but kept her pinned under his upper body, not breaking eye contact. “We are mates. No ceremony is needed. You are carrying my cubs. I am locked onto you. Stay here. I am going to clean you. I’ve coated you in my seed.” 
 
    She could feel it sliding down her inner thighs. Coated was more like soaked. He smiled before gently getting up and walking over to a dresser. She noticed for the first time that a pitcher sat there with some folded hand towels.  
 
    Darla pushed off the mattress and stood. Gnaw returned to her, dropped to his knees in front of her, and tapped her to spread her legs for him a bit. She blushed but let him clean her with the damp towel. Her gaze lowered to his rod. He still appeared mostly hard. She knew he’d gotten off. Not only had she felt it, but he was cleaning up the proof. 
 
    “Locked on?” 
 
    He finished cleaning her. “You are the only female I will ever want. There will never be another.” His gaze met hers. “You are my heart. My soul. My everything.” 
 
    She stepped into him, cupping his face. “You’re my heart, too, and my soul. My everything. Humans use words like this to commit to each other. Like vows during a wedding. I like these better.” 
 
    “I will do this human wedding if you wish.” 
 
    “I don’t need one. I just need you.” 
 
    “You have me.” 
 
    He got up, tossed the towel back on a table by the door, and then scooped her into his arms. She laughed, wrapping her arms around his neck. “You seem to like picking me up.” 
 
    “I like having you in my arms.” He walked to the side of the bed and climbed on, putting her sideways across his lap. He used the headboard for back support. “There are things we should speak of.” 
 
    Her happy moment dimmed at his tone, and she peered at him nervously. “What is it?” 
 
    “You’ve seen me in my battle form when I killed the Elth.” 
 
    “Yes. I’m not afraid of you when you’re shifted, if that’s what you want to talk about. I accept you. All of you. I know what I’m getting into.” 
 
     “I am glad.” He adjusted his hold on her, keeping one arm around her back and placing his hand on her belly, caressing it. “We are born in that form.”  
 
    She nodded at him. “That’s what Jessa told me.” 
 
    “She knew?” 
 
    “She suspected.” 
 
    “They will be born without claws and teeth, and are slightly smaller than human infants when born. I don’t want you to fear giving birth.” 
 
    “How long am I going to be pregnant? Jessa thought somewhere between three to four months.” 
 
    “Three months. At least, the other human who birthed a cub was pregnant for that length.” 
 
    “That’s good.” She smiled. “My mom always told us that having four kids was tough because of the long pregnancies. We’re normally pregnant for nine months.” 
 
    “There is more…” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “You don’t look fearful at all.” 
 
    “I’m not. I want to know everything about you and what to expect with our babies.” 
 
    He leaned his head closer to hers. “You are perfect, mate.” 
 
    “So are you. How do babies go from your battle form into what you are now?” 
 
    “Our young are born in battle form because it is easier for them to learn how to walk, leap, and build strength. We are also harder to injure and faster to heal. Cubs like to play rough as they learn. When they reach about a year—some faster, some slower—they have learned to control their emotions as well. That’s when they can take this form. We teach them how to reach a completely relaxed state of mind.” 
 
    That confused her a little. “At just a year?” 
 
    “We are Veslors.” He shrugged and gave her a small smile. “Abby told me about human infants. Our cubs will be mobile within a week after birth. Their balance and coordination will quickly increase. The transformations we are able to do are related to hormones that are triggered by strong emotions. Maith could explain it to you better. When I am enraged, or highly fearful because of danger, my body changes into battle form.” 
 
    She thought about it. “You can’t shift right now?” 
 
    “I could, but I would have to imagine something to trigger those hormones. This is our common form. There is something else I need to tell you.” 
 
    She waited patiently. 
 
    “We are only fertile in battle form. Darla…I shouldn’t have been able to give you cubs unless I released my seed inside you after shifting. I didn’t do that. I held on to this form while the Elth forced me to copulate with you, despite my rage at them and urge to attack. I am so blessed that it happened. It makes me happy. But Maith hasn’t heard of this happening before. Though, few Veslors have ever been kept in captivity and undergone what we have. The stress, the rage over what they were doing to us, Maith thinks it confused my body since I should have shifted, but instead held my skin to avoid frightening you.” He caressed her belly again. “One day I would like to have more cubs with you.” 
 
    “Wow.” Darla took in all that information, trying to sort it and make sense of it. “So if we want more kids, cubs, you need to…” 
 
    “Transform into my battle form and copulate with you.” 
 
    She was shocked. “Is that even possible?” 
 
    “Yes. I just need to use negative emotions to shift. Once I’m in battle form, I can stay that way even if I’m no longer enraged. It’s about controlling emotions in a way that activates hormones, and then using focus to maintain the shift. It’s also the way we mate. Copulating in battle form not only makes us fertile, but it bonds us to females.” 
 
    Now a little fear surfaced. “We need to do that to officially become mates?” Memory flashed of four-legged Gnaw tearing apart the Elth. He’d had huge paws with razor-sharp claws. His mouth had been terrifying, too, like he could ripe anything apart with his teeth. 
 
    The idea of having sex with him when he was like that scared the crap out of her. 
 
    “No,” Gnaw quickly assured. “We are mated. You are carrying my cubs. The hormones needed to bond us were released, despite me not being in battle form.” 
 
    “Oh, thank goodness.” She blushed, realizing what she’d blurted. “No offense.” 
 
    He caressed her belly again and grinned. “Our females would not want to copulate with one of our males while he was in battle form, if she was not. She would not get pregnant. All Veslors must be in battle form to become fertile. It makes me happy that you are mine, and I didn’t have to ask you to make that decision to bond us.” He paused. “You will have to think about if you wish to have more cubs.” 
 
    She nodded, swallowing hard. It wasn’t like she had to give him an answer at that second. She had months to go before their babies were born, and it would be crazy to get pregnant too soon afterward. Her parents had spaced their kids a few years apart. 
 
    “There’s one last thing.” 
 
    She took a deep breath. “I’m braced. Tell me.” 
 
    He lifted his hand off her belly and cupped her face. “Have you heard about the Blaze?” 
 
    “No. Is that some kind of Veslor ceremony with fire that we need to do?” 
 
    “No. It is a ship that was attacked.” 
 
    She frowned. 
 
    “The Elth attempted to kidnap more of your females. The humans got away and Defcon Red is intercepting the Elth ship to destroy it. Earth has decided to kill any Elth who attack their people. My people will kill them, as well.” 
 
     He didn’t need to explain what another attack meant. “The Elth are still planning to do a breeding experiment,” she surmised. 
 
    “Yes.” He stroked her cheek. “They will never be successful.” 
 
    She bit her lip and waved at her stomach. “Actually, they kind of were. They just didn’t get to keep us long enough to realize I got pregnant or steal our babies.” 
 
    Gnaw kissed her forehead. “I’m going to enjoy watching that Elth ship being blown up. Clark promised to play the footage inside the training room on a huge screen and feed us a special meal.” 
 
    “Can I go with you? I’d like to see that, too. Also, I like going on dates with you.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I will give you anything you want, mate.” 
 
    She smiled at him. “I want you.” Then she went for his mouth, kissing him. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Darla paced in the living room. She was worried about Gnaw. He and his grouping had been sent to a planet to guard a downed civilian spaceship while repairs were made. That had been eighteen hours of waiting and praying he came back to her in one piece.  
 
    He had. Now he was gone again. 
 
    Abby sat on the couch watching her. “I know it’s difficult when our guys are on a mission. You’ll get used to it, though.” 
 
    Darla paused, shaking her head. “I don’t think I’m ever going to stop worrying. It was one thing knowing Gnaw was just guarding a ship from aliens that didn’t have deadly weapons. The only thing dangerous might have been the animals. This is the Elth they’re dealing with this time. They are nasty.” 
 
    “You mated to a fighter. It’s what they do. You’re pregnant and this stress isn’t good for you. You need to sit and relax. Do it for your babies.” 
 
    Darla gave a nod, admitting Abby was right. She took a seat next to the other woman. “Aren’t you worried?” 
 
    “To a certain degree, but let me tell you a few things. Our guys are super badass. They are way tougher than humans. Veslors heal faster than we do, too, if they happen to get hurt. I have faith that our guys are going to kick serious ass. Did you notice how they were all a bit bummed when they returned from the planet surface?” 
 
    “They were just tired after being on duty for so long.” 
 
    Abby chuckled. “No, Darla. They were bummed that it was a boring job. Not a single alien came to investigate that valley while repairs were being made to the Blaze. They got that ship back into space way faster than initially estimated. The wildlife they encountered just ran away when they snarled at them. Drak said he was really looking forward to a good fight. Which they didn’t get. Clark had given them permission to shift into battle form and fight any creatures that put the teams at risk, since they weren’t allowed to use blasters. Nothing would take them on.” 
 
    “That’s a good thing.” 
 
    “Not if you’re a Veslor fighter.” Abby reached out and took her hand, gently squeezing it. “You and I would be terrified taking on the Elth. Our grouping is looking forward to it. Stop worrying so much. They’re going to come home safe and sound to us. Have some faith.” 
 
    “I can’t lose Gnaw.” Darla placed a hand on her stomach. 
 
    “He will always come home to you. You’ve seen Gnaw shifted, right?” 
 
    Darla nodded. 
 
    “Exactly. You saw him tear apart some Elth when you were still on their ship. He kicked ass, didn’t he?” 
 
    She nodded again. 
 
    “An infuriated Veslor isn’t something to mess with. That’s my point. Our guys hate the Elth. I almost feel sorry for those bastards.” Abby snorted. “Almost, but not quite. Whatever they get when the tactical teams and our Veslors board their ship is exactly what they deserve.” 
 
     “Can you get an update? I wish we could see what’s going on.” 
 
    Abby got to her feet. “I can get us into the tactical team headquarters, where they’re monitoring everything—but you have to make me some promises first.” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “You have to take a seat, remain calm, and not interfere. The crew manning HQ when a team or teams are on missions don’t mind me slipping in because Howard gave me access, since he knows I’m always looking out for our guys. I never give them a reason to write an official report to Commander Bills about me freaking out if things turn scary. I always hide my reactions. Can you do that?” 
 
    Darla nodded. “I just want to know what’s happening.” 
 
    “Okay. Let’s go. Just remember our Veslors kick ass, and if one of them gets hurt, keep calm. They heal fast, as I said. Veslors are super hard to kill.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I just hope your mate isn’t pissed at me when he finds out. I’m supposed to keep you in our cabin so you don’t hear any details coming in as we take the Elth ship.” 
 
    Darla was grateful that she hadn’t changed into lounging clothing or taken off her shoes. Abby led her out of their cabin and to the nearest lift, taking them to another level. 
 
    “For all we know, our grouping could still be onboard, and Defcon Red is going to get into a fighter battle with the Elth. Our guys won’t get the chance to fight if those are launched.” 
 
    “Fighter battle?” 
 
    “Think sleek, remote-controlled shuttles with deadly weapons. If Commander Bills believes the Elth ship might have the ability to damage Defcon Red, he’ll send in the fighter shuttles to take out their weapons. Sometimes ships blow up when that happens. Theirs. Not ours. That would mean all the Elth will die before our people can even board their ship.” 
 
    “That sounds like the best solution.” 
 
    “I sat in on a meeting Howard had with fleet headquarters on Earth. They’re worried that the Elth might have enslaved other aliens that could be aboard that ship. That’s why Defcon Red didn’t blow it up while our guys were on their mission. The last thing we want are innocent aliens dying. Humans will come out looking better if we search the ship before blowing it to hell. We do have a lot of alliances with alien races.” 
 
    Darla couldn’t argue with that. She’d been a captive of the Elth, hoping for rescue. 
 
    Abby stopped before sealed double doors and pulled out a badge. “We walk in, go to the seats to the left, and remain quiet. Ready?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Okay.” Abby waved her badge at the scanner and the double doors parted. She grabbed Darla’s hand and pulled her inside a large room. There had to be over a dozen men and women inside, wearing uniforms that were similar but slightly different from the tactical team uniforms she’d seen.  
 
    A few people glanced at them but no one demanded they leave or approached them. Abby took her to some comfortable plush chairs along one wall. A big screen filling another wall showed a ship in space. They both took seats and Abby leaned in close, keeping hold of her hand. When she spoke, her voice was low enough Darla had to inch closer to hear her. 
 
    “The guy with the blue armband standing closest to the screen will give updates every few minutes. Sometimes they stream live feeds from the tactical teams. Just keep calm and quiet.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Darla whispered back. 
 
    Abby squeezed her hand. “I’m with you. Our guys are going to be fine.” 
 
    The man with the blue armband turned to look at them—particularly at Abby. “We deployed a fighter to fly ahead and take readings of the Elth ship. They have heavy damage to their two main engines and are still in the same location where the Blaze last spotted them. Their weapons failed to track or engage the fighter when it was flown in for a closer inspection. It appears they’re too damaged to flee or use their defensive weapons, and all hails have gone unanswered. Commander Bills has ordered us to send in six tactical teams. Fighter shuttles will provide cover in case the Elth try to attack the incoming transports.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Abby stated loudly. 
 
    The man nodded before turning back to the screen. 
 
    Darla made sure to remember to whisper. “Our grouping’s going in, aren’t they?” 
 
    Abby gave a nod before meeting her gaze. “Our guys will demand to take the lead on this, since they have a lot of experience fighting the Elth. We’re boarding that ship. Have faith.” 
 
    Darla focused on the screen and her heart rate accelerated when dozens of black arrowhead-shaped shuttles appeared, flying straight toward the big ship. Six larger, boxy-shaped shuttles followed behind. She knew Gnaw and the other Veslors were on one of those transports. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Gnaw took a deep breath and blew it out. They’d just landed in the Elth shuttle bay and established a protective shield over the hole they’d blown in the doors to gain entry, to stabilize the breach.  
 
    A thick fog of white smoke greeted them as they exited the shuttle. He remembered that gas. The suit he wore this time protected him from getting it on his skin and from breathing it in.  
 
    “Cowards,” he snarled. 
 
    Motion out of the corner of his eye had him turning, pointing his laser rifle.  
 
    A tall white streak ran at him with a sharp blade held in a tentacle.  
 
    Gnaw aimed and fired. A shrill shriek sounded, and the Elth hit the floor in front of him. He stormed forward as more of the enemy attempted to attack.  
 
    Gnaw had no mercy as he fired his weapon over and over. He and his grouping cut down dozens of Elth as they made their way to double doors that would give them access to the rest of the ship. Drak slapped a hacking device onto the access panel. In seconds, the doors slid open to reveal a gas-free corridor.  
 
    They advanced deeper into the ship. More Elth attempted to attack with their laser weapons, but they quickly took the enemy down. Roth ordered the human team following them to split from their grouping when they came to two wide corridors. 
 
    “We’ll take the right. You take the left,” Roth ordered. 
 
    Team Three immediately broke from them, their weapons drawn. Roth led their grouping onward.  
 
    Three Elth suddenly darted out of a room, shrieked, and ran back inside. The door sealed behind them. Roth motioned for the grouping to take cover. 
 
    Drak approached the access panel, tore it off, and began to override the lock. 
 
    “We have a problem,” a human yelled over communications. “This is Martin from Team Two. The Elth have hostages. I’m seeing over twenty blue aliens, ranging from what I’m guessing to be adults to a few infants. The Elth are demanding clear passage to one of their shuttles or they’re going to kill them. We can’t get into a good position to fire since we’re in a large open space with a balcony area above. That’s where they are. The Elth are using the blue aliens as shields against the railings. We have no way to hit them without blasting through blue bodies.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Clark yelled. “Stall them but agree to let them go. Do not fire. Turn on your locator, Martin. Roth, do what you boys do best. Get those hostages set free.” 
 
    Gnaw immediately lifted his arm, staring at his wrist pad. A map of the ship instantly showed, with a flashing red light in one section. It was close to them. He glanced up to see his grouping also looking at the map on their wrist devices. He met their gazes when they lifted their heads—and all of them began to strip off their suits. 
 
    “Fast and vicious,” Roth snarled. “Protect the blue aliens and take out the threats.” 
 
    Gnaw felt adrenaline surge, pure rage coming with it. His skin tingled but he managed to keep in control until he’d shed the last of his clothing. Then he dropped to his hands and knees, his battle form taking over. Bones popped as he shifted. 
 
    They turned to run back down the corridor they’d just traveled, all of them having memorized the map, and headed directly for Martin. They reached Team Two quickly. The members had taken defensive positions where the corridor opened into a large space.  
 
    The team members glanced at them and hugged the walls as Gnaw and his grouping ran past.  
 
    Gnaw spotted the blue aliens above as he rushed forward, saw an open space to the far left, and picked up his speed. He leapt, flying high into the air, and his claws caught the railings above. He scrambled over the edge to land on that balcony level and the blue aliens—Althins—screamed and dropped down to their knees when he did. He knocked a few over with his big body but was careful not to injure them.  
 
    He attacked two Elth holding weapons, tackling them.  
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the rest of his grouping doing the same. A few laser hits nailed his body but he ignored the pain, glad the Elth were focusing their weapon on him instead of the Althins. 
 
    He used his claws and mouth to rip into the Elth until they stopped moving. He roared out in fury as another laser tagged his back right leg. He spotted the Elth who’d fired on him and lunged. The enemy attempted to turn and flee but Gnaw took him down, his claws tearing into the alien’s white body and shredding it apart. 
 
    Gnaw glanced around, looking for another target. There were none. His grouping had killed all eleven Elth.  
 
    He turned his head, studying the Althins. They were huddled together against the railing, all down on their knees or sitting on their behinds with their young cradled in their arms. One male seemed injured, his leg bleeding. 
 
    Maith shifted first, reaching that male. “We’re clear up here, Team Two. I need a med kit, and send more medics.” 
 
    Gnaw was about to shift when Roth nudged him. Their gazes met, and Gnaw gave him a nod, assuring their leader he was fine. Roth jerked his large head and snarled, flashing sharp teeth. Gnaw snarled back, letting him know he was happy to keep hunting and fighting in that form.  
 
    Drak joined them, also snarling. 
 
    “Go,” Maith called out. “Hunt the rest of the Elth down. I’m going to stay here to treat the Althins.” 
 
    Gnaw felt more rage at the Elth. The Althins were a peaceful race. They lived in a solar system near that of the Veslors. Their neighbors weren’t advanced enough to reach space, but they welcomed alien visitors to their world for trade. The Elth must have kidnapped some of them while trading on their planet.  
 
    The fleet would send them all safely home. If they couldn’t, Roth would contact their king on Veslor home world, and he’d send a transport to pick them up and return the Althins to their home world. 
 
    Roth snarled and Gnaw turned away from the Althins. It was time to hunt down the Elth and make certain they didn’t have more helpless aliens in captivity. 
 
      
 
    Abby chuckled. “That’s why I don’t worry about our guys. Did you see them jump up on that secondary level and take out the threat?” 
 
    Darla swallowed hard but managed to nod. Someone on Team Two had streamed live footage of the rescue of the blue aliens. They appeared to be humanoid, with the tallest standing at maybe five feet tall. They also had tails. “Gnaw was hit a few times by those devices they have that shoot lasers.” 
 
    “So was Drak. Look at them, though. They’re running out of vid range to take on more Elth. That wouldn’t be happening if they were seriously hurt. None of them are even limping.” 
 
    “Maith is naked.” Darla lifted her free hand and covered her eyes to block the image of the medic accepting a med kit from a suited tactical team member on the large screen. A few more medics rushed to that area, also carrying med kits. 
 
    “Yeah. You get used to seeing that when they shift. Just keep eye contact and it’s no big deal. They don’t view nudity the way we do.” Abby paused. “Someone just passed Maith a pair of pants. I think seeing his dick is making the blue aliens nervous, but at least they’re talking to him. I wonder what they are? I’ve never seen those kinds of aliens before.” 
 
    “Jessa would probably know.” Darla lowered her hand to peek at the screen. Maith had put on pants and was crouched down to talk to one of the smaller blue aliens. It appeared to be a child. The blue kid suddenly hugged Maith, and he smiled. “We should let her know she’s about to have a bunch of patients. She’s the alien specialist, after all.” 
 
    “Why don’t we go help her prepare?” Abby stood. “We’ll get notified when our mates are on their way back. I think we’ve seen enough here for you to be assured of what I said. Our guys are badass. They’ll always come home to us.” 
 
    Darla nodded. “I’m glad you brought me here.” She glanced once more at the screen. Gnaw wasn’t in view; it still showed the medics and Maith treating the blue aliens. He was going to be fine, though.  
 
    She reached down and rubbed her stomach.  
 
    Her babies had a fierce fighting daddy who would always keep them safe. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    Four months later 
 
      
 
    Darla lounged on the couch, eating fresh fruit. She had her bare feet propped up on a pillow and watched an entertainment vid on a handheld player. The exterior door of their home opened, and she turned her head. 
 
    Maith walked in…with Becky at his side.  
 
    “That is utter shat,” her sister laughed. “You are teasing me.” 
 
    “It is true. I will show you after I shower and change.” 
 
    “You do that. I’ll be here.” Her sister smiled at her and headed toward the seating area. “Did you hear?” 
 
    Darla turned off the device. “I have no clue what he wants to show you. I’m almost afraid to ask.” 
 
    “He said there’s a plant on one of their growing worlds that has legs and chases small animals. The plants supposedly tackle them and eat their fur to leave them bare-skinned, before letting them go.” She took a seat in a chair. “But that’s not what I’m asking you. Have you talked to Abby?” 
 
    “Not since this morning. She and Drak left early.” 
 
    Her baby sister grinned. “She got our family jobs! She’s arranging transportation for them to get here in a few weeks. They’re going to work in the garden section with me!” 
 
    Darla sat up quickly and put the bowl of fruit on the table, grinning. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes!” Becky squealed and launched out of the chair, hugging her. “We’re going to be a family again!” 
 
    “We were always a family. It’s just that now we’ll be able to see them every day.” 
 
    They separated, and Becky went to her knees on the floor. “Where’s your mate and cubs?” 
 
    “Gnaw’s giving them a bath. He told me to relax, so that’s what I’ve been doing.” 
 
    “He’s a really good man.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I envy you for the way he looks at you. That man loves you so much. Of course, then I remember you giving birth.” She wrinkled her nose. “Labor looked painful. I’m not looking forward to having a baby one day when I find the right man.” 
 
    “The labor lasted less than an hour. My cubs were in a hurry to be born. That’s normal for Veslor cubs, according to Maith.” 
 
    Becky suddenly laughed. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I was just remembering when you pushed out Roshi. Maith caught him and Jessa yelled out that he was a boy. And then Maith snarled at her because he wanted to be the one to tell you.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me. They kept arguing the entire time.” 
 
    “You were in too much pain to notice when Jessa stomped on his foot and elbowed him out of the way to catch Rasha, when she was born next.” 
 
    Darla flinched. “I’m glad that I missed that. At least they’ve avoided each other since. And I’m still glad we used Jessa’s lab for a birthing room, to give us privacy. I dreaded the idea of going into Med Bay with all the nurses and doctors. Everyone would have wanted to see our cubs born. Some of them hounded me to become my doctor and asked to document it for history’s sake, since they were the first half alien babies born on a fleet ship.” 
 
    The bedroom door slid open and Darla glanced over, grinning as Gnaw stalked out only wearing loose black pants. Roshi and Rasha were sprawled against each side of his bare chest as he held them against him. 
 
    “There’s my niece and nephew. Give me!” Becky got to her feet. 
 
    Rasha turned her head away from her daddy’s skin and made a happy grunt. Becky took the cub and cuddled her to her chest, placing kisses on the top of her head. Roshi growled low, wiggling. 
 
    “Floor,” Gnaw ordered Becky. “My son is full of excitement and energy. He’s also growing in strength. I don’t want you dropping him. He won’t get hurt since cubs are tough, but you will feel bad.” He shot a look at Darla. 
 
    “I still feel guilty,” she admitted. “He’s already so strong, and at least I only dropped him on the bed. I didn’t expect him to try to leap out of my arms without warning.” 
 
    “It’s what cubs do.” Gnaw grinned. “You can’t hurt them. I’m more worried about them hurting you by accident. You have delicate skin that bruises easily.” 
 
    “I’m just glad that they don’t have claws yet.” Becky lowered to the large, thick rug on the floor with Rasha. Gnaw put Roshi on the floor. Their son ran at his aunt on all fours and the three of them started rolling around together, playing. 
 
    Darla got up and rounded the couch, walking to her mate. “They’re growing and learning so fast.” 
 
    He reached out and snagged her by her hips, pulling her close. “Our cubs are smart.” 
 
    “I’m just glad they got your eye color. It was one of the first things I loved about you.” 
 
    “I am glad they got your curly hair.” 
 
    “Black curly hair.” 
 
    He hugged her. “When they transform into their relaxed state, they may have some of your human features. Your nose is cute.” His gaze lowered down her face. “And I love your lips.” 
 
    “I just love everything about you.” 
 
    “You are my heart.” 
 
    “Oh goodness, go to your room already,” Becky called out. “We’ll be fine if you want to go take a nap. And by nap, I mean do all those adult sexy things your babies can’t see. Take advantage of the rare alone time I’m giving you. I bet all of you will be glad when they open that wall and expand this cabin into the other family unit. Three more bedrooms will be useful. Plus, once our parents and brothers get here, you’ll have more babysitters.” 
 
    Gnaw released Darla and scooped her into his arms. He carried her into their bedroom and the door sealed behind them. The second he put her on her feet, he grinned. “I guess she isn’t aware that our grouping keeps stealing our cubs to snuggle and play with them. We get to do a lot of ‘adult sexy things.’” 
 
    “Let’s do them now.” She stripped out of her clothes and climbed on the bed. “Take off your pants and get your ass over here.” 
 
      
 
    Gnaw met his mate’s gaze. He could tell by the way she looked at him that they both remembered another time when she’d said that to him. Everything had changed for him, but in the best ways. He no longer felt rage at the Elth for locking him inside that cell. They’d brought him his precious Darla. They’d bonded tightly in captivity. 
 
    He went to her. “You are my everything. I am so grateful.” 
 
    She reached up and cupped his face. “So am I. I hate the Elth, but at the same time…” 
 
    “They put us together.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “They haven’t tried to steal more human females since the fleet blew up the ship that went after the Blaze. Perhaps they’ve given up their plans. They’ve lost two ships in their quest to gain a breeding pair.” 
 
    “They’ve certainly given humans and Veslors a common enemy to fight against.” 
 
    Gnaw snorted. “True. They have also given a lot of Veslors owning ships more jobs. None of our males would ever fly something without heavy weaponry. They are not only transporting cargo now, but also your people on their vessels.” 
 
    “It worked out well. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    “You are all that matters.” Then he kissed her, putting all his positive emotions into the act. She was his heart…and Gnaw knew he was also hers.  
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