
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    [image: ] 
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Mission: Planet Biter 
 
      
 
    Veslor Mates – Book Four 
 
      
 
    By Laurann Dohner 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Mission: Planet Biter 
 
     by Laurann Dohner 
 
      
 
    When his Veslor grouping answers a distress call on planet Biter, Roth discovers a sole survivor.  The little female isn’t rational and latches onto him like a lifeline. That surprises Roth, since most humans fear him. This one won’t let him go, but he must resist his desire for her. It’s the only honorable thing to do. 
 
      
 
    Stuck on an alien planet, her facility sabotaged and all her coworkers dead or dying, Vera Wade isn’t sure she’ll make it out alive. They’ve all been exposed to a drug that is making them crazy. She’s slowly losing all hope, until an alien shows up. He feels real, but he’s probably just another hallucination. A sexy one who seems too good to be true. 
 
      
 
    Now she just needs to convince Roth that their attraction is definitely real, once the drugs leave her system…before the unknown person trying to kill her finishes the job. 
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    Mission: Planet Biter 
 
    Veslor Mates – Book Four 
 
    By Laurann Dohner 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “You are such a disappointment. You could have done so much better than ending up here, Vera. I had high expectations for you. You were supposed to make enough money to support me in style. Do you? Hell no!” 
 
    Vera ignored her father, who kept ranting at her. His words were making her angrier by the minute. 
 
    “You’re a shitty daughter. The worst. I deserve so much better!” 
 
    Vera huddled on the bunk, glaring at a man who couldn’t really be there. “Well, you weren’t exactly dad of the year, so blame yourself if you don’t approve of how I ignore your calls. Not to mention, I don’t owe you shit. Maybe if you’d stuck around to raise me or paid for my education, I’d give you money.” 
 
    “You’re an ungrateful bitch. I gave you life!” 
 
     “Then you took off when I was an infant. I’m sick of arguing with you. You’re on Earth, living with some poor woman who hasn’t grown tired of you yet. Give her time. Your track record is usually six months or less before they show you the door.” 
 
    “You really are an ungrateful bitch!” 
 
    Vera struggled to be rational. She needed to try to remain calm and not lose her temper or start screaming. He wasn’t real. Her biological father wasn’t there. She knew that. It didn’t make him disappear though.  
 
    Deep breaths. In and out. That’s it, she mentally coached herself. 
 
    Vera sighed loudly, feeling calmer. “Others reported seeing dead people when the hallucinations started. Me? I get you. I know you’re still alive. I’ve only wished you’d die.” 
 
    “See? You’re rotten to the core! What kind of daughter says that to a parent?” 
 
    “An honest one! You’re toxic, and you only contact me when you want money. I don’t owe you anything. You’re a leach. Go try to suck money from some other idiot.” 
 
    She forced herself off the bunk, walking through her drug-induced hallucination, and entered the main security room. It had been four days since she’d moved there from her private sleeping quarters and locked herself inside. She sat down, scanning the monitors.  
 
    There was a terrifying werewolf showing in the hallway of pod three. It glared through the camera at her, blood dripping from its mouth. 
 
    “Not real,” she reminded herself, fighting her erratic emotions. “You’re not even that scary, so there!” 
 
    It morphed into a creature that looked suspiciously like a bigfoot from a horror vid she’d once watched. 
 
    “Fuck,” Vera muttered, dropping her gaze to the desk surface. That beast was terrifying. Her hands shook badly. The tremors had been happening for the last few days and were growing worse.  
 
    She continued her routine scan on screen six, to check the nineteen people who remained alive inside the pods. 
 
    Depression and hopelessness had kept her sobbing for days. The images of real dead people would haunt her forever.  
 
    Gina had hung herself with a robe belt in her bathroom. Niles, another co-worker, appeared to have smashed his head into the wall until he collapsed. Blood stained the wall and around his head where he had fallen. He hadn’t moved in over twenty-four hours, so she assumed he’d died as well. The cameras couldn’t zoom any closer to get a better look inside the private sleeping rooms.  
 
    The list of how people had died went on and on. Slit wrists. Overdoses. Suffocation. One married couple had even murdered each other.  
 
    “Maybe I’m imagining it,” she whispered. “Maybe they’re all still alive.”  
 
    She tapped to activate the camera inside Gina’s room. The bathroom door remained open, her lifeless body still hanging from the top of the shower.  
 
    “Or not.” She switched the feed to a live person. 
 
    Olivia lie on her bed, sleeping.  
 
    “Thank fuck.” Vera tapped on the mic symbol. “How are you doing, Olivia?” 
 
    The woman didn’t stir. 
 
    “Olivia!” 
 
    Her co-worker didn’t even flinch when yelled at. 
 
    Vera started to panic. “No, no, no. You open your eyes, damn it. Talk to me, Olivia. Help is coming, remember? You just need to ignore what you see and hear, keep calm, and think happy thoughts.” 
 
    “She’s fucking dead,” a deep voice grumbled from behind Vera. 
 
    Vera screamed, spinning around.  
 
    The hairy, huge, imaginary bigfoot stood just feet away, blood dripping from his mouth onto the thick brown fur of his chest. A row of razor-sharp teeth gleamed as he started to speak again. 
 
    “They are all dead, and now I’m going to kill you.” 
 
    Vera closed her eyes, panting. She faced forward. “Not real. Not real. Not real.” She also rocked in her seat, hugging her chest. “It’s the drugs we’ve been exposed to. I heard Dr. Hazel. We’re going to experience hallucinations and a bunch of other nasty stuff like feeling depression, rage, and paranoia. I’m locked in. Nothing can get to me. That thing is not real.” 
 
    A loud grunt sounded, so close she could swear she felt hot breath fanning her skin.  
 
    She forced her eyes open and reached over to place a call. A small screen rose from the surface of the desk. She tapped the surface of it to connect to the medical pod. 
 
    It wasn’t Dr. Hazel who showed on the screen.  
 
    Nancy, her eyes filled with tears, met her gaze.  
 
    “Is Dr. Hazel sleeping?” Heavy breathing continued behind her but Vera ignored it, silently chanting just my imagination in her head. It was tempting to ask Nancy if she saw a terrifying bigfoot, too, but she figured the nurse would already be screaming out a warning if it were real. “Any news?” 
 
    Nancy lifted her hands and lowered her face into them, soft sobs coming through the microphone. “Dr. Hazel died. Josie is gone.” 
 
    That shocked Vera. “What? No!” 
 
    “She’d been testing drugs on herself, trying to counteract what we were exposed to. She’s dead. I think it’s just me and you now.” 
 
    Vera started to rock in her chair again. Now she knew why most crazy people did it. There was some comfort to be found in the motion of moving back and forth. “What about our employers? The fleet? Hell, has anyone responded to our distress signal?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Nancy shrugged. 
 
    “I’ll call Dena. She’s supposed to be monitoring long-distance communications.” 
 
    Nancy yanked her head up, raw pain showing in her eyes. “Dena is probably dead too. She was ranting about how no one would take her alive and swearing we were under attack from rebels the last time Josie spoke to her. That was this morning. Josie tried to call her back but she wouldn’t answer.” 
 
    “No.” Vera tapped the desk, bringing up Dena’s sleeping room on the security monitors. The small place was trashed, the bedding on the floor, and clothes pulled out of the dresser.  
 
    Then she saw legs peeking out from the other side of the bed. 
 
    “Oh no…” 
 
    “Can you see her?” Nancy leaned closer until her face took up most of the screen. 
 
    “Part of her,” Vera admitted. “She’s not moving.” 
 
    “Whoever did this needs to roast in hell!” Nancy sobbed, leaning back in her chair. 
 
    Vera agreed with the nurse. Some asshole had sabotaged the pods in which they lived and worked, exposing them to an experimental drug from Earth. By the time they’d realized it, some of the forty-three people living on the research pods had already gone crazy. 
 
    They were trapped inside the pods. They had no shuttles at their disposal to leave the planet, and to exit the pods would be a death sentence. There was breathable air on the planet, the temperatures were even survivable, but the aggressive alien wildlife would quickly kill them. 
 
    The first sign of trouble was when Joe, one of the cooks, had stabbed someone to death for complaining that they hadn’t liked their dinner. He was usually the most mellow, nonaggressive guy ever. Security had tried to take the knife away from him, but he’d tried to stab them, too. They’d had to shoot Joe. He died during surgery. 
 
    Next it had been Chuck, their head of security. He’d started introducing his wife to everyone. The only problem was, she’d died ten years before. He freaked out when no one else could see her, pulled his weapon, and took his own life. 
 
    The third incident had been Crystal, a botanist with a specialty in alien vegetation. She’d activated the alarms by overriding the safety protocols and going outside without an armored vehicle. They’d found her nearly a mile away, under attack by a pack of small alien creatures. Her last words before dying from the trauma she’d sustained were mutterings about how her plant samples had begun talking to her, swearing they’d protect her from harm if she sought them out. 
 
    Dr. Hazel and Dr. Jeth had ordered everyone to line up at medical, taking blood and tissue samples. They’d also run full body scans. Everyone came back positive for a registered experimental drug that had failed during human trials on Earth.  
 
    They’d tested the water tanks, the food, and even the air pumps to see where the exposure had come from. But it was already too late. People were losing their minds, hallucinating and experiencing emotions ranging from violent outbreaks to severe depression. 
 
    No investigation work had gotten finished. Instead, everyone turned on each other, accusing fellow employees of exposing them to the drug. The two doctors had ordered everyone to stay inside their sleeping rooms and to remain there. But they hadn’t. Fights had broken out and several died from their injuries. Including Dr. Jeth. One of his patients had snapped his neck.  
 
    Once all six of their security personnel were dead, Dr. Hazel had asked Vera to take over monitoring everyone inside the pods. She’d been one of the three employees with the lowest dosages of the drugs found in their bodies. Her, Dr. Hazel, and nurse Nancy had that in common. Therefore, the three of them had experienced the least amount of side effects. Vera had been ordered to activate a total lockdown. The previous security guards had refused to do so. Now, every door was sealed and couldn’t open unless Vera herself did it, from the very desk where she currently sat. 
 
    “I’m a drone operator. Not head of security.” 
 
    “Vera,” Nancy said sharply. “I know that.” 
 
    It pulled Vera from her thoughts. She hadn’t realized she’d spoken aloud. Focusing on the still-active video call with the blonde nurse, she said, “I fly drones over the surface and log information. I shouldn’t be locked inside the security office doing this. I just want to go home.” 
 
    “We all do. Snap out of it, Vera. We’re depending on you. You the one who talks to us, keeps us calm. You make sure we’re locked in so none of us go outside like Crystal did… She was my friend. Those animals were eating her.” 
 
    Vera took some deep breaths. “I know. There’s an imaginary bigfoot at my back, my asshole of a father—who is obviously not here—keeps picking fights with me, and the tremors in my hands are way worse than they were yesterday. But I’m trying to keep it together. I am.” 
 
    The nurse nodded. “Same. Only it’s not a bigfoot or my dad I’m seeing. I’ve got really messed-up vision. Like, everything is moving and swaying. At one point, colors were exploding around me and then everything went black for a while.” She held out her hands. They shook badly. “The tremors are worse for me today, too. I also can’t stop crying.” Then she lowered her hands. “I’m feeling suicidal.” 
 
    “Don’t do it. Please! Don’t leave me,” Vera begged. “Help is going to come. We just need to hang on.” 
 
    “We couldn’t figure out how we were all exposed before everything went to utter hell.” Nancy sniffed. “We failed. Everyone is dying because we couldn’t find the source. We’re still being exposed, otherwise the symptoms would have faded by now. Josie kept saying that over and over. I want to go outside to escape it, but I keep remembering what happened to Crystal. I don’t want to be eaten alive.” 
 
    “Listen to me,” Vera said in the calmest voice she could muster. “It’s not your fault. Someone did this to us on purpose. They were smart and evil. Like, genius level. Stop blaming yourself. You’ve done everything possible. We all have. We just need to hang in there. We’re going to make it off this planet. You don’t really want to die. It’s just the drug messing with your mind.” 
 
    Nancy nodded. “Right.” 
 
     “You’re tough. You’re strong. You’re a survivor. Say it.” 
 
    “I’m a survivor. I’m not letting some evil bastard or bastards take me out.” 
 
    “That’s it. Keep saying it over and over. We’re going to make it.” Vera herself really needed to believe it, and she hoped saying the words aloud would help Nancy trust it would happen, too. 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    Vera saw something move out of the corner of her eye but didn’t glance that way. It wasn’t real. “How are your patients?” 
 
    Nancy slowly shook her head from side to side. 
 
    Vera felt shocked. “They all died?” 
 
    “Josie died, and…that left me alone with them. They were eventually going to break free from their restraints. I’m locked in with them, Vera! Five against one are horrible odds. You didn’t see Ted when he tried to get free yesterday. He was so violent and enraged! He couldn’t even feel pain. It made him stronger than normal. I had to protect myself.” 
 
    Vera felt sick. “What did you do?” 
 
    Nancy sniffed again. “I killed them. I had to! It was self-defense.” 
 
    Vera dropped her gaze to the desk surface, staring at the lights on the keyboard built into it.  
 
    It couldn’t be real. Nancy wouldn’t murder five helpless patients strapped tightly to med beds. They had been highly violent, it was the reason they were secured that way, but to kill them for something beyond their control would be wrong.  
 
    No. It was just Vera’s mind screwing with her again. 
 
    “I had to do it.” Nancy’s voice rose. “Tell me you agree!” 
 
    Vera looked up at the nurse as it sank in that Nancy must have completely lost her mind, and she probably had done it for real. It horrified her, but she tried to mask her features. To freak out would only send the nurse that much more over the edge. “Of course.” 
 
    Nancy reached up and delicately tucked her blonde hair behind her ears. “Now that I don’t have to deal with them, you should let me out. We can keep each other company until help comes. Talking to you makes this easier.” 
 
    Vera gazed at the desk again.  
 
    “Vera? Let me out, and I’ll come to you.” 
 
    “I uh, don’t know how to take us off lockdown,” she lied.  
 
    Nancy had already killed five people. It was highly possible that she’d go after Vera next. Her brain was currently working well enough to make her wonder how Josie had actually died…if maybe Nancy had murdered her, too.  
 
    Vera followed the lie with some truth. “Dr. Hazel made me promise to keep us where we are, remember? That’s why I’m in here. The security guards wouldn’t take her orders. People were leaving their rooms and attacking each other. I understand that I have to protect everyone.” 
 
    Of the three of them the least infected by the drug, Dr. Hazel was dead, Nancy had lost her mind, and that left her. And Vera was a mess.  
 
    They were all screwed. She knew it, but she refused to admit it to the nurse. 
 
    Instead, she met Nancy’s gaze. “I have to do camera rounds. I’ll contact you soon. Just think happy thoughts. Someone is going to come for us. They will. Just hang in there, okay? Remember, it’s the drugs. They’re messing with our minds.” 
 
    Nancy nodded.  
 
    Vera ended the call and began rocking in her chair again. Many regrets filled her head. She’d never really known love. The children she’d dreamed of being able to afford to have one day wouldn’t ever become a reality. She was going to die on a shitty planet all alone. It wasn’t right or fair. 
 
    “If I start screaming, I’ll never stop. Hold it together.” She leaned forward, touching another one of the desk controls that she’d figured out by trial and error. It showed life signs inside the pods.  
 
    She stared at the number displayed.  
 
    Six.  
 
    Then she was blinded by tears. “No!” 
 
    That’s when she ended up on the floor under the desk, sobbing.  
 
    She’d only slept for a few hours…and in that time, thirteen more people had died. 
 
    “Thirteen is so unlucky. We’re cursed. 
 
    “Stop it! It’s the drugs. I’m not cursed.” 
 
    Evil laugher sounded from the imaginary bigfoot and she covered her ears. Not that it muffled the sound. She was hearing the thing inside her head. 
 
    “It isn’t real,” she chanted, rocking her body again. “Not real. I refuse to die here. I am going to make it. Hang in there. Just fucking hang in there!” 
 
    * * * * * * 
 
    Alarms blared. Vera jerked awake inside the storage closet where she slept, her eyes wide in the darkness. “What new hell is this?”  
 
    She pushed open the door, momentarily blinded by the light, and wiggled out of the cramped space. No imaginary figure waited out there to scare or yell at her. She made it to the desk in the main room of the security pod and took a seat.  
 
    Red lights were flashing on the screen of the computer, along with a few more lights on the walls. According to the display, the group of pods that made up their research facility had been breached from the exterior, in the area where they kept their armored land vehicles. 
 
    She looked at the live-feed monitor for that section of the pods. One of the larger doors revealed damage, as if it had been blasted open. Metal curled inward, debris littering the floor and covering a few of the tank-like surface vehicles.  
 
    The camera flickered out, then came back. The door remained damaged. She figured it might actually be real, since the alarms still blared and what she saw hadn’t changed. 
 
    Panic hit. Had the alien animals grown smarter? Figured a way inside?  
 
    She tried to think, remain rational, but she kept remembering the vision of Crystal’s body, dozens of bites taken out of it, as she was carried to the Med Bay by two security officers. Maybe those small creatures had gathered in large enough numbers to attack that section of the pod, managing to bust through the large exterior door.  
 
    That would mean they were now inside—and would come eat her. 
 
    Vera jumped out of her seat, swayed, but made her way to the weapons locker. Dr. Hazel had used Chuck’s fingerprints after he had died to change the biometric lock, gaining Vera access to everything inside security.  
 
    She pressed her badly shaking hand on the pad and it beeped, unlocking the locker. She grabbed one of the laser rifles, but then hesitated. Her aim would probably be bad with her faulty vision and shaking body. There was a sonic blaster. That would hurt anything in the general vicinity of her aim when fired.  
 
    She released the rifle and grabbed the blaster.  
 
    “Okay, I can do this. I won’t be eaten.” She rushed back into the main office, staring at the only door into the security pod. “They have to get to me by coming through there.” 
 
    Vera swayed again on her feet. Not only did her hands shake, but her entire body was suffering from tremors. Her balance was crap. Spots danced before her eyes and everything went dark, but that blaring alarm kept blasting.  
 
    She had gone blind. It had happened a few times before. Usually she didn’t mind when her eyes went wonky. It meant she couldn’t see anything imaginary that wasn’t there. Now she needed her eyesight to survive. There were real reptile-like creatures with rows of sharp teeth coming to eat her.  
 
    “No, no, no! Fucking work, eyes. I need to see!” She rapidly blinked and some of her vision returned. She aimed at the door again with the sonic blaster, found the trigger with her finger, and tried to brace her legs. She’d never fired that kind of weapon before but she’d heard it had a bit of a kick. 
 
    “I’m not food,” she screamed. “I’m not dying!” 
 
    The loud blasting alarms made her head hurt, as though she were being stabbed in her ears with a knife.  
 
    A light lit up on the panel by the door and it scared her enough that she accidently pulled the trigger.  
 
    The weapon discharged a sonic blast. It hit the wall and bounced back at her. Vera realized she was too close to the shockwave just before she was thrown off her feet. She flew through the air and landed painfully on her back. 
 
    She struggled to suck in air that had been knocked out of her lungs, her entire body aching, but Vera managed to lift her head. The blaster wasn’t in her hands anymore. She’d dropped it.  
 
    The door to security was slowly being pried apart by what looked like a robotic arm.  
 
    She screamed, rolled over, and started belly crawling toward the nearest door. 
 
    It wasn’t the local reptile creatures that had tried to eat Crystal, coming after her. She was under attack by killer robots. Every horror vid she’d ever seen of them began to play through her head, terrifying her. She didn’t want her body to be torn apart like wet tissue by some mindless machine! 
 
    She reached the entrance to the bathroom, knowing she needed to rise to her knees once she got inside, to close and lock the door.  
 
    Something grabbed ahold of her. Something big, wrapping completely around her ankle. She screamed again.  
 
    She was pulled back into the main room, her shirt riding up until her bare belly was dragged along the floor. 
 
    She twisted, kicking out with her other foot. “Abort mission! Live person. You’re not allowed to kill me, you stupid bot! I’m authorized to be here!” 
 
    She sat up, flailing her fists, trying to beat at the hand holding her, and the arm attached to it. She landed a few hits to the hard surface of the white metal body. It released her ankle.  
 
    Then she was staring at something even more horrifying than a killer robot.  
 
    It was an alien wearing a white spacesuit. The faceplate of his helmet was clear, revealing cat-shaped golden eyes and terrifying features. 
 
    Vera screamed, threw herself onto her back, and tried to kick it away. “I’m not food!”  
 
    When it didn’t try to grab her a second time, she rolled over, crawling on her belly again toward the bathroom. She just needed to lock herself in there. She’d be safe. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Roth and his grouping had been ordered to breach the facility and unlock all the doors by taking command of the security office. The whole place was on lockdown for some reason.  
 
    A distress beacon had reached Defcon Red four days before. Humans working for some company based on Earth had set up a facility to study the planet. No one had responded to hails so far. Upon reaching the planet, their Veslor grouping and two human tactical teams had been sent down to the surface to investigate. 
 
    The fourteen large pods were all connected, forming a strange building in a circular pattern, with the fifteenth biggest structure in the center. They’d tried to hail someone inside, to give them access, but when no one had answered, they’d had to blast their way in through a large exterior door. 
 
    It had been eerie, not seeing anyone as they made their way beyond the vehicle storage area. Each door they’d come to had been sealed and locked. The only information they had to work with came from the company that owned the facility. New Worlds stated that forty-three employees worked there. It wasn’t an overly large place, and they should have encountered some of the humans. 
 
    What Roth hadn’t expected to find when they’d overridden the locks to the security office was a female wearing what he knew were pajamas. The human kept screaming and acting irrational. She tried to crawl away from him again on her stomach. It was almost sad to watch, as she moved so slowly.  
 
    Her dark brown hair was a wild mess of curls falling halfway down her back, and it looked as if it hadn’t been brushed in a long time. 
 
    He turned to Drak, motioning toward the main computer. “Cut that noise and release the locks to every section.” 
 
    The male rushed toward the desk to do as ordered.  
 
    Roth remained crouched as the female made it a few feet inside the open door. He gently reached out once again and wrapped his gloved hand around her ankle to keep her from trying to barricade herself inside the bathroom.  
 
    She screamed, twisted her head, and tried to look at him. Her hair was in her face though. “I’m not food! Disappear! Aliens be gone!” 
 
    Maith, their medic, approached the female’s side and dropped to his knees next to her. 
 
    The female saw him and screamed, trying to roll the opposite way. She hit the open doorframe with her shoulder. The scream turned into a sob. “It’s not real. None of this is real. I’m just seeing shit. That’s not bigfoot. Not my dad. Way worse!” 
 
    Roth gently pulled her the few feet she’d made it inside the bathroom that time, to where she couldn’t hurt herself more, and released her ankle. “What is wrong with her?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Maith shrugged off his pack, opened it, and withdrew a handheld medical scanner. 
 
    The alarms silenced and Roth felt relief. The loud noises had been painful to his sensitive ears. The woman’s soft sobs sounded pitifully sad, and she turned onto her side, rolling into a tight ball as she drew her knees up to her chest. She began to move her head, bumping it against the floor. 
 
    He snarled softly, moving closer, and got behind her back. Then he shoved his gloved hand between the floor and the side of her face to protect her from doing damage.  
 
    The female froze, the sobs ceasing. She turned her face to stare up at him.  
 
    She had pale blue eyes that appeared far too big for her delicate face…and the black centers of them were doing something he’d never seen before. They grew, almost overtaking the blue, then shrunk, before enlarging again. 
 
    “You’re not real. None of this is real.” She made a fist with her little hand, waving it at him. She couldn’t seem to hold it steady. “I will kick your ass if you’re real!” 
 
    “We’re not going to hurt you. What’s your name? I am Roth. That is Maith. He’s a medic.” He tried to keep his tone soft and soothing. 
 
    “She’s got no broken bones or internal bleeding but I’m reading a high dosage of an unknown substance in her body that shouldn’t be there. We need to get her to their Med Bay. They should have a scanning bed there, and full access to their human medical library to diagnose her more accurately.” 
 
    Roth grunted acknowledgment to Maith. “What’s your name?” He leaned closer to the female, holding her terrified gaze. 
 
    “You’re not real.” She closed her eyes, breathing fast and hard. “I’m still drugged. This is just another side effect.” 
 
    Roth jerked his head up, staring at Maith. 
 
    The male looked as surprised as he felt. 
 
    Roth softly growled. 
 
    “Don’t eat me!” Her eyes snapped open and she tried to punch his facemask. 
 
    He easily snagged her little fist in his gloved hand, being gentle. “You’re not food.” 
 
    She stilled, blinking at him. “Right. Not food.” 
 
    “We won’t eat you. We’re Veslors working with United Earth’s fleet. We received your distress hail. Do you understand?” 
 
    She bit her lip, letting her head rest on his gloved palm, and continued to blink rapidly as she stared into his eyes. 
 
    “You took drugs? What kind?” 
 
    Maith drew her attention when he spoke. The female whimpered, her body trembling, and she closed her eyes. 
 
    “Look at me,” Roth ordered firmly.  
 
    The female did as he asked, locking gazes with him again. He used his gloved thumb to gently caress her wrist, since he still held her fist in his grasp.  
 
    “We have come to help you. Do you understand?” Roth gave her fist a little squeeze, careful of her dainty bones. “We are real. I’m Roth. What is your name?” 
 
    “Vera. I’m Vera Wade. Please be real.” Big tears rolled from her eyes, sliding down her face. 
 
    His internal helmet communications kicked on and Clark Yenna, the human leading the rescue mission, spoke. “We’re finding bodies. Nine so far in this section we’re searching. It seems to be living quarters. Seven of them appear to be suicides, but two looked as though they stabbed each other multiple times with broken glass from a mirror until they each bled out. Has anyone found a survivor? Report.” 
 
    Roth looked at Maith. He wasn’t about to remove his hand from under the female’s head or release her fist. “Activate my coms.” 
 
    The medic reached over the female between them and touched the side of his helmet. Roth took a deep breath and began to speak. “This is Roth. We found a human female inside the security office. She’s mentally unstable and has admitted to being on drugs. We’re taking her to their Med Bay.” 
 
    Clark responded immediately. “Understood. I’ll meet you there. Anyone else?” 
 
    “This is Birch,” the other team leader stated. “We’ve got more bodies in the section we’re searching. Six so far. Some of them used furniture to barricade the doors from the inside, so it’s slow-going gaining access. One chick hung herself in her shower. Another guy looks like he smashed his skull open against a wall and just died where he dropped. This is some seriously wacked shit.” 
 
    “What in the hell happened here? No one remove your helmets or gloves,” Clark ordered. “Maybe they’re sick with some alien-world disease.” 
 
    “The surviving female admitted to being on drugs,” Roth reminded him. 
 
    “What drugs?” Clark sounded furious. 
 
    Maith answered. “Unknown. It’s why we need to take her to Med Bay. Should we fly her up to Defcon Red on a shuttle? My handheld scanner isn’t able to identify what’s in her system, but I’m showing high levels on an unknown substance.” 
 
    Clark uttered a curse. “I’m contacting Commander Bills to inform him of the situation. We’re not taking her anywhere until we know she’s not contagious or a health risk to anyone up there. Roth, I’ll meet you in their Med Bay. Maith, figure out what in the hell is going on.” 
 
    “Of course.” Maith cut coms for them both by touching their helmets. 
 
    Roth leaned in closer to the female. “I’m going to pick you up.” 
 
    Her eyes closed and her body tensed.  
 
    Roth gently released the female’s fist and eased his other hand out from beneath her head. It was easy to lift her. She didn’t weigh much. The thin shirt and matching print pants she wore were baggy on her, as if she’d possibly lost weight recently, or she’d borrowed them from a larger human. He turned toward the door. 
 
    “Gnaw, Drak, remain here and download any information you can about what happened to these humans. Transmit it to Defcon Red.” 
 
    Both males nodded. 
 
    The female in his arms opened her eyes and peered up at him. She slowly lifted a shaking hand and pressed it against his suit. “You feel real.” 
 
    “I am real, Vera.” 
 
    “I hope so. I don’t believe it, though. Nobody came. We hoped. We waited. Nobody came.” 
 
    Roth let Maith lead him to the research facility’s Med Bay. They’d gained access to a map of the interior once they’d breached the facility. The hallways connecting the pods were narrow, but the ceilings were high. 
 
    “What happened? Can you tell me, Vera?” Roth walked slowly, keeping a firm hold on the female in his arms in case she began to struggle. She wasn’t rational. 
 
    “We were all drugged,” she whispered, her hands rubbing his suit, from his chest up to where his helmet was attached. “We tried to figure out how it happened but everyone was going crazy. Seeing dead people. Bigfoot. They were killing each other, too, and had to be locked inside their rooms. They made me head of security. How crazy is that? I fly drones!” 
 
    Roth stopped, frowning down at her. 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah. I’m not security. Drone geek. I program them, fly them, fix them. I’m in charge of mapping the surface of the planet. That’s my job. Not watching people die. So many of them died… I tried so hard to keep them alive.” Her voice hitched. “They wouldn’t listen to me. I kept telling them to hold on. Hang in there. That none of it was real.” She started to sob. “It’s just the drugs. It’s not real.” 
 
    Roth shot a worried look at Maith, who’d stopped as well. “Move faster. She seems to be growing more unstable.” 
 
    The male began to walk swiftly through the narrow hallways that connected the pods. Roth followed close on his heels. They reached double doors with a large red cross on one of the pod entries, and Maith pressed the button. The door opened and the medic went in first.  
 
    He came to a rapid halt. Roth almost bumped into him. He saw what the other male did, and growled softly. 
 
    A female with light hair sat in a chair, a hyper-syringe in her limp hand on her lap. Her eyes were open but her coloring looked off.  
 
    Maith rushed to her and crouched. He turned his head toward Roth. “Dead.” He rose, walking toward one of the exam rooms. Then he rushed out of sight. 
 
    Roth glanced around the large room with desks. A loud snarl came from his medic, and then Maith stormed out, going into yet another exam area. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “More dead,” Maith called out. “They’re strapped down. That last one was overdosed, by the looks of it. The hyper-syringe was inches from him, and I could see the puncture wound.” He came out of the second room. “That one too. Someone restrained them and killed them with toxic dosages of a sedative.” He went into another exam room, and snarled yet again. “Three. This one is also dead.” 
 
    “Nancy did it,” the female in Roth’s arms whispered. 
 
    Roth looked down at her. “Who?” 
 
    She took her hand off his chest plate and jerked her thumb toward the dead female with pale hair. “She really did it… I was hoping Nancy had lied or was confused.” Then the female whimpered and pressed her face against him. “I don’t want to see more dead. Too many dead!” 
 
    “Find a scanning bed,” Roth ordered. 
 
    “I’m clearing one now,” Maith called out. “Bring her in here. I just moved the body off it.” 
 
    Roth carried the female to his waiting medic, glancing at the body of a male on the floor. He went to the other side and tried to gently place Vera on the bed.  
 
    She moved fast though, lunging and wrapping her arms around the neck of his suit. “No!” 
 
    Roth stilled as the female clung to him. “Vera, we’re trying to help you. You need to release me. My medic needs to scan you and find a way to make you better.” 
 
    “There’s no cure!” She clung to him tighter. “It’s an experimental drug. Got to stop being exposed and it’ll eventually leave. Disappear. Dissipate. Something like that. Dr. Hazel said so. But we couldn’t go outside. Jeremy disabled the vehicles. He thought his girlfriend would leave him. He couldn’t be reasoned with to fix them, so we could drive outside. The animals would have eaten us if we’d tried to go out there without the protection of the vehicles. We don’t have heavy-duty environmental suits that could withstand an attack. The air is breathable here but we were trapped inside. Poor Crystal got eaten! She went out there. Poor Crystal…” She sobbed. “The animals were eating her!” 
 
    Roth adjusted the female until she mostly sat on the medical bed and gently rubbed her back. “You need to lie flat.” 
 
    “No. You feel real. I’m not letting go. You’re hope. I need hope!” 
 
    Maith moved to the other side of the bed. He gently gripped the female and tried to get her to release Roth.  
 
    The female screamed, hurting Roth’s ear closest to her open mouth, but they managed to pin her flat by careful force. She bucked, still screaming, and her gaze locked on Roth.  
 
    “I need you! Don’t leave me. Please! I can’t take any more. I hung on as long as I could!” 
 
    She was panting, terrified and thrashing. “Sedate her,” he ordered Maith. 
 
    “I can’t risk it. Whatever is in her system is already a high dosage.” 
 
    “I need you! Please?” The female began to sob again. 
 
    “Let her go,” Roth ordered. 
 
    The moment Maith released her, the female rolled toward Roth, grabbing ahold of his arms and trying to climb up his suit to reach his faceplate. Not that she was physically capable. She seemed extremely weak. 
 
    He leaned in, putting his face as close to hers as the helmet would allow. “Look at me.” 
 
    She locked her gaze with his. Now he was really concerned. One of her eyes was mostly black, the center overtaking the blue, but the other one…the black was just a small dot, showing mostly blue.  
 
    “I will hold your hand and not leave you, but you need to lie flat and allow the scanner to go over you. Do you understand?” 
 
    “You won’t leave me? I can hold on to you?” Desperation sounded in her voice. 
 
    “Yes.” He took her small hand in his glove. “Hold on to me here. I won’t let you go. Now lie flat, Vera. Please. We are trying to help you.” 
 
    She still looked unsure. “You won’t let me go? You won’t disappear or turn into a bigfoot?” 
 
    Roth felt pity for her. She made no sense. “Veslors—that’s what I am—always keep our promises. I won’t let you go. I’m right here and I’m real. Lie flat.” 
 
    She clutched onto his glove and slowly relaxed, adjusting her body until she lay on her back.  
 
    Roth nodded to Maith. “Help her.” 
 
    Maith got to work, operating their medical bed. The scan ran slowly, lighting up under the female. “It won’t take long.” 
 
    Vera held completely still, gazing at Roth while clinging to his hand. He figured whatever was wrong with her, it must be bad. Most human females avoided Veslors, frightened by the sight of them. This one seemed to depend on him to keep her calm. 
 
    Maith turned away, lifting a data pad from a nearby table and tapping at it. Long moments passed.  
 
    The female jerked, gasping, drawing Roth’s attention. 
 
    “What’s wrong? I’m holding your hand. I’m here.” 
 
    “Something jabbed me.” 
 
    “Apologies. I needed blood to test,” Maith said softly. 
 
    “It is fine,” Roth assured her. “Keep holding onto my hand, Vera.” 
 
    Time crawled by until finally, Maith turned. “The computer has identified what drug she is on.” 
 
    “Fix her.” 
 
    “I can’t. There’s an Earth company name assigned to it but it’s listed as an experimental drug that failed testing trials on Earth and was banned from use by their people. No other information is available about it.” 
 
    Roth didn’t like anything he’d heard. “What else?” 
 
    Maith set down the pad and went to a screen across the room, going to work at that station. “A Dr. Josie Hazel made notes. I’m reading them but the translation program I’m using to read their language is slow.” Maith paused for long minutes, then snarled. 
 
    The female on the bed whimpered, turning toward Roth and pressing against his suit. He reached out with his free hand, stroking her back with his glove. She seemed to calm at his touch. 
 
    Roth had no patience left. The female was highly distressed. Maith needed to find a way to help her. It bothered him, seeing her so terrified. “What have you learned?” 
 
    Maith turned to hold his gaze. “It seems that they were purposely exposed to this illegal drug by an unknown source. Dr. Hazel believed it was an act of terrorism but had no idea who would want them dead. The humans began to hunt for how they were being exposed, but their minds were affected too severely by the time they realized what had happened.  
 
    “The drug made it impossible for them to accomplish tasks. Patients were exhibiting various symptoms, mainly seeing things that weren’t there, drastic mood swings, irrational thinking, and failing vision with muscle spasms.” He paused. “It’s why this female is shaking. The humans couldn’t locate the source of the exposure to stop it, had no way to leave the planet or to survive outside of this structure. All they could do was wait for help to arrive. The doctor finally implemented a full lockdown to separate the humans to slow the deaths.” 
 
    Clark Yenna entered the room—and stopped abruptly. “What’s going on? Is she diseased? Contagious?” He paused. “Why is there a body on the floor?” 
 
    Maith gave him a quick rundown of what they’d learned. “We need to transport this female to Defcon Red’s Med Bay, which is more advanced than this facility, and the company on Earth that created this drug needs to be contacted to learn more about it. We also must find out what the source of exposure was down here. The humans could not. And no one from Defcon Red can remove their suits while here or link to this facility to replace their water or air supply to their suits. Those could be compromised. We will need to execute full decontamination on everyone who has entered this place before they remove their suits or step foot back on Defcon Red.”  
 
    Clark grunted. “Why full decontamination? Won’t the suits protect us?” 
 
    Maith lifted one of his gloved hands. “It’s possible the drug attaches to solid surfaces. The drug could have been spread on surfaces, like paint, and transferred through touch. It could be stuck to the exterior of our suits. I’ve seen a poison spread that way once on an alien outpost. They didn’t like outsiders. It was placed on all walls, doors, and furniture.” 
 
    “Got it,” Clark sighed. “We’d be exposed taking off our suits if they aren’t cleaned first. I’m on it.” He frowned at Vera. “I’ll have Birch and his team’s medic take her up and hand her over to the doctors while we figure out this mess and how it all happened. All the bodies need to be bagged and tagged, too, for autopsies and retrieval, to send them home to their families.” 
 
    Roth lowered his head, staring at the female curled against him, clutching his hand. Then he looked back at Clark. “I need to be the one to take her.”  
 
    The male team leader tapped on his helmet control before speaking. “I’d rather your grouping stay down here. I know you boys are protective of women and I respect the hell out of you for it but the truth is, some of the teams aren’t handling this well. Jones puked inside his helmet and Ryan is spooked with all the bodies we’ve found. That woman is the only one we can rescue. Drak let me know they had tracking for life signs on the people living here. We’re up to twenty-eight bodies so far with more to find.” He pointed to the one on the floor. “Twenty-nine—and it makes thirty with the blonde out there sitting in the chair.” 
 
    Roth glanced down at the female. She wasn’t aware of what Clark had said, since the male had transmitted his voice inside their helmets only, via their coms. He had no idea how she’d react if she realized all the other humans were dead. 
 
    “This female is highly unstable and seems to have bonded to Roth,” Maith informed Clark. “She can’t be sedated. It’s not safe in her current condition. I’ve read the notes from the doctor in charge of this place. Any attempt at sedating the patients caused their vitals to crash.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Clark hissed. “What else?” 
 
    “Every time Roth releases the female, she believes she’s being attacked or loses her grip on reality. It’s important that we keep her calm until she’s stabilized. She’s suffering from malnutrition, dehydration, and dangerous levels of stress that could worsen her condition when she panics.” 
 
    Clark’s eyes widened as Maith explained. “I see.” He stared at Roth. “Who’s in charge of your grouping if you leave the surface?” 
 
    “Drak.” 
 
    “Take her up to Defcon Red and stay with her until the doctors say she’s stable. Find out what you can once she is.” Clark sighed. “I need you down here, Maith. Keep digging into their medical logs. Send everything you find to Defcon Red. The doctors up there will want as much info as they can get to find out what the hell is going on with her. I’ll send Birch’s medic with you, Roth. He’ll meet you at shuttle two. I keep forgetting the kid’s name. He’s new.” 
 
    Roth met Maith’s gaze. “Be careful. Inform the rest of our grouping that I’m leaving.” 
 
    “Right away.” 
 
    Roth leaned down. “Vera?” 
 
    She turned her head, peeking at him. 
 
    “I’m going to let go of your hand.” 
 
    “No!” She used her free hand to claw at his leg, her nails scratching on his suit. 
 
    “Listen to me,” he growled. 
 
    She froze, panting. 
 
    “I’m going to let go of your hand to pick you up. You can hold on to me. Do you understand? I won’t leave you.” 
 
    She nodded. “You’re real. Right? You don’t want to kill me or think I’m food?” 
 
    “I’m real. I won’t hurt you in any way. You’re not food.” 
 
    “Man, she’s really messed up,” Clark whispered. 
 
    “Yes,” Maith agreed. 
 
    Roth let go of Vera’s hand and quickly scooped her into his arms. She wrapped her fingers around the back of his helmet and buried her face against his chest plate. He turned, facing Clark, and shrugged. He had no idea why the female trusted him. 
 
    Clark stepped out of the way. “Good luck with that one.” 
 
    “Full decontamination,” Maith reminded Roth.  
 
    “I’ll inform Defcon Red.” Clark touched the side of his helmet to broadcast to the rest of the teams. “Peterson, I need you to relay a message up top. I have one survivor and two team members coming your way. Suit up, pilot, or seal your ass inside the cockpit. Full decontamination routine. Have our Med Bay ready for intake.” 
 
    “Fuck,” the pilot sighed. “Got it.” 
 
    Roth didn’t wait to hear more, walking out of the exam room and leaving the facility’s Med Bay. He had to find his way back to where they’d blown an opening to enter one of the pods and reach shuttle two as quickly as possible. The female in his care needed more help than he or his grouping could give her. 
 
    He didn’t like taking the female outside but scans indicated the atmosphere wouldn’t harm her. The planet’s oxygen was breathable and the weather wasn’t cold or hot enough to harm her. He moved fast though, striding into the shuttle. The young human medic was already waiting. 
 
    “I reclined a seat to strap her to.” 
 
    “That isn’t feasible.” Roth took another seat, adjusting the female on his lap. Vera clung to him, keeping her face hidden against the hard shell of his suit. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Close the doors and tell the pilot to lift off,” Roth ordered. 
 
    “You’re not strapped in.” 
 
    “I can’t put her down. She doesn’t react well. Tell the pilot to fly carefully to avoid hurting the female more. I’ll just hold on to her and my seat.” 
 
    “But regulations state that―” 
 
    “Do as you are told. I’m a team leader. Not yours, but I still give the orders. I can keep us in the seat when gravity is off. Remind the pilot to slowly stabilize gravity when we reach Defcon Red.” 
 
    The male sighed, closed the side door, and used a communications pad on the wall to let the pilot know he had two passengers that weren’t strapped down. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Vera screamed and clung to the hard-shelled suit of the alien man when he tried to put her down. She wasn’t about to let that happen. He felt real. Solid. Scary as hell too, but then, she’d been seeing bigfoot for days. A bloody one that taunted her constantly. An alien wearing a white spacesuit who promised not to kill her and agreed that she wasn’t food seemed like a huge improvement to her situation. 
 
    “Vera Wade,” her alien growled. “Stop. We must go through decontamination together since you don’t feel safe without me. We’re about to be sprayed, and then we need to strip everything off and do it again. I can’t remove my suit if I’m holding you. I’ll stay with you if you insist. I just can’t keep you in my arms. Do you understand?” 
 
    She was so tired. Clinging to his suited neck was hard, especially when he kept trying to get her to release him. “No! Don’t leave me.” 
 
    He sighed. “I’m not leaving you. I gave my word. We need to be decontaminated. Do you understand? The drug that has done this to you might be on my suit and your skin. It needs to be washed off. Have you been through the procedure before? Try to concentrate on answering me and think about it.” 
 
    She fought to do as he asked. Decontamination sucked. She’d been through hundreds of those miserable showers. It was one of the downsides to working on a survey team tasked with documenting information about newly discovered planets.  
 
    Her previous survey job had been difficult. Toxic air on that planet had screwed with the drones. It was not only her job to fly them but to perform maintenance. She’d been so glad when that assignment ended. No more suiting up for every shift. It was hard enough to make repairs on drones but wearing a spacesuit while doing it had made it even trickier. Then she’d faced being decontaminated going back inside to the living areas of the ship they’d used for that gig every single time. 
 
    “Vera Wade? You need to let me go.” 
 
    The alien’s deep voice held a growling tone. It was scary—everything was—but at least it didn’t change. He was consistent. So was the solid feel of him. “You won’t leave me?” 
 
    “I won’t.” He cleared his throat. “We will have to strip everything off. Do you understand? I don’t want you even more terrified. We’ll be bare-skinned. That’s why this procedure is usually performed on a single person.” 
 
    She knew that. Decontamination was a solo process. No two employees ever shared a chamber, since they had to strip naked. The idea of letting the alien out of her sight, of not touching him, was way worse than the loss of her dignity. He might disappear and she’d be right back inside that security room.  
 
    Alone. No hope left. Trying to hang on.  
 
    “Don’t leave me,” she pleaded.  
 
    He gently patted her back. “I won’t. I need to put you down. You must stand straight if you’re able. We’ll be sprayed, then we must remove everything down to our skin. A secondary spray will happen and we’ll be scanned. I will stay with you. Just open your eyes to look at me. I am right here.” 
 
    She nodded against his hard-shelled body. “I know. My eyesight keeps messing up.” 
 
    “I believe that. Your eyes are doing strange things in the black centers. I will be right here with you. This is a small shower room. It’s been sealed since I carried you in. If it helps, human medical staff are observing. You are not alone with me.” 
 
    “Not alone,” she whispered, mentally chanting it, too. She wasn’t alone anymore, locked inside the security office. It had to be real. Her alien was really there, holding her. He felt solid to her touch. But the thought of letting him go made her want to sob. What if her alien was a figment of her imagination? What if― 
 
    “Release me,” he growled. “Open your eyes.” 
 
    He gently tugged on her, trying to lower her down his body. She stopped fighting and forced her eyes open, lifting her head to stare at his face through the glass faceplate of his suit. Those strange but beautiful eyes of his were locked with hers.  
 
    “I’m right here.” 
 
    Her feet touched the floor as he slowly lowered her. She clutched at his suited arm though. He glanced at it as she stood on shaking legs, her knees about to collapse under her. 
 
    He took a step back but didn’t rip his arm away. “Start the process,” he called out, his gaze still locked with hers. “The spray will be warm. You should close your eyes for that. Just for a few seconds. I’m right here. Close your eyes.” 
 
    It was tough to do but she followed his orders. Keeping her hand on his suit helped. He still felt real. She silently chanted that over and over in her head as warm spray doused her. That felt real, too.  
 
    It stopped, and Vera opened her eyes, staring at the big alien. He was still there. He hadn’t disappeared. 
 
    “Now we need to strip everything off. Please release my arm.” 
 
    Part two of decontamination needed to be completed. She knew the drill. If the scanners picked up anything on them after they were hosed down naked, part three would be a bitch. That involved more spray, some scrubbing, and being zapped with blue lights that would kill anything on the surface of their bodies.  
 
    Another scan would happen at that point, and if it still showed something—which was the worst nightmare situation—they’d be placed on beds in sealed tanks for more testing while quarantined. She never wanted to find out what happened to the people who ended up in those tanks. 
 
    “Vera Wade? You need to let my arm go. I must remove this suit.” 
 
    “It’s just Vera,” she whispered, concentrating at his face. She was seeing spots again. It took a lot for her to release his arm. He couldn’t back away from her; the room they were in was too small. It was designed for a single person, not one human and a big, tall alien in a suit. He reached up and gripped his helmet, gave it a twist, and lifted it off. 
 
    His hair was cut short, a shock of black that appeared thick. Those pointed ears were really something. He turned a little, placing the helmet on a high shelf. Then he faced her again, reaching for the suit connectors on his upper body. 
 
    “You need to remove everything,” he urged. 
 
    “Right.” Her clothes were wet now. She wasn’t cold though. The room had to be heated. That was a nice upgrade from the last decontamination shower she’d used. It had been freezing. She refused to look away from him as she began to tug off her wet pajama top. 
 
    The alien kept his gaze locked with hers, not staring at her breasts as she pulled the thin, soaked material off her skin, then fingered her pants. They were sagging badly from being wet, the bottoms to the set only having thin elastic at the waist.  
 
    He opened the suit, revealing a tight black top. He dropped the upper half of his suit and reached for his waist, pulling up the shirt. He had a broad chest, muscled arms, and dark skin. He also had thin fur. It was so fine, she wasn’t sure if it was even real. It could be her imagination.  
 
    She swallowed as she tried to bend a little, still staring at him, to remove her pants. 
 
    She swayed, and suddenly his hands were on her upper arms, steadying her. She closed her eyes and panic hit. Was she back in the security room? It was possible she was only dreaming that she’d been saved.  
 
    She threw herself against him, hugging his waist. Firm skin that felt hot plastered against her as she clung to him. 
 
    “Real,” she muttered. “He’s real.” 
 
    The big alien she held sighed again. “Yes, Vera. I am real. We need to finish this. Please release me.” 
 
    She clung to him tighter, pressing her face to his chest. His dark skin felt a little velvety on her cheek. She rubbed against it. 
 
    “Female,” he rasped. “You need medical attention. The doctors are waiting for us to finish in here to treat you. You wish to be well, correct?” He released her arms and used his big hand to stroke her bare back. “I’m here. Real. You’re not food. I won’t leave you. I gave my word, remember?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Release me.” 
 
    She didn’t want to but managed to unlock her arms from around his waist. He gripped her upper arms again, forcing her to take a few steps back. She peered up at his face as he released her. 
 
    “Keep looking at me if it helps.” He turned a little, bent, and struggled to remove the lower half of his suit and the boots attached to it. He wore black tight shorts for underwear. He was a big guy. Tall. Wide. Big boned. Not human. And he didn’t disappear.  
 
    He glanced at her, reached for the waist of his shorts, then hesitated. “You are safe. Remember that, Vera. There are other humans watching us on a monitor. You’re not alone in here with me. I must remove everything. I am not initiating copulation with you.” 
 
    “Kay,” she got out. “Just hurry. My vision is going wonky again.” The spots were becoming worse and he was turning blurry.  
 
    He bent farther, yanking off the shorts. That was when her vision went out totally and everything turned black.  
 
    She yelped and stumbled toward him, blindly reaching out. She touched his hot body and grabbed hold of him around his middle. He pulled her against him. It felt like she was at his side.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I’m blind,” she whispered. “Don’t let me go.” 
 
    He snarled. “She’s worsening,” he called out. “Start the next procedure.” 
 
    “We need her to put space between your bodies,” a female voice called out. 
 
    Her alien, as she was starting to think of him, growled low. “Understood. Vera, trust me. Just know I’m here and I’m real.” 
 
    He suddenly pulled her away from his side and spun her.  
 
    She panicked, screamed, but he gripped her wrists from behind, pulling them away from her sides. 
 
    “Do it,” he demanded loudly. 
 
    Warm, wet spray rained down on them. She closed her eyes and whimpered. He was holding her wrists tight though. He did adjust his grip, probably to expose all of her skin. Then the spray stopped. Air blew fast and hot. A hum sounded. She opened her eyes but her vision hadn’t returned. She couldn’t see anything, but the feel of firm hands on her arms kept her from screaming again.  
 
    “I’m here,” he assured her. “Right here with you.” 
 
    “Don’t leave me!” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    “The scans are clear,” the strange female voice called. “Dress.” 
 
    Vera was spun, suddenly lifted and pressed against a warm body. “Open the door now,” her alien demanded. “She needs help. Forget the clothing.” 
 
    There was a buzz and something made a creaking noise, probably the door opening. Then he was moving, cradling her against him. Vera wiggled a little, getting her hands around his neck, and clung to him. She burrowed her face against him, rubbing her cheek on that damp velvety texture stretched over solid, hot skin. The heat felt real, too. 
 
    “Over here,” a woman ordered. “Lay her down.” 
 
    “She won’t release me,” her alien warned. “She will not take it well if I let her go.” 
 
    “Just climb on it with her then.” The woman sounded closer. “Our scanners are able to differentiate you from her. What’s her name?” 
 
    “Vera Wade,” he answered for her. 
 
    “I’m opening her file now.” The woman paused. “Vera Ann Wade. Twenty-seven. Born on Mars Colony. Civilian worker as a drone pilot and mechanic. No known illnesses and her last annual exam happened three months ago. She got an all clear. That’s good.” 
 
    The big alien holding her moved, she slipped in his arms before he adjusted to get a better grip on her. She was too weak to fight as he manipulated her until she lay on her side, facing his taller, bulkier body.  
 
    “Stop gawking,” the woman snapped to someone. “Get him something to cover his groin.” Then that voice drew closer. “Vera, I’m Doctor Cynthia Kane. You’re onboard Defcon Red. Can you tell me what your symptoms are?” 
 
    She buried her face against her alien’s chest, shaking, and tried to speak. Nothing came out. 
 
    The alien she clung to spoke for her. “She seems to be having vision problems, is seeing things that aren’t there, and has a difficult time distinguishing between reality and fantasy. She’s also constantly trembling.” 
 
    “I’m reading the medical files that are being uploaded from the surface.” Dr. Kane suddenly cursed. “Fucking Brilon.” 
 
    Something touched Vera’s thigh, and she screamed. 
 
    The large arm around her middle tightened and the alien pulled her closer. “You are safe. It was just another human covering my rod.” 
 
    “Your what?” she whispered. 
 
    “His dick,” another female voice stated, startling her. “Mr. Roth here just carried you straight from the decontamination chamber without waiting to get dressed.” 
 
    “Roth?” She was confused. 
 
    “Me,” her alien grunted. “That’s my name. Remember?” 
 
    “No.” She didn’t. 
 
    “So, it looks like Brilon is responsible.” 
 
    “Who?” That was Roth, her alien, and he sounded as mad as Dr. Kane.  
 
    “It’s a pharmaceutical company that puts out shit products,” said a male voice. “You wouldn’t know this since you’re Veslor, but five years ago, they somehow got a pain medication approved. Turned out it was highly addictive and caused internal bleeding with extended use. A few thousand people died before they realized the cause. What we’re detecting inside this patient is one of their drugs that didn’t get approved for use. How in the hell did she gain access to a banned drug?” The male voice sounded closer. “Miss Wade, who was the person who sold this drug to you?” 
 
    “She didn’t buy it,” her alien answered. “All the humans down on the surface were dosed with this drug. They were attempting to investigate how they were exposed. My grouping and the other human tactical teams are down there searching for the source. Their doctor left notes, stating it was an act of terrorism. Can you help this female?” 
 
    “I’m going to flush out her system and pray it works,” Dr. Kane stated, somewhere behind Vera. “All we know is who made the drug and that it failed trials. Those incompetent idiots at Brilon keep horrible records. They didn’t even share the original purpose of this drug. The scans aren’t showing any organ failure so far or internal bleeding. Just keep her still while we sedate her, Mr. Roth.” 
 
    The big body against hers tensed. “Is that safe? My medic didn’t believe so. Something about bad vitals.” 
 
    “We can’t treat her with her clinging to you like a spider monkey. It will be fine.” Dr. Kane sounded irritated. 
 
    Vera panicked again. They were going to knock her out. “Don’t leave me!” She tried to burrow closer her alien, her nails digging into the skin of his arm. 
 
    He held her tighter. “I won’t leave you. I’ll be right here. You have my word, Vera.” 
 
    Something jabbed her in the butt. Vera screamed. Then she passed out. 
 
      
 
    Roth growled as the female became lax against him. The four medical personnel were watching the monitors. He turned his head, staring at the sleeping female. Vera breathed slow and deep.  
 
    He carefully removed her hands from his body, ignoring the fresh tiny scratches she’d put on his chest and arm. He rolled off the bed, keeping the thin sheet in place that a female medical worker had draped over his middle, to cover his rod. 
 
    Dr. Kane turned, openly appraising his body. “You can go now, Mr. Roth. Thank you for your assistance. Our patient is currently stable.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I gave my word to stay with this female. I’m not leaving Vera. What does flushing her mean?” 
 
    The doctor moved closer. She was tall for a human but still had to look up at him. “We’re going to push fluids through her body to try to remove the drug. I’m still studying some of the files that are being uploaded from the surface. Their Dr. Hazel tried the drugs we’d normally use to counteract others. They failed. Two of them actually seemed to make the symptoms worse. Since Dr. Hazel had an excellent work record, I’ll trust her notes.” The doctor glanced at his chest. “I never realized how muscular Veslors are.” 
 
    He ignored her compliment and turned his head, watching Vera. She still slept but her breathing seemed slower than it should be. One of the females in the room had covered her with a sheet, hiding most of her nude body. That same female rolled Vera onto her back and began opening drawers under the medical bed and placing sealed packets on the edge. 
 
    “Mr. Roth, you should leave. One of the nurses will give you a set of scrubs to wear in the next room. You can’t walk through the ship back to your cabin with just that sheet. Although a lot of women would appreciate the sight you make. You’re not married, are you?” 
 
    He scowled at the doctor. “I will not leave. I promised Vera that I would stay. Veslors keep their word. I would appreciate something to wear.” 
 
    “You’re not medical personnel. This isn’t where you belong.” 
 
    He bit back a snarl. The doctor wasn’t listening to him. “I refuse to leave that female until she feels safe.” 
 
    “She doesn’t feel anything right now.” Dr. Kane waved at one of the monitors. “She’s stable. The mild sedative we used isn’t having an adverse effect. We’ll keep her asleep until we’re able to clear her system of the drug. Then we’ll reevaluate her condition.” 
 
    Roth glanced down, adjusted the sheet, and wrapped it around his waist, tucking it to prevent it from falling if he let go. Then he crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m not leaving the female. I gave my word. I will contact Commander Bills if you attempt to forcibly remove me. I believe he will agree to let me stay. He knows how important it is for us to keep our promises. My human team leader said I was to stay with her.” 
 
    Dr. Kane studied his body again, taking her time. “Okay. Have a seat.” 
 
    “I would like clothing.” 
 
    She spun away, sighing. “Someone find him the largest damn set of scrubs we have and bring them in here.” 
 
    A human male rushed out of the room, returning with folded clothing in his hands a few minutes later. He approached Roth with a wary expression. “Here you go, man.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Roth accepted the clothing. 
 
    “You can use the next exam room to dress in. It’s empty,” the male stated. 
 
    Roth shook his head. “I won’t leave Vera.” He removed the sheet and put on the pants and shirt. He didn’t bother to glance at the humans watching him. They might have odd customs about nudity but Veslors didn’t.  
 
    The thin shirt and pants were ill fitting, too tight, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. Roth pulled a chair from against the wall closer to the bed, watching Vera sleep. The other humans seemed hyper aware of his presence but he ignored them. His only focus was on the female he’d made a promise to. 
 
    An alarm began to loudly beep, and he rose to his feet. Dr. Kane rushed in with one of the males, reading the monitors. “Shit!” 
 
    “What is wrong?” Roth hated feeling powerless. It would have been more beneficial if Vera had anchored her sanity to Maith. He was a medic and would know how to better help her. 
 
    The doctor and male nurse quickly removed the two thin IVs they’d placed in Vera’s skin. The alarm still beeped loudly. 
 
    “What is it?” he snarled, not liking being ignored. 
 
    “Be quiet or leave. We’re trying to figure that out right now. Get clear, Brian.” Dr. Kane stepped away from her patient. 
 
    The male nurse backed up and the scanner came on, lighting up the medical bed under Vera. Both medical personnel turned their heads, staring at a monitor to Roth’s left. He looked, too, but besides seeing an outline that had to be Vera’s body, he couldn’t understand the words flashing over it. They weren’t in Veslor and he didn’t read Earth language. 
 
    “Goddamn it,” Dr. Kane muttered. 
 
    “Her heart rate is dropping too low,” Brian stated. 
 
    “No shit. I see that,” Dr. Kane snapped. “So much for keeping her sedated. Fucking Brilon and their crappy-ass drugs!” 
 
    The scanner stopped. Roth didn’t need a medical device to tell him that Vera’s breathing continued to decrease, slowing even more. The human doctor rushed to a medical cabinet and yanked it open. Then she returned with a medicine injector, pressing it to Vera’s thigh. 
 
    “Is she worsening?” Roth worried that Vera might not survive. “I don’t understand what is going on. The medic of our grouping had to remain on the surface. He’s the only one of us with medical knowledge.” 
 
    Dr. Kane faced him. “I just had to hit her with some adrenaline. Her heart rate is coming back up. It seems sedating her isn’t an option. She should be waking at any second.” 
 
    Roth moved closer to Vera and took her limp hand in his, leaned close to her face and prepared for her to open her eyes. He’d be the first thing she’d see if her vision wasn’t impaired. He would let her know he was there, either way. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Vera jerked awake—or at least tried to. Everything was dark. She was either back in the storage locker or her eyesight was gone. No tight metal walls were pressed against her. She was laid out flat on something soft and there were low beeping noises.  
 
    A scream rose in her throat. The alien who’d come to save her had been a hallucination, she was still locked inside the security office.  
 
    “I am here,” a familiar growly voice rasped, just as a big warm hand gently cupped her cheek and part of her head. “It is Roth. Do you hear me, Vera? You appear terrified. I’m real and you are safe.” 
 
    She realized another warm hand tightly gripped hers. She clung to it, panting. Her alien was real, after all. 
 
    “I’m here, Vera. You need to slow your breathing.” 
 
    She blindly reached out with her free hand, found material and fisted it. “Roth? Is this you?” 
 
    “Yes. I put on a shirt. You are holding on to it.” 
 
    She felt hot tears sliding down the side of her face. “I can’t see anything.” 
 
    “Can you please step out of the way?”  
 
    That voice belonged to a woman, and it sounded irritated. 
 
    “No.” Roth stroked Vera’s cheek with what she thought might be his thumb. “The female will panic if we break connection.” 
 
    “I need to examine her, damn it,” the woman snapped. “Get out of my way, Mr. Roth. That’s an order. You’re interfering with her treatment.” 
 
    “Don’t leave me!” Vera tried to sit up and turn into Roth’s chest.  
 
    “Miss Wade, you need to calm down,” the woman sternly ordered. “I’m Doctor Cynthia Kane. Do you remember me?” 
 
    Vera didn’t care who she was. Roth was real. She clutched him tighter and refused to let go. She wiggled closer until she pressed against that shirt, burying her face in it. Her alien had to adjust his hold and instead wrapped his hand around the back of her head, before sliding it down to her back. She wasn’t wearing anything, since he touched her bare skin. He stopped midway down. 
 
    “Vera?” Roth sounded closer, his voice next to her right ear. “You need to allow this female medic to help you.” 
 
    “I’m a doctor,” the woman ground out.  
 
    “Apologies,” Roth sighed. “Can you lie flat for her, Vera? I will keep hold of your hand.” 
 
    Vera shook her head against his shirt and the firm, warm body under it. She released her fisted grip on the material and slid her hand up to his shoulder, clutching him there. “I just want to hold on to you. You’re my real alien. I’m not food.”  
 
    That was important. She just forgot why for a few seconds. Then she remembered the creatures outside the pods. They had started to devour poor Crystal like she’d been a dead carcass, only she’d still been alive. Her screams had helped the search team find her. Roth was an alien, but he didn’t want to eat her. 
 
    “No. You are not food. I won’t allow anything to happen to you.” Roth gently stroked her back as his gruff voice tried to assure her. 
 
    At least she hoped that was his big hand against her skin. It felt nice. Soothing. It also helped calm some of her fears. He wasn’t a figment of her imagination. First, she could feel him. Second, he wasn’t threatening to kill her like bigfoot had, or insulting her the way her father had. Her alien was trying to make her feel safe. And she did. As long as she could hold on to him.  
 
    “Don’t disappear,” she pleaded to him. 
 
    “I won’t leave you, Vera. I gave my promise, remember?” 
 
    “Goddamn it,” Dr. Kane huffed. “Miss Wade needs medical treatment, Mr. Roth. Not to be babied and cooed at. Step aside. If she gets combative, we’ll strap her down. You’re interfering with the treatment of my patient.” 
 
    “Shut up!” Vera shouted, terrified that nasty voice would make Roth disappear. “Roth isn’t my asshole father or bigfoot. He’s my good alien. You can’t take him away from me.” She burrowed even closer and clung to him tighter. 
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Dr. Kane yelled. “Move, Mr. Roth. It’s obvious she’s delirious. Let us strap her down before she becomes more combative. You’re not helping her. Leave, or I will call security.” 
 
    “Don’t go!” Vera started to cry. “I hate you, Dr. Cunt! That should be your name. You want me to lose my alien. He’s mine! You can’t take him from me.” 
 
    Someone chuckled. 
 
    “Don’t laugh, Nurse Amy,” the female doctor snapped. “That’s not funny.” 
 
    Roth growled low. “I’m picking you up, Vera. I’ll put you on my lap. That way you can hold on to me but the doctor can reach you. I’m not leaving.” He snarled that last part.  
 
    His hand slid across Vera’s back and wrapped around her. He released her hand and slid his other arm under her legs before lifting her. Then Vera felt him turn, taking a seat. It left her ass planted on two big thighs. There was material between her butt and him.  
 
    “You’re on my lap now.” Roth’s voice remained near her ear. “You need to turn your face away from my chest though so the doctor can see what’s happening with your eyes. It’s alarming me, Vera. The dark centers are doing bad things.” 
 
    Vera hesitated. 
 
    “I’m holding you,” Roth reminded her. “I won’t let go. Trust me. I haven’t lied to you, have I? Try to think rationally. You are drugged. You spoke of how it is doing bad things to your mind. You need help that I can’t give you. Allow the doctor to see your eyes. Please.” 
 
    She nodded against his shirt and forced her face away, twisting it to the side. Her eyes were open but she couldn’t see a thing.  
 
    “Shit,” Dr. Kane whispered. “The scans didn’t pick this up. It can’t be caused by a brain injury. That would have registered. I’m guessing the drug is the cause. It could be causing swelling to the optical nerves. I’m not an ophthalmologist though. Can you see anything, Miss Wade? Any light? Spots?” 
 
    Vera shook her head. “The darkness comes and goes.” 
 
    “That’s actually good to hear. That implies it’s probably not permanent damage. I’ll call in Doctor Zoner to consult in the morning if this persists, once some of that drug leaves your system.” 
 
    Vera turned her head back into Roth’s chest and closed her eyes. She tried to rock but his strong arms prevented her from doing more than just swaying a little. Her alien adjusted her on his firm thighs and slid his arm out from under her leg, wrapping it around her waist instead. It made movement easier for her.  
 
    She nuzzled against his shirt with her cheek. “You’re such a good alien.” 
 
    Someone snickered nearby. It was a man who whispered, “Does she think he’s a fucking pet?” 
 
    Another man whispered back, both of their voices loud enough for her to hear. “She’s doped up. It’s possible. I bet she wouldn’t be so calm if anyone told her that he’s the leader of the deadliest tactical team we have onboard right now.” 
 
    Someone chuckled. 
 
    Roth growled loudly. “She isn’t having problems with her hearing, and neither am I. Do you find this female’s distress amusing?” 
 
    “No,” two voices quickly stated. 
 
    “Clear the room,” Dr. Kane ordered. “Now. I’ll speak to the both of you later.” 
 
    Vera heard footsteps hurry away and then a loud sigh. 
 
    “This is not how I believed my evening would go when they said we had an emergency coming in. Here’s where we’re at, as I read more of the notes sent up from the surface.” Dr. Kane paused. “Every drug Dr. Hazel tried to counteract this experimental shit is what we’d use. They had a surprisingly well-stocked pharmacy down on that planet. Therefore, I believe the only course of action is to allow this drug to naturally dissipate. I’d guess it might take anywhere from thirty to possibly as many as eighty hours. I’ll get a better estimate by running more blood tests every three hours.” 
 
    “What does that mean, exactly?” Roth stroked the outside of Vera’s leg through what felt like a sheet as he spoke. “I’m not a medic.” 
 
    “We’re going to monitor her closely as we let her body naturally work the drug out of her system. I’m going to agree with Doctor Josie Hazel, and hope she’ll fully recover once that’s happened. You saw how well flushing her with fluids and giving her a sedative worked. She almost coded. That means it nearly stopped her heart. She’s no longer being exposed. I scanned her for a medical implant, but there wasn’t one. I’m having our coroner check all the victims for implants, too, once their bodies have been transferred here. I’m thinking that might be something Doctor Hazel dismissed as harmless. New Worlds is a privately owned company. They probably required all their employees to have them.” 
 
    “Implants?” Vera’s alien sounded confused. 
 
    “Yes. Think small capsules inserted inside their bodies. Some humans require medications that are time-released to prevent them from missing doses.” 
 
    “Birth control,” Vera muttered, inserting herself into their conversation. “I don’t have one. New Worlds asks all employees to have them so no one gets pregnant by accident, but it’s not required if you sign a waiver. I knew I wouldn’t be sleeping with anyone.”  
 
    The hand rubbing her leg stilled. 
 
    She nuzzled her cheek against his chest. “I’m not stupid. Work romances usually fail, or the guys tend to have someone waiting at home for them that they lie about. Nope. I wanted no part of that. I’ve had friends who did. Saw their heartbreak. I don’t need that shit-show. Life is hard enough.” 
 
    Long seconds of silence passed. 
 
    “As I was saying,” Dr. Kane cleared her throat, “The tactical teams sent down to the New Worlds facility are still investigating. The water tanks scanned as clean and the air recyclers showed no traces. They’re testing their food stores now. That’s going to take hours. They’ll test―” 
 
    “It can’t be the food,” Vera cut in. “I stopped eating everything except what I personally brought with me. I had some chocolate bars and snacks in my locker. No one had access to it. It’s got a bio lock, and I always kept it sealed. People will steal food if they know someone brought really good stuff. I was afraid everything in the company kitchen might be contaminated. I stopped showering and drinking water, too, in case that’s how the drug was getting inside me.”  
 
    She paused, trying to think and be helpful. “I had some sodas I brought with me, and rationed them by only taking a sip every once in a while, to make them last. It didn’t help. Nothing did.” 
 
    Roth resumed stroking her thigh. 
 
    “I feel confident that they’ll discover the source of contamination,” Dr Kane replied. “We’ll figure out what happened down there. Now, I’m going to my office and sending some requests to Brilon for more details on this drug that somehow was illegally produced and set loose.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Roth rasped. “I will stay with Vera.” 
 
    “Yell out if she needs something. The bed will monitor her vitals. Keep her on it.” 
 
    “I will,” Roth agreed. 
 
    Vera heard the doctor leave. She wore loud shoes. They faded until she couldn’t detect them anymore.  
 
    Roth moved his head, putting his mouth closer to her ear. “How are you, Vera?” 
 
    She snuggled into Roth. “Don’t let me go.” 
 
    “May we lie down? I will hold you.” 
 
    She had to think about that.  
 
    “I will hold you,” he repeated softly. “I will not leave you. You need rest.” 
 
    “Kay,” she got out. 
 
    Her alien was strong. He lifted her and then turned her on her side, away from him. Panic started to hit until he pressed his body along her back, pulling her tight against him. 
 
    He bent his legs, molding them against the back of her thighs and calves. She pointed her toes, pressing the heels of her feet against whatever material he wore. Her toes couldn’t find his foot. It meant he must actually be as tall as she’d imagined while hugging him during that decontamination shower. She didn’t really trust her senses to be accurate though. 
 
    He rested what she guessed was his chin on the top of her head. “Are you comfortable?” 
 
    “Yes. I’d like to turn over and hold on to you though.” 
 
    “The bed is narrow. It’s better if I hold you this way to prevent one of us from falling over the edge.” 
 
    “You won’t let me go?” 
 
    “I will not, Vera. Veslors always keep their promises.” 
 
    She’d heard that word before. “Veslors?” 
 
    “I’m a Veslor. It’s my race.” 
 
    “Right. Didn’t some of them come to the aid of a fleet ship in distress? I saw something about that on the newsfeeds.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is this the same ship? Did you stay on?” 
 
    “No. Those Veslors are traders. I’m a fighter. My grouping is working on Defcon Red right now because our king asked us to assist your fleet. My people and yours have opened trading agreements and made alliances together.” 
 
    She closed her eyes, feeling exhausted. “Did New Worlds send you? I work for them.” 
 
    “No. The fleet commander diverted Defcon Red to your planet when a distress hail was picked up. We were on our way somewhere else.” 
 
    “How many of your kind are on this ship?” 
 
    “My grouping has four males.” 
 
    She realized she was caressing the skin on his arm around her waist instead of clutching it. His body solidly pressed against her back, curled around her, and he was really warm. She felt safe. “I think I want to sleep. You won’t go away?” 
 
    “I won’t let you go, Vera. Rest.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’ve seen some aliens before on stations. I avoided them because I was terrified that I’d accidently insult them or give them the wrong impression. I worked with a woman on my first job who told me about something that had happened to her on a station. She smiled at an alien that resembled a bird. She thought he was pretty cool-looking. Then he got upset because she tried to walk away. It turned out, on his planet, a woman smiling at a man means she’s agreed to become his wife. But you’re so nice that I don’t care if you think I’ll marry you. Thank you, Roth.” 
 
    He made a soft snorting sound. It might have been a laugh. “I don’t expect anything from you in return for taking care of you.” 
 
    She fought back a sob. The gratitude she felt toward him almost overwhelmed her emotions. He had to have the patience of a saint to put up with her. “I know I’m crazy right now. I’m so sorry.” She stopped brushing her fingertips over his skin and clung to his thick wrist. “I knew all my coworkers pretty well. Some of us have worked other jobs together. They’re all dead, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Don’t think about that now. Get well first.” 
 
    “How can I not think about it? Why me? Doctor Hazel was so smart. She should have survived instead.” 
 
    “You’re a total fuck-up. You should be dead.” 
 
    She flinched when her father’s voice suddenly sounded in the room. “You’re not here! Fuck off!” 
 
    “Vera?” Roth held her tighter. 
 
    “Tell him go away!” She clung to Roth’s wrist. 
 
    “Who, Vera? Do you want me to let you go?” 
 
    “No!” She panicked. “He isn’t really here, is he? Please tell me he’s not.” 
 
    “We are alone together in this room.” 
 
    Her alien’s words comforted her. 
 
    “You need to die so I can get money from that company you work for. Be a good daughter for once and just fucking die,” her father taunted. It sounded like he spoke just inches in front of her face. “Die, Vera. Just fucking die like all the others!” 
 
    She started to sob and struggle in Roth’s hold, attempting to turn over. He didn’t let her go, but she managed to roll enough to bury her face against his shirt, clutching it. It also made him straighten his legs.  
 
    “Vera,” her alien rasped next to her ear. She felt his hot breath on her skin. “Whatever is going on in your head, it is just that. In your head. I have you, and you are safe.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Don’t listen to that fucking alien. He’s lying to you. God, you’re such an idiot! Your mother should have birthed me a son. Boys are smarter. I wouldn’t have left her if she had. But no, I got you. You’re fucking worthless.” 
 
    She’d heard her father say that to her before, when they’d argued in the past. That had been very real. “This is why I hate you. You’re such an asshole! I don’t owe you shit. If I die, you won’t get a penny. That would mean I’d listed you as my beneficiary. I excluded you to make sure you’d never profit from me.” 
 
    “Vera, stop.” Roth deepened his voice. “It’s the drugs. Listen to me. We are alone in this room. It is you and I.” He stroked her back and put his chin on the top of her head again, cocooning her against his chest.  
 
    Then he began to make a rumbling sound, and his chest vibrated against hers.  
 
    She focused on that noise, and liked it. The vibrations were nice, too. Like a massage where she was pressed close to him.  
 
    Her father didn’t say anything else. Maybe her alien had chased him out of her mind with that sound. Or he had distracted her from the crazy. Whatever it was, she relaxed. 
 
      
 
    Roth knew the moment Vera drifted to sleep. Her breathing remained slow but even. He relaxed his hold on her. The poor female heard voices that weren’t real and saw imaginary things that terrified her. He hoped the drugs would fade from her system and she’d be well soon. 
 
    Medical personnel quietly entered the room, checking Vera’s information displayed on a screen somewhere behind him. A few of them seemed uneasy at his presence. He didn’t care if they were comfortable or not. All that mattered was the female. Somehow, he’d become Vera’s solace. She trusted him, and he refused to disappoint her. 
 
    Dr. Kane came into the room at one point, scowling at him. “This isn’t appropriate.” She kept her voice low. 
 
    “Human customs don’t concern me. Promises do. I promised to remain with this female.” 
 
    “You’re sharing a bed and holding her.” 
 
    “I swore I’d hold her.” 
 
    The human doctor stepped closer. “It’s breaking the rules.” 
 
    “I do not care.” 
 
    She crossed her arms over her white coat. “Are you interested her?” 
 
    “I’m concerned about this female.” 
 
    Dr. Kane lowered her arms. “I mean, are you sexually interested in her?” 
 
    A low growl burst from his chest over the insult. “She is ill and frightened. I do not see her that way.” 
 
    “I apologize. I also understand. As a doctor, I see a lot of patients but I don’t really notice if they’re attractive or not until they begin to heal. You Veslors are really something.” 
 
    “I’m not certain what you mean.” 
 
    “You have integrity. You gave your word to Miss Wade and you’re keeping it, even under the threat of me calling security. That’s admirable.” 
 
    “It is our way.” 
 
    The doctor approached the bed, reaching into the pocket of her coat before she began to put on gloves. “I need to take a peek at what her pupils are doing.” 
 
    He tensed. 
 
    “Her eyes,” she whispered. “I’ll be gentle, and it probably won’t wake her. She appears to be exhausted and sleeping deeply.” 
 
    Roth allowed the doctor to gently turn Vera’s head. She didn’t stir in his arms. Not even when the doctor used two of her gloved fingers to open Vera’s eyes. He couldn’t see what the doctor did, but she frowned before stepping back and releasing Vera. 
 
    “I really need to get a specialist in to see her in the morning. We only have two eye specialists onboard.” She met his gaze. “Both refuse to work the night shifts. Speaking of doctors, I had to ban Doctor Brick from storming in here. She tried to pull rank, but you’re not the one being treated.” 
 
    “You should allow Jessa in here.” 
 
    That had Dr. Kane’s eyebrows arching upward. 
 
    “Jessa is the close friend of a female mate in my grouping. I would like her to see Vera.” 
 
    “She’s an alien specialist. That’s her field.” 
 
    “I trust her.” 
 
    “If this were a contagion…” She paused. “A virus or disease that had been picked up on the planet we’re circling, Miss Wade would be her patient. It’s not. This was an Earth-based drug.” 
 
    None of that changed Roth’s mind. He trusted Jessa. “I would still like Jessa to see Vera.” 
 
    The doctor grunted. “I’d like a lot of things. I’ll check back when we take another blood sample.” She spun, stalking out of the room. 
 
    Roth adjusted Vera in his arms and closed his eyes. He would take a nap. The slightest noise or motion would wake him. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Vera woke again but she didn’t panic that time. She was snuggled firmly against a big bulk of warmth with a heavy arm firmly anchored around her back. Roth, her alien, was still there.  
 
    She inhaled, certain it was him. He smelled nice. The rumbling noise he’d made wasn’t there any longer. She heard faint voices though, coming from somewhere else. Utter blackness was the first thing she saw when she opened her eyes. 
 
    “I am here, Vera,” Roth’s voice softly assured her. 
 
    “I can’t see anything.” 
 
    “It may not be you this time. Computer, slowly raise lights on.” 
 
    The room began to grow brighter, and she stared at an off-white colored material in front of her. She reached out, running her fingers over the shirt Roth wore. “I can see.” 
 
    “Look at me.” 
 
    She had to move a little to raise her chin. Roth looked down at her. She stared into his golden eyes. They weren’t human but they were fascinating, especially against his dark complexion. He had long, thick black eyelashes. A very fine layer of fur covered his skin. She wasn’t even sure if she could call it that. It felt velvety soft.  
 
    She took in his wide nose next. His lips were what she’d call nibble worthy. She hated thin ones. He was a good-looking alien. Almost human in appearance, but there was no mistaking that he wasn’t.  
 
    She lifted her head off the pillow to get a better look at his pointed ear. Vera stopped caressing his cheek and reached up. 
 
    Roth pulled his arm from around her waist, gently catching her hand with his. “I am real. You shouldn’t touch a male’s ears.” 
 
    She gazed into his eyes. “I’m sorry. Would it have hurt you?” That was the last thing she wanted to do. 
 
    “They are extremely sensitive. How do you feel? You’ve been asleep for nearly fourteen hours.” 
 
    That shocked her. It must have shown on her face. 
 
    “You were exhausted. The amount of the drug in your body is decreasing. They have been taking blood tests. Doctor Kane predicts that in fifteen more hours, it should be completely be gone. She hasn’t found any lasting damage inside you. The black of your eyes isn’t shifting in size anymore, and they match.” 
 
    She had to think about that. “My pupils?” 
 
    “The black centers. They were doing bad things, but now they appear normal for a human. Are you feeling better? Do you see or hear anyone that isn’t here?” 
 
    She bit her lip and broke eye contact with him, turning her head. They were in what appeared to be a hospital room. The door had been mostly closed but not all the way. One wall held clearly marked cabinets for supplies. There was also a bathroom. No bigfoot, werewolf, or her father shared the room with them.  
 
    She peered back at Roth before speaking. “It’s just us in here. Did anyone else survive?” 
 
    His lips pressed together and his golden eyes narrowed. “My grouping and the human tactical teams sent to the planet’s surface discovered the source of the drug.” 
 
    She noticed that he hadn’t answered her question, but she really wanted to know how she’d ingested the drug. “What was it?” 
 
    “Your oxygen source was from the planet, but being filtered through a machine.” 
 
    “The air recycler. It makes sure none of the pollen or other pollutants come inside our living spaces. One of our scientists checked it. He said it wasn’t that. Was he wrong?” 
 
    “There was another machine that circulated the air inside your pods.” 
 
    “The pumps. We thought those were okay too. Then again, everyone was losing their minds. It was the pumps? The drug was airborne?” 
 
    He hesitated. “There were large canister devices found inside the vents that connected the different sections of your facility. Those devices dispersed the drug in a mist form. Doctor Kane ran some tests. The early results she shared is that the drug would have been absorbed through skin. It also would have gotten on your tongue, in your eyes, and inside your nose from breathing. Anything you touched near those vents immediately after it sprayed would have also infected you.” 
 
    Vera closed her eyes and put her face against his chest. Tears filled her eyes but she tried to fight it back.  
 
    None of her team had thought to check the vents. Just the source of where the air was being filtered and the large fans that pumped it though the pods. The vents were all located in the ceilings at the top of the pods, and they weren’t big enough for a person to fit inside. They wouldn’t have been able to check them thoroughly even if they’d wanted to. 
 
    “How did they figure it out?” 
 
    “The males were all given scanners programmed to detect the drug. The air vents turned on and they could see it coming from them. They tore out the ceilings and found the canisters.” 
 
    She clutched at his shirt. “Fuck!” It made her so mad! There were multiple vents in every pod, even inside the connecting corridors that linked them all. That drug had been raining down on them in mist form every time the pump kicked on to blow fresh air inside the pods. Why hadn’t they noticed? Seen it? The ceilings were at least fifteen feet high inside the pods, but only about nine feet in the hallways.  
 
    Roth put his arm around her and gently patted her back. “Do you remember any of the other humans working on the vents? Carrying long canisters?” 
 
    She shook her head against his shirt. “No. There’s surveillance cameras though.” 
 
    “The fleet is going over the recordings. That will take time. When was the facility built?” 
 
    “A little over two months ago.” She pulled herself together. 
 
    “Did any humans leave recently?” 
 
    “No. We came on the Dalton. It’s a freighter. New Worlds shipped us, the pods we lived inside, and the workers that assembled everything. Once we were stocked and had all our equipment on the planet, the freighter left. Heftner estimated that it would take us seven months to complete phase one. That’s when we were going to be picked up, and the secondary phase workers would have relieved us.” Her voice broke and she swallowed hard. “We had less than five months to go.” 
 
    “Heftner?” 
 
    “Gary Heftner is our project manager.” 
 
    “He was on the surface?” 
 
    “No. Heftner is our boss. He’d never want to be stuck on some planet for that length of time while we’re doing the initial survey. He’s the one we send updates to, or who yells at us if we fall behind schedule.” 
 
    “Schedule to do what?” 
 
    “New Worlds won the bid on Biter. That’s what we’ve dubbed the planet. All the animals, and even some of the plants we discovered, want to bite us. Most of these types of planets don’t get registered with an official name until after the initial survey is completed and we’re already being sent somewhere else. At that point, the claim is established.” 
 
    Roth kept stroking her back. “I don’t understand. Bid? What phases? And what claim?” 
 
    She inhaled and lifted her face away from his shirt to peer up at him. “If alien life isn’t present on a planet that gets found by Earth ships, companies like the one I work for can bid to send teams down to survey them. The first phase is to gather information on the wildlife, the terrain, vegetation, and minerals. I’m always assigned to phase one, since I fly drones to map and record the surface. Once we finish, phase two teams take what we’ve learned and begin to resource what they can.” 
 
    “Resource?” 
 
    Vera hesitated. “Two jobs ago, our mineralogist on our survey team discovered something that excited him. Don’t ask me what it was, thought I saw some of the samples he kept hauling into his workspace. He must have collected three dozen large crates of those rocks. They looked like chunks of green metal. All he’d tell us was that New Worlds was going to give him a raise and they’d easily make their money back on that project.  
 
    “Phase two teams are sent in to collect and ship whatever excites the bosses back to Earth, or to whoever my company can sell stuff to. As long as whatever they take doesn’t damage the planet, it’s fair game to resource green metal rocks or whatever. That’s how companies like New Worlds make money, if we find good stuff. They get to claim the rights for three years, to sell what they can after we complete our initial survey, and they register it with Earth and any allied alien races in that sector of space. Once the claim ends, Earth sometimes opens colonies on those planets.”  
 
    She took a deep breath and blew it out. “You never answered me. Did anyone else survive?” 
 
    Roth stopped stroking her back and cupped her face. He leaned in closer, his gazed locked with hers. “You need to focus on getting better. We will talk once you are fully recovered.” 
 
    Tears filled her eyes and she didn’t bother to blink them back. “I’m the only survivor. You just don’t want to say it. They all died.” 
 
    A monitor beeped, making her startle. Something creaked, and she gasped, twisting her head.  
 
    A man and a woman wearing dark blue uniforms with medical patches on them had entered the room. The man spoke. 
 
    “I’m Doctor Mead. I see you’re awake, Miss Wade. Please try to slow your heart rate.” He moved to the top of the bed, shutting off the alarm. He stepped back and studied her. “I can see that you are upset, but it’s imperative to avoid stress right now.” His gaze moved to Roth. “Did Mr. Roth say or do something to you? I can have security remove him.” 
 
    “No.” Vera didn’t like the doctor for assuming she was upset over something Roth had done. She was upset because she suspected all her coworkers were dead. “Roth stays.” 
 
    “I’ll get you some water.” The woman rushed to a large cabinet door and opened it, exposing what looked like a sink with shelves above it. She filled a cup and offered it to Vera. 
 
    It meant having to sit up and letting go of Roth if she accepted the cup. Vera wasn’t sure she was willing to do that yet but her throat felt dry. “I’m seeing and hearing two people in this room with us. I’m not imagining them, am I?” She looked at Roth. 
 
    “They are real,” he confirmed. 
 
    “You won’t leave me, right?” 
 
    “I won’t leave you, Vera.” 
 
    She tried to sit up but she felt shaky and uncoordinated. Roth moved to sit up first, and then he gently helped her until they both sat side by side on the edge of the bed with their legs dangling.  
 
    She looked down when Roth suddenly draped a blanket around her front and over her shoulders, to keep it from falling to her lap. That’s when she saw her exposed legs where the blanket didn’t cover.  
 
    Memory returned. “I’m naked still?” 
 
    “Mr. Roth refused to allow one of the nurses to put you in a patient gown,” Dr. Mead informed her, his voice cold.  
 
    “I kept her covered,” Roth growled. “I swore I wouldn’t let her go. I keep my word.” 
 
    “It was highly inappropriate, and I have written a report. I sent copies to Commander Bills and to your team superior, Mr. Roth.” 
 
    Vera glanced between Roth’s tense expression to the doctor’s angry one. She had to carefully get one of her arms out from under the blanket to keep it in place. One side still began to slip. 
 
    Roth grabbed the blanket before her breast was exposed, and he flattened his hand high on her chest and curled his fingers around her upper arm to pin it in place. She shot him a grateful look and then replayed what she’d just heard. It slowly made sense.  
 
    She frowned at Dr. Mead. 
 
    “I’m not upset that I’m naked. I just forgot that I was. Do you have any idea what I’ve been through?” More tears blinded her from thinking about what had happened in the pods. It frustrated her that she was about to break into sobs. Then she got mad again. “I don’t give a shit that I’m naked. Zero fucks given. All my friends are dead.” She leaned into Roth, pressing her body against his side. “You can take your report—which I assume you wrote to get Roth into trouble—and eat it. He’s my hero.” 
 
    Dr. Mead’s mouth fell open and his eyes widened. The nurse, or whatever she was, had the same reaction. 
 
    Roth leaned back a little, keeping his hand on her and the blanket, but then he wrapped his other arm around her back. “It’s fine, Vera. I am not in trouble.” 
 
    She twisted and pressed her face against his shirt. “That guy should eat a bag of dicks. Then choke on them.” She mentally pictured it and started to laugh. It was funny as hell to her. 
 
    Roth growled. “Vera.” 
 
    The laughter turned to sobs, and she hugged Roth around his middle, clinging to him. “I’m having mood swings. I’m not crazy. This feels like day four of when I have a really bad period, except way worse. Oh shit… I’m still messed up. You’re real though. I know that for sure. I think all my friends down there died. It’s not right that I’m the only one who made it and this is so screwed up! Don’t let me go!” 
 
    Roth held her tighter. “I have you, Vera. I won’t leave.” 
 
    “That guy is a dick, though. I’m not imagining that, am I? I don’t like the way he spoke to you. And who gives a shit if I’m naked? Give me a break. He didn’t see people killing each other and themselves. I did. What’s a bare ass compared to that? I hate stupid people. He’s an idiot.” She kept crying, unable to stop. 
 
    “Leave us,” Roth snarled. 
 
    His deep voice didn’t scare her. He was her alien, and he wouldn’t hurt her. “You are my hero, Roth. I feel safe with you. Why can’t that idiot figure it out?” 
 
    Roth’s chest started to vibrate, and he made that rumbling sound.  
 
    She turned her head more, pressing her ear to his shirt. “I like that sound. It’s so soothing. You’re too good to me.” 
 
    He held her tighter and kept vibrating, making that noise. It helped her stop crying.  
 
    “We can’t give her a sedative yet,” the woman whispered. “Can you get her to drink some water, Mr. Roth? I’ll go handle Mead. He looked pretty upset when he stormed out. He’s just trying to protect our patient. You have to acknowledge this isn’t exactly something we’ve seen before.” 
 
    Roth unwrapped his arm around Vera. “I’ll get her to drink this. Can we be alone? She is calmer when we are.” 
 
    “Sure. I don’t think you’re going to molest her or anything, but I can’t close the door all the way. Those orders came directly from Kane. I’ll be close. Call out if you need assistance or she feels hungry. She should eat something. Those nutrient patches we have on her are helping but they aren’t equal to a real meal.” 
 
    “I will try.” 
 
    It amazed Vera that Roth could talk and still vibrate, with that rumbling noise coming from his chest. “You’re so talented… You’re a superhero.” 
 
    “I’ll leave you to it,” the woman whispered. Something creaked, probably the door again. 
 
    “I have water,” Roth said quietly. “Will you drink it for me?” 
 
    Vera felt emotionally overwhelmed again. “I’d do anything for you, after all you’re doing for me.” She hated to move her ear away from his shirt and that soothing sound, but she did it, opening her eyes. 
 
    Roth met her gaze. “I’m going to adjust your blanket. It’s slipped.” 
 
    She glanced down, and he was right. One of her breasts was exposed. Not the side he’d held. It likely happened when she’d hugged his middle. She leaned back farther and grabbed it, covering her boob. She quickly glanced at him, but he was staring into her eyes. With his other hand, he lifted the cup to her mouth. 
 
    “Small sips at first.” 
 
    “Right. I don’t want to puke. I’ve been rationing what I had for…” She took a sip of water and swallowed. It was a little cold. She took another sip but then eased back. “I lost track of days.” 
 
    “It was intelligent of you to avoid eating food that could have been contaminated.” He stopped rumbling. 
 
    She missed the sound but didn’t complain. “The start of everything going wrong was triggered during a meal. The first person who killed someone was our cook, and his victim was eating. I started linking death with food and didn’t want to eat anything that New Worlds had supplied us with. We all had access to the company kitchen and food storage rooms.” 
 
    “Take more sips.” 
 
    She complied. “I can’t think of anyone on the pods who would have done this. I mean, they were a suicidal idiot if they did.” She took another sip. “Unless they were killed by one of us crazies.” 
 
    “Don’t think about it.” 
 
    “I can’t stop. Doctor Jeth and Doctor Hazel tested everyone. We all had that drug in us. Myself, Nancy, and Doctor Hazel had the lowest dosages.” 
 
    “Did the three of you work or spend time in areas without vents?” 
 
    She frowned at him. “Um, no. The vents are all over the pods. I had two in my sleeping room and one in my private bathroom. They’re everywhere. One was also near my workstation. I used to complain about how cold I’d get when it blew on me. I would…” 
 
    She paused, her mind racing.  
 
    “Vera?” 
 
    “I would put on extra layers. You know, wear two long-sleeve shirts instead of just one. I always pack some because I’ve been frozen out before.” 
 
    “Frozen out?” 
 
    She gave a sharp nod. “Sorry. Um, they keep the temperature too cold. Security always oversees that. I was on this ship a few years ago and I swear, it was like living inside a refrigerator. They kept the temperatures that cold. We almost had a mutiny. Not really, but a lot of us were pretty mad that they wouldn’t bring up the heat a little so we’d be more comfortable.” She paused. “I also traded Gene for two extra blankets to keep me warm while I slept. I burrowed under them at night like they were a tent. Maybe that’s why I was less exposed?” 
 
    “Gene?” 
 
    “Gene Tiddle. He was our go-to guy in the pods to get extra supplies. He was the site manager. I gave him my desserts for two weeks. The cook is under orders to limit us to only one after dinner, or we’d go through our supply too fast. Like rationing. Gene had a sweet tooth.” 
 
    “What about the other two females? Were they also cold and wearing layers? Did they trade for more blankets? It would mean more of their skin was covered.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that, but Doctor Hazel and Nancy went outside often with whatever security officer was assigned to drive them.” 
 
    “Why did they go outside?” 
 
    “Doctor Hazel is…was…not only a people doctor, but a veterinarian. An animal doctor. It was her job to take samples from the wildlife. You know, to figure out if they had any diseases that we were susceptible to or had venomous bites that might kill us. Phase two teams need to know that, since they’re sent out there to collect stuff to sell. Security officers double as hunters. We have these net things that they can shoot to trap an animal. It doesn’t kill them but it tightens around their bodies until they can’t move. Doctor Hazel would take blood and tissue samples. Nancy was her assistant. I also think she just wanted to leave the pods because she was bored. Then the two of them would run all the tests.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    Then Vera remembered something important. “I cut my hand two weeks after we moved into the pods and had to go to the Med Bay. Doctor Hazel and Nancy wore gloves and thin contagion suits while running those tests. There’s also a part of Med Bay that seals off with clear glass. When I came in, they put away their samples and it was like a decontamination chamber. They were sprayed down before removing their suits and opening the doors to come take a look at my injury. They would have been protected in those suits inside that room, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” Roth seemed lost in thought before he looked at her again. “You weren’t wearing much when I found you.” 
 
    “Doctor Hazel put me in charge of the security pod. I got access to the controls and warmed up the pods to a comfortable temperature. I figured we were seeing and hearing shit. We might as well not be cold on top of that.” 
 
    Roth slid off the bed. “I need to share this new information with Clark.” 
 
    She panicked. “Don’t leave me!”  
 
    She also slid off the bed to make a grab for him. The blanket and sheet both fell, leaving her naked, but she didn’t care. She lunged, her feet tangling in the sheet, and she stumbled into Roth’s big body.  
 
    He caught her before she could fall, wrapping his arms around her waist and pulling her tight against his front. Her head only came up to his chest but didn’t reach the underside of his chin. He was a really big alien. 
 
    “I wasn’t leaving you, Vera. There is a communications device built into the wall near the bathroom door.” He adjusted his hold on her, gently stroking her upper back. “Let me put you back in bed. You are still unwell.” 
 
    The door burst open and Dr. Mead rushed back inside, with another man behind him. “What in the hell is going on? We lost her vitals.” 
 
    Roth tightened his hold and twisted, lifting her right off her feet when he did. She couldn’t see either men anymore. Roth blocked them from her view. “She got out of bed. She is fine. Leave us.” 
 
    “Put her down,” Dr. Mead ordered. 
 
    “I will when you leave. She is bare-skinned. You are human males. Your kind sexualizes nudity. Veslors do not.” 
 
    “I have to pee.” Vera hadn’t realized that until Roth had lifted her, squeezing her middle enough that her bladder started to protest. 
 
    Roth growled low and walked toward the bathroom, holding her inches off the floor. “I will take you. It is just a few more steps away.” 
 
    “Ralph, go get Paula,” Dr. Mead snapped. “A woman should assist Miss Wade. Not you. This is highly―” 
 
    “Inappropriate,” Vera snapped back. “You mentioned that before. We’re in a hospital. Have a coworker remove the stick from your ass.” 
 
    Roth took Vera inside a bathroom and gently placed her on her feet. When she looked up, he stared down at her face. “Do you need me to help you do this? I will.” 
 
    She turned her head. The toilet was close. “I’ve got it. Just don’t let them come in here.” 
 
    He kept his gaze locked with hers as he carefully released her. “I will remain within sight.” He made sure she could stand on her own and then turned his back, stepped to the open door, and blocked it with his big body. 
 
    She made it to the toilet and as soon as she sat, her bladder let loose. Heat warmed her cheeks, since Roth would hear her peeing, but she didn’t want to lose sight of him. She wasn’t seeing imaginary things anymore, at least she hadn’t since she’d woken, but she was still afraid that particular symptom would return.  
 
    I’m just moody and bitchy, she silently admitted.  
 
    She hit the toilet function to clean her privates when she was done and then tried to stand. She made it to her feet but her legs felt rubbery. “Roth…” 
 
    He instantly spun and hurried toward her as she swayed. He scooped her into his arms, his gaze locking with hers. “I have you, Vera.” 
 
    He was a really strong alien man. Later, she figured she’d be extremely embarrassed about how she’d treated him like a breathing security blanket, and he’d seen her nude, listened to her pee, and witnessed her ranting like a lunatic. That time wasn’t now, though. She only felt grateful as he carried her back to the bed, sat her on it, and then bent, retrieving the sheet and blanket. He covered her.  
 
    A woman entered the room. That was when Vera noticed that the doctor and the other man were no longer there. “I’m nurse Paula. Let me get you a gown, Miss Wade. Perhaps you’d like to be bathed, as well. I can help you with both.” 
 
    Vera hesitated. She did feel better. At least mentally. Her body was weak and achy. It was tempting. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d showered. It hadn’t been safe to expose herself to the water in the pods. 
 
    “I won’t leave you, Vera,” Roth promised, in that gruff voice of his that she was starting to love the sound of. 
 
    “Okay, but only if Roth remains within my sight.” 
 
    The nurse’s eyebrows arched but she recovered fast. “Whatever makes you feel more comfortable, Miss Wade.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Roth stood in the doorway of the bathroom with his back to the shower. Vera was inside it, a female nurse helping her get clean. He could hear their softly murmured conversation over the water. Paula asked Vera medical questions.  
 
    He ended his communications with Clark after sharing what Vera had revealed to him. He called Drak next. 
 
    His male answered immediately. “They refused to give us access to you in Med Bay. Situation?” 
 
    “The female’s health is improving.” 
 
    “That is a blessing. Are you returning home now?” 
 
    “Not yet. Vera still needs me. I just spoke with Clark. He’ll be sending a new update to our grouping and the tactical teams tasked with the investigation on the planet’s surface.” Then he shared what Vera had told him. “Once she made the pods warmer, she removed her clothing layers.” 
 
    “Which exposed her to higher dosages of the drug,” Maith chimed in.  
 
    Roth felt relief at hearing the other male’s voice. He was their medic. “That was my thought as well. Are you all present and listening to this call?” 
 
    “Yes,” Gnaw let him know.  
 
    “What is the female’s exact condition? The humans refuse to share that, citing her privacy rights.” Maith sounded angry. “Jessa couldn’t gain access to her records either. I asked her to try.” 
 
    That amused Roth. Maith and Jessa did not get along. The female doctor was the alien research specialist assigned to Defcon Red. Jessa Brick had harassed them for months, attempting to get their males into her lab to study and interrogate them to learn more about Veslors. They’d refused.  
 
    Later, Jessa had become close friends with Gnaw’s human mate. Maith and the female doctor had argued when Darla was pregnant with Gnaw’s twin cubs, battling over who would assist in the births. Afterward, they just avoided speaking.  
 
    “Did it hurt to break your silence treaty to ask that favor of Jessa?” 
 
    Maith snarled a curse at Roth. 
 
    Roth decided he’d teased the male enough. “Vera’s eyes are normal now, she’s more grounded to reality, but her emotions are erratic. She sheds tears and laughs too easily.” Roth hoped his medic would assure him those were all good signs that the female would be fine. 
 
     “I kept a copy of all the notes the human doctors on the surface made and have carefully gone over them. Watch Vera for depression and rage. She could experience those symptoms until the drug is completely gone from her body. Both can be dangerous. She could attempt to harm herself, or you,” Maith warned. 
 
    Roth resisted snorting. Vera was a small female. “She can’t harm me. I will make certain she doesn’t attack other humans. She’s weak but has a strong will. A few of the doctors have made her angry. She displayed a sharp tongue with insults.” 
 
    One of his males chuckled. 
 
    “Is she being insulting to you?” That was Drak. 
 
    “No. She feels safe with me.” Roth felt a little proud of that but he wouldn’t admit it to his grouping. Nor would he admit that he found the little human beautiful. They would tease him mercilessly. Perhaps worse, they might lose respect for him if he shared that he felt attracted to Vera. She needed his strength, not his lust. 
 
    “Did Clark give you the latest update over what we’ve discovered about the drug containers? An engineering team studied them.” 
 
    That news had Roth tensing. “No. Tell me, Drak.” 
 
    “They all had timers on them, and each were programmed to begin releasing the drug on a certain date. It was fifty-six days after the facility went fully operational. There was enough of the drug inside each canister to expose the humans for approximately twenty days. Each time the canisters were activated, they released a measured dosage into a mist form to make them last the appropriate length of time.” 
 
    Roth leaned against the doorframe. “Why? If someone wanted them dead, wouldn’t they have released this drug in lethal dosages?” 
 
    Maith answered. “There are a lot of drugs that kill faster and more effectively if whoever did this only wanted everyone in that facility dead. It seems more like something done to test a drug to see how humans react to it over time. I have been consulting with Jessa.” Maith hesitated. “No, we are not on good terms, but we are both professionals. She explained how drug trials work. The drug is made, tested on animals and humans, and if it is deemed safe, the maker will sell it and make a large profit. If it isn’t safe, if it causes harm, it fails and isn’t allowed to be sold. It does, however, get added to their medical database for identification purposes if that failed drug is ever used. Some drug-producing companies aren’t aware of that, according to her.” 
 
    Roth felt frustration building. “What does all that mean?” 
 
    “There is a strong possibility Brilon, the company that created the drug, wasn’t aware that their drug could be identified and traced back to them. We suspect that Brilon wished to illegally sell it as a weapon. It makes sense that they might have used those humans inside the facility to show the results to potential buyers. Jessa claimed they were an ideal test study for something like that, since they were confined inside a small space with no way to leave the planet.” 
 
    Roth closed his eyes, infuriated by the things Maith had said. “They exposed Vera and the others to prove that their drug would do harm to humans?” 
 
    “I’ve learned from Jessa that there is a large black market with certain bad humans seeking to buy drugs that could cause instability in the minds of their victims, and will eventually kill them if they aren’t given a cure or relief from the exposure. Bad humans could take hostages, expose them to the drug, and live-stream the results to ransom their victims to gain profit. Jessa feels this drug would be something criminals would buy for that purpose. The drug made the humans unstable, commit murder in some cases, and take their own lives.” Maith growled. “It is sickening that anyone would wish to do that.”  
 
    A snarl burst from Roth, and he wanted to hit something. He opened his eyes. Someone had made Vera suffer to make illegal profit. “Did anyone demand money from the company Vera works for?” 
 
    “New Worlds is denying any knowledge of what was happening to their people until they were notified by the fleet that we were on scene. According to them, they hadn’t even received a distress signal. They admitted that the facility, which they called a pods habitat, missed a weekly uplink with them for updates, but they assumed there was a communications system glitch that would be repaired onsite. They had planned to send a ship to check on their employees if a second uplink meeting was missed. That would have been tomorrow. Then it would have taken them approximately three weeks to reach the planet if they’d sent someone from Earth.” 
 
    That didn’t alleviate Roth’s anger. It made it worse. Vera wouldn’t have survived that time on the surface if Defcon Red hadn’t picked up the distress signal and responded to it. “Is Earth seeking the ones responsible for this drug to prevent them from selling more of it?” 
 
     “Yes, but the office building was abandoned. None of the three owners of Brilon were at their homes. Earth authorities have put out alerts seeking those who would have access to the formula and the ability to create more.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that, Drak.” Roth hoped the humans were found quickly. “Keep me updated on that situation.” 
 
    “We would, but Med Bay has banned us from entry.” Drak sounded angry. “They’ve even refused to give you our messages.” 
 
    “Send me my personal communications device. Give it to Clark or Abby. One of them will be allowed into Vera’s room.” 
 
    “We will. Do not leave Med Bay. We fear they won’t allow you back in to see the female if you do,” Maith whispered. “You are our only source for updates on that female’s condition.” 
 
    “I won’t leave Vera. I need to go.” Roth ended the communications.  
 
    The water cut off behind him minutes later, and he waited as the nurse helped Vera dry off and put on one of their medical gowns. He turned around when he heard both females approach his back.  
 
    Vera appeared weaker, every step she took an effort. He halted her and lifted her into his arms. Then he strode back into the room to gently deposit her on the bed.  
 
    The nurse turned on something at the top of it, then met his gaze. “I will go get her something to eat now.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He covered Vera with a blanket and took her hand. “You are clean.” 
 
    She wrinkled her little nose. “Did I stink before?” 
 
    “No. I train with your human males. I am familiar with bad body odor from them, once they begin to sweat. You were not offensive to my nose.” 
 
    She struggled to sit up. Roth helped her and adjusted the back of the bed to rise, pushing a pillow in the gap space behind her head to make her more comfortable.  
 
    “Did you tell me you were a fighter?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is that like your word for soldier? Are you a part of your world’s military? Or are you on a fleet ship to entertain the troops by demonstrating your fighting skills to audiences?” 
 
    “I understand what you are asking, and I will try to explain Veslors and our society to you. All Veslors are good protectors of themselves and others. We are a race that naturally is able to fight and defend.” 
 
    She glanced down his body. “You are much bigger than humans.” 
 
    “It is more than our size. We transform into battle form.” He lifted his hand. “My shape is different when I need to fight an enemy. I grow claws and my skin toughens. Your kind call us shapeshifters.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. 
 
    “Do not be alarmed. I am explaining this to you so you understand. All Veslors can transform and fight if the need arises but most prefer a peaceful existence. Those Veslors take jobs that don’t expose them to our enemies. I was raised on one of the growing planets in the Veslor solar system. Our birth grouping was happy with that way of life. They never wanted to leave our home world or do anything besides farming. I was different. So were the males that I formed a grouping with at a young age. We dreamed of leaving our planet and seeking adventure. Battle invigorated us, and we are good at it. We became fighters. It means we hire out our grouping to anyone who needs us to defend them.” 
 
    She studied him, a small wrinkle on her forehead. 
 
    “Mercenaries.” He spat the word. “Humans seem to know that term.” 
 
    Vera’s eyes widened again. 
 
    “We are not bad the way the human mercenaries are. They do not care what the job is, if they are being paid. They break laws by harming innocents and have no honor. Veslors only work for aliens who need to be defended against violent ones. Your fleet brought us in to battle with creatures on a planet that ate humans when we first moved onto Defcon Red. We also train your males how to fight more effectively. We are sent on missions to help protect your people. Have you heard of the Elth?” 
 
    She nodded. “Of course. They attacked the Blaze. That ship is owned by a competing company of the one I work for. It was on the news feeds and every space-travel ship was warned to hire armored transports if they didn’t have good defense systems onboard.” 
 
    “The Elth have attacked other aliens to steal their people and enslave them. My grouping has been hired often in the past to stop those attacks from happening. We’ve been paid to protect aliens from hostile wildlife on their planets as well. It is how we make a living…but it is to defend others. Not cause harm. Do you understand?” 
 
    Her features softened, and she reached out her hand. “I do.” 
 
    He took her small hand and held it. “Good.” 
 
    The door opened all the way and the nurse returned with a tray. Roth released Vera and stepped aside. Once they were alone again, Vera’s nose wrinkled. “Great. Nutri paste that they watered down a bit and put in a bowl.” 
 
    He moved closer, feeling disgust as he stared at the white runny mush inside the bowl. It did not look appealing. He sniffed, not picking up any scent coming from it. 
 
    Vera adjusted the tray on her lap and picked up a spoon. “I hate this stuff. It doesn’t really have a taste but I know it’s good for me. I’ve probably lost fifteen pounds since things turned sideways. These are high in calories.” She began to lift the spoon to her mouth. “Have you had something to eat?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She froze, staring at him. “They haven’t fed you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “How often do you normally eat?” 
 
    “Four times a day, but we can go days without food if we must.” 
 
    “That’s total crap!” Vera reached for the side of the bed and pushed the red button.  
 
    Seconds later, the nurse rushed in. “Are you having trouble swallowing?” 
 
    “No one has fed Roth since I was brought here. Like, at all. Look at him! He needs lots of food, and not the stuff you’re giving me. Please get him a tray. Heck, a few trays.” 
 
    The nurse met Roth’s gaze. “They haven’t been bringing you meals?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry! Someone should have thought to do that. I’ll contact the main kitchen and have them begin food services for you immediately, Mr. Roth. You have our apologies. Do you have any dietary restrictions? Allergies? We have no chart on you since you’re not a patient.” 
 
    “I eat cooked meat.” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll be back in about ten minutes.” The nurse rushed out. 
 
    Roth turned to Vera. “Thank you.” 
 
    She smiled. “You’ve done so much for me. Besides, don’t think it’s completely selfless. I’m probably going to steal a few bites off your plate.” She shoved the spoon into her mouth and wrinkled her nose. She pulled it free. “It’s like eating unflavored toothpaste that was put in a blender with some water.” 
 
    He approached the bed and took a seat at the end. “Your emotions seem to be stable at the moment.” 
 
    “No. I’m just controlling it better. I totally wanted to storm out there to raise hell over them not bringing you food. I just don’t have the energy to get out of this bed again. Standing in the shower was exhausting.” She frowned. “Have you showered since we came here?” 
 
    “No. I promised to hold you. I didn’t let you go.” 
 
    She sighed. “I’m so sorry, Roth. I’m okay right now. Go shower. That woman said she’d be back soon.” 
 
    He wasn’t certain if he should leave her alone. Maith had warned him that she could attack someone. Vera had just admitted to wanting to raise hell. It was a human term he knew from their tactical teams. “I will wait until all the drug has left your system.” 
 
    Vera stopped eating. “Have you…”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Peed? I assume you do that?” 
 
    “I can hold it, especially since I’m not eating or drinking fluids.” 
 
    Her eyes widened yet again—and then tears filled them. 
 
    “Vera.” He inched closer and put his hand over her blanket-covered knee, gently holding it. “Do not cry. It is fine.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. I feel so guilty! You’ve been with me this entire time and you’re suffering for it. I didn’t once think about what you might need. I just wanted you to hold me because I felt safe. I’m so sorry!” 
 
    “I am not suffering. I’m an adult male in control of my body.” 
 
    “Please go pee and take a shower. I won’t get out of this bed. I know you’ll be right there, and I’m better.” She sniffed, big tears still rolling down her cheeks. “I won’t forgive myself if you don’t.” 
 
    She seemed highly emotional to Roth. “I will shower. Please calm. I swear I did not suffer. It would have been more difficult if I were moving around, but I wasn’t. I slept while you did. I can’t remember the last time I was this well rested.” 
 
    “You’re just saying that to make me feel better.” 
 
    “It is true that I am well rested.” 
 
    She sniffed again and wiped her tears. “Go shower right now. Please? It will make me feel a thousand times better. You’ve done so much for me, Roth. I’ve been super selfish.” 
 
    “Do not feel that way.”  
 
    “I can’t help it.” 
 
    “I will tend to my needs.” He released her and stood, heading toward the bathroom. He entered but hesitated, peering back at Vera. She had lifted the blanket, using part of it to wipe at her face. Sniffles came from her. He didn’t want to let her out of his sight with her still unstable, but she’d just cry more if he refused, feeling guilty.  
 
    He left the door open, walked to the toilet, and pulled the borrowed human clothing down. It had an elastic waist. He quickly emptied his bladder and then walked to the door. Vera remained on the bed. She was eating the contents of the bowl again and staring at the tray.  
 
    He spun, stripped bare, and turned on the shower. He entered the small space, glancing over his shoulder. He could view Vera from where he stood. He turned his head and pushed his face under the spray, soaking his hair.  
 
    He’d clean fast as he could, then return to her. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Vera felt like a horrible person. She’d been so hung up on what she was going through that she hadn’t thought about poor Roth. He hadn’t eaten or gone to the bathroom since he’d rescued her.  
 
    She finished the bowl of slush they had served her and twisted on the bed to put the tray on the bedside table. 
 
    She froze as she stared through the open bathroom doorway, her eyes widening.  
 
    She was staring at the backside of a very naked Roth. Water sluiced down his broad back, to his narrower waist, to a beefy ass and a set of dense thighs. He had one impressive body—and tons of muscles.  
 
    He pulled his head out of the water and reached for shampoo, dumped some in his big hand, and rubbed the top of his head. He even cleaned his pointed ears with the foamy substance.  
 
    He wasn’t human, but his body shape was humanoid. Only bigger and thickly built. His dark skin appeared to be just that, from the distance between them. Up close, she remembered the short, velvety fur that covered it. She wondered if he sheared it that close to his skin or if it was natural. For all she knew, it could grow inches long and completely cover his body. 
 
    “Like a bigfoot,” she blurted.  
 
    Fear swamped her. Was Roth the bigfoot from the pods? He could have cut off all that shaggy hair and put on a spacesuit.  
 
    If so, she needed to get away from him! 
 
    She grabbed hold of the edge of the bed and wiggled to the side, ready to climb off.  
 
    Then she stopped, panting. 
 
    “No.” She closed her eyes, remembering the horrifying creature her mind had come up with. Her bigfoot had been tall like Roth, but its fur was medium-brown in color. Not like Roth’s dark peach fuzz. Bigfoot also didn’t have pointed ears. She would have seen those. They were very noticeable on Roth.  
 
    Maybe the fur hid them, part of her mind whispered. 
 
    She reached up and cupped her face. “No. Stop. This is bullshit. Roth is not bigfoot. I’m getting better. Not worse. I’m being paranoid.” She lowered her hands a few inches and opened her eyes to stare at him in the shower.  
 
    Roth twisted his upper body as he used his hand to scrub at his back with a soapy sponge. She caught a glimpse of his muscled chest. The one that she’d pressed her face against countless times to find comfort. That was her alien who’d rescued her; he’d held her and kept her safe. Roth would never try to terrorize her. She was being suspicious and freaking out over her wild imagination.  
 
    “Still drugged. Remember that. Run it through your head and be reasonable. Roth is a Veslor. Not a bigfoot,” she softly said aloud. “He is my hero, and he would never screw with me while I was super crazy.” Some of her fear eased. “There is zero motive.” 
 
    Roth shut off the water and she covered her face again. He’d have to expose the front of his body entirely when he got out. It would be rude to look at his dick. She wasn’t even sure if he had one. He was an alien. Maybe he had tentacles or something equally weird.  
 
    What if Veslor women were super masculine aliens without breasts? Was Roth a girl? 
 
    Roth had carried her around and held her. They’d slept cuddled together. She’d always been attracted to men. But Roth was hot-looking either way, even if he turned out to be a she.  
 
    She started to giggle. It was just funny. 
 
    “Vera? I’ll be right there. Why are your legs dangling off the bed?” 
 
    “I was going to run away from you. You’re not a bigfoot though. I just had a moment but I’m over it now,” she admitted. 
 
    “Is your vision giving you issues? Why are you covering your face?” 
 
    “No. I just didn’t want to see if you have a slit or a dick. It’s rude to look.” 
 
    She startled when his big hands cupped her shoulders, not having heard him come toward her. She spread her fingers and peeked at him. His chest was bare but he wore the medical pants. She lowered her hands away from her face and stared at his nipples. They were two dark, flat disks.  
 
    “You’re a man, right?” 
 
    Roth’s hold on her tightened, and she lifted her chin, staring into his eyes. He looked worried.  
 
    “Yes. I am a male. I will get a medic for you.” He leaned in, putting their faces closer together. “Your eye centers aren’t doing bad things. They appear normal.” 
 
    “I can see fine.” She raised her hands and curled her fingers around his lower arms. They were so wide that she couldn’t touch her fingers with her thumb. His skin was a little damp but warm. “Sorry. I’m having some random brain glitches.” She rubbed the velvety texture of his skin. “Does this grow longer?” 
 
    “I don’t understand your question.” 
 
    She released his arms and put her hands on his chest, rubbing the fine fur there. “This. Does it grow longer? Do you have to shave it down?” 
 
    His golden eyes narrowed as he watched her. “No. This is my skin. I’ve noticed humans have body hair, too. Males more than females. Some of the members of the tactical team have coarse hair patches on their chests and bellies.” 
 
    “I like your peach-fuzz fur. I just needed you to tell me that it doesn’t grow all shaggy.” She stared into his eyes.  
 
    “It doesn’t grow longer. Vera, you are not making much sense. I will get a medic.” 
 
    She slid her hands up and down his chest lightly. “Please don’t. I’m okay. I promise. I just had a moment since you weren’t here with me. My mind wandered to a weird place. I’m better now.” 
 
    He seemed to study her.  
 
    “I mean it. I had too much time on my hands while you showered, and I kind of…well, it doesn’t matter. I feel better when you’re with me. You have to be the nicest man ever born to put up with my crazy.” 
 
    “You were drugged against your will. None of this is your fault.” 
 
    “I know, but you must think I’m the biggest pain in the ass.” 
 
    “You are not an annoyance, Vera. I am grateful that you are doing better and that you trust me. Most humans fear Veslors.” 
 
    “Most humans aren’t too smart, from my experience.” 
 
    He smiled. “There are a lot of good ones.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right. I just haven’t known too many. I tend to be a jerk magnet, especially with men.” 
 
    He stepped closer. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Which part didn’t you understand? Jerks are people who will treat you badly and try to use you. Magnet? Well…jerks are drawn to me for some reason. It’s why I no longer date and just avoid relationships. For instance, I make great money working for New Worlds, and my last boyfriend figured out a way to steal from me when I let him stay at my place, while I was away on a job. He bought things and charged them to my account. I was gone for five months, so it was a good thing I had a limit cap on my monthly spending, or he’d have sucked my account dry. He also moved another woman in with him. So not only was he a thief, but a cheater.  
 
    “The one before that used me for my connections. He kept saying how great it would be if we could work together, rather than being separated when I was on a job. He even asked me to marry him. I got him hired on at New Worlds, then he dumped me as soon as he signed a contract with the company.” 
 
    “The male lied about making you his mate to gain a job?” Roth appeared surprised. 
 
    “New Worlds pays really well, but it’s tough to get hired by them if you don’t have the specialized skills they need. I’m not only a drone operator, I can also repair and reprogram them for just about any task. That means I can do the jobs of three people, and my skills are in high demand for survey companies. My ex didn’t have that going for him. I begged a few favors from friends at New Worlds and got him into security. Basically, he just had to be physically fit.” 
 
    “I am sorry those males were bad to you.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I learned my lesson and stopped dating. Like I said…I’m a jerk magnet.” 
 
    “Was it one of those males who you were yelling at when you were seeing things? You said something about him not getting money if you died.” 
 
    “No. That was my biological father. Unfortunately, I was seeing and hearing him a lot while drugged. He always finds women to support him because he’s too lazy to work. My mom was one of them, though she got pregnant because her birth control implant malfunctioned. Raising a baby can be dangerous on Mars, and she didn’t have the money to burn anymore after she moved our family to Earth, right after I was born. It’s more expensive there, but much safer.  
 
    “My father left us within a matter of weeks. He had nothing to do with me for years, until he somehow found out about my mom’s death four years ago. Then he wanted money from her estate, claiming they were legally married—which was a lie; they were never married. And she was broke by the time she’d died. She’d been injured and couldn’t work for the last year of her life. Her medical bills ate through her savings. When my father investigated her finances, he discovered that I’d been supporting her. The jerk actually tracked me down to demand that I do the same for him…that I pay his bills. It was the first time I’d ever seen or spoken to him. I told him to fuck off. I don’t owe him anything.” 
 
    Roth growled low, anger in his golden eyes. “He has no honor.” 
 
    “He doesn’t even know the meaning of the word. I think I imagined him while I was drugged because I thought I was going to die. He’s the sort who would try to profit off that by claiming to be my devoted father.” She rolled her eyes. “I made sure that wouldn’t happen. My death benefit payout will go to a charity for single mothers struggling to raise their children alone. I chose them to honor my mother. She raised me without any help from him.” 
 
    “He sounds like a bad male.” 
 
    “Yeah. He is. I’ve had to move twice because of him.” 
 
    Roth leaned in closer. “Has this male hurt you?” 
 
    “No. He’s just annoying. Sometimes he shows up to raise hell and demand money. He’s not as handsome or charming as he used to be. Women don’t take his crap anymore, and they’re smart enough not to give him access to their funds. Mostly he gets tossed out by them. He’s shown up on my doorstep demanding a place to live. Rather than keep fighting with him, I moved.” 
 
    Roth seemed to study her. 
 
    “He’d never dare hit me. I’d have him arrested if he did. Out of all his flaws—and there are many—beating on women isn’t one of them. My mom would have warned me if he’d been abusive. We were very close.” 
 
    “I’m sorry that you lost her.” 
 
    “Me too. She was a great mom. What about your parents?” 
 
    He backed away. “We weren’t close once I reached adulthood. They didn’t approve of my choice to leave our home planet to fight for others.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. My mom hated me leaving Earth on survey jobs, but she was proud of what I did. I miss her. Do you ever see your parents?” 
 
    Roth shook his head. “A visit would be unpleasant if we returned to the grouping of our births. Most feel resentment that we left. We were four strong males who would have made their lives easier by sharing the workload.” 
 
    “Would you have been unhappy if you’d stayed?” 
 
    “Very much so. I am not a farmer.” 
 
    “They should have understood that. I don’t have any children, but I know that if I ever do, I don’t want to stand in the way of them growing up to do what they love. I’d support their decisions.” 
 
    “I will do the same if I ever have cubs.” 
 
    She smiled. “Cubs?” 
 
    “It’s what we call our young. Our children are born in our battle forms, but within a year, they learn how to shift.” 
 
    “Do your women give birth to more than one cub at a time?” 
 
    “Sometimes there can be two or three, but one is most common.” 
 
    She studied his body. “I bet they’re big babies.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Our cubs are smaller at birth than human babies. That was a relief to hear for Gnaw’s mate, Darla, while she was pregnant.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Gnaw is one of the males in my grouping. He and Darla recently had two cubs. Darla is human.” 
 
    That information clicked in Vera’s head. Someone like her had mated—and had two babies—with a Veslor. She gently rubbed her hands on his chest again, thinking of the possibilities. He could become the father of her children. 
 
    He was physically attractive. He was certainly one of the best men she’d ever met. He was nothing like any of her jerk exes. She wanted a future with him. It didn’t matter that he was an alien. He could be the one man to make her happy and who would stick by her no matter what the future held. She needed to keep him. 
 
    “Vera?” 
 
    She met his gaze. His golden eyes were also captivating. She could stare into them forever. The sight of him while taking a shower flashed through her head. Now she regretted not peeking when he’d been naked. Whatever kind of sexual equipment he had, it would obviously be compatible with her, if Gnaw had not only convinced a human to become his mate, but they’d had babies together. 
 
    She instinctually knew Roth would make an amazing father. He’d been so great with her while she’d been heavily drugged and confused. She’d been a stranger to him, and he’d still stuck with her, held her…hadn’t abandoned her.  
 
    I want to keep him. I’m never going to find anyone better than Roth. 
 
    She lifted her hand off his chest and reached up, scooting her butt toward the edge of the bed. “I need you closer.” 
 
    As she suspected he would, Roth immediately did as she asked. She slid her hand behind his neck, gently steering him until he stepped between her thighs, which she parted wide to make room for him.  
 
    “Closer,” she urged, lowering her voice. 
 
    He leaned in a little, and it brought his face very near her own. She slid her other hand up his chest to his broad shoulder, getting a better grip on him.  
 
    Then she went for his mouth.  
 
    Roth’s lips were softer than they appeared to be when she brushed his mouth with her own. He gasped, parting his lips. She took advantage by deepening the kiss. Her tongue met his, and he stilled, but that didn’t deter her. Maybe he’d never been French kissed before. She was willing to teach him.  
 
    Vera started to explore his mouth. He had fangs but they didn’t feel sharp. 
 
    He suddenly pulled back, and she opened her eyes, gazing up at him. 
 
    “Vera.” His voice came out gruff and soft. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Kissing you.” She tugged on him. “Give me your mouth again.” 
 
    A low groan came from him. “No, Vera. You are drugged and will regret this later.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    “You will. Release me.” He tried to twist his head to get her to let go of the back of his neck. 
 
    She ducked her chin, her face closer to his chest, which gave her an idea. She licked her lips and went for one of his nipples.  
 
    Her tongue licked at the flat disk, and it beaded. She wrapped her mouth around his nipple and sucked, gently using her teeth to nip him. 
 
    A deep growl came from Roth, and his hands suddenly gripped her hips and ass. He gave her a squeeze, but it didn’t hurt; instead it encouraged her. She sucked on him a little harder, lightly raking that beaded tip of his nipple with her lower teeth. He tasted good, and she loved how he smelled. Fresh soap, clean, and all masculine. She even liked how the velvety texture of his chest felt against her chin as her mouth worked him. 
 
    “Vera,” he groaned. “Stop.” 
 
    She hooked her heels around the backs of his legs to keep him from moving away when he tried. She released his shoulder and quickly slid her hand between them, to the front of his pants. The scrubs had an elastic waist, and it was easy for her to slip her fingers between his hot skin and the material. She wanted to find out exactly what he was like at the groin— 
 
    Roth released her hips and grabbed both of her wrists. His hands were as strong as steel bands as he forced her arms away from him, and he pressed his chest against her face until she lost her balance, falling back on the bed, forcing her to release his nipple.  
 
    She opened her eyes to find him leaning over her.  
 
    “No, Vera. No!” 
 
    He looked and sounded angry. “You don’t want me?” She hated that her eyes started to tear up, but she couldn’t help it. 
 
    Roth suddenly leaned closer, his body wedged tightly between her thighs, pushing them farther apart to make room for his hips. She felt something hard press against her sex.  
 
    His golden eyes narrowed. “You are still drugged, Vera. You are not thinking rationally. You would regret this.” 
 
    “No, I won’t. I want you. You’re mine. I’m keeping you.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and turned his head, taking deep breathes. Then he lifted his upper body a few inches away from her. Her gaze ran down his chest, lower to his stomach, and she saw a thick bulge tenting the front of the scrubs he wore. His hold on her wrists eased enough that she was able to jerk them free.  
 
    She immediately reached for his shoulders to pull him closer.  
 
    Roth’s eyes snapped open the second she touched him. He grabbed her wrists again and pinned them on the bed. “No, Vera.” Then he jerked his hips away from her before releasing her hands. He slowly backed away from the bed. 
 
    She sat up, staring at the front of his pants. There was no missing the outline of that bulge. He had a human-looking cock. A big one, from the shape and size of it.  
 
    He spun and quickly fled toward the bathroom. “Stay in bed,” he ordered. “Give me a minute to recover.” 
 
    She felt tears spill over her eyelashes and down her cheeks. Roth didn’t close the bathroom door, but he stepped out of her sight. She looked down her body. The hospital gown had ridden up, exposing her lower half. She felt embarrassed—and worse, like a huge idiot. 
 
    Roth had been super kind to her, and she’d just thrown herself at him. He was a muscled alien fighter. She was a scrawny drone operator. Plus, she’d acted insane on the drugs and he’d seen her at her worst.  
 
    And she’d repaid him for all he’d done by hitting on him. 
 
    Vera tugged the gown down to cover her lap and squeezed her thighs together, before hugging her chest to hide the fact that her nipples were poking at the thin material covering them. Water came on in the bathroom, probably the sink. She wondered if he regretted ever meeting her. 
 
    The water turned off in the other room. She tucked her chin to her chest and refused to look at Roth, despite hearing him come closer.  
 
    “Are you better, Vera?” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    He moved behind her and gently patted her back. “None of this is your fault. The drugs are still in your system. Try to get some rest. I’m right here.” 
 
    The door to her room creaked open. “I brought you food, Mr. Roth.” 
 
    He stopped patting her back and Vera lay on her side, scrambling to cover her body with a blanket. She dared to glance over just as Roth took a large tray from the nurse, before she departed. He walked over to a counter along the far wall to put it down. 
 
    “Would you like some of this food, Vera?” His tone sounded somber. “They sent me three plates.” 
 
    “No. I’m going to rest. You’re right. I should get some sleep.” 
 
    “I’ll be here with you. I won’t leave.” 
 
    That just made her feel worse. Even after she’d thrown herself at him, Roth was staying. Taking care of her. She’d be very uncomfortable if some guy she wasn’t attracted to had physically hit on her, the way she’d just done to him. Roth was clearly too nice to abandon her. She wiped at her tears, feeling miserable. 
 
    Roth ate. She could hear him since the room was so quiet. When he was finished, he came back over and gently rubbed her back again.  
 
    “Vera, you are in distress. Please don’t be.” 
 
    She wanted to open her eyes and look at him, but she couldn’t. It would made her sob if she saw pity on his features. “I’m sorry for what I did. You’ve been so great to me.” 
 
    “You’re still suffering instability from the drug. None of that is your fault. I should have put a shirt back on after my shower. I’m aware that nudity to humans seems to translate into sex. My bared chest confused you. There is nothing to be distressed about. I am your friend.” 
 
    Ouch. She managed not to flinch away from his big hand rubbing her back. She didn’t want to be his friend. Roth was a keeper. Why couldn’t he be one of the aliens who mistakes a smile for a marriage proposal? She really had heard about that happening on some space station. That story had stuck with her. It’s why she always avoided even glancing at aliens when she happened to visit a station. Not that she’d been on many stations.  
 
    Roth wasn’t one of those aliens looking for a wife, though. Even if he was, she wouldn’t be his type. 
 
    The door creaked again. “It’s time for another blood draw. Miss Wade, I need you to lie flat on your back so the bed can do that.” 
 
    Roth pulled his hand away from her. She kept her eyes closed and rolled from her side onto her back, straightening her body. In seconds, something jabbed her ass. She gritted her teeth but didn’t protest.  
 
    “Thank you. Doctor Kane will do rounds in about an hour. She’ll give you an update on your condition. Is there anything else either of you need?” 
 
    Vera turned her head in the direction of the nurse’s voice and opened her eyes. “No thank you.” 
 
    The woman smiled, then turned toward Roth. 
 
    “We are fine,” he quietly stated. 
 
    The nurse left, keeping the door cracked open behind her. 
 
    Vera took a deep breath and tried to get her shit together as she forced herself to look at Roth. She licked her lips when their gazes met. He’d put on a shirt. It was probably so she wouldn’t hit on him again. 
 
    “Thank you for everything you’ve done for me. I can’t say it enough. You’ve been my rock since you rescued me from the pods. I owe you so much that I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you. I’ll think of a way though. That being said, I’ve taken up enough of your time. You should go, Roth. I’m sure it’s been difficult putting your life on hold for me. I’m okay to be on my own now.” 
 
    He stepped closer to the bed. “You’re still suffering from the drug.” 
 
    “I’m not as crazy as I was. You’ve stayed with me long enough, and I owe you everything for that. I’ll be fine on my own. Please, Roth. Return to your life. You’ve truly been my hero, and I appreciate you.” 
 
    He scowled. “I would feel better staying.” 
 
    She fought back tears, wanting the same thing. He wasn’t interested in her, though, and never would be. She was very obviously getting too attached to him. “Roth, you really should go. Please. I’ll be fine. You have a life to live. I’m going to sleep now. Thank you…and goodbye.” 
 
    She rolled back onto her side and closed her eyes, pulling the blanket up to hide her face. Tears slipped out of her eyes but she tried not to make a sound. 
 
    “Vera…” His tone was husky and soft. 
 
    “I just think it’s best if you go now. Thank you.” 
 
    Long moments passed, but then she heard him sigh. “Have the humans call me if you need anything, Vera.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    The door creaked, and when she finally dared to peek…he was gone.  
 
    She let the sobs come then. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Vera had chosen to sit in a shadowy booth inside one of the fleet bars, waiting for a glass of wine and the appetizer platter she’d ordered. Her seating choice would hopefully dissuade anyone from wanting to talk to her.  
 
    She needed to try to figure out what her next step would be. 
 
    She had been released from medical the evening before and assigned to a guest cabin. The drug had completely left her system. The doctors said she just needed rest, plenty of food to regain the weight she’d lost, and they were confident she’d suffer no long-lasting damage.  
 
    At least to her body. Her mind was another matter. She was the sole survivor of her team. Dr. Kane had subtly recommended seeking therapy. 
 
    Vera figured she would do that at some point. The more she thought about what had happened on Biter, the guiltier she felt. Now that she knew how they’d been drugged inside the pods, there was no denying that she’d made things worse once she’d taken control of the security room. It had been Vera who’d raised the temperature in the pods to make it warmer. That meant she—and who knew how many others—had stopped wearing layers of clothing that had protected their skin. 
 
    “Fuck,” she muttered. “I didn’t know. Hindsight is perfect.”  
 
    Shaking her head, she focused back on her task. 
 
    A visitor coordinator on Defcon Red had set her up with some clothing and other necessities. The borrowed personal data device the fleet had provided her with held messages when she’d logged into her communications account. One caught her eye immediately. She tapped on the message, hoping the work protection agency had good news. She paid fees to them to represent her if anything went wrong on a job.  
 
    And it really had. 
 
    The first few lines were the typical crap they always said, assuring her that they appreciated her business. She kept reading—and anger flared. New Worlds planned to hold her pay wages until after the investigation cleared her of any wrongdoing.  
 
    She hadn’t been the one who’d sabotaged the pods, drugging everyone! 
 
    The agency representative assured her that was normal procedure, and they had faith she’d be cleared. All medical leave would be paid for if she still needed treatments beyond the length of one year. That was good to know. She was also assured that they were getting copies of her medical records, which they’d use to go after New Worlds for additional monies if they were found to be at fault.  
 
    New Worlds would also have to immediately reimburse her for any and all costs while she was a guest of the fleet, until they could arrange travel for her to be taken back home to Earth. 
 
    There was a thump of something being set down on her table.  
 
    “Thanks,” she mumbled without looking up. She blindly reached out, but her hand bumped into a thick mug instead of a wine glass.  
 
    She lifted her head. A beer had been placed in front of her. The server had also forgotten her food.  
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    The guy at the table nearest her booth turned his head, staring at her. 
 
    Vera forced a smile. “Sorry. Not you. My server brought me the wrong drink.” 
 
    He glanced at the beer. “You don’t want it?” 
 
    “I can’t stand the stuff.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I have it?” 
 
    “Go for it.” Vera motioned for him to take it. 
 
    “Thank you.” He leaned over and grabbed the beer, taking a sip. 
 
    Even if the bar billed her for it, Vera didn’t care. New Worlds would be paying.  
 
    The server didn’t come back right away with her food so she could tell them of the mistake. She sighed, returning to reading what the representative had to say.  
 
    New Worlds had sent a shuttle to connect with Defcon Red, to retrieve her. A few company representatives visiting a nearby space station would be her ride back to Earth. They would arrive within a few days. 
 
    “Great,” she muttered. “I get to fly with corporate interrogators looking to pin the blame on anyone but themselves.” 
 
    She finished reading the rest of the communication and then began to scan her other messages. Another caught her eye.  
 
    “God. What now?” She hesitated before tapping on the message. 
 
    It turned out to be a vid. Her flesh-and-blood biological father, not the hallucination, glared at her.  
 
    “You need to contact your building security. They’ve refused me entry into your apartment. I know you’re gone, and you’re not using it. I need a place to stay. I only have enough money to sleep in a hotel for a few more days.” He leaned in closer, until his face took up the screen. “Don’t fuck with me, kid. It’s not like I’m asking to live with you. I’ll be gone before you get back. You don’t want me standing in front of your building telling everyone that you left your dear old daddy homeless. I’ll fucking do it. They’ll all think you’re a horrible person. I’ll even―” 
 
    Vera ended the vid, since there were a few more minutes left. He’d just make more threats.  
 
    She opened a new document and tapped out a message to the management of her apartment building, asking them to have him arrested if he came back. He did not have her permission to be there.  
 
    She hit send and slammed the pad down. It looked like the last thing she needed was about to happen anyway. She’d have to move again. 
 
    Where was her food and wine? She really needed a drink. 
 
    Vera slid to the end of the booth to wave her server down but before she could, the man at the nearby table suddenly slumped sideways in his seat. Then he hit the floor and flailed, grabbing at his upper chest. 
 
    She was stunned, but she recovered quickly, jumping out of her seat. “Help! I think he’s having a heart attack!” 
 
    The man in the next booth shoved off his bench, bumping into her, and she watched as he crouched next to the fallen customer. More fleet people rushed over. One of them dragged the table and chairs away to make more room. She sat down again in her booth, hoping they would be able to help the poor man. 
 
    “Coming through,” a woman yelled. “Clear a path.” 
 
    Vera recognized the dark blue uniform and patches the woman wore, identifying her as someone who must work in the Med Bay. She had a kit with her.  
 
    The poor man on the floor began to convulse, still clutching his chest, and she got a glimpse of his face…his sickly pallor. His eyes were bulging wide and his mouth hung open.  
 
    She scooted deeper into the booth as more medical people arrived, shoving patrons back. Three people worked on the man on the floor. She felt guilty for watching, but one glance proved there was no way to get out of the restaurant, since security had arrived, blocking the exit. 
 
    “I’m reading Claraseen,” a woman in the pile on the floor called out. “Give him―” 
 
    Vera didn’t hear more, since there was a lot of shouting as additional medical and security people rushed to the scene. Some of them moved to block her booth completely. She was kind of glad to not see that scene anymore. 
 
    Minutes passed before they were rushing the poor man away on one of those mobile hover gurneys, and people cleared the area around her booth. She decided she just wanted to go back to the guest cabin she’d been assigned. Her appetite was gone, especially since she didn’t know if she’d just witnessed another person die.  
 
    She grabbed the borrowed data device and slid out of the booth.  
 
    Four security guards stood by the exit door. She gave them a nod and tried to step around them. The one closest to her moved and blocked the exit. “Everyone is sequestered. Please return to the exact seat you were at.” 
 
    She frowned. “Why?” 
 
    He was in his forties, bald, and his dark brown gaze narrowed. “A fleet member was poisoned.” 
 
    Her mouth fell open.  
 
    “Return to your seat. Investigators are on their way.” 
 
    She turned and walked slowly back to the booth, retaking her seat. Other people in booths and sitting at tables within her view appeared as shellshocked as she felt. She’d always heard fleet ships were safe. A poisoning was something she expected to witness on a space station. Those bars were rumored to be deadly. 
 
    Her wine and food never got served. The patrons in the bar began to grow restless. Vera turned on her borrowed device and decided to keep reading her messages to pass the time. It would probably take a few hours before they released everyone.  
 
    None of her friends had heard about the tragic incident with her team yet. Her representative had asked her to keep quiet until the investigation ended. That was fine. She wasn’t ready to talk about what had happened. 
 
    Her mind wandered to Roth, as it often had since she’d last seen him. A fresh flood of embarrassment hit. He’d been her lifeline during the worst experience of her existence, and she’d repaid him by molesting his body. There was no way she could ever apologize enough, let alone face him. Not that she figured they’d ever see each other again. He’d be avoiding her at all costs while she remained a guest on his ship. 
 
    “It’s done, and I messed up,” she muttered. 
 
    Regret was a terrible thing. She missed the big alien more than she wanted to admit. She might have still been a little drugged when she’d thrown herself at Roth…but she’d honestly felt a powerful connection to him.  
 
    Her stomach fluttered and she clenched her teeth. Okay, she’d been super attracted to Roth. Still felt aroused just thinking about him. He had the best bod and smelled like someone she’d wanted to lick. 
 
    She had, in fact. And he’d tasted good. So damn good.  
 
    Her nipples beaded just at the memory, and she hated herself for it. I’m a terrible person.  
 
    “Miss Wade?” 
 
    She startled and placed the device on the table, staring up at a woman wearing a security uniform. “That’s me.” 
 
    “I’m Investigator Clord. Can you please step out from the booth?” The tall woman backed up. 
 
    “Sure.” Vera slid out of the booth and stood. “Is that man going to okay?” 
 
    “They’re still working on him.”  
 
    That meant he wasn’t dead. Which was good news. The security office pulled out a scanner and ordered her to hold still, which Vera did. Then Investigator Clord scowled. “Step away from the table and move right there.” She pointed to an open spot near the center of the room. 
 
    Vera went to reach for her data device on the table.  
 
    “No! Leave it.” 
 
    Vera jerked at the sharp order but backed off, going to where she was told to stand.  
 
    Clord scanned the entire booth, from the tabletop, to the benches, even the floor. Another security officer joined her, climbing into the booth and manually searching it.  
 
    “Miss Wade?” 
 
    She turned at the new voice. This security officer was about sixty, a man with short white hair…and he had a mean-looking face. “Yes. That’s me.” 
 
    “Why did you poison Zackary Mule?” 
 
    She blinked, gawking at him. “What?” 
 
    “The poison he drank came from the beer you gave him from your table. We have it all on surveillance. The doctor confirmed he drank the poison. The glass from his table has traces of the poison. Why did you attempt to kill him? How do you know the victim?” 
 
    Shock muted her. Vera shook her head and swallowed hard, getting her wits back. “I was reading messages and the server set it down. I had ordered wine and an appetizer plate. That wasn’t it. The man…um, you said his name is Zackary? He asked if he could have it because I don’t drink beer. I said yes. I never touched it. I swear.” 
 
    The mean-faced officer’s scowl deepened. “You need to come with me to security.” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything but tell him he could have the beer I didn’t order.” 
 
    “Are you going to come peacefully?” 
 
    Pure fear filled Vera. “I’m innocent! Are you arresting me? Look at surveillance. I didn’t touch it. Hell, track down my server. She can tell you that I didn’t order a beer. I hate that stuff. It tastes like cold pee. It was just left at the wrong table. The guy asked if he could have it, and I said sure. That’s all I did. Let him have a beer I’d never drink.” 
 
    His jaw clenched. “You did touch it.” 
 
     She remembered reaching for her wine, only to realize the glass felt wrong. Her hand had only brushed the side, though. Oh shit. I’m being framed… No.  
 
    Her mind worked fast. “That beer…it was meant for me.” She gasped. “I think someone tried to poison me. You need to question the server! She’s the one who brought it to me.” 
 
    “It was a man. You can’t even keep your falsified stories straight. You will come with me to security now, Miss Wade.” 
 
    Two more security guards approached. One of them withdrew his shock stick, glaring as he advanced.  
 
    Terror swamped her. They were going to arrest her. 
 
    “Don’t resist,” the older jerk in front of her ordered. “Put your hands behind your back.” 
 
    Vera was either being framed or someone had tried to kill her. It made her even more terrified. “I want Roth. He’s a Veslor. I demand you call him!” 
 
    “You need an attorney. Not someone from the tactical team.”  
 
    She frantically looked around the bar. At least twenty customers were still being held with her. “Someone, please call Roth. Tell him that Vera is in trouble. Please! I didn’t do this! Roth is a Veslor—” 
 
    “Miss Wade, stop shouting and put your hands behind your back.” 
 
    “I didn’t do this! Call Roth. He knows me!” 
 
    The security guard in front of her gave a sharp nod, and she started to relax. Roth would believe her. He might be mad that she’d involved him in her life again, but she knew he was a good man. He’d help her sort everything out with the fleet. 
 
    A sudden bolt of electricity hit her back. One of the officers had zapped her! She tried to scream from the pain as her muscles locked up. The sound that came out was more like a whimper before everything went black. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Roth tackled the male in front of him, taking the human down to the mat. He lifted off, climbed to his feet, and then bent to offer a hand. “You flinched and looked away from me. It’s imperative that you keep eye contact with the enemy. That way you know which way to twist and tuck your body to avoid being snagged by their front paws.” 
 
    The human male chuckled as he took Roth’s hand, allowing himself to be pulled up. “You’re scary, man. What can I say? Anyone seeing you coming would react the same way.” 
 
    “I won’t kill you. A Razor beast will. They always target mid center of the body to take down their prey.” 
 
    “My suit will protect me.” 
 
    “It would, but you will find yourself pinned while it attempts to tear through your armor. They weigh twice what you do and are extremely strong. That means you will be useless to the rest of your team. However, when the beasts lunge, they expose their backside if they miss their target. It’s the easiest way to kill them.” 
 
    “Just shoot them in the ass,” another human from the tactical team helpfully called out.  
 
    Drak agreed. “That is true. Razor beasts have no protective scales where they sit. It might not be the most honorable way to take down prey, but it is the fastest.” 
 
    “You do not want a Razor beast to pin you.” Gnaw’s expression was amused as he made eye contact with the members of Team Five, whom they were training for an upcoming mission. “Our suits are hard-shelled, and once they realize their claws and teeth can’t penetrate, they might mistake you for a female—and they are always horny.” 
 
    “No way!” one of the humans gasped. 
 
    “Way.” Gnaw grinned. “We trained some Arbellions to fight them. They also wear armor. One of their males didn’t learn well, and a beast pinned him.” 
 
    “I remember that,” Maith chuckled. “We were laughing too hard to pull the beast off him right away. The Razor believed he’d found a female to breed.” 
 
    Roth shook his head, smiling too. “Avoid that traumatic experience by learning what you are taught. Keep eye contact and dodge when they leap to pin you. It is important to―” 
 
    “Which one of you is Roth?” 
 
    They all turned, seeing a human female in civilian clothing rushing toward them. Roth strode toward her. Most civilians never entered their training room. “I am Roth.” 
 
    She was an older female, one he didn’t know, but there were a lot of humans on Defcon Red. She was slightly out of breath as she stopped. “I’ve seen you Veslors around and know you’re on the tactical team. I was hoping I’d find you here.” 
 
    Maith growled. 
 
    Roth ignored him, knowing his medic hated when humans sought them out to appease their curiosity, wishing to talk to an alien. “You have found us. What do you want?” 
 
    She pushed her pale silver hair back from her face. “Some woman was yelling for you. I forgot her name. She looked really scared and begged everyone in the bar to call you. You’re not listed in the directory, so I came down here.” The female chewed on her bottom lip. “I have daughters, and that girl is about their age. Those security bullies hit her in the back with a shock stick and knocked her out before they carried her off. It was totally unnecessary. She wasn’t fighting them; she was just really scared.” 
 
    Roth tensed. “What did this female look like?” 
 
    “About my height, kind of skinny, with dark curly hair.” 
 
    “Vera?” 
 
    “Yes! I think that’s what she said her name was.” 
 
    He snarled, seeing a red haze. Someone had hurt Vera. 
 
    The female staggered back, an alarmed expression on her face. 
 
    He got control of his temper. “Apologies. Who hit her?” 
 
    “Security stunned her. They were saying the man who collapsed in the bar on level three was poisoned. I was there having a drink. Security said she did it, but she was swearing she was innocent—and I believe her. I raised three kids and half a dozen of their friends. I can spot a lie a mile away. That’s not what I saw on that poor girl’s face.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Roth dodged around her and sprinted toward the door. Once he reached the corridor, he increased his pace.  
 
    The female had mentioned level three. He reached the lift, then punched the wall out of frustration, having no patience that it didn’t immediately open. 
 
    Roth heard his grouping coming behind him, and he glanced their way. They paused at his side, all three appearing worried. “You heard?” 
 
    “We heard.” Maith stepped closer. “Calm yourself.” 
 
    Roth growled. He didn’t want to be calm. Someone had stunned Vera. 
 
    The lift opened, and he rushed inside. “Move.” 
 
    His males got in fast and they headed toward level three.  
 
    “It may not be her,” Gnaw reasoned. 
 
    “Did you hear that older female?” 
 
    “Yes.” Gnaw sighed. “It probably is Vera. Why would she poison a male?” 
 
    “She wouldn’t.” Roth refused to believe it. 
 
    The lift doors opened on level three and he pushed past his males, sprinting toward the security office. They were clearly marked on the walls, easy to find on every deck. He made it to the door and slowed.  
 
    The door automatically opened and he stormed inside. Two females wearing security uniforms were seated behind a counter, and he could see their surprise as they looked at him.  
 
    “Where is Vera Wade?” 
 
    Both females flinched as his deep, harsh tone. One got to her feet and reached for the blaster strapped to her waist belt. “She’s being processed.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Roth didn’t like the sound of that. 
 
    The females glanced at each other, before looking at him again. “They are stripping her down to do a search for the poison she used, and then she’ll be put in a cell until more evidence is logged.” 
 
     The humans were stripping her bare? “No,” he snarled. “Drak, contact Clark and your mate. Tell them to get here. I am going to find Vera.” 
 
    Maith tried to get in his way. “You can’t harm them. Wait until we have humans who can talk sense into these ones.” 
 
    “They stunned her and are removing her clothing!” Roth shoved the male, moving fast and rushing around the counter. 
 
    “Do not fire on him,” Gnaw snarled at the female officers. “You are outnumbered. He will not attack unless you force him to. He is protective of the female.” 
 
    Roth wasn’t hit in the back with a stun blast, so they must have heeded Gnaw’s warning. He entered a wide hallway and listened. Security offices weren’t large. He’d toured one with Clark on level two once. He moved past a few small offices…and then he heard Vera yelling. 
 
    “I didn’t do it! Just stay back. I demand an attorney. I have rights!” 
 
    The hallway turned to the left, and he hurried his pace. He spotted one male and one female cornering Vera inside a room with the door open. 
 
    The male waved a shock stick in his hand. “You can either comply, or we’ll knock you out again to conduct the search. Where on your person have you concealed the poison?” 
 
    “Vera!” Roth roared her name. 
 
    The two security humans spun. He ignored them when they ordered him to halt.  
 
    The male tried to stab him in the chest with the shock stick. Roth dodged it and grabbed the male’s weapon, ripping it out of his hold. He tossed it out of the man’s reach.  
 
    The security female fumbled for her sidearm. 
 
    “Do not,” Roth warned. “I don’t wish to hurt you, and human females are fragile. I need to speak to Vera. I won’t take her. But you won’t touch her again. Do you understand?” 
 
    Both humans backed up, but they didn’t pull their sidearms from their holsters. Roth went to Vera, where she had crouched into the corner.  
 
    She threw herself at him and hugged his waist, burying her face against his workout shirt. “I’m so glad to see you! I’m innocent! I think someone tried to poison me. I don’t—” Her voice broke. “I hate beer!” 
 
    He reached down and got a grip on her waist, lifting her a few inches off the floor, and then slowly turned until his back wasn’t to the two security humans anymore, or the door. Vera didn’t protest.  
 
    He gently placed her back on her feet. “Who tried to poison you?” 
 
    She lifted her head to peer up at him. He saw fear in her eyes. “I don’t know! Maybe I’m wrong—but someone did leave a poisoned beer at my table while I was distracted.” 
 
    Roth glared at the two security humans. “This is Vera Wade. She has no reason to poison a male. There is no way she would even have access to something like that. She was just released from Med Bay last evening. Clothing and personal supplies had to be issued to her. She came with nothing from the surface of the planet we stopped at to answer a distress hail. We went through decontamination together, and the only outfit she wore was taken as evidence.  
 
    “She was a victim of sabotage. Many humans died in her facility, if you aren’t aware. She was the only survivor. It is possible that she is in danger.” 
 
    Both humans glanced at each other. The female finally looked at Roth. “Let me see what I can find out. Just stay here.” She fled. 
 
    “I’m either being set up or someone tried to kill me.” Vera sounded frightened. 
 
    He peered down at her upturned face. “I know.” 
 
    “Really? You believe me?” 
 
    “Yes.” He gently stroked her back. 
 
    She nodded and ducked her head, pressing her cheek to his chest. “You’re sweaty, but I don’t even care. Thank you for coming.” 
 
    “I will always come when you need me,” he said, glaring at the security male. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Vera felt much calmer with Roth and the three other Veslors present. They’d been led from a security room, where they’d first taken her, to one that looked like a small conference space.  
 
    She tried not to gawk at Roth’s friends. 
 
    All Veslors appeared to be big and intimidating. None of the three had spoken, but they’d remained close, almost like her own personal bodyguards. She appreciated that. Roth had seated her at the long table before taking the seat next to her. He’d also offered her his hand, which she’d gladly clasped. 
 
    The door opened and two human men walked in. One sported jeans and a long-sleeve shirt, the other wearing a security uniform with decorations on the front part of his shoulder area.  
 
    Roth spoke first. “Clark, I’m glad you are here.” 
 
    The older man in jeans took a seat on the other side of Roth. “This is Investigator Trowly. He and I just went over all the surveillance footage taken inside the bar. Miss Wade has been cleared.” 
 
    The uniformed man also took a seat across the table and neatly folded his hands on the surface. His gaze fixed on her. “Miss Wade, you have my regrets for your detainment.” 
 
    “They were going to remove her clothing,” Roth growled. 
 
    Trowly flinched. “The initial intel made her appear to be the guilty party. The poisoned beer did come from her table, and the surveillance footage the security team viewed showed her touching it before it was given to Zackary Mule.” 
 
    “What they didn’t do was view all angles, or go back any further than the beer being dropped off at her table,” Clark stated. “The view from the door proved she just touched the side of the mug. It also showed her head down, reading her device, when a man wearing a baseball cap swiftly walked by and placed it on her table. All employees on duty were accounted for, but they couldn’t identify him. He wore one of their jumpsuit-type outfits, but the hat isn’t permitted on the job. He wore it to hide his face from being picked up on the cameras.” 
 
    Trowly jumped in then. “It was as if he knew where the surveillance cameras were located. We went back further to find out how and when he’d entered the bar. He stepped into the kitchen from a maintenance access hatch, already carrying the beer he left at Miss Wade’s table, and dropped it off there. Then he quickly retraced his path and exited out of that same maintenance hatch.” 
 
    “There are no cameras in those tunnels,” Clark spat. “There should be.” 
 
    “In conclusion,” Trowly said, raising his voice over Clarks, then quickly lowering it, “we believe Miss Wade was the intended target. Not Zackary Mule. Thankfully, he is recovering.” He peered at Vera. “Who would want you dead?” 
 
    Vera gripped Roth’s hand tighter. It was horrifying to realize she’d been right. Someone had tried to kill her. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Who is your beneficiary if you die?” 
 
    Vera licked her lips. “A charity. They wouldn’t be aware of that. I didn’t contact them to let them know.” 
 
    “You have no family?” Trowly asked. 
 
    “I have a biological father still alive. We aren’t close. At all. He knows I’d never leave him a dime.” 
 
    “And where is he?” 
 
    Vera met the investigator’s gaze. “On Earth.” She gave him her father’s full name. “I got a recent message from him. You can verify it with the data pad assigned to me by your fleet. He’s tried to gain access to my apartment on Earth. I’m sure the management can verify that, too, since he’s been bothering them.” 
 
    Trowly leaned closer. “Are you certain he knows you didn’t make him your beneficiary?” 
 
    “I try like hell to avoid him, and have moved a few times to do just that, but I’m certain.” She lifted a hand and brushed hair off her face. “If your next question is, could he afford to pay someone to kill me…the answer is no. He’s always flat broke. It’s why he harasses me.” 
 
    Trowly seemed to ponder her words. “Who do you know onboard Defcon Red? I want a list of names.” 
 
    She stared into Trowly’s steely gray eyes. “Nobody. I don’t travel on fleet ships or even hang out with fleet people. We run in different circles, you know?” 
 
    Trowly frowned. “No. I’m afraid I don’t know. Everyone knows someone in fleet, Miss Wade.” 
 
    “Don’t speak to Vera with that aggressive tone,” Roth warned Trowly. “She is frightened, and your security humans treated her badly. You will not do the same.” 
 
    Vera was grateful to Roth. “I work for New Worlds. It’s a planet survey company. We use company-owned freighters to travel to and from job sites. They’re manned by civilian crews. I’m usually only home on Earth for a few weeks to maybe a month before I’m sent off on the next project. I can spend anywhere from four to eight months on each job. It all depends on the size of the planet we’re surveying and the difficultness we might face gaining all the information we need. When I’m home, I just go shopping around my neighborhood. I live in San Francisco, and there are no fleet bases there. The closest one is in Los Angeles, which I never visit. I don’t travel around on Earth. When I’m home, I just enjoy being in my apartment, relaxing until the next job.” 
 
     “You don’t have any pissed-off ex-boyfriends?” Trowly removed a small data pad from his pocket. “Tell me about them. Any who are in fleet?” 
 
    “I’ve never dated anyone who works for the fleet.” 
 
    “Are you certain?” 
 
    “Yes. One of my ex-boyfriends has a criminal record. I know because I pressed charges against him for stealing from me. I also learned at that point that he had done it before. Fleet wouldn’t accept him, even if he tried to join. The second one works for New Worlds too, in security. Before that, he worked for the city of San Francisco doing street clean-up.” 
 
    Trowly glanced up from his device. “What about your other boyfriends? Maybe one-night stands? Is there some guy who wanted more from you but you refused?” 
 
    She felt her cheeks heat. “That’s it. That’s all. I’ve had two boyfriends. No one-night stands.” 
 
    The security investigator didn’t look convinced. 
 
    “Look…I’ve worked from the time I was fourteen to help add to my college fund. After I graduated from general education, I crammed five years of schooling into three and half years. I had no time to date with all those classes. Nor was I going to screw up my dreams by risking getting accidently pregnant. Birth control implants can fail. It happened to my mom. When I wasn’t in class, I had part-time jobs, and I got hired on by New Worlds when I was twenty-one, two days after I earned my degrees. I’ve already told you how long and how often I’m gone on jobs. It’s difficult to meet men, and the ones I work with tend to lie about being single. No way did I want to start a relationship with someone, only to find out he was married or had a girlfriend when we returned to Earth. It happens all the time in my line of work.” 
 
    “You said one of your ex’s works for New Worlds.” 
 
    “I got him the job,” Vera admitted to Trowly. “I didn’t meet him at work. I also haven’t seen him or worked with him since we broke up. That was at least four years ago.” 
 
     Roth softy growled next to her, probably remembering her telling him about that. 
 
    “Well, someone wants you dead, and only fleet personnel have access to you on Defcon Red.” 
 
    “That’s not true, and you know it.” Clark stared hard at Trowly. “We have civilian workers onboard. Don’t forget what happened on that planet we took her from. Someone drugged all those people. Miss Wade is the only survivor. It’s possible whoever is responsible didn’t like that she got away. They could have offered money to anyone on this boat—civilian or fleet—to kill her. We need to start checking all messages from Earth.” 
 
    Trowly leaned back in his chair. “We have over two thousand souls aboard. That could take months. Right now, we’re focusing on trying to find whoever left the poisoned beer at Miss Wade’s table. He was careful not to leave any prints or DNA traces. We may not have seen his face, but we’re analyzing everything we can to try to identify the culprit.” 
 
    “How long will that take?” Roth asked. 
 
    Vera wanted the answer to that question too. 
 
    Trowly hesitated a bit too long before he spoke. “Days to perhaps a week. The culprit was very careful to shield his identity. We’re narrowing it down to men between five-nine to six feet tall, approximately one hundred and fifty to one seventy-five in weight.” 
 
    “What about the bar employee jumpsuit he wore? How did he gain access to it?” 
 
    Vera kept silent, happy to let Roth ask the questions. That wasn’t something she’d considered. 
 
    “Anyone with access to laundry services could have stolen one,” Clark answered. “Or bribed someone who worked there to steal one.” 
 
    “We’re looking at ex-employees of the bar and ones who weren’t on shift first,” Trowly shared. “Not all of them are civilian workers. Some of our fleet members earn extra money taking shifts in bars and other establishments.” He looked at Vera. “I’ll assign one of my security officers to stand at your cabin door. For your safety, you will remain sequestered there until you leave us. We got word that New Worlds is sending a shuttle with company representatives to collect you in two days. An officer is waiting outside to escort you to your cabin.” 
 
    “No,” Roth suddenly growled. “Vera will go home with us.” 
 
    She turned her head, staring at him in surprise. 
 
    He looked at her. “You’re in danger. No one will harm you. I won’t allow them to. Do you trust me?” 
 
    She didn’t have to think about it. “I do.” 
 
    “You will come with me.” Roth rose to his feet. 
 
    “Wait a minute. I’ve already made arrangements,” Trowly protested. 
 
    “Too bad,” Roth snarled, glaring at him. “Vera is in danger. She stays with me.” 
 
    “Thought you’d say that. And Commander Bills already approved it.” Clark got to his feet, too. “Miss Wade will be safer with the Veslors. It means you won’t be short any security officers assigned to protection duty. I’ve already rescheduled the Veslor shifts to keep at least two of their males off duty to provide protection for her around the clock.” 
 
    Trowly scowled. “I want access to her if I have more questions.” 
 
    “Of course.” Clark nodded.  
 
    Vera kept hold of Roth’s hand as they left the security area. Two Veslors led the way. Roth stayed at her side. Clark, whoever he was, followed behind with the fourth Veslor. They all climbed onto a lift together but no one spoke until the doors sealed them inside.  
 
    “Wait until we reach your family cabin,” Clark said quietly, lifting his head to glare at something in the corner. 
 
    Vera followed his line of sight, noting the surveillance camera. She pressed closer to Roth and lowered her voice. “Thank you for coming for me.” 
 
    Roth held her gaze, giving her a sharp nod. 
 
    The lift stopped and the doors slid open. Two Veslors took the lead again, with Clark and the fourth Veslor trailing close behind Vera and Roth. They reached a door and it opened. 
 
    She found herself in a large living room, and a wide entryway revealed what appeared to be a second huge living room. A long table with lots of chairs sat between the two spaces. There was a massive open kitchen to the left of the living space, but as she studied it, she realized it was two duplicate kitchens, side by side. Several closed doors that were probably bedrooms were on the right. 
 
    “Not all living spaces are this big. It’s two family cabins combined,” the older man told her. 
 
    She turned to face him. 
 
    “I’m Clark Yenna, currently in charge of all the tactical teams on Defcon Red. You’re looking far better now than you were the first time I saw you, Miss Wade. Let’s all take a seat at the dining room table. There’s plenty of space there.” 
 
    “You can call me Vera,” she offered. 
 
    Roth tugged on her hand, and she was led to one end of the table. He pulled out a chair next to the end seat, and she gratefully sat. He took the chair at the head of the table, which unfortunately meant he had to release her hand. Clark Yenna planted himself on her other side but left an empty chair between them. The three remaining Veslors seated themselves across from her. 
 
    “Are you well, Vera?” 
 
    She nodded at Roth. “I’m much better now that I’m not being accused of trying to kill someone.” 
 
    Clark cleared his throat, drawing her attention. “You were targeted at your facility. Now you’ve been targeted again on Defcon Red. I’m not in agreement with George that this is a personal attack against you. I want you to tell me why someone would murder everyone down on that planet. Think about it. Does New Worlds have a history of getting employees killed on the job?” 
 
     Vera frowned. “Who’s George?” 
 
    “George Trowly. Answer my question. Do you know of anyone who holds a grudge against New Worlds? You’ve worked for them for six years, correct?” 
 
    “Yes. They have an excellent safety record. There was one death last year but it was a personal error.” 
 
    “Explain,” Roth urged. 
 
    She turned to him. “A member of a survey team went against orders and visited a dangerous location. I talked to a few people who were on that survey team. The guy was an adrenaline junkie who liked to make vids of alien planets to share with his friends back on Earth. That time it was a sinkhole. He got too close, despite it being marked as off limits, and the ground collapsed under him. As a drone operator, I’ve had members of my team ignore my warnings, too.” 
 
    Clark frowned at her. 
 
    “The first thing a drone operator does after we move into our base is to send up drones to evaluate the areas around us. Usually a fifty- to a hundred-mile radius. Initial scans from space are how the project manager decides the safest place to set us up on the surface, but they can miss small dangers.” Vera paused. “I look for heavy alien animal activity that could be dangerous to our team. One planet had some dark ground areas on the surface that acted like quicksand. One of my drones had picked up some wildlife sinking into it. I document that kind of activity with the drones and share the information in group meetings with my team. No one is allowed outside to start taking samples until my report is finished. Otherwise, in the case of that planet, they could have driven right into quicksand and died. It was tagged an off-limit area.” 
 
    “Do you know if your company was sued by the dead man’s family?” 
 
    She took a deep breath before answering Clark’s question. “New Worlds has excellent benefits, including a hefty death payout. We sign waivers because of it. Our families aren’t allowed to sue for more.” 
 
    Clark nodded. “Fleet is like that too. What is New Worlds’ stance in a hostage situation?” 
 
    That question surprised her. “We’re sent to planets without sentient alien life. That’s not an issue.” 
 
    “Do you believe your company would pay though, if that situation came about?” 
 
    She chewed on her bottom lip, thinking about Clark’s question. “It would probably cost them less to pay a ransom than the combined death benefits of losing an entire survey team.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Vera told Clark the payout amount for death benefits on her team. “That’s why we sign waivers. It can be a dangerous job being on a new planet. The second team that goes in doesn’t have the same high payout. I heard their death benefits are about half that much. We’re the ones who find all the dangers, and give them a heads up on what to avoid.” 
 
    Clark whistled. “That’s a lot of money.” 
 
    Vera nodded. “It is. New Worlds also pays higher than any other survey company. But they don’t send an extra freighter to stay in space with a secondary survey team and extra supplies, which saves them money. It also means if someone gets sick, they better recover fast. We don’t have backup members to take over for our shifts. We also must be very careful about our supplies, to make sure we don’t come up short. I was on a team once that ran out of food three weeks early because the new cook wasn’t good at rationing. Thankfully, we were able to find edible vegetation on that planet.” 
 
    “Other companies keep freighters in space?” Clark was making notes on his data pad. 
 
    “Yes. They’ll usually send two. One is loaded with our survey equipment, food supplies, and materials to build a habitat on the planet surface. Plus the people that construct our living and working spaces. That freighter will leave once the site is set up. A second freighter is mostly loaded with additional food supplies to feed the crews and a secondary survey team to relieve the first. They switch off every week. Plus extra shuttles to ferry both teams to the surface and back. Those people get paid less because it costs the company more to do it that way. Then again, they also have a fast exit if shit hits the fan.” 
 
    The Veslors, Roth, and Clark all stared at her. 
 
    Vera swallowed hard, emotion choking her. “Like what happened to my team. If we’d had a freighter in space, they could have evacuated us off the surface fast. We were stranded on Biter until help could arrive. New Worlds survey teams get paid to work without that kind of safety net.” 
 
    “Why would you agree to that?” Roth’s harsh tone made her flinch. 
 
    Vera met his angry glare. “The pay. I make three times what I would at some other company. Sure, it’s hard work, the danger is higher, but I won’t end up having to work until I’m seventy years old to retire. I’ll be able to do that by the time I’m in my mid-forties.” She licked her lips. “I grew up poor. I’ll have managed to save a small fortune if I stick with New Worlds, and never have to worry about going hungry or having to take on dangerous jobs when I’m older.” 
 
    Clark met her gaze. “Who would hold a grudge against New Worlds? Why would someone attempt to kill an entire survey team?” 
 
    Vera thought about it. “Maybe the other companies who bid on Biter but lost to mine. We were only a couple months into our work, but initial results were great. New Worlds stands to make a fortune on that planet. Crystal found a few plants that had medicinal purposes. I overheard her and Dr. Jeth speaking at dinner one night, both excited about rapid healing. I just can’t tell you from what. We’re not supposed to share that kind of information with each other, so I didn’t catch all of it or ask questions.” 
 
    “Why the secrets from other team members?” 
 
    She looked at the Veslor who’d spoken. Maith, the medic. “To avoid drawing pirates and thieves to the planet. What if a survey team found something extremely valuable and word leaked before the company gained full rights to the planet? The initial survey team is on their own without protection. Once rights are established, the company starts phase two. That’s collecting and harvesting resources we’ve discovered. At that time, it doesn’t matter if what we found becomes common knowledge. A steady stream of company freighters would always be in that planet’s orbit while they’re being loaded with cargo from the surface. The captains have the right and responsibility to defend the planet from other ships not associated with our company, who might attempt landing there to steal resources.” 
 
    “Has that ever happened? Leaks that had other companies sending someone to steal valuable finds?” Clark asked. 
 
    “I’m sure it has, but not with New Worlds. We’re not able to send or receive private messages from our families or friends while on a job. Before you ask, it’s to avoid a leak from happening or someone on the survey team from receiving threats.” She paused. “You know, someone wanting information by making death threats against a family member back on Earth.” 
 
     “Do you think another company would murder a survey team in retaliation for losing a bid?” Clark leaned closer, studying Vera. 
 
    “If they wanted that planet bad enough. They could also hope that New Worlds wasn’t able to complete the survey in time, if they had to replace an entire team before their twelve-month contract to study the planet is up. The chances of that are slim though. I’m certain New Worlds already has another freighter on the way by now to replace my team.”  
 
    Vera noticed all of them appeared confused.  
 
    “When you win a bid, you have exactly one year to establish a claim,” she explained. “That only happens after the survey is complete. After we finish our survey, it can take a month or two for all that information to process through the red tape of bureaucracy on Earth’s end. If the company fails to secure the claim, the planet in question goes up for bid again. New Worlds would be excluded from bidding a second time on that planet since we failed to accomplish the task the first time around.” 
 
    Roth snarled. 
 
    She turned to him. 
 
    It was Clark who spoke, though. “Right now, Biter, as you call it, is off limits to everyone but our investigation teams. New Worlds isn’t allowed to interfere since the fleet got involved by answering your distress hail. We’ve taken jurisdiction—and no one is permitted down there until we figure out who is responsible.” 
 
    Roth stood. “Vera needs rest. You have the information you need for now. Come, Vera.” 
 
    She got to her feet, and Roth led her by the hand to one of the closed doors. It opened after he waved his free hand at the sensor, and she stepped into a bedroom with him, the door sealing behind them. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Roth released Vera’s hand and faced her. She stared up into his golden eyes. “Thank you for everything. I’m in your debt once again.” 
 
    “You owe me nothing. Were you hurt?” His gaze lowered down her body. 
 
    “I’m fine. I might have a bruise from where I was stunned. I think someone caught me before I hit the floor. Nothing else hurts.” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    She hesitated, but then did as he demanded. He’d already seen her naked, so modesty seemed silly at this point. She reached for the waist of her shirt and pulled it up to expose her back, turning around. “Can you see anything?” 
 
    His fingertips lightly brushed the sensitive area of her back along her spine, and a low growl rumbled from him. “There is a red mark. It will bruise.”  
 
    His touch felt gentle, and she missed it the second Roth pulled his hand away. She straightened and released her shirt, turning back around to peer at his handsome alien face. Every time she was near him, she felt her attraction growing. His golden eyes met hers for a few tense seconds before he broke eye contact and motioned to the room around him.  
 
    “This is my sleeping area. My apologies that a bathroom isn’t included inside it. When they expanded our family cabin, we gave both mated couples the private ones. The shared bathroom is next door. I will sleep on the couch right outside. You’ll be safe.” 
 
    She frowned, staring at the large bed. “I don’t want to take your room from you. We could share.” 
 
    His gaze instantly locked with hers again. Surprise flashed across his features, then was gone just as quickly. 
 
    She tried again. “After all, we’ve slept together before. You wouldn’t be comfortable on a couch.” 
 
    “You were drugged and confused at the time.” His gruff voice softened. “You’re well now.” 
 
    “I am. But I’d still feel better with you in the same room.” Guilt had her blushing. She knew she was safe with the Veslors. She trusted Roth. Someone would have to be insane or suicidal to break into their cabin to go after her. She just missed sleeping with him, it was comforting when he held her. 
 
    Roth was the one who might not trust her. 
 
    “It would not be appropriate. There are empty rooms in our cabin. I choose to sleep on the couch to be near enough to guard you. If we shared a room, the others might not approve.” 
 
    Vera was disappointed. “Oh. I don’t know much about Veslors. Is it taboo in your culture to share a bed with a woman?” 
 
    “No…but now you’re a healthy female.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    Roth didn’t speak for long seconds. “It would imply we are testing a mating.” 
 
    That piqued her interest. “What does testing a mating mean? Is it like having sex to see if we’re compatible?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I see.” She tried not to let the implications hurt her feelings. “I’m not someone you would want to test with. I’m not your type. Got it.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed and he shook his head slightly. “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    “Are you attracted to me at all?” she asked bluntly. 
 
    His gaze slowly lowered down her body before he stared into her eyes again. “Yes, Vera. But this is not the time.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “You have been through many traumatic events and only recently recovered from being drugged. It would be selfish of me to tempt you into testing a mating under those circumstances. I’ve chosen to be your protector. It is my duty to keep you safe.” 
 
    Vera felt even more drawn to Roth. The big alien hottie was the sweetest man she’d ever known. “I don’t need to be kept safe from you. I also know what I’m doing. I mean, I do have a lot of mental stuff to deal with, after what happened on Biter, but the one thing not confused about is you. If you’re willing, I’d like you to tell me all about this testing thing for Veslors.” 
 
    He made a low growling sound and took a step back. “I need a shower. Please rest. You appear tired, Vera. We’ll speak of this later, and you are safe here in the meantime.” Then he strode out of the room, leaving her alone. 
 
    “Damn,” she sighed. That hadn’t gone the way she’d wanted. At least now she knew he thought she was somewhat appealing.  
 
    She walked to the bed and sat on the end just as the door suddenly opened, and Roth returned.  
 
    Vera stood, hoping he’d changed his mind. 
 
    He walked over to a storage drawer and opened it. “I need clean clothing.” 
 
    “Right. Of course. Because you’re taking a shower.” 
 
    He withdrew a few folded items and then closed the drawer, facing her. “I was doing training when I heard that security had taken you in.” 
 
    “You’re a fighter. I remember.” 
 
    “Yes.” His golden gaze seemed to study her. “Are you well, Vera?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    He gave a nod, and then stalked out of his bedroom once again.  
 
    She retook her seat on the bed and then fell back, staring up at the ceiling. “He thinks I’m all mentally messed up and this is a bad time to test a mating. Whatever the hell that is, exactly.” She sighed loudly and closed her eyes.  
 
    New Worlds would send a shuttle in two days to collect her from Defcon Red. Its people would probably interrogate her harder than the fleet had. “Looking for a scapegoat,” she muttered. “It won’t be me. Forget that nonsense.” 
 
    Vera didn’t want to take a nap, but she was hungry. She opened her eyes and stood from the bed. Considering the family cabin had two kitchens, she assumed that meant they had food. She stepped toward the door and it auto-opened. She walked into the living area, but came to a stop just as another woman entered the room. 
 
    “Hi.” Vera gave a little wave. 
 
    The redheaded human woman smiled as she approached. “You must be Vera Wade. I’m Abby Thomas. Drak is my mate.” She held out her hand. 
 
    Awestruck, it took Vera a moment to respond and shake her hand. “The Abby Thomas? From D Corp?” 
 
    Amusement flashed in the woman’s green eyes as they released hands. “Yes. How do you know me?” 
 
    “I’m a drone operator. We use D Corp tech. I can’t wait until the new Stinger H-24 comes out. I’ve requested that my company buy one.” 
 
     Abby grinned. “That’s not the division I handle, but I’m glad to hear that you like our drones. What’s so exciting about that model? I’m afraid I’m behind a bit on our latest product information since leaving Earth to live on Defcon Red. I’m more into operating systems we install on vessels and stations.” 
 
    “You don’t really want to hear me geek out about the options it comes with. Let’s just say all drone operators are excited. The H-24 flies longer distances, has better optical features, and they’ve added some cool sensors that will save us time when surveying.” 
 
    “I’ll let my father know you’re happy about that. It’s one of the side projects he runs for our company.” 
 
    Vera glanced around. They were alone. “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    “I’m sure I can get my father to send one of the new drones for you.” 
 
    Excitement filled her, but Vera shook her head. “Not that. I mean, it would be super cool, but they cost a fortune. That’s something my company needs to purchase. What I wanted to ask you is…” She lowered her voice. “What can you tell me about testing a mating?” 
 
    Surprise widened Abby’s eyes for a fraction of a second, but then she stepped closer. “What do you want to know, exactly?” 
 
    Vera felt nervous to confess something intimate with a stranger, but she only had a couple days before she would leave the ship. That meant Roth would no longer be in her life. “I like him.” She ignored her embarrassment. “Roth.” 
 
    “I guessed that’s who you meant.” 
 
    “He seems to think I’m pretty messed up in my head after all I’ve been through. I kind of am, but I’m still not dumb. Life can be hard, so when you find something or someone great, you grab ahold of them. The timing sucks, because once I leave, I won’t ever see Roth again. I really hate that idea. He’s the best guy I’ve ever met. He’s so sweet—” 
 
    “Roth? Sweet?” Abby interrupted, her eyebrows arching. 
 
    “Yes, Roth. Why are you giving me that shocked look?” 
 
    “He’s a good guy, definitely…but a bit distant. That’s all.” 
 
    “Well…not to me. So how do I get him to test a mating with me and um…” She swallowed. “What exactly does that include? I’m assuming his man bits aren’t going to be a problem since you’re mated to a Veslor. Right?” 
 
    Abby glanced around to ensure they were still alone, but she still kept her voice low when she spoke again. “They are very compatible with us. Just big all over. Some parts are a little different, but in the best ways. You seem like a forthright kind of woman, Vera, so I’ll be the same.” 
 
    Vera was relieved that Abby seemed so down-to-earth for someone from a mega-rich family. “I’d really appreciate that.” 
 
    “Veslors are an aggressive type of alien. Their women’s version of foreplay and flirting is what we might consider domestic violence. They like to attack the males.” 
 
    Vera’s mouth dropped open. That wasn’t what she’d expected to hear. 
 
    “The women size them up, attack, and the men fight back. If he’s able to win and pin her, that’s when the seduction part happens. Don’t ask me how that works, going from fighting to fucking, but they are Veslors.” 
 
    Vera recovered from her shock. “I have to start a fist fight with Roth? I’d stand zero chance of winning.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t punch him. Drak certainly didn’t make me do that when we tested a mating. You and I aren’t Veslors. My best advice is to kind of circle Roth…invading his personal space, touching him. Without clothes would be best. Just be verbally aggressive by telling him what you want. Be clear to avoid any confusion. Remember that we’re from two different planets and cultures.” 
 
    “How is that testing a mating?” Vera was confused. “Do potential female mates have to prove that they are dominating types?” 
 
    “It’s actually something about the men showing a woman that they’re good fighters, able to defend them and any children they may potentially have if they mate. Then they have sex to see if the guy is any good at it. Once the woman decides if she accepts him as her mate, well…she lets him know.” 
 
    “So it’s always the women who decide?” Sign me up, Vera thought. She wanted to keep Roth. 
 
    “It’s a little more complicated than that. The women kind of flirt from a distance, from what I’ve heard. If the men flirt back, that’s when the woman will approach to start a fight. She wouldn’t do that if he ignored her and wasn’t interested.” 
 
    Roth never ignored Vera. That was promising. 
 
    “I haven’t gotten to the really difficult part yet. Both Veslors shift into their battle forms and go at it if the woman wants to accept him as a mate. I’m talking about sex. It bonds them. It’s something in the male’s sperm while he’s in battle form. They never have sex in battle form unless it’s with a mate. Not only does it mark them as mated, but they have, like, super sperm in battle form, and it’ll most likely knock a woman up.” 
 
    Vera managed to keep her mouth from hanging open that time. Barely. 
 
    “We don’t shift. Obviously.” Abby waved at her flat stomach. “I’m not technically mated to Drak as Veslors normally are because I don’t want to risk having a baby just yet. There’s a really high risk of getting pregnant when you mate to a Veslor. And Drak has been patient with me. We’re still mates in every other sense, though. He’d kill anyone who said otherwise. So would I. He’s mine.” Abby paused. “To fully bond to a Veslor, they have to shift—and you can’t. Think about that. When we decide to have a baby, Drak will shift into his battle form while we’re having sex to complete our mating. It’s the only time they’re fertile. Unlike us.” 
 
    That was even more shocking to Vera.  
 
    And Abby wasn’t done yet. “It also means whenever you want to have another baby, they need to shift again during sex. But Drak told me they only shift at the end of sex, so it’s not like you’re making out with them in their battle form to get in the mood.” 
 
    “What do they look like shifted?” 
 
    “Well…you didn’t run or faint from hearing the most terrifying part about mating to a Veslor. So you must be serious about Roth. Think big alien panther kind of cats with leathery skin. Terrifying to see, but they’re the same person inside.” Abby reached up and tapped her temple. “Same brain. Just different body.” 
 
    Vera wanted to sit down badly. Her knees felt shaky, but she locked them and didn’t move. “Okay. Understood.” 
 
    “Veslors mate for life. You should know that, too. There is no divorce if you commit to one. No days of separations, either. Mates live together. It’s why I’m still on Defcon Red instead of returning to Earth. They would hate being on our planet. Veslors live in groupings. You’ve met the other Veslors, right?” 
 
    Vera nodded. 
 
    “They’re like brothers. Only much tighter. You accept one, you live with them all of them for life. It’s a tight-knit family forever. I not only got a mate, but three big brothers and a sister-in law when Gnaw mated to Darla. Her sister is considered family, too, but she refuses to live with us so far. The two cubs Darla and Gnaw had are basically my niece and nephew.” 
 
    Vera nodded again, taking in the information, her head spinning. It was a lot to digest.  
 
    “So basically, being in a grouping means you’ve inherited a small village of people that lives and travels with you for life. Separate bedrooms but shared living spaces. Their dream is to retire on one of the Veslor planets eventually. I’ve seen vids of the one they’ve chosen. It’s beautiful. Woodsy area with rivers and streams, like on Earth, only without any pollution or overcrowding.  
 
    “Take on Roth, Vera, and that will be your future one day, too, when they stop working. They’ve been discussing moving there within the next few years, ever since Gnaw and Darla had their babies. Growing up on a fleet ship isn’t ideal for children. They put cubs first. And yes, that’s what they call their babies.” 
 
    “That actually sounds nice. My biological piece-of-shit father abandoned my mother right after she had me. Not that he was a keeper. He isn’t. My mom died not too long ago. I have no family left on Earth.” Vera took a deep breath. “Do you have any regrets over being with Drak?” 
 
    Abby smiled wide. “Not a damn one.” 
 
    Vera appreciated her candor. “Thank you.” 
 
    Abby’s smile turned sly. “It’s also the best sex you’re ever going to have. Let Roth take you doggy style and I promise, you’re going to love one of their differences. They have this protective―” 
 
    A soft whoosh noise sounded. “Why are you out of my room?” 
 
    Vera jumped at the growled words from behind her, and spun around. Roth had just stepped out of the bathroom. The door behind him closed as he strode farther into the living room area. His black hair was wet but he wore a T-shirt and loose matching black pants that reminded her of sleeping bottoms for men.  
 
    “I was hungry and, um, talking to Abby.” 
 
    “Hi, Roth. I’m just keeping Vera here company.” 
 
    Roth stalked toward the kitchen. “I will get you food.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Vera started to follow but Abby grabbed her arm. 
 
    Vera glanced back at her. 
 
    “Oh yeah—and they like to take care of women.” She winked, then released her. “What are you making, Roth? Mind if I join? I’m hungry too. I assumed we wouldn’t be going to eat in the cafeteria after what happened to Vera. I’m afraid the gossip about what happened in the bar is spreading fast amongst the crew and civilian workers.”  
 
    Vera and Abby entered the kitchen area but stayed out of Roth’s way as he removed some packaged meals from a cooling drawer.  
 
    Roth turned to scowl at Abby. “Humans talk too much. We aren’t going into public places on the ship. I won’t put Vera at risk.” 
 
    “I didn’t doubt that for a second.” Abby pulled out drinks, carrying them to the long table. 
 
    Roth heated the packaged meals and brought them to the table. Abby also grabbed silverware and cloth napkins. Roth took the seat at the head of the table once more, with Vera sitting next to him and Abby across from her.  
 
    Vera studied her dinner. It was a huge steak, including mashed potatoes with chives, bacon, and cheese mixed in. Very Earth-like meals. “These aren’t standard-issue dinners.” 
 
    Abby chuckled. “No. I’m afraid I’m a little spoiled. Nothing against the fleet, but I’m used to better-quality food. The D Corp building I used to work in had chefs serving meals to all our employees. I called in a favor to my parents, and now they have these prepared and shipped to us. Veslors love meat, so that’s why you’re getting a two-pound rib eye. Don’t feel the need to eat it all, if you can’t. I had them proportioned for Veslors. Tomorrow night, we should try the prime rib. Delicious!” 
 
    “Large crates of them are delivered, taking up significant space,” Roth muttered. 
 
    Abby chuckled again. “Don’t get grumpy. You know you love these more than the small steaks they serve in the cafeteria. And you hate having to go to the restaurants to get meat served in larger portions.” Abby glanced at Vera. “Some humans gawk when they see how much food one of these guys can put away at dinner.” 
 
    Vera picked up her knife and fork, cutting a piece of the steak and popping it into her mouth. She moaned. It was the best one she’d ever tasted. 
 
    “Exactly.” Abby began eating too. “The chefs marinate them in garlic and some other kind of seasoning before searing them. The reheater finishes cooking them. They come out perfect every time.” 
 
    “I do enjoy your food,” Roth acknowledged.  
 
    “Not mine. Ours.” Abby kept eating. “It’s one of the perks of me being part of your grouping.” She winked at Vera again. “I can’t cook to save my life. I’m always going to have D Corp send us shipments. It’s one Earth perk that I’m not willing to give up, since I don’t have to.” 
 
    “I’m not the best cook either,” Vera admitted. “It was just me and my mom growing up. She worked a lot, and I was too busy with my studies. I’m also not home often. The job sites provide us with a cook.” 
 
    “I can hunt and cook meals,” Roth said, as he continued eating. 
 
    Vera met Abby’s gaze.  
 
    Abby gave her a slight nod. “Veslors are very talented at doing a lot of things.” 
 
    A blush rose when Vera’s mind instantly returned to what Abby had told her about sex with a Veslor. She wanted to find out with Roth whether that was true. Now she just had to figure out how to accomplish her goal. 
 
    Worry filled her at the next thought. She might want to stay with him…but what if he didn’t want to keep her?  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Roth led Vera to his bedroom after the meal and opened one of his drawers. “Pick any shirt for you to sleep in.” 
 
    Vera stepped closer to inspect the contents of the drawer before peering up at him. “I like to sleep naked.” 
 
    She watched as Roth glanced down her body.  
 
    “I’d really like to share the bed with you, Roth,” she admitted. 
 
    “We discussed this. I am protecting you.” 
 
    “From you? You’d never hurt me.” 
 
    “I would not.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Vera remembered everything that Abby had said. Was she scared of potentially mating to Roth when it involved him having to transform into another shape? Yes. But she wasn’t a coward. Roth’s body might change, but he would still be him. Just different looking.  
 
    “I’m going to be picked up in a couple days by the company that I work for. I doubt the representatives from New Worlds will want to stick around on Defcon Red once they arrive. They’ll order me to go with them back to Earth.” She took a deep breath. “I have feelings for you, Roth. I know it seems really fast, but it’s the truth. The circumstances of how we met were awful, but you are amazing. I don’t want to miss this opportunity if you feel things for me, too.” 
 
    His expression softened as he gazed at her. “Humans normally take a long time to make decisions. You were traumatized by what you endured. I believe it caused you to emotionally bond to me, since I was the one to care for you.” 
 
    “I can’t deny that. Everything you’ve done for me, though, has only proven to me how amazing you are. I’ve hoped for my entire life that I’d meet a guy with even a hint of the qualities you have. I never thought I would find him.” 
 
    Roth frowned. 
 
    “What I mean is that I depended on you, and you didn’t let me down. You went above and beyond for me. I might have been a bit crazy, but I know that I didn’t imagine how the medical staff wanted you to leave me. You refused. I even remember mentions of them threatening to call security to remove you from the room. You risked getting arrested just to keep your word to me. You’re a unicorn, Roth.” 
 
    Confusion flashed across his features.  
 
    “It means men like you aren’t supposed to really exist—but I found you. I’m not stupid enough to just walk away. Plus, you’re super hot.” Her gaze ran up and down him. “I’ve never been more sexually attracted to someone than I am to you.” 
 
    He shook his head. “You have been through trauma and are confused.” 
 
    “No. Trust me. I’m not confused about what I want when it comes to you. Most people can’t make up their minds about much. What happened on that planet is going to cause me to probably have nightmares for a long time. Good people died. I didn’t, though. Do you know what I was thinking about most while I was helplessly watching my co-workers die?” 
 
    Roth inched closer, his golden gaze softening. “Tell me.” 
 
    “I replayed my entire life in my head. I have a lot of regrets. I settled for being with two men who I didn’t really love. I was just lonely. I felt more anger than anything when they let me down. I swore that if I survived, I’d find someone I could love. I think that person is you. Give us a shot, Roth. We have two days to figure out if we’re compatible before those representatives from New Worlds arrive.” 
 
    “I don’t wish to be another regret, Vera.” 
 
    “That will only happen if we don’t give this a shot. I think I’ve learned more about you in the short time that we’ve spent together than I ever did after months with my past two boyfriends. They never would have been as good to me or stuck by me through that hell. I not only trust you—I don’t want to lose you.” 
 
    “You are only grateful to me.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. It’s more than that. I’ve replayed every moment in my head over and over that we spent together since the drugs left my system.” She drew even closer to him. “I’ve never met anyone like you. I’m not talking about you being an alien, either. I mean how good of a person you are. You’re sweet and kind. Patient. Protective. Sexy. I could go on. Not that I need to. You’re wonderful…and I think we should do this testing thing.” 
 
    “You do not understand.” 
 
    “I do.” She inhaled deeply. “Abby was kind enough to explain a few things. I know you can protect me, so we don’t need to fight to prove that. You already saved my life—and are still doing it at this moment, by keeping me in your cabin after someone tried to kill me again. I also am not afraid that you can change appearances. You won’t scare me if you shift. Bring it on. I accept that about you. Sometimes you have four legs instead of two.” 
 
    He closed the drawer behind him with a sigh. “I would frighten you.” 
 
    “Wrong. I feel zero fear where you’re concerned, because I know in my heart and in my head that you would never hurt me. I’m one thousand percent convinced of that because you’ve already shown me what an amazing man you are.” 
 
    “I’m a male. Not a human man.” 
 
    “I know that. Believe me.” She slowly appreciated the sight of his body once again. “All male. You’re incredibly attractive to me.” 
 
    Roth growled. “Vera.” 
 
    “We have two days before the New Worlds representatives arrive. I’d like to get to know you better. As in, see if we actually have physical chemistry.” 
 
    He appeared confused by that phrase. 
 
    “See if we’re good in bed together, as well as out of it. We can either do that, or argue. Which one sounds better to you?” 
 
    He reached up and ran a hand through his damp black hair, raising his chin to stare at the ceiling, as if searching for patience. 
 
    “Is it really such a difficult choice?” 
 
    He snapped his chin down, dropped his hand to his side, and growled low. “I refuse to take advantage of you when you’re recovering.” 
 
    “The doctors cleared me, Roth. I’m totally healthy. I just need to gain some weight back. Time will do that. I’m cleared for sex.” She wasn’t about to mention she was assuming that part, since the doctors hadn’t given her any physical restrictions. 
 
    That seemed to get him thinking. 
 
    “And I’m mentally healthy where it concerns you. I’m certain I want to see if there’s something between us before it’s too late. Do you ever visit Earth?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I’ll probably be stuck there for the next few months. Who knows where my next job will send me? I know it will be on a planet without sentient life. I highly doubt we’ll ever see each other again once I leave. It’s now or never, Roth. Please don’t make me live with the regret of what could have been. I know damn well that I’ll feel that way if I don’t convince you to give us a try.” 
 
    With a look she couldn’t interpret, he suddenly invaded her personal space and gently wrapped his big hands around her waist. “Are you certain this is what you want?” 
 
    “You? Yes.” She placed her hands on his broad chest. “Do Veslors like to kiss? Can we do that? Only this time, don’t pull away from me.” 
 
    “We call it tangling tongues.” 
 
    “So sexy… Tangle with me.” She licked her lips. 
 
    A deep growling noise made his chest vibrate under her palms. “I’ll be gentle.” 
 
    “I have no doubt.” 
 
    He suddenly lifted her and turned, carrying her to the bed. “I do want you, Vera.” 
 
    “I’m totally on board with that. One thousand percent.” 
 
    He lowered her to the large mattress and came down on top of her, careful not to crush her under his heavy body.  
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    He instantly froze. 
 
    Vera wiggled out from under him and began to strip. “Clothes will just get in the way. Let’s get naked.” 
 
    Roth slid off the bed and grabbed the waist of his shirt, pulling it over his head. She loved the sight of all his muscles. He had the best body ever. She tried not to stare too hard at him but it was difficult. 
 
    “Are you certain about this, Vera?” 
 
    She paused, peering into his golden eyes. “Absolutely certain. I’ve never been surer of anything.” 
 
    He reached for the waist of his pants.  
 
    Vera lowered her gaze, heart pounding. She was finally about to see what he’d kept hidden under there. Don’t freak if it looks weird, she silently ordered herself. He was an alien. No matter what Roth revealed, she was willing and ready to have sex with him. 
 
    Roth hesitated. “We could just spend more time together. We don’t need to do this.” 
 
    She lifted her gaze. “Do you not want me? Please be honest.” It would crush her inside if he backed out or told her he wasn’t really attracted to her after all…but she’d deal. 
 
    “I want you, but I don’t wish to frighten you. We’re bigger.” 
 
    “I can see that.” She waved a hand at his large body. “I’m not afraid of you. I’ve seen Drak, and I’ve met Abby. He’s much bigger than her, too. They physically work. So will we.” 
 
    Roth released the waist of his pants, his hands going to his sides. “Humans don’t like to rush anything. It’s one of the things I’ve learned. You are very different.” 
 
    Ouch. She actually flinched. 
 
    “What did I say wrong?” Roth took a step closer to her, his expression one of concern. 
 
    “I’ve never really been…normal. I just hate having it pointed out.” She inhaled deeply before removing the last of her clothes and straightening.  
 
    His entire body tensed as he took her in from head to foot. A low rumbling noise came from him that she found incredibly sexy. She glanced at the front of his pants.  
 
    The outline of his cock assured her that he was turned on at the sight of her.  
 
    “It would hurt me if you regretted this.” 
 
    His softly spoken confession made her want him even more.  
 
    “That right there is exactly why I know I won’t. You’re an incredible male, Roth.” She stepped closer to him and reached out with her hands. They trembled a little but she placed them on his chest, stroking his velvety dark skin. “Kiss me, and stop worrying. I have a feeling that we’re going to be really great together.”  
 
    At least I hope so. The thought of losing Roth caused her heart to ache.  
 
    He lowered his head, and she closed her eyes. His lips brushed against hers, and she slid her hands higher to grip his broad shoulders. Then he deepened the kiss, his tongue meeting her own.  
 
    Roth didn’t just kiss. He possessed her mouth. Her body instantly flared to life in all the right ways. She moaned, all thoughts leaving her head. 
 
    She barely noticed when he lifted her right off her feet and lowered her onto the bed. They were skin to skin, his chest hot and velvety. She writhed against him, spreading her legs as he settled his hips between her thighs. She hated the feel of his pants still on, wishing they were gone. The thick, hard outline of his cock though the material pressed against her sex. She wrapped her legs around his waist. 
 
    Roth broke the kiss and she opened her eyes. His golden gaze was locked on her. “Are you truly certain?” 
 
    “I’m already wet and aching for you, Roth.” 
 
    “Release me with your legs.” 
 
    She really hoped he was asking her to do so just to get his pants out of the way. She unlocked her legs.  
 
    Roth slid down her body, and she watched as he seemed to study her breasts. He dipped his head, and she moaned loudly when his hot, wet mouth wrapped around her erect nipple, sucking lightly.  
 
    Vera released his shoulders and gently dig her fingers into his damp hair. It was thick, silky to the touch. He sucked harder, and the sensation shot straight to her clit. It throbbed painfully. He released one breast and went for the other.  
 
    “I’m ready to take you,” she panted. “I need you inside me.” It had been a long time since she’d had sex. Way too long. But she’d never wanted anyone more. The need made her ache to the point of pain. 
 
    He ignored her, nibbling her nipple with his teeth. It made her jolt but it felt wonderful. He released her breast, and she was forced to let go of his hair as he slid down her body farther and right off the bed. 
 
    She used her elbows to prop herself up on the bed. “Come back here!” 
 
    He gripped her calves and yanked. Vera was knocked flat onto her back as he pulled her to the end of the bed. She lifted her head just as Roth released her legs, sliding his arms under her thighs and shoving them up and apart.  
 
    His golden gaze lowered to her sex and his nostrils flared. “You are ready for me.” 
 
    She managed to nod. He had her ass near the edge of the bed, her legs spread over his upper arms, and just the position made her ache even more. “Get rid of the pants.” 
 
    He smiled at her. It looked almost predatory. That didn’t bother her; everything about Roth was sexy as hell. Even this slightly dangerous look. 
 
    He suddenly lowered his head and then his mouth was on her clit.  
 
    Vera gasped as he licked her. She dropped her head back onto the mattress and blindly clawed at the bedding with her fingernails. And then Roth didn’t just lick. He sucked. Raw pleasure tore through her. It was extreme and overwhelming. Too much so. She tried to close her legs but Roth adjusted his hold on her, keeping them open. 
 
    Growls rumbled from him as he aggressively destroyed her ability to think. The growls added vibration, devastating her in the best ways.  
 
    A climax hit her suddenly, so strong that she screamed his name. 
 
    It didn’t even sink into her dazed brain that Roth had moved his mouth away from her pussy and flipped her onto her stomach. She opened her eyes, struggling to remember how to breath after how hard he’d made her come, only to realize she was face down on the bed. Roth tugged her down until her feet were on the floor and she was bent over the mattress, using his knee to part her thighs. There was a quiet rustling noise of material. 
 
    Then Roth’s chest pressed against her back, and his mouth was at her ear. “I’m going to take you, Vera.” 
 
    She managed a nod, still recovering. “Please.” 
 
    He covered one of her splayed hands on the bed with his larger one, bracing his body weight to avoid crushing her under him. She loved that he did that, connecting them that way. He adjusted his large body, and then she felt his cock—at least, whatever passed as one for a Veslor—brushing against her slit. The thick, rounded tip of it probed her entrance.  
 
    Then Roth pushed against her. 
 
    Vera moaned as she felt him entering her. His alien cock was thick. Hard. Hot. He only pushed inside her a little before he stilled. She spread her legs more to encourage him, and Roth made a rumbling noise against her ear, right before he went in deeper. 
 
    “Tight,” he groaned. 
 
    “Don’t stop! I can take you.”  
 
    He withdrew a little and pushed inside her body again. He kept doing that, letting her take more of him with each drive of his hips.  
 
    Then something warm but firm pressed against her oversensitive clit, and they both moaned. 
 
    Vera was a little confusion. Did he have a second cock that was pressed against her clit? He was buried inside her pussy, stretched her with what felt like a really big dig. And human balls were soft; whatever she felt on her clit wasn’t.  
 
    Roth began to grind his hips against her ass, fucking her slowly. Whatever touched her clit stayed there, playing havoc on her senses. Roth picked up the pace, taking her faster. Vera could do nothing but made sounds—lots of them—as another climax built.  
 
    She came even harder the second time. Her mind absolutely blown. 
 
    Over the white haze of ecstasy that swamped her brain, she heard Roth snarl, and there was no missing when he came too. She could feel him shooting wet heat inside her. Roth pressed against her more firmly where she was pinned. His body trembled. Then they both panted as if they’d run a marathon. 
 
    Vera’s entire body felt boneless.  
 
    She grinned. They definitely had chemistry. Explosively so. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Vera woke with a start, confused at first. Utter darkness surrounded her but a large, warm body was curled up along her back. She gently stroked the heavy arm secured around her waist and smiled.  
 
    That velvet skin she caressed with her fingertips belonged to Roth. He’d slept with her. They both were lying on sheets with a blanket covering their bodies. 
 
    Her memories returned quickly. She must have passed out after they’d had sex. Her smile turned into a huge grin. Sex with Roth had been life-altering. That was something she’d never thought she’d experience with any man.  
 
    Male. She remembered that Roth liked that term better, and if she wanted to keep him, she figured that was something she’d have to start saying. He’s a hell of a male.  
 
    The grin wouldn’t leave her lips. 
 
    “Are you well?” 
 
    His raspy voice had her turning her head, though she couldn’t see a thing. “I’m great. Sorry I passed out.” 
 
    “You are still recovering from your ordeal. We should have waited.” 
 
    That killed her glow, and she wondered if he regretted what they’d done together. “I’ve slept badly without you. That’s why I was tired.” 
 
    He snuggled her tighter against his hot bod. “I’m here. Go back to sleep. The rest of my grouping and their mates won’t get up for at least three more hours.” 
 
    Vera really wanted to ask him if he was considering taking her for a mate. She just didn’t have the nerve to do that yet. What if he said no? She’d be devastated. It was a no-brainer that she’d stay with Roth if she could. Not only was he sweet and protective, but he’d also had gotten her off twice.  
 
    Total keeper. My mama didn’t raise a fool. She grinned again at that thought. 
 
    Roth nuzzled her hair with mouth. “You’re not going back to sleep.” 
 
    “I’m thinking. Sorry.” She used her fingernails to lightly rake against his skin. She grinned again when she felt his body respond. The cock pressed against her ass began to harden and get bigger. “Does this room have voice command for the lights?” 
 
    “Yes. Do you want them on?” 
 
    “Yes, but low. Not too bright.”  
 
    “Lights, fifteen percent power,” he stated a little louder. 
 
    The lights above them began to glow subtly. It left the room dim but she could see his outline when she turned her head to peer back at him. Vera wiggled a little to get onto her back before facing him. She splayed her hands on his chest.  
 
    “I love touching you.” Her eyesight adjusted enough to make out more of his features. Roth’s golden eyes were open. “Can I explore you?” 
 
    Roth answered by shoving the covers lower down their bodies, exposing his chest as he lay on his side.  
 
    Vera inched closer and circled one of those dark disks on his chest with her fingertip, tracing his nipple. She felt his cock stiffen even more between them, until it pressed against her hip. She trailed her other hand down his belly to the stiff protrusion, exploring with her fingers. He felt as thick as he had inside her. His cock was shaped like a human penis, but just like everything else about Veslors, he was bigger. The head of his cock was slightly flared. 
 
    Roth made a soft rumbling noise as she continued to intimately explore him. He had veins on his shaft. Or maybe they were ridges. She wasn’t certain but she liked how they felt, even if she couldn’t circle the girth of him with her hand. It amazed her that they’d fit together. 
 
    She leaned in to replace the fingertip of her other hand with her mouth. She licked and gently suckled his nipple. Roth’s cock stiffened even more, jolting a little. Those rumbling noises coming from him grew louder, vibrating his entire chest.  
 
    He suddenly rolled away, lying on his back. It tore his cock away from her hand and his nipple from her mouth. “You need more sleep.” 
 
    That didn’t dissuade Vera. She sat up, getting on her knees. Roth silently watched her as she grabbed the cover and shoved it lower, exposing his cock. She knew her mouth parted slightly at the sight of a very aroused Roth. He was big, thick, and clear fluid leaked from the tip of his alien cock, shining in the dim light. It definitely resembled a human penis in shape. 
 
    “I need to touch you.” 
 
    A low growl came from him next, but he didn’t try to stop her as she reached for his cock again as she scooted down the bed, closer to his hips. She gently gripped him with both hands. That’s what it took to completely encircle his cock. The clear fluid he leaked was warm and felt almost like lubricant. It made her hands glide easily over the thick shaft. 
 
    “Vera,” he groaned. “You need to stop or I’ll take you again.” 
 
    “Newsflash, sexy. That’s only going to encourage me. You rocked my world twice and put me in a sex coma, from how good it was between us. I’m all for a repeat. Only this time, you’re not going to devastate me with your mouth. It’s my turn to make you come first.” 
 
    She stroked him from the head of his cock, down the shaft to the base. That’s when she felt something odd where his balls should be. If he had them. She figured he probably did, since his body looked so human like. She leaned closer, trying to get a better look as he spread his thighs a bit. 
 
    “My yunce.” He breathed faster, his voice coming out in a rasp. “Your males don’t have those.” 
 
    She released his shaft with one hand and explored it. It felt like ribbed skin, covered in the same fluid-like lube. She ran her fingertip over it as it seemed to expand, pressing upward toward his shaft. It wasn’t a second cock after all. Just a curved protrusion. 
 
    Roth suddenly gripped her wrist. “I’m extremely sensitive, if you feel under it.” 
 
    “Under it?” She turned her head, meeting his gaze. 
 
    “It protects my seed sack.” 
 
    She bit her lip, her mind attempting to translate that. “You mean your balls?” 
 
    “We have one seed sack. Not two, as I’ve been told your males do. My yunce protects it, surrounds it. When our rods grow, the yunce opens to allow our sack to swell with seed.” 
 
    “I’ll be very gentle,” she promised, curious as hell. 
 
    Roth released her wrist. 
 
    Vera gently slid her fingers over the ribbed, curved yunce, and she found that Roth did indeed have a large ball. It felt hot; there wasn’t any velvety fur over the rounded bulge, but baby-soft skin. Her fingertips came up against another shell on the underside. It kind of reminded her of a clam shell on earth, though not as hard. Both sides were shaped a bit like the walls of a shell, probably to curve around his ball. It fascinated her. 
 
    “Does it completely close around your ball when you’re not turned on?” 
 
    “Yes. It is vital to protect my seed sack.” 
 
    “That is so cool.” She gently caressed his nut. It did seem to be swelling larger, expanding to balloon out past the protective ridged shell. 
 
    Roth gripped her wrist again and pulled her hand away. “It is too sensitive to play with. It hurts when touched too much.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” She wrapped her fingers around his shaft with both hands again and stroked him. His cock grew stiffer. Every ridge or vein she felt seemed to become more pronounced. She loved everything about the feel of him. 
 
    Roth’s hips rocked a little, and it drew her attention to his stomach. The muscles there were tense, outlined against his skin. He had at least a twelve pack, as far as abs went. Just the sight of him made her wet as she kept stroking him, watching his body respond to her touch.  
 
    When he started to rumble deeper, making an almost purring noise, she became so turned on that she ached between her legs. 
 
    “Can I ride you?” 
 
    Roth reached for her, his big hands gripping her waist. He sat up fast enough that she lost her grip on his cock. He pulled her up to her knees, then got on his own.  
 
    “I will do the riding. Turn around. Get on your hands and knees now.” 
 
    She scrambled to do his bidding.  
 
    “Closer to the wall. Brace a hand against it.” 
 
    She used the bedding to wipe down her hands as she crawled up the bed. Her hands had gotten very slippery. Roth made his own lube, a lot of it seeping from the top of his cock as she’d stroked him.  
 
    Vera flattened one hand on the wall and bent, spreading her thighs. 
 
    Roth came up behind her, spread his legs on the outside of her legs, and bent over her slightly. His hand splayed against the wall above hers. She opened her mouth to ask him what he wanted next, but she didn’t get the chance. 
 
    He curved around her, his cock pressing against her pussy, and then he entered her.  
 
    This time he didn’t go slow, but instead drove in deep with one steady thrust. 
 
    A moan tore from Vera. She frantically grabbed at the top bar of the headboard to gain leverage as she pushed back. Roth’s free hand gripped her hip, and he started to fuck her. He drove in deeper, his yunce snuggly pressing against her clit. Before long, he was pounding into her, fast and deep.  
 
    “Oh fuck,” she moaned. “Yes! Oh god, Roth. Don’t stop!” 
 
      
 
    Roth closed his eyes, trying to stay in control. He didn’t want to be too aggressive with Vera. He kept one hand braced on the wall to steady his balance on his knees, his other hand holding onto Vera to keep her in place under him, as he brought them both to ultimate satisfaction. 
 
    He now understood why two of his males had mated to humans.  
 
    The feel of Vera under him as he took her body felt better than anything he’d ever experienced. Her inner muscles clenched tightly around his rod, and she cried out as he brought her to release. His own followed swiftly, his seed shooting inside her. He threw his head back and drove into her deep, stilling his hips as he sealed his lips to avoid roaring from the intensity.  
 
    Gnaw had once told his grouping that copulating with humans was completely different from doing so with their own females. Raw. More intense.  
 
    He’d never truly understood what the male meant until he’d gotten inside Vera. 
 
    Every Veslor female had fought with Roth before copulation. And it hadn’t been because they wished to test a mating. He wasn’t a male they deemed worthy of considering as a father for their cubs, or to spend the rest of their lives with him. No. Females sought him out for the exhilaration and novelty of being pleasured by a fighter. 
 
    Those Veslor females had made him battle hard for the right to pin and pleasure them when they had approached him. He had always attempted not to hurt them. It hadn’t been the same for the females. They’d sliced his body with their claws, not holding back and attempting to cause as much damage as possible. It meant being bloody and in pain when he won—and he always won.  
 
    But deep down, those victories had always left him feeling bitter and used. Those emotions, along with his physical injuries, had greatly reduced his pleasure. 
 
    Copulating with Vera was drastically different. She gave of herself freely, seeking only to give him pleasure, not pain.  
 
    Vera’s body sagged under him, and he gently withdrew his rod from her tight sex, pulling her with him as he sat, placing her between his spread thighs. He hugged her torso, holding her close. She leaned against him, resting the back of her head on his chest as they both tried to catch their breaths. 
 
    Her small hands wrapped around his wrists, loosely clinging to him. He inhaled deeply, taking in her scent—and the urge to mate her hit Roth hard. He resisted. She might have bravely boasted that his battle form wouldn’t frighten her, but he wasn’t willing to risk it. He needed to give her more time to learn to trust him. 
 
    Vera turned her head, the side of her face pressing against his chest. He smiled and held her tighter. She fit perfectly in his arms.  
 
    This was something else new. She wasn’t immediately shoving him away and leaving. Veslor females always did so the moment he’d brought them to release. 
 
    “That was the best sex ever.” Vera lifted her chin and peered up at him with a lazy smile. 
 
    The air froze inside his lungs for long heartbeats as he silently willed her to ask him to mate her. He wanted to claim her as his.  
 
    When she didn’t say anything, he forced himself to breathe again. Part of him grieved the loss of the opportunity. “Yes,” he whispered. 
 
    “So we’ve tested a mating, right?” 
 
    He gave her a nod. 
 
    Her smile faded as her pale blue gaze seemed to study his face. “Do you think you’d ever want to make me your mate?” 
 
    His heart beat faster. “Yes, Vera. I would. You only have to ask.” 
 
    Her smile returned. “Roth…will you please keep me? I’d really like that. I know mating is for life. I’m willing to sign up for that, but only with you.” 
 
    “Yes,” he growled, excited.  
 
    “Really?” She wiggled in his hold. 
 
    He reluctantly released her. Vera got up on her knees, turning before throwing her arms around his neck.  
 
    He enclosed her in his arms. Vera would be his female. His mate.  
 
    Roth felt utter happiness. 
 
    For about five long seconds. Then reality intruded into his mind.  
 
    Abby had refused to fully mate to Drak. She claimed it was due to her not being willing to have a child yet. What if Vera balked at the idea of sealing their bond? 
 
    “We need to discuss many things.” 
 
    She nodded against his neck. “I’ll quit my job with New Worlds. I’m pretty sure that the fleet always need extra drone operators. They sent me a few job offers when I graduated. I went with New Worlds because they paid way more. Abby gave me the impression that you’re all going to be on this ship for a while longer, and that’s not a problem for me. I have a lot of money saved, so I won’t be a financial burden on you until I find work.” 
 
    Roth chuckled. Vera amused him. “You could never be a burden to me in any way.” Then he sobered. “Do not join the fleet. They demand years of your life in service. As soon as our king allows it, we plan to leave Defcon Red.” 
 
    “I’ll ask the fleet for a civilian contract. That’s no problem. I won’t enlist.” 
 
    Roth adjusted his hold around Vera and lifted her, scooting down on the mattress until she ended up sprawled on his chest, with him on his back. It allowed them to be face to face as they talked.  
 
    He dreaded saying the words, but they needed voiced.  
 
    “I want to mate you, Vera. But you could carry my cub afterward. Only two Veslors have completed the bond with a human female, and each pairing had a cub.” 
 
    Vera inhaled deeply but didn’t break eye contact with him. “Do you want a baby?” 
 
    “Yes,” he admitted. “With you.” 
 
    She nodded. “I always wanted kids. I just thought I’d be way older when I had them…but meeting you has changed things. Hell, the idea of never becoming a mom was one of my other huge regrets while I was trapped in the pods, thinking that I’d die there. I have to be honest with you, though…” 
 
    He tensed under her, waiting for Vera to tell him she wished to wait to complete bonding, the way Abby did. 
 
    “Will you be okay if I don’t work for a while if we have a baby? My mom raised me alone and always had to work while I was growing up. She said she missed out on all the important firsts of my life. A babysitter got to hear me say my first words, and witnessed the first time I crawled and walked. It made her sad. I’d like to at least raise our baby full time for a couple of years. That’s why I hadn’t planned on having kids for a long time. I was going to wait until I’d earned enough money to retire before starting a family.” 
 
    Relief had him grinning. “Yes. You and our cubs will want for nothing, Vera. I will care for you and them.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s not a deal breaker? I’ve never met or heard of a man willing to do that. Both people always have jobs to pay the bills.” 
 
    “I’m not human. Our females stay close to cubs until they are old enough to fend for themselves. It’s our way. I will help you care for any cubs we have, too. It is not strictly on the female alone.” 
 
    “I believe that. You’re going to make a wonderful father. I already knew that by how amazing and caring you always are with me. What else do we need to talk about? I’m good with moving to your home planet. I know your grouping stays together, too. Abby told me it’s like a big forever family. I’m actually looking forward to that.” She paused. “I’ve been alone since I lost my mom. We only had each other.” 
 
    That saddened him, hearing she’d had no one to look out for her. “Wasn’t there any other family? Where are your mother’s parents?” 
 
    Vera got more comfortable, sprawling on him, resting her chin on her hand on his chest. “My grandma died when my mom was a teenager. My grandfather got remarried to a much younger woman and they had two more kids. The new wife didn’t want my mom around after she turned eighteen. She was a reminder that my grandfather had another life before they’d met. It hurt my mom, but it wasn’t like she had much say in the matter. Her dad and his new family just cut her out of their lives completely.  
 
    “You already know I’m not close to my biological father, and I have no idea if he even has a family. None of them ever tried to contact me or my mom.” 
 
    “You will have family now.” 
 
    She smiled. “And a mate. So what do we need to do to make that happen? I’m up for anything.” 
 
    Roth wasn’t so certain. “We will discuss it tomorrow,” he stalled. It would hurt him deeply if Vera changed her mind. 
 
    “I know you need to shift. Abby told me about that, too. I’m not afraid of you, Roth. I know you won’t hurt me.” 
 
    “I would never,” he promised. “We should sleep for a few more hours. After we eat first meal—humans call that breakfast—we’ll go over the details.” 
 
    “Okay. I’m all in. Just know that.” 
 
    He smiled. “I am as well. You are mine, Vera.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to respond but a yawn broke from her instead. Then the pale skin of her cheeks turned pink. She softly laughed. “Okay. Maybe I do need a nap. You turn my brain to mush with all your sexiness and amazing bedroom skills.” 
 
    “Lights, off.” 
 
    The room turned dark, and Roth closed his eyes as Vera put her cheek against his chest. She didn’t attempt to move off him. He liked her there. Roth gently wrapped his arms around her to make certain she didn’t roll off.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Vera loved Roth’s grouping. They all sat at the table eating breakfast together. Everyone had been extremely welcoming. Her gaze kept going to the cubs playing on the living room floor, nearby. They had stuffed animal toys, and were currently chewing on them, sprawled together near the couch. 
 
    The little girl and boy Veslor cubs were adorable. The two also gave her a good idea of what a Veslor would look like shifted. They kind of resembled panther cubs from Earth, though with very different dark, leathery skin. Both had their father’s unique eyes. They were a bright blue in color, with some vivid green streaks. 
 
    “You seem fascinated with the cubs.” 
 
    Roth’s soft words pulled Vera’s gaze away from them. “I am.” 
 
    “They’re teething,” Darla announced. “Their fangs are coming in. That means my breasts are now closed for business.” 
 
    Gnaw chuckled. “To our cubs. Never to me.” 
 
    Vera watched the other woman blush, but Darla smiled at her mate. It was easy to see how in love they were with each other. She liked that. “Closed?” 
 
    “I nursed them from birth.” Darla explained. “Now they’re going on solid food and their milk supply isn’t coming from me anymore. Their fangs are also sharper now, and while Rasha is gentle, Roshi…not so much. He’s more aggressive.” 
 
    Gnaw’s humor faded. “I’m teaching him to be very careful with you and the other females.” He reached out and took Darla’s hand, lifting her arm and scowling at the bandage near her wrist. 
 
    Darla kept her smile in place. “He didn’t mean to scratch me with his growing claws. It’s a tiny cut. Even human kids have some issues as they grow and get stronger. My sister liked to bite us as a baby, when she got her first teeth. She outgrew it pretty fast, after she realized it hurt.” 
 
    Maith snorted. “Human teeth are harmless.” 
 
    Drak smiled. “They feel good.” 
 
    Abby laughed. “I’ve just never tried to hurt you with mine, mate.” 
 
    Roth leaned in closer to Vera. “Becky is Darla’s younger sister. She works and lives on Defcon Red. So do her parents and brothers. You’ll meet them soon. They visit often, but didn’t wish to move into our family cabin.” 
 
    Vera stared into his golden eyes. “I’d like that.” 
 
    “You are not alone anymore,” Roth assured her. “Our family is large.” 
 
    Warmth spread through Vera as Roth straightened in his seat and made a low grunt.  
 
    Everyone at the table looked at him.  
 
    “I have an announcement.” Roth paused. “Vera has agreed to become my mate.” He held up his free hand before anyone could say anything. “She hasn’t seen my battle form yet.” 
 
    “It won’t change a thing,” Vera quickly stated. “You are stuck with me.” 
 
    He met her gaze. “I hope that is true.” 
 
    “It’s totally true.” Vera had no qualms about that. She glanced around the table, and Abby was the first to speak. 
 
    “That’s great news!” She beamed at them both. “Congratulations.” 
 
    “Veslors make the best mates ever,” Darla added. “Welcome to our grouping.” 
 
    Gnaw inclined his head, his gaze on Roth. “I am happy for you.” 
 
    “I am as well,” Drak added. 
 
    Maith glanced between Darla and Roth. “A mate is a good thing. I welcome you into our grouping, Vera.” He rose to his feet. “I need to meet with the other team medics for training. My apologies.” He strode through the living room and exited the cabin without a backward glance. 
 
    Vera chewed on her lip, worried. “Does he not like me?” 
 
    Roth cupped her face with his hand, making her turn her head to look at him. He let go of her as soon as their gazes met. “He is the last male without a mate. It is not you.” 
 
    “Roth’s words are true,” Gnaw murmured. “Of all of us, Maith has longed for a mate the most. It is difficult for him to be alone.” 
 
    “Oh.” Vera felt bad for Maith.  
 
    “We’d hoped he and Becky would bond.” Gnaw glanced at Darla. “They haven’t.” 
 
    “Yet,” Darla sighed. “There’s still hope. He’s very attractive, and my sister isn’t blind.” 
 
    Gnaw growled. 
 
    Darla laughed. “You’re more handsome. Never feel jealous. I’m all yours, and you know it.” 
 
    Gnaw snorted but he leaned in to place a kiss on Darla’s lips. 
 
    Roth stood. “Vera and I are returning to my room.” He gave Drak a pointed look.  
 
    Drak nodded. “I will be here guarding our home.” 
 
    Vera rose to her feet and Roth took her hand, leading her back to his bedroom. She felt the stares of the grouping on her as she walked. That was something she needed to get used to. Roth came with a large group of people. They would be a consistent part of her life. 
 
    Once in the bedroom, Roth released her hand and motioned toward the bed.  
 
    Vera grinned. “I want you too.” 
 
    His intense gaze met hers. “This is not a time for copulation. I am going to shift for you.” He paused. “Drak will remain alert in the other room, in case you panic and attempt to flee. It wouldn’t be safe for you to leave our cabin.” 
 
    “I’m not going to run, Roth.” Vera walked to the bed and sat down on the end of it.  
 
    “I will never harm you.” 
 
    “I know that. I think you’re more nervous than I am about this.” 
 
    Roth didn’t deny it. He did begin to strip out of his clothing. That was something Vera loved to see. He had an amazingly sexy body. When he stood absolutely naked, about five feet from her, he suddenly dropped to his hands and knees. 
 
    “Are you certain that you’re ready?” 
 
    Vera nodded and laced her fingers together on her lap. She also mentally braced for whatever was about to happen. She knew that no matter what, she couldn’t freak out or he’d reconsider being her mate. That wasn’t about to happen. She was determined to stay with Roth. “Shift. Show me your battle form. I’m ready.” 
 
    Roth closed his eyes and lowered his chin almost to his chest.  
 
    Vera swallowed hard, pressing her lips together to avoid gasping or making any noise. Roth did enough of that already, as his body contorted. Bones and joints cracked, shifting under his dark skin. His legs and arms kind of shortened but grew thicker, as if the lower parts of them were being absorbed into the upper sections of his limbs. 
 
    The soft fur retreated, turning to leathery skin. The hair on the top of his head kind of spread as his head widened.  
 
    When he lifted his face again, his nose and mouth had expanded outward.  
 
    Breathe, she reminded herself, sucking in air through her nose. Her heart pounded. Roth wasn’t a man anymore. Male, she corrected. He was a frightening-looking alien beast. 
 
    Roth stood there on all fours, just watching her. Vera figured he might be waiting for her to say or do something.  
 
    The cubs were cute. Roth…wasn’t. He was huge in his battle form. Not that he’d been small compared to human guys when he walked on two legs.  
 
    Vera unclasped her hands and slid off the bed, going to her knees on the floor. She forced herself to breathe. In and out, she silently chanted. Then she slowly walked forward on her knees. Her gaze locked with his, and some of the tension in her eased.  
 
    It was Roth. Those eyes were the same. He was her alien. Just…different.  
 
    She smiled. “Wow. You look ferocious.” 
 
    Roth took a hesitant step closer. Vera paused before reaching out to touch him. Her hand might have trembled just a little but it didn’t stop her from gently brushing her fingers along his cheek. His skin felt rougher in texture than normal. She explored under his extended chin, stroking him there. Her smile widened. 
 
    “Amazing…” 
 
    Roth inched closer, and Vera sat on her butt. He moved next to her and took a seat, too. She stroked his wide chest, running her fingers along his side. He made a snort noise and jerked away a little. 
 
    Vera laughed. “Sorry. Did I tickle you?” 
 
    Roth began to shift back.  
 
    She pulled her hands away from him, not sure if it was safe to keep touching him during the process. The noises his body made had her hiding a grimace. By the time he sat in front of her, back to his normal self, a fine sheen of sweat shone on his body. 
 
    She reached out to press her hand to his muscled chest. “That’s a workout, huh?” 
 
    “It is when I slow the transformation down, and do it again within a short time period.” He gazed at her. “You weren’t terrified of me?” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t. It’s still you.” 
 
    A slow smile spread across his lips and reached his golden eyes. “I didn’t terrify you…” 
 
    “No, you didn’t. I already told you—” 
 
    Roth suddenly reached for her, picking her up and placing her on his lap. He hugged her close. “Thank you.” 
 
    She snuggled into him, ignoring the fact that he was a little sweaty. It didn’t matter. “For what? I told you that I accept all of you.” 
 
    “That wasn’t the most difficult part.” 
 
    She remembered what Abby had told her. “You have to do that while we’re having sex, to mate us.” 
 
    “Yes. You hopefully won’t notice when we bond.” 
 
    Vera wasn’t certain how that would ever happen, but all that mattered to her was keeping Roth for the rest of her life. “Should we do that now?” Part of her hoped he said yes. The faster it happened, the less likely her nerves would build up. She’d always been the type to always just face her fears. Putting it off would give her more time to overthink it. 
 
    “Later this evening.” 
 
    She turned her head, peering up at him. “Why not now?” 
 
    “I just transformed twice. I need a shower and more food before I mate you.” 
 
    “Okay.” She could understand that. “I want to do it today, though. Or tonight. I really do want to be your mate.” 
 
    He grinned. “I want that badly, Vera.” 
 
    “Okay. Then we have a plan!” 
 
    “There are other things we must do today, as well.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Roth adjusted her on his lap and sat more comfortably on the floor. “You don’t have any things. Females need more clothing and supplies. I’ve asked Abby to help you with that. The ship has many stores.” 
 
    “I don’t have access to my financial accounts on Earth right now. I’ve already asked the woman the fleet assigned to help me, when I was discharged from medical. She said it could be done but it would take about a week. I didn’t bother to ask her to start the process, since I figured I wouldn’t be on Defcon Red for that long. I need to contact her again and ask her to start that process.” 
 
    “You never need to worry about that, Vera.” Roth gave her a little squeeze. “Our grouping will provide all you need.” 
 
    “I’ll pay you back.” 
 
    He snorted. “What is ours is yours. You’re my mate.” 
 
    She nodded, deciding she’d just have her funds from Earth transferred to whatever account Roth’s grouping had, if that’s how they worked their financials. Her trust in Roth was absolute. He’d never screw her over by stealing her money. Abby Thomas trusted the Veslors, and she was mega-rich. None of them were going to be impressed by her contribution. It almost made her laugh. 
 
    “What are your thoughts?” 
 
    Vera smiled at Roth. “I’m excited to mate you later.” 
 
    “I am as well.” He gave her another hug. “Get up now. I will shower.” 
 
    “I don’t mind your sweat.” 
 
    He chuckled. “You are probably the only female who doesn’t. My sense of smell is much better than yours. Up, Vera.” 
 
    She reluctantly climbed off his lap with his assistance. Roth got to his feet and snagged his pants from the floor. “I will be back soon.” He put them on and left the bedroom. 
 
    Vera smiled and threw herself on the bed. Roth and her would have a future together. After everything horrible she’d survived…something wonderful would come from it. “I’m going to be like a phoenix rising from the ashes,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    Roth walked out of his sleeping room to find Drak standing guard. He smiled at the male as the doors closed behind him. 
 
    Drak smiled back and gripped his shoulders. “Your female did not run.” 
 
    “No. Vera is extremely brave.” 
 
    “You are blessed.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    Drak inhaled, smelling him. “When do you plan to mate her?” 
 
    “Later this day.” 
 
    “I will be here.” 
 
    “Vera won’t be frightened during our mating. I know this now. I am certain.” 
 
    “I will still be here. It should be Maith, but…” 
 
    Sadness filled Roth. “His heart hurts.” 
 
    “He should have been the first of us to mate. Not the last. It comes as a shock to us all. Especially to him.” 
 
    “We need to find him a female.” 
 
    Drak snorted. “We believed he would be attracted to Darla’s sister. That hasn’t happened.” 
 
    “We should attempt to get her to agree to move into our cabin. That would put them together more often.” 
 
    “We have tried. Becky is determined to remain unmated.” 
 
    Roth acknowledged that to be true. “We could expose him to more human females. One of the doctors complimented me on my muscles. I smelled arousal from her.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “Cynthia Kane.” 
 
    “I will speak to Jessa. She knows all the medical humans. Perhaps we could ask if Med Bay needs assistance from our medic.” 
 
    “See to it.” 
 
    “Done. Would you like Abby to assist your female now? She went to our room to check her messages from Earth.” 
 
    “Please. Make certain Abby buys my Vera everything that she will need.” 
 
    “I’m on it.” Drak gave his shoulders one more squeeze. “I am so happy that you have found a mate.” 
 
    “I am as well. I want to have cubs.” 
 
    “I’m certain that you shall.” Drak released him. “I’ll get Abby.” 
 
    Roth watched the male walk away, then he entered the bathroom. He never suspected being sent on a rescue mission would gain him a mate. He felt blessed. All the resentment he’d ever felt at their king for sending them to work with the humans dissipated completely. It had turned out to be the best thing to ever happen to his grouping. 
 
    He stripped off his pants and turned on the shower, stepping inside. His only worries now concerned finding Maith a mate…and discovering who had attempted to harm Vera. 
 
    Anger came with that thought. Whoever it was, the human male would pay. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Vera hesitated. “I think you’ve bought me way too much.” 
 
    Abby sat at the dining room table with her, ordering everything from shoes to undergarments. “Trust me. You can never have enough clothing when mated to a Veslor. Especially bras and panties.” 
 
    Vera frowned in confusion. 
 
    Abby winked. “Drak tends to tear them off me if they’re too sexy and he’s been gone from me for more than six hours.” She lowered her voice. “Veslors have a high sex drive.” 
 
    That information didn’t alarm Vera. Not after testing a mating with Roth. “Really? That’s promising.” 
 
    “It sure is.” Abby clicked on two more lace black bras, adding them to the virtual cart. “I just wish they had better selections. We’ll do some shopping from Earth next week. That’s when I send my latest wish list to my best friend, Megan. She took over some of my duties at D Corp that I can’t handle from here. I had her hire an assistant just to do my shopping. Megan sends me monthly shipments.” 
 
    “That must be nice. Is that the food, too?” 
 
    “Yes. Speaking of a flight coming this way from Earth…you have an apartment there, correct?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Abby turned in her seat to stare at Vera. “Roth will throw a fit if you plan to fly back there without him to get your stuff. He won’t be able to go with you anytime soon, since their king’s assigned them to Defcon Red. But I’d like to help with that. I can have Megan’s assistant pack up your stuff and ship it here.” 
 
    “But I live in San Francisco.” 
 
    “That’s not a problem. I assume you can contact management to give Addison clearance to gain entry.” 
 
    “Yes. I’d just need her full name. You’d do that?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Thank you so much, Abby.” 
 
    “It’s no problem. Commander Bills assigned us a large storage unit onboard for my food shipments. Part of it isn’t refrigerated. I can have Addison pack everything and have it all flown here. My parents gifted me with a space yacht, and that’s what we use every month. It keeps the crew working, otherwise they’d have to find jobs elsewhere and the yacht would just sit parked on Earth, not being used.” 
 
    “You’re so kind. I’ll just make a list of important stuff that I want. The furniture I own isn’t anything worth shipping.” 
 
    “Really? It’s no big deal.” 
 
    Vera sighed. “Really. And it kind of is. I bought most of it secondhand anyway, since I wasn’t home much. There was no need to waste money on new furniture that I hardly used. I’d like it if your Addison could donate my furniture and just pack my personal belongings.” 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    Vera reached out and took Abby’s hand, giving it a gentle squeeze before releasing it. “Thank you. It will also mean I can avoid my biological father if he’s hanging around my apartment, hoping to ask me for money. I never want to see him again. He’s a jerk.” 
 
    “Would he honestly harass you?” 
 
    “Every chance he gets,” Vera admitted. 
 
    “I’ll send a warning about him to Megan. We don’t want your whereabouts shared, if you’re not close to him. Her assistant will take a few guards with her to pack up your place, just in case he does show up.” 
 
    “That would be great.” 
 
    “We’re family now. Or we will be after tonight. Think of me like a sister. I hope you always wanted one.” Abby laughed. 
 
    Vera blinked back tears.  
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes. Just still a little emotional. I didn’t have any real family left.” 
 
    “Now you have a big one.” Abby winked. “Okay. Up next, we should probably buy you pajamas.” 
 
    “I don’t plan to wear any with Roth. I like sleeping naked with him.” 
 
    “Fair enough, but I’m buying you comfortable loungewear. You’ll need that. I can’t tell you how many nights Darla and the cubs and I have piled into the living room to sleep together, while our men are on assignment.” 
 
    “Are they gone often?” 
 
    “No.” Abby shook her head. “Sometimes they’re sent on missions with the tactical teams, though, and we worry while they’re gone. Darla and I can’t sleep if our mates aren’t here, until they return safely.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Abby went back to her device, still shopping. Vera’s gaze kept going to Roth and Drak. Both men were sitting on one of the couches about twenty feet away. They spoke softly enough that she couldn’t hear their conversation. Whatever the topic, both seemed tense to her. 
 
    Vera lowered her voice. “What do you think that they’re talking about?” 
 
    Abby raised her head and whispered back. “Probably plotting on how to find the person who tried to poison you. They aren’t going to let that go. No one attempts to kill a mate and gets away with it. I almost feel sorry for the bastard. Almost. He’s so screwed, and he totally deserves whatever’s coming his way.” 
 
    “That investigator guy, Trowly, is already on the case.” 
 
    “Security tried to pin it on you at first. Drak’s confidence in them is shot to shit. I’m sure Roth feels the same. Hell, even Uncle Howard was pissed when he found out how lazy they were, arresting you right off the bat without a thorough investigation.” 
 
    “Uncle Howard?” 
 
    “Commander Bills. He and my parents go way back. He’s not actually a blood relation, but he’s still family.” 
 
    “Wow.” Vera was stunned. “He is in charge of Defcon Red, right?” 
 
    “The one and the same. Not only is he like family, but he loves the Veslors.” 
 
    “What about the Clark guy? Is he family too?” 
 
    “He’s a close friend and completely trusted by our grouping. Uncle Howard personally chose him to run the tactical teams after some bullshit went down with the first human asshole in charge of our guys. That’s a story I’ll share with you later, when we’re alone. It upsets the males when it’s mentioned.” 
 
    “I look forward to hearing it.” 
 
    Roth and Drak stood, walking toward the kitchen. Abby tapped her screen and shut it down. 
 
    “We’re hungry,” Drak announced. 
 
    “I will prepare our second meals.” Roth headed toward one of the food storage drawers.  
 
    “What can I do to help?” Vera rose to her feet. 
 
    “Sit,” ordered Roth. 
 
    “Yeah, shopping totally wore us out. It’s tough to look at pictures of stuff, before buying it.” Abby rolled her eyes and pulled Vera back down to her seat.  
 
    Drak got drinks, passing them out. “I hear your sarcasm, mate. Enjoy being waited on by males.” 
 
    “Is everyone else joining us?” Vera hadn’t seen the rest of the grouping since she’d gotten up that morning. 
 
    “Maith and Gnaw are working with the tactical teams. Darla and the cubs are with them.” 
 
    “Doing what?” Vera asked. 
 
    Roth came up to her chair and leaned down, planting a kiss on her head. He grinned at her. “The cubs are highly active at this age now. They enjoy playing in the training room with some of the humans.” 
 
    “Don’t ask,” Abby whispered. 
 
    Vera couldn’t help it. She frowned at Roth. “How do the cubs play with humans? Should I be concerned over how gleeful you looked when you said that?” 
 
    Roth laughed, walking away to grab their now warmed food and carrying a few plates back to the table. “The cubs like to chase some of the tactical team members. It gives them plenty of exercise, since our cabin isn’t large enough for them to run far. We’ve made a game of it recently.” 
 
    “I told you not to ask.” Abby cracked a smile though, appearing amused. “They have those poor bastards suit up in armor and try to outrun the cubs in a race to a finish line they set up. What do you give the team members who volunteer? A ten-second head start?” 
 
    “Fifteen,” Drak chuckled. “It improves the humans’ speed, carrying the weight of their armor while running to reach the finish line—if the cubs don’t leap and land on their backs to take them down before they reach it. Armor also protects the humans from getting hurt if the cubs accidently use their claws.” 
 
    “That’s…” Vera wasn’t certain what to say. 
 
    “Why I told you not to ask. The cubs do love it. And most of the tactical team members sign up for that shit. Darla always goes with the twins to make sure they don’t get hurt.” Abby shrugged. 
 
    Roth sat next to Vera. “We wouldn’t put the cubs at risk if there was a chance of them being harmed. Only humans we trust are permitted to play this game.” 
 
    Drak set down two plates for him and Abby, taking a seat next to her. “They are Veslor cubs. Not humans. Your young are frail. Cubs are not, and they need the challenge of learning to run fast and take down prey by leaping on moving targets.” 
 
    “That’s not disturbing at all,” Vera muttered. 
 
    Abby leaned over and bumped her with a shoulder. “Welcome to the world of Veslors. Different cultures and all that. The cubs are super tough, though, and always come home happy as can be. They also sleep better once they use up all that energy. You don’t want to see hyperactive cubs.” Abby jerked her head toward one of the couches. “That’s the third one we’ve gone through. The cubs attacked them when their claws started to grow out.” 
 
    “They know better, now that they are older.” 
 
    Vera peered up at Roth when he spoke. “That’s good.” 
 
    “And they would never play that game with a human not wearing an armored suit.” Roth dug into his food. 
 
    “Or a female,” Drak added. “Some of the human tactical team females have signed up to play with the cubs, but both Roshi and Rasha refuse to leap on them. They just brush up against their legs, if they catch them.” 
 
    Vera nodded, then studied Roth. “Will our cubs play this game too?” 
 
    “Not until the cub is old enough, and only if we remain on Defcon Red that long. I would never put our cubs at risk.” 
 
    “I believe you.” Vera knew she had a lot to learn, but she trusted Roth. “I’d like to go see the cubs play sometime.” It would help her feel at ease if that was a part of her child’s future. 
 
    “I will take you to watch the games once we find the human who tried to hurt you. Until then, you don’t leave our cabin.” 
 
    She nodded, giving her attention to the food in front of her. It looked like a large chunk of pot roast with some roasted potatoes and gravy. It smelled delicious. She cut off a bite of the meat and tried it. “Mmmm.” 
 
    “More prepared meals from the chefs at D Corp,” Abby informed her. “We eat really well.” 
 
    That was something Vera could easily adjust to. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Roth appeared nervous to Vera when he led them to one of the doors in the cabin that she hadn’t entered before. He paused before it, facing her. 
 
    “What’s in there?” 
 
    “Drak ordered a breeding bench to be created for him and Abby. It hasn’t been used, since she’s not ready to risk having a cub yet. He’s given it to us. It’s simple to order another, since they already produced one and kept the design for us. We stored the bench in this unused sleeping room.” 
 
    She remembered Roth and Drak’s seemingly intense conversation on the couch earlier while she’d shopped with Abby. “Okay. What exactly is a breeding bench and why would he give us one?” 
 
    “Follow me.” Roth accessed the wall pad with his palm print and the door slid open. He entered first, and Vera trailed behind. The lights automatically came on. 
 
    It was a bedroom without a bed. In the center of the room sat the weirdest piece of furniture she’d ever seen. It was the length of a couch, able to seat at least three adult people side by side. Where arms would normally be, each end was open. Instead, two raised arms ran along both sides of the wide cushions, down the entire length of the bench. The long arms were inches thick, made of what appeared to be sturdy wood. The cushioned center area between the arms had thick padding that cascaded over the side, going down to the floor, with an additional cushion attached and extending from the foot of the bench at one end. 
 
    “It was the best assimilation of a Veslor breeding bench that we could have created on Defcon Red by their furniture-making department. Humans have no need for one.” Roth approached her side.  
 
    “Explain what it is. I mean, you said this is for mating, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Roth still appeared nervous as he stared down at her. 
 
    “Breathe.” She took a deep breath and blew it out to show him what she meant. “I’m not going to freak out. Just give me a rundown on what that thing is and why we need it.” 
 
    Roth nodded and took her hand. “I will show you. We’ll remain dressed. Nothing is going to happen between us until you are comfortable.” 
 
    “Alright. Show me.” 
 
    He urged her to walk toward the open end of the piece, pointing to the thick padding on the floor attached to the end. “That is for your knees. You bend over the higher cushioned area.” 
 
    Vera gave his hand a squeeze and released him. She swallowed hard but lowered to her knees, putting them on the cushion on the floor. The thick padding was sturdy and surprisingly soft. 
 
    “Lean forward to place your upper body on the cushioned bench.” 
 
    She bent forward and lay her upper body as requested. There was enough room between the arms on each side that she didn’t feel squished in the space. The padding under her and against her hips felt comfortable. 
 
    “What now?” She turned her head, looking at Roth over her shoulder.  
 
    He slowly lowered to his knees behind her and pressed his hips against her ass. 
 
    “While we are bare, and when you become extremely aroused, I would enter you this way. I would stay in this form until I give you enough pleasure to distract you.” He leaned forward, pinning her upper body with his against the cushions she lay on. He used the thick wood on each side to brace his arms. “I’ll support my weight here while we copulate.” 
 
    She nodded. Nothing scary so far. “Any other reason for the wood arm things? Are they to keep me from falling off the sides? The wood doesn’t look comfortable for you. Won’t you hurt your arms? Why aren’t those padded, too? Everything else is.” 
 
    Roth’s gaze remained locked with hers. “When I transform, this solid texture will prevent my claws from shredding anything.” 
 
    Vera swallowed hard. “Like me?” 
 
    “You would never be in any danger from my claws. It’s to help me keep a good grip, and to stay in place and not do damage to the rest of the breeding bench. If you were a Veslor female, there would be a hard surface above the padding under your head for you to dig your claws into. It helps us remain in place while transformed into our battle forms.” 
 
    Vera tried to lift up. Roth hesitated, then raised his chest from her back. She only moved a few inches, staring at the wood surface of the arms. It wasn’t smooth, but it also didn’t look as if it would give off splinters. The surface kind of reminded her of a flat tree trunk with small groves and holes in it. 
 
    “Are you frightened, Vera?” 
 
    “No. Just thinking.” 
 
    “What are your thoughts? Please share them with me.” 
 
    She turned her head enough to see him where he hovered over her. Inches separated them. “I think I understand. I was mentally imagining everything. This breeding bench is really comfortable for me. I just wish I could say the same for you.” 
 
    “This is exactly what I need.” 
 
    “Is mating going to hurt me at all? It won’t change my mind. I just want to be prepared.” 
 
    “I would never cause you harm.” 
 
    She nodded. “Alright. I’m ready. Is it time to lose the clothes?” 
 
    Roth’s golden eyes widened, as if she’d surprised him. “You are still willing to mate me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I will prepare you well before we mate. I hope that you don’t even notice when I transform.” He backed away from her and got to his feet, removing his shirt and tossing it aside. 
 
    She got up too and was glad neither of them had put on shoes. That meant there was less to take off. “What about…” She waved her hand at his groin. “That? I mean, is that going to change when you do? I didn’t exactly check out your penis when you shifted for me this morning.” 
 
    “My rod remains the same shape and size.” 
 
    Vera raised a hand and wiped her forehead. “Whew. That’s a relief to hear. You’re already big down there. I might have felt a flash of fear if you got even larger.” She smiled, hoping he’d laugh. 
 
    He didn’t. Roth remained sober. “Are you certain you wish to mate with me now? I don’t wish for you to feel rushed.” 
 
    “I’m ready.” Vera took off her top, removed her bra, and then unfastened her pants. “I’m all in with you. One thousand percent.” 
 
    Roth suddenly approached her before she could remove her underwear. He cupped her face gently in his hands. “I give you my vow to be the best mate to you. I am very blessed that you have come into my life.” 
 
    Tears filled her eyes, and she reached up, placing her hands on his bare velvety chest. “I feel the same way about you, and promise the same.” 
 
    He lowered his head and brushed his lips against hers. Vera went to open her mouth to deepen the kiss but Roth straightened. “Remove the rest of your clothing. I am impatient to bond to you.” He released her face and stepped back, removing his pants. 
 
    Vera shoved her underwear down and stepped out of them, leaving her completely naked. Roth approached her again. She couldn’t help but notice that his alien cock was already fully erect. 
 
    Roth motioned his head toward the breeding bench. “Lay on your back for me.” 
 
    “I thought I was supposed to bend over it.” 
 
    “Not yet. Lay down for me, Vera.” His voice had deepened into almost a growl. He licked his lips. “Give me access to your slit.” 
 
    She had a pretty good idea how he planned to prepare her. “Oral sex?” 
 
    “I am going to put my mouth and tongue on you.” 
 
    She turned, hurried to the breeding bench, and sat on the edge of the higher cushion, lying back on the padding. Roth dropped to his knees and gripped her ankles where her feet still touched the padding on the floor. He lifted them and spread her thighs. They couldn’t widen too far without hitting the raised arms on each side, but Roth just pushed her bent legs higher with his hands and lowered his face. Vera ended up with her calves on the rough wood. Not that she cared, once Roth pressed his mouth right against her clit. 
 
    His tongue swiped out, a slow, long lick. Pleasure hit instantly. He had the best mouth. Roth pressed against her sex more and growled, creating vibrations.  
 
    Vera reached up, clutching the wooden arms on each side of her. Moans tore from her throat as Roth mercilessly manipulated her clit with his tongue and the vibrations. Her entire body tensed as a climax built rapidly, and he kept her pinned in place with his large hands on the backs of her thighs.  
 
    “Roth!” Vera cried out his name as she came hard. The world and everything she knew fell away as ecstasy flooded her. 
 
    She barely realized when Roth released her thighs and gently pulled her down the padding by her hips, until the bottom of her ass slid off the end. He kept her from sliding right to the floor, using his hands to help her roll over and position her knees on the padding where they should be. 
 
    Vera panted, trying to catch her breath and find her senses again. Roth had a way of blowing her mind. She turned her head as he positioned her until she was bent over in front of him, her hips pressed against the curved padding at the side of the breeding bench. 
 
    His golden gaze locked with hers. “Get comfortable. Are you ready?” 
 
    She placed her hands on the long cushion and scooted up a bit, until her hips were firmly pressed against padding. “Yes.” 
 
    Roth adjusted his body a little more and reached between them. One of his hands firmly curled around her hip. He used the other to position his cock until he pressed against her pussy. He entered her slowly. 
 
    Vera moaned as Roth thrust in a little deeper, lost in sensation. He released his cock and braced his arm on the wood next to her, taking his time, pushing inside her until his yunce pressed against her oversensitive clit. Vera closed her eyes at the feeling, using her fingernails to claw at the cushion beneath her.  
 
    Roth paused there, not moving his hips. 
 
    “You are everything to me, Vera.” 
 
    She opened her eyes, staring at his handsome face over her shoulder as he lowered his body over hers, curving around her until their faces were merely inches apart.  
 
    “You’re everything to me, too.” 
 
    “Turn your head and close your eyes. Only feel the pleasure I give you. I don’t want you to see when I transform.” 
 
    “It’s you, Roth. All of you.” 
 
    “Please, Vera?” Roth appeared tormented as something resembling fear flashed in his eyes.  
 
    She reluctantly gave a nod and turned her head, putting her forehead against the cushion. Roth only kept enough of his weight on her to keep her pinned in place, without crushing her.  
 
    He began to thrust his hips, his cock moving inside her. His yunce rode against her clit, the lubricated bumpy surface almost too intense for her to handle, the pleasure was so great. Vera moaned louder.  
 
    “My sexy mate,” Roth rasped. “Mine!” 
 
    “Yes,” she panted. 
 
    He increased the pace of his thrusts. Vera knew she wasn’t going to last long. Having sex with Roth was too extremely satisfying. She’d never been made love to better. It wasn’t a matter of whether her Veslor could get her off. It was a given. 
 
    “Oh god! I’m going to…” 
 
    Roth fucked her harder, and she realized then that the velvety texture of his chest along her back and against her ass had changed. He’d transformed.  
 
    It was tempting to turn her head, to look at him, but then she was coming too hard to do anything but cry out against the cushion. 
 
    She felt it as Roth followed her over. Wet heat shot inside her. He stilled, more of his weight pressed against her back, and she felt him transform back. His leathery skin once more became soft fur.  
 
    “We are mated,” Roth rasped. 
 
    Vera smiled, trying to catch her breath. She turned her head at that point, lifted it a little, and met his golden gaze. A fine sheen of sweat showed on his face when she took in his features. 
 
    “You’re really fast at both shifting and getting me off.” 
 
    He smiled. “I was motivated. You are human.” 
 
    “A brave one who isn’t afraid of you when you’re in your battle form.” 
 
    Emotion flashed in his eyes. “You hold my heart.” 
 
    “You own mine, too.” 
 
    He moved his arm and slid his hand under her stomach. “I hope that you hold my cub, as well.” 
 
    “How long until we find out?” 
 
    “Soon.” 
 
    “We can try again if I’m not pregnant.” 
 
    That time, Roth did appear shocked. 
 
    Vera grinned. “What? I want cubs with you, and this breeding bench is pretty comfortable.” 
 
    “You are a brave human, and I am very blessed to claim you as mine.” 
 
    “I’m the lucky one, Roth.” One day, she hoped he’d understand that. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Vera woke up with Roth curled around her. She immediately smiled, remembering their previous night of celebrating their mating. Roth had helped her get dressed and they’d walked hand in hand back to their own bedroom from the other one. No one had been in the living areas of the cabin, and Roth had told her their grouping was giving them privacy. She’d been grateful, not ready right after they’d had sex to see everyone. 
 
    They’d spent hours making love. Someone from Roth’s grouping had pinged their bedroom door later that night. Vera covered up under the blankets when he opened the door to retrieve a large dinner tray, and she finally got to taste the prime rib Abby had bragged about. It was probably the best thing she’d ever tasted. 
 
    “How did my mate sleep?” 
 
    Vera turned her head, smiling at Roth, despite it not being light enough for her to see. “Really good. Lights on.” 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “Computer, lights up twenty-five percent,” he ordered. 
 
    The bedroom lightened until she could see him. “Thanks.” 
 
    “I will program your voice into the cabin controls today.” 
 
    “I’d appreciate that.” 
 
    “This is your home now.” Roth smiled at her. 
 
    There was a ping noise. Vera frowned. “That’s the door?” 
 
    “Yes. Stay in bed.” Roth released her and got out from under the blankets.  
 
    Vera enjoyed the sight of her very naked mate’s body. Roth pulled on pants and strode to the door. He palmed the pad next to it and stepped out.  
 
    Minutes passed before the door reopened and he reentered. “Computer, day lighting.” 
 
    The room brightened. Vera sat up, studying Roth’s face. He appeared angry when he stood at the end of the bed. 
 
    “What is it? Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Your people are here early. Clark just contacted Drak. They have checked in with security and are demanding access to you immediately.” 
 
    It took her a second to figure out what he meant. “The New Worlds representatives are onboard?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh crap! I had planned on contacting my company to terminate my employment right after we mated. I probably should have done that yesterday afternoon, but to tell you the truth, I forgot about them. We were doing sexy celebrating. I guess I’ll be quitting in person.” She winced a little. “They’re going to be furious that they made the trip for nothing, since I’m not going back with them. But then again, I’m sure they probably want to interrogate me in person anyway.” 
 
    A growl came from Roth. “They will not be interrogating you.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s the wrong word for me to use, but they are going to want a full report on everything that happened down on Biter. Not only did we lose forty-two people, but they’re going to have to pay out a fortune in death benefits. Plus, all the money and time they’ve lost on this project.” 
 
    “None of that is your fault.” 
 
    “I know that, but I’m the only survivor for them to question. On top of everything else, they could lose the rights to Biter if they don’t get another survey team down there soon to meet the one-year deadline. I can’t even imagine how much money is at stake for the company.” 
 
    “The humans are demanding that we meet them on deck two in Investigator Trowly’s office right away. Drak is ordering Gnaw and Maith to return to our cabin. They will be here within minutes. I’m not taking you out of our cabin without our grouping to escort you. You’re in danger still. Drak invited your people to our cabin, but they refused.” 
 
    Vera climbed out of bed. “Shit.” She dashed to the few clothing items she had in Roth’s room, starting to dress fast. 
 
    “We should shower first. The humans can wait. They arrived earlier than they stated they would.” 
 
    She stood after putting on her shoes and peered into his eyes. “This is upper-management bullshit tactics. Trust me. It’s best if I present myself to them as quickly as possible. Otherwise, they’ll screw me over. I’m sure they’re looking to save money anywhere they can.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I’ve never been subjected to a surprise inspection on a work site, but I’ve heard about it happening to other survey teams. They were given no warning until a shuttle landed and suddenly, company representatives were there. Anyone who refused to instantly comply by answering questions or showing their work were docked pay. They probably lied about when they were going to arrive just to catch me off guard.” 
 
    Roth snarled and spun away, going to his dresser. She felt relief as he quickly got dressed too. They exited their bedroom and took turns using the bathroom. 
 
    By the time Vera had brushed her hair and teeth, and splashed water on her face, the rest of the Veslors had assembled in the living room. They’d also brought weapons. She tried not to stare at the pair of laser blasters Roth strapped to his thighs.  
 
    He held out his hand to her, and Vera immediately took it. Roth made her feel safe. She also loved the sweet gesture of holding her hand. 
 
    “Are you ready?” He studied her features, concern showing in his eyes. 
 
    “Yes.” She wasn’t about to admit to feeling nervous. He could probably already tell. 
 
    Darla came out of one of the bedrooms with the cubs. All of them wore matching pajamas. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Gnaw went to his mate and gave her a kiss on her forehead. “Vera’s people are here. We are escorting her to speak to them.” 
 
    “They aren’t really my people. It’s two representatives from the company I work for,” Vera corrected. 
 
    Darla grimaced. “That doesn’t sound like fun.” 
 
    No, it won’t be. Vera sucked in a deep breath and blew it out. “We should go.” 
 
    Drak and Gnaw took the lead. Roth kept hold of her hand, and Maith trailed behind. They passed a few crew members on the way to the lift. No one shared it with them as they went to deck two. When the doors opened, Clark stood there in full military uniform. Vera noticed he also wore weapons. 
 
    “Our appreciation to you for being here,” Roth told the older human. 
 
    “You’re my boys. I’ll always look out for you. Congratulations on your mating, Roth.” Clark’s gaze fixed on Vera. “I informed Commander Bills of the news. He’s given his permission for you to stay onboard. He also sends his congratulations on your mating.” 
 
    Vera swallowed hard. “I hadn’t even thought about that. I’m afraid I’m not too familiar with protocols for the fleet.” 
 
    “It’s been taken care of. You’ve officially been listed as part of the Veslor grouping.” Clark turned, moving down the corridor. “We’re meeting in conference room two instead of George’s office. It’s larger,” he called out over his shoulder. 
 
    Two officers stood from behind a long counter when they entered security. One of them cleared his throat. “This way, sirs.” The man had them follow him deeper into the offices. 
 
    Trowly sat on the far side of a round table when they entered the room. A man and woman dressed in business attire were seated on each side of him. Both appeared in their mid-fifties and displayed stern expressions.  
 
    The woman spoke first. “Thanks for bringing us our employee. Now leave. This is a private matter.” 
 
    Roth’s hold on Vera’s hand tightened. “We are not leaving Vera.” 
 
    “These are the Veslors I was telling you about.” Trowly motioned for them to take seats. “They are all a part of Miss Wade’s protection detail.” 
 
    The man in the suit scowled at Trowly. “You’re saying that one of our employees isn’t safe on one of the biggest battle cruisers in your fleet? Especially inside your own security offices? Some of the things we need to go over are classified. The last thing New Worlds needs is a bunch of gossip circulating about what in the hell happened on that planet. I understand that you have to be here because fleet stuck their nose where it didn’t belong, but I want those men to leave while we question our employee.” 
 
    “Don’t be insulting, Mr. Danver,” Trowly snapped. “These men were in your facility as part of the rescue detail. They saw the result of the sabotage. And we answered a distress hail. Be thankful for that, or every employee would be dead and you’d have no one to question. I’ve opened my files to you about our investigation results so far, and informed you of what happened to Miss Wade in the bar. You haven’t been so forthcoming. Who has the most motivation to murder your entire survey team?” 
 
    The woman cleared her throat. “Gentlemen, enough.” She stared at Vera. “Miss Wade, tell your security to leave right now. Then take a seat.” She reached down and withdrew a data pad. “The fleet has demanded that we interview you in front of their lead investigator. We have no time to waste. Our pilot is ready to depart in an hour.” 
 
    Vera didn’t like the woman’s rude tone or the fact that she had just ordered her to make Roth and his grouping leave. “What is your name, and what do you do for New Worlds?” 
 
    The woman narrowed her eyes, studying Vera shrewdly. “I don’t think that’s relevant, but I’m Marcy Piers. I am a station resources manager. This is my associate, Ted Danver. He works for our legal department. We were the closest to your location. We’ve both been authorized to handle this unfortunate event.” 
 
    “Unfortunate event,” Vera repeated. “Wow. That’s what you’re calling what happened on Biter? Someone sabotaged our pods habitat, we were all being drugged against our will by stuff that made us lose our minds, and pure hell went down, up to and including murder and suicide.” Tears filled her eyes, slipping down her face, but her voice remained strong. “It was a living nightmare none of us could escape. My team just kept dying, one after another. Unfortunate event doesn’t begin to cover it. Try calling it a fucking nightmare that there was no waking up from. Put that in your report.” 
 
    Both New Worlds representatives gaped at her.  
 
    Then the woman’s job description sank into Vera’s mind. “Station resources?” 
 
    “Yes,” Marcy Piers admitted. “I just said that.” 
 
    Vera suddenly had a suspicion. “You got here pretty fast. I’ve heard something about station resources before… Did you hire temporary workers from a space station to assemble our pods habitat on Biter? I know the freighter made a stop at a station right before we reached the planet. We were told it was to refuel…but did they also pick up people? There are rumors that New Worlds does that sometimes to save money. You wouldn’t have to pay one of our assembly teams to travel all the way from Earth and back. Is that what you did?” 
 
    “Have a seat,” Danver ordered. “We’ll be asking the questions. Not you.” 
 
    “Vera?” Roth’s hand tightened on hers. 
 
    She turned to look up at him. “It makes no sense that someone on my team would willingly drug everyone. They were trapped on Biter, too. And you told me where those canisters were hidden, where they weren’t easy to access. Do you know who could have put them there? The people who assembled the pods habitat.”  
 
    Vera glared at Marcy Pier. “Did you risk our safety by hiring non-vetted stationers? Did you even run background checks on them? New Worlds does extensive checks on full-time contracted employees. They’re highly motivated to make sure every project is successful, since higher-ups get annual bonuses if profits are—” 
 
    “Sit down and shut up!” Marcy Piers snapped. “I have the authority from New Worlds to fire you. You will be heavily fined as well.” 
 
    “Answer Miss Wade,” Trowly demanded. “Did you hire stationers, giving them access to the planet? You gave me the impression your job was simply to buy food supplies from nearby space stations. And the list you provided of employees who were part of the delivery crews—who had access to your dead employees and the job site—were all from earth.” 
 
    Vera’s anger spiked. “If she said that, she’s lying for sure. All our food comes from the same distributor on Earth. It’s marked on all the boxes in our kitchen storage. You can send someone back down to our pods facility to look yourself. A good portion of our food boxes are still sealed, since we hadn’t even reached the halfway mark on completing our job. There are four storage areas in the kitchen pod. Two are for shelf-stable supplies, one is for cold storage, and the fourth is a freezer.” She paused. “It doesn’t even make sense to buy food from a space station. The prices would be much higher. My company buys directly from the same place every time. It’s always Krongon Foods.” 
 
    “You’re not a cook. You wouldn’t know that for certain,” Danver argued. 
 
    “No, I’m not.” Vera glared at him. “But I’ve been on many survey teams, and guess what? Every cook asks for help from time to time. Especially if it’s someone’s birthday or a holiday. It happens on every assignment. I’m usually the nice one who gets suckered into scanning the label of those boxes to search for a frozen cake or canned something or other. It’s always Krongon Foods printed on those boxes. On every job.” 
 
    “None of this matters.” Marcy Piers stood. “We’ll discuss this on the shuttle. It’s time to leave.” 
 
    “Sit back down,” Trowly snapped. “You gave me a falsified list of suspects if you did hire people off a space station. No one is going anywhere until I say otherwise. That won’t be until after you give me an honest list of suspects.” 
 
    “And I quit,” Vera blurted.  
 
    Trowly, Danver, and Marcy Piers gaped at her. 
 
    “I quit,” Vera repeated. “I’ll be officially sending notice to New Worlds as soon as I get access to a data pad. I’m not going back to Earth, and definitely not with you two. I didn’t have anything to do with what happened on Biter, beyond being a victim. You’re not going to try to pin any of this bullshit on me.” Her gaze locked on the other woman. “Especially if you’re the one who hired the asshole or assholes who put those canisters inside the vents.” 
 
    “You are going back with us. We don’t accept your resignation.” Danver glared at Vera. 
 
    “You won’t be taking my mate anywhere.” Roth released her hand and stepped forward, putting himself a little in front of Vera. 
 
    “She’s returning to Earth!” Danver rose to his feet. “Miss Wade is the only employee left alive. Corporate demands that we bring her in. They have questions that she will be answering directly to them, since she refuses to cooperate with us.” 
 
    Trowly stood as well. Vera’s heart pounded at his angry expression. Would he try to make her leave against her will? She had no doubt Roth would get into a physical altercation to protect her. That could get him arrested. She didn’t want that. 
 
    But Trowly turned on Danver. “You won’t be forcing Miss Wade to leave with you. As you pointed out, she’s the only remaining witness to the crime that took place on the planet. Fleet is now in charge of this investigation.” Then he turned his head, glaring at Marcy Piers. “It seems you may have motive to push some blame onto Miss Wade, if you’re the one who hired whoever placed that illegal drug on your work site.” 
 
    Vera breathed out in relief and placed her hand on Roth’s back. He felt tense under her palm. She appreciated that he was protecting her, keeping her slightly behind him. 
 
    “I demand a complete list of names of everyone who had access to your job site.” Trowly almost shouted the words. “Sit down, Mr. Danver.” 
 
    Danver paled and quickly sat. So did Marcy Piers.  
 
    Trowly retook his seat too. “Miss Piers, I suggest you inform your pilot that you both will be delayed indefinitely. Neither of you are leaving until I’m satisfied. The fleet doesn’t take kindly to being lied to.” He addressed Clark last. “For now, Miss Wade isn’t needed. You, her, and the Veslors can leave.” He looked at Vera. “Please keep close to Mr. Roth in case I have questions. I’ll reach you through his com link.” 
 
    Roth turned, wrapped an arm around Vera, and herded her to the door. The grouping and Clark followed them out of the conference room and they all walked out of security. 
 
    Clark whistled when they reached the lift, waiting for the doors to open. “That didn’t go the way I thought it would.” 
 
    “We still don’t know who attempted to harm Vera with poison,” Roth grunted. “Or who hurt her on the planet.” 
 
    “No,” Clark sighed. “But we now have a better lead on how those drug canisters ended up where they did. And someone bribed someone on this ship to poison Vera. I’d bet a chunk of my pension that they also bribed a stationer who got hired by New Worlds temporarily to put those pods together on Biter. Jobs are hard to come by for some of those people, and some wouldn’t care about killing if the price was right. George will get his answers and let us know what he’s uncovered. He’s a great investigator.” 
 
    Vera leaned against Roth. She just wanted to go back to their cabin. 
 
    Clark met her gaze. “How many companies are there like yours?” 
 
    “Besides New Worlds, there’s Origins, Gemini, Aurora, and Maximus.” 
 
    “Do any of them have a reputation of playing dirty when they lose a bid?” The lift opened and Clark entered first, turning to glance back at Vera for her answer. 
 
    “Not that I’ve heard about.” She shrugged as she and Roth entered the lift. 
 
    “Get down!” a deep male voice suddenly roared. It sounded like Drak. 
 
    Vera hit the wall hard as Roth shoved her against the side of the lift. He used his body to pin her there, shielding her.  
 
    Then a big hole appeared on the back wall of the lift, barely missing Clark’s head. He dropped to his knees, grabbing one of his laser blasters.  
 
    The smell of burning metal filled her nose. Someone had shot at them. 
 
    More laser fire sounds filled her ears and alarms blared from somewhere outside the open doors of the lift. Terror struck hard as Vera realized they were under attack. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Roth wanted to go after whoever was shooting at them, but he couldn’t risk exposing his mate. His body was the only thing between Vera and the laser fire. Gnaw had entered the lift already and pressed tight to the other wall across from them. The doors started to close. 
 
    “Protect my mate!” he roared at both males inside the lift. Then he shoved away from Vera and dove back into the corridor with Maith and Drak. He instantly began to shift into his battle form, feeling his clothing tear as he hit the floor.  
 
    As he rolled to his back, moving to avoid being hit by laser fire, he heard the lift doors seal. 
 
    He took in the situation as he finished the roll and landed on all four of his legs.  
 
    Maith was sprawled on his stomach, unmoving. Rage flooded Roth’s system at the sight. Drak was shifting form.  
 
    A human male stood farther down the corridor where it curved out of sight, holding a blaster.  
 
    Their gazes locked—the human’s expression one of fear.  
 
    The male spun away, running. 
 
    Roth lunged forward and pursued. His clothing fell from his body, part of his pants stuck to one leg. It didn’t matter or slow him down.  
 
    That human had attempted to kill his mate and had shot Maith. 
 
    Humans screamed and shouted out as he turned the corner in the corridor. The shooter kept running, plowing into a few innocent crew members reacting to the sudden attack. Roth had to jump over one female who had been shoved to the ground.  
 
    The shooter turned, raw terror displayed on his features. He tried to twist his body to fire at Roth, and it slowed his pace just enough for Roth to leap at the male. The shooter fired but his aim wasn’t accurate. It missed hitting Roth completely. 
 
    He didn’t have the same problem hitting his target.  
 
    With one swipe, Roth’s claws hooked into the male’s upper arm and raked across his chest.  
 
    They both hit the corridor floor hard. Roth could almost hear some of the human’s bones breaking under him, and he inhaled the scent of fresh blood. The male had dropped his weapon upon impact, and Roth dug his claws into the human’s upper arm while using his other paw to swipe at the blaster, sending it flying out of reach.  
 
    The human under him recovered enough to suck in loud gasps of air. “Don’t kill me!” he screamed. 
 
    Roth sensed Drak near him. He snapped his head toward him and roared. Drak gave a slight nod, turned on all fours, and rushed back to Maith.  
 
    Roth gave the human under him his full attention again. Rage still boiled his blood. It was tempting to rip the human apart. Kill him, as the male had tried to kill his mate.  
 
    “Don’t hurt me,” the human pleaded again.  
 
    Roth opened his mouth, showing off his fangs as he snarled. The scent of piss reached his nose. The human had lost his bladder functions. It caused Roth to adjust his back paws and lift just a little weight off the male. He didn’t want his waste touching him. 
 
    Pounded footsteps could be heard even over the alarms, and Roth glanced up. Four security officers rushed toward them.  
 
    Roth glared at the shooter and let his claws dig into his prey’s arm a little deeper. The shooter screamed in agony and the blood scent grew.  
 
    The temptation to kill the human also grew stronger. Roth resisted. He needed answers. It took vast amounts of control to find his inner calm but he forced his body and mind into submission. His skin tingled and his bones began to transform. In seconds, he could speak to the human…but he kept his claws out.  
 
    “Who paid you to hurt Vera?” His voice came out rough but he knew the human understood him. 
 
    The shooter sniffled, his eyes full of tears. Roth figured it was from the pain. A male capable of hurting a female had no sense of remorse. Not in his opinion.  
 
    “Who paid you to hurt Vera? Tell me or I’ll return to my battle form!” 
 
    “Help me!” The human under him twisted his head enough to stare at the four security officers, who had stopped near them, their weapons drawn. “Shoot this fucking freak!” 
 
    A flash of nervousness hit Roth. It was possible the humans might stun him. They weren’t members of the tactical teams who had grown to trust the Veslors. He knew his males made a lot of the crew nervous.  
 
    Trowly suddenly shoved his way through the four security officers, spotted Roth and the human pinned under him, and yelled, “Lower your weapons now! Mr. Roth, what’s going on? Why are you naked on top of a bleeding man? And someone shut off that fucking weapons alarm!” 
 
    In seconds, the alarm stopped blaring. Roth didn’t miss the annoying sound that hurt his ears. He glared down at his prey. “He attempted to shoot my mate. He succeeded in shooting one of my males.” 
 
    “I demand legal counsel!” the male under Roth shouted. 
 
    Roth snarled. “I demand you tell me who hired you to kill my mate. I swear I will return to my battle form and use my claws to shred every inch of you until you give me that answer.” 
 
    “Help me, goddamn it!” the shooter practically screeched. 
 
    Roth waited, expecting Trowly to order him to release his prey. 
 
    Seconds passed before Trowly spoke. “I’m not in charge of the Veslors. Their handler, Clark Yenna, isn’t here. I strongly suggest you do as Mr. Roth here says before he makes good on his threat. He seems to have quite the temper. And I’d like to hear your answer, myself. I’ve had my fill today of liars who refuse to tell me the truth before they hide behind legal counsel. Who hired you to go after Miss Wade?” 
 
    “Are you fucking for real? Get this freak off me!” the shooter begged. “I have rights.” 
 
    Roth took advantage of the situation and flexed his claws, still sunk into his prey’s flesh, just enough to cause immense pain. The human under him screamed. Once he stopped, Roth repeated his question. “Who hired you, human?”  
 
    “Are you really going to let this freak hurt me?” The male under him was almost sobbing. 
 
    “Who?” Roth roared. He twisted his fingers, his claws doing further damage. 
 
    “Carson Bickler!” the prey shouted. “Stop!” 
 
    Movement drew Roth’s attention as Trowly stepped closer and crouched in front of them. “How did this Bickler contact you? Do you know him in person?” The investigator pulled out a data device. “Is he also on Defcon Red?” 
 
    “He’s from Earth. My brother works for him, and he’s the one who reached out to me,” the prey blurted. “It was a lot of money for us to split and I needed it. I was just supposed to poison the bitch, but she fucking lived.”  
 
    More rage boiled through Roth. “Don’t insult my mate! Her name is Vera.” 
 
    “Okay, okay! Then I was told to try again but I heard she was protected. I told my brother it was too risky—now he’s going to die if I don’t take her out! That’s what the last message threatened. It came directly from his boss. I had no choice but to go after her again. I only have one brother, man, and we’re close.” 
 
    “Give me the name of where your brother works.” Trowly was tapping on his data device. 
 
    The prey grew quiet.  
 
    Roth leaned lower over him, holding his fearful gaze. “Talk, or you lose the arm. I can shred it off.” 
 
    “You can’t let him do this to me! I have rights,” the prey whined again, still sobbing a little. “I’m going to bleed to death. My brother’s life is in danger. His boss will kill him for not getting the job done!” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Trowly replied, voice devoid of emotion. “You and your brother agreed to take money to kill an innocent woman. Answer my question. Give me the name of where your brother works.” 
 
    The prey pressed his lips tightly together, refusing to speak. 
 
    Roth dug his claws in deeper still.  
 
    The prey screamed. “Gemini!” 
 
    “Mr. Roth?” 
 
    Roth lifted his head enough to stare at Trowly. The male met his gaze. 
 
    “Please release this piece of shit and allow my officers to arrest him. Preferably with his arm still intact so I don’t have to wait for him to undergo surgery before I finish questioning him.” He stood. “I’m also getting updates. The Veslor who was shot is alive and has been taken to Med Bay by one of your team. Clark Yenna informed security that Miss Wade has safely arrived at your cabin, and he’s staying there until you get home. I’m certain that she’s worried about you. I can take it from here, and I promise I’ll find everyone responsible for everything that’s happened to Miss Wade. They will be prosecuted.” 
 
    Roth lowered his head closer to the prey under him, permitting the hate to show in his eyes. “I will kill you if my male dies,” he swore. Then he yanked out his claws from the soft flesh. The shooter screamed in agony, rolling to his back and grabbing his bleeding upper arm as Roth got to his feet. 
 
    Two security officers rushed forward to grab the male. Roth retreated a few more feet.  
 
    Trowly approached him. “Thank you, Mr. Roth. I’ll let you and Clark know everything I learn about the man who hired that piece of shit.” 
 
    Roth grumbled and turned, heading back toward the lift. Half a dozen humans were in sight as he rounded the corridor. Most shrank against the walls to avoid coming into physical contact with him, but one male held out a pile of Roth’s discarded clothing. He must have collected them after Roth had shifted. 
 
    He paused and took the pile that included his boots and weapons. He put it in front of his exposed groin. “My thanks,” he said to the brave human. 
 
    “Your shirt seemed ripped up the most but the pants will probably work if you want to put them back on. That was really something to see.” The human smiled. “I wish I could switch from normal me into something ferocious.”  
 
    Roth wasn’t certain what to say to the human, so he just gave a slight head nod and stalked toward the lift. Laser fire marred the walls next to it. One blast had even scarred the metal doors. They parted, the lift empty. Roth stepped inside, ignoring the sensation of being stared at. He turned to face the doors.  
 
    The humans still watched him.  
 
    He sighed, knowing they were likely shocked at having seen him completely bare. He dropped the pile of clothes to the floor, hit the button for his level, and quickly put on his pants. As the human had said, the shirt was too damaged to wear. He collected the rest back into his arms just as the lift doors opened. He just wanted to get to his mate. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Guilt ate at Vera. A stranger on Defcon Red had attempted to kill her for a second time. Thankfully, Roth hadn’t been hurt, but one of their grouping had.  
 
    They currently stood inside a private laboratory next to Med Bay. Maith lay on his stomach on a med bed with a woman doctor attempting to use a hyper-syringe device on him. The grouping’s medic snarled a warning at her, making her retreat a few feet. 
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” the woman yelled. “I’m trying to help you. That won’t happen if you keep refusing to let me near you. Stop snarling at me, you grumpy bastard.” 
 
    “Maith,” Roth growled. “Enough. Permit her to treat you.” 
 
    “I don’t trust her,” Maith grumbled. “I’ll be fine. It’s only a graze.” 
 
    “You heard me,” Roth snarled louder. 
 
    “I swore I wouldn’t run any scans without your permission, or sneak blood or skin samples,” the woman loudly huffed, her two different-colored eyes blazing. “Those other idiot doctors were about to dope you with a drug that would have made you puke your guts up, Veslor. They don’t know shit about your kind. You should be thanking me for rushing to get to you as soon as I heard you got nailed with a laser blast, and for having Drak bring you to my lab.” 
 
    Vera leaned into Roth’s side, curious. “Who is she exactly, and why are they arguing?” 
 
    The woman herself answered, overhearing Vera. “I’m the alien research specialist assigned to Defcon Red,” she called out. “Jessa Brick. I’m a doctor who specializes in non-humans. Maith here has refused to let me work on any of his grouping, but he needs me now. Just call me Jessa. I’m informal.” 
 
    “Hi.” Vera forced a smile. 
 
    “Now hold still, grumpy ass,” Jessa snapped, rushing forward to press the hyper syringe against Maith’s thigh while he was distracted by a glaring contest with Roth. “Done. See? That wasn’t so bad.” 
 
    “What did you give me?” Maith twisted his head her way. He growled low…but then his eyes closed and his body went lax. His head fell against the pillow under his cheek. 
 
    Jessa chuckled. “He’s out for a good hour.” She placed the hyper syringe down on a tray and picked up a small tool, approaching Maith. “I’m just going to cut off his shirt to get a look.” She lifted the material at his neck, running the tool down the center of the shirt, exposing the Veslor’s back. 
 
    Vera saw the wound, and she turned her face into Roth’s chest. She could’ve never gone into the medical field; gross stuff always made her squeamish. The burned skin on Maith’s back near his shoulder blade wasn’t pretty. 
 
    “It doesn’t appear bad.” Drak had moved closer to the bed, based on the sound of his voice. 
 
    “No. You bastards are tough. I’ll give you that.” Jessa paused. “Maith was right. He just got grazed. The laser split his skin open but it didn’t penetrate deeper. I wish humans had the same skin and bone density as you guys do.” 
 
    “It knocked him out.” That was Drak speaking again. 
 
    “I doubt it,” Jessa mumbled. “It probably just stunned him for a few seconds. He was probably amazed that someone actually managed to shoot his ass. Is the idiot who did this dead?” 
 
    “I permitted him to live.” Roth put his hand on Vera’s back and gently stroked his fingers along her spine. 
 
    “Shocking.” Jessa chuckled. “I would have guessed I’d be done treating Maith here long before a cleanup crew were finished wiping down the scene of what was left of the dumbass who went after one of you guys.” 
 
    Roth sighed. “The investigator in charge of Vera’s case wanted the male alive to question him.” 
 
    “Are you guys growing softer, living with humans?” 
 
    One of the Veslors snarled, but it wasn’t Roth. Vera turned her head toward the sound, discovering it had come from Gnaw. 
 
    “Kidding! Don’t get your boxers or whatever you wear under your pants in a bind.” Vera risked a glance to see Jessa hovering over Maith’s back, applying a thick white substance to his damaged skin. “Grumpy here will be fine.” 
 
    “What are you putting on him?” Roth kept stroking Vera’s back. 
 
    “It’s a burn treatment cream that I managed to synthetize from the minimum medical information your king has allowed me to have. According to what I read, it will help him heal faster and reduce the risk of scarring. It’s mostly used on facial injuries. I also learned that most adult males refuse to use it. Just your females and children.” Jessa raised her head to stare at Roth. “Don’t let him wash it off for at least six hours. Knowing Maith, he probably likes scars, but they make shifting more painful in certain areas of the body. It’s right over his right shoulder blade. I imagine that’s one of the ouchie areas.” 
 
    “Why did you make this cream?” Roth asked. 
 
    “Um, because I remembered the last time one of you guys got shot with a laser. I wanted to be prepared.” Jessa finished spreading the cream on Maith, dropping the tube on a tray before removing her gloves. “I figured it was just a matter of time before grumpy ass here got hurt, and you guys might actually need me. I know I’ve been tempted to shoot him myself.” 
 
    Roth snorted a laugh. “I will make Maith wait to remove the cream.” 
 
    “Great.” Jessa peered at Vera, glancing between her and Roth. “Is this the one I heard rumors about? The one from the bar, who you’ve been protecting?” 
 
    “Vera is my mate,” Roth admitted. 
 
    Jessa’s mouth dropped open and her eyes widened. She recovered fast, her eyes practically gleaming with…excitement? “Has it been at least twelve hours since you mated her?” 
 
    Roth hesitated. “Yes.” 
 
    Jessa rushed across the room to grab a strange handheld device off a charging station on one of the counters. She started to walk toward them with it, then paused. “May I?” She pointed at Vera, but her gaze was locked on Roth’s face. 
 
    Roth tensed as he pulled Vera closer. “What do you want to do?” 
 
    “You don’t seem like a guy who mates without doing it in the proper Veslor fashion. Since grumpy-ass is snoozing on the only med bed in here, I can’t take detailed scans of her body. I want to perform a blood test on your mate. I adapted this one specifically with Darla’s help. She was nice enough to let me take a few blood samples from her before the twins were born, to perfect a Veslor-slash-human pregnancy test. We’ll know in seconds! I just need her to place her fingertip on the end of this. It will take a drop of blood and analyze it.” 
 
    “Will it hurt Vera?” Roth kept her tightly pressed to his body. 
 
    “There will be a tiny jab of a needle. A pinprick.” 
 
    Roth lowered his chin to peer at Vera. “Will you agree to this test? I trust Jessa.” 
 
    Vera definitely wanted to know if she were pregnant. “Sure.” 
 
    “Great!” Jessa beamed, looking entirely too happy as she closed the distance and held out the device that resembled a tube about the size of a bulky pen, attached to a small metal box with a touch pad at the base. “Just push a finger into the hole at the end, Vera. It’s fast.” 
 
    Roth released her. Vera turned to face the doctor, eyeing the weird-looking device. There was indeed a hole at the end of the extended tube. She lifted her hand and inserted her index finger into the tip.  
 
    A needle quickly jabbed her, but then an icy-cold blast hit her skin, soothing the sting. Vera pulled her finger back, studying it. She didn’t see any blood, or even a prick where the needle had gone, though her fingertip did tingle a little. 
 
    Jessa backed up, her entire focus on the bottom part of the device. “Just a few minutes. I programmed it to run the test five times to be certain before it gives me the results.” 
 
    Roth pulled Vera’s back against his chest, wrapping his arm around her waist to hug her tight. She clung to his wrist with both hands.  
 
    Her heart pounded. She wanted kids. Especially with Roth. The possibility also scared her a little too. She had originally planned to be in her mid-forties before she was able to retire from New Worlds, financially stable enough to support a family. But between what had happened on Biter and meeting Roth, all that mattered was living life as happily as she could. 
 
    A small smile curved Jessa’s mouth as she lifted her chin. Her gaze darted between Roth and Vera. “We’ve got another Veslor baby—or possibly babies—on the way! The tests are positive. You’re going to be parents!” The woman suddenly released one side of the device and pumped her fist in the air. “Yes!”  
 
    Then, as if that wasn’t enough of a shock for Vera, Jessa suddenly stepped closer, her strange-looking different-colored eyes fixing on her. “Please pick me to deliver your baby, or babies, if there’s more than one! You don’t want a bad-tempered, glowering Veslor standing between your thighs while you give birth.” 
 
    Vera didn’t get a chance to respond. Roth spun her in his arms and gently hugged her. Tears filled her eyes. They were going to be parents. That wonderful rumble he made started deep in his chest, where her face was pressed against him, and she smiled. 
 
    “You’re going to make such a good father,” she told him. 
 
    “You have given me everything, Vera.” Roth’s growly voice sounded choked with emotion. “You are my heart.” 
 
    “What’s going on? What is wrong? I told you that I’m fine,” Maith suddenly shouted. 
 
    “Fuck,” Jessa muttered. “I knew I should have upped the dosage on that sedative. Go back to snoozing, grumpy-ass. I’m right in the middle of trying to talk the new woman in your grouping into letting me be her doctor.” 
 
    Maith snarled loudly. “You drugged me against my will. Vera is a part of my grouping. You are not touching her!” 
 
    “Shut up and stop moving around. You’re going to mess up all my work on your back,” Jessa told him. 
 
    Vera ignored the arguing pair as Roth placed a kiss on the top of her head.  
 
    They were pregnant. Joy overflowed any fear she had. She was going to have her mate’s baby. She’d never felt happier. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
     Two weeks later 
 
      
 
    The long table in the cabin was filled with people. Vera happily glanced at those seated for dinner. Roth, his entire grouping, and their mates were there. Darla’s family had joined them as well, along with Clark Yenna. The scent of five large roasted turkeys—with all the fixings usually seen on Earth at Thanksgiving—had been served. It was enough food to feed thirty people, though far fewer were present. Veslors ate a lot, she’d learned. 
 
    Abby had prepared one of the holiday family meals the D Corp chef had sent for them, and since the actual holiday wouldn’t happen for nearly a month, she’d already ordered a replacement. 
 
    They were celebrating Vera and Roth’s mating and pregnancy, now that she was no longer in danger. The man who had attempted to shoot her had confessed to also being responsible for the poisoned beer. No one else had come after her. The person who’d hired him had worked for Gemini. Investigator Trowly had Carson Bickler arrested on Earth. He’d feared losing his job with his company after not bidding high enough on Biter, and losing out to New Worlds. It was the second time Gemini had lost a planet, due to Bickler underestimating the price it would take to ensure they won. 
 
    Gemini had immediately issued an apology, swearing to have no idea about what their employee had done. They’d fired Carson Bickler and his entire staff—which included the brother used to contact the hitman on Defcon Red. While the rest of his staff remained under investigation, Bickler and the hitman’s brother were being charged with murder and corporate espionage. Trowly had also traced financial records and arrested the two men on the space station hired to sabotage the pods habitat with the drug containers. All of them would pay for their crimes. 
 
    Marcy Piers was also fired from New Worlds, for cutting corners and hiring an unknown crew, which resulted in the sabotage to Vera’s facility. 
 
    Gemini had immediately offered a large settlement to New Worlds to cover their losses. That included a hefty amount for Vera for all the pain and suffering she’d endured on Biter, and then on Defcon Red. She wouldn’t have to fret about Roth having to support her. Now, she could contribute significantly to her grouping.  
 
     Roth took her hand under the table and gave it a gentle squeeze. 
 
    She grinned at him, clutching at his hand. “This is wonderful.” 
 
    His features grew somber. “Are you disappointed that the scan Jessa did only revealed one baby instead of two?” 
 
    It had actually been a relief, after seeing Roshi and Rasha in action over the past few weeks. Darla and Gnaw had their hands full with active, growing twins, even with all the help they got from the grouping. “I think one is perfect.” 
 
    He appeared relieved. “We are blessed.” 
 
    “Yes, we are.” Vera had fallen madly in love with her mate. Not only was he super sweet, but he gave her the best sex every single time they got naked. 
 
    “Here’s to the happy couple and their baby.” Clark raised his water glass. “And to the fact that a bunch of manipulative assholes will be spending the rest of their lives in prison, thanks to them taking deals rather than risking the death penalty by going on trial.” 
 
    “To Roth and Vera,” the humans cheered, lifting their own glasses. 
 
    The Veslor males reached up and touched their chests, smiling at the couple.  
 
    Vera blinked back tears. “You all are the best. Thank you.” 
 
    Roth released her hand and stood. “I don’t know how much longer our king will ask us to remain living on this ship. I felt anger when we were first sent here. No longer.” His gaze lovingly fixed on Vera. “I wouldn’t have met you otherwise. You have given me everything, mate. I existed before I had you. Now I deeply feel happiness with the future we face together.” 
 
    Vera stood and hugged Roth tight around his waist. She started to cry as he rubbed her back. 
 
    “What is wrong?” He lowered his chin to the top of her head, speaking low. 
 
    “Nothing. It’s just hormones. I’m so happy, Roth.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I am as well.” 
 
    “Sorry I’m late!”  
 
    Jessa’s voice had them both turning toward the woman as she entered their cabin. She was breathing hard, as if she’d been running. 
 
    Maith snarled. “How did you open the door to our cabin? You aren’t authorized.” 
 
    Jessa walked to the end of the table opposite Maith and took a seat. “I am now, since I’m handling Vera’s pregnancy. Roth gave me access so I can always get to her in case she needs me. Morning sickness will be hitting her soon.” 
 
    Maith pounded his fist on the table.  
 
    Roth helped Vera retake her seat before sitting next to her at the head of the table. “Behave, Maith. Stop sulking. We have an upcoming mission that will keep us away for days, if not a week. I refuse to trust the human doctors to care for my mate while we’re gone. I trust Jessa.” 
 
    Vera inwardly sighed. She hated the idea of being separated from Roth for more than the hours he spent on his work shifts, training the tactical teams. She looked forward to when the grouping could retire to a Veslor planet. Roth had assured her their king would allow it soon, now that they had mates and cubs. 
 
    There had been a time when she’d easily left her boyfriends for months on end without hesitation. Work had always come first. She hadn’t loved either one of those men, though. Roth had become everything to her. She loved him with her whole heart. Every second with him made her happy.  
 
    She already knew he wouldn’t be gone long. It was a short mission the fleet had assigned to the tactical teams. She just hated the idea of sleeping without him. 
 
    Roth seemed to sense her unease as he leaned close, taking her hand again. She met his golden gaze. His eyes were absolutely beautiful. She saw the concern in them. 
 
    “I’m okay,” she whispered. “I’m just going to miss you like crazy. But it’s only a week, max.” 
 
    “You will not be alone.” 
 
    She knew that. Now Darla, Abby, and the twins were her family, along with the other Veslors. Even Clark acted as an uncle to her. “I know. You spoil me too much.” 
 
    Roth chuckled. “There is no such thing as too much for my mate.” He lowered his voice. “Do not worry about me or the other males on this upcoming mission. We’re always going to come home to you. Veslors are tough.” 
 
    “I know.” She believed him. It was more that she’d miss him while he was helping the fleet. It’s what he did, though, and how they’d met. Other people needed help too. 
 
    “Can we eat now?” Maith sounded angry. “I am hungry, and I’ve been assured it’s rude to eat until those two stop talking. Idiotic human rules.” 
 
    “Stop being a grumpy ass,” Jessa said mildly. “Can’t you see they’re having a moment? And it’s not idiocy. It’s politeness.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t even be here,” Maith snarled. 
 
    “Well, I am.” Jessa lifted her hand and flipped him off. “That’s something else that’s rude. Just so you know.” 
 
    Maith glowered at the doctor, revealing his fangs. 
 
    Vera fought back a laugh. She found those two amusing. “No fighting at the table. As Roth’s mate, I’m going to make that a rule.” She glanced at her mate. “Can I do that?” 
 
    “Yes.” Roth chuckled, before he shot a narrowed gaze at Maith. “Behave.” Then he craned his head to stare at Jessa. “And don’t antagonize him.” 
 
    Maith grumbled but didn’t argue. 
 
    Roth turned to Vera. “Any regrets?” 
 
    “Just that it took me almost dying to find you. Everything I survived was worth it. Now you’re my everything.”  
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