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      On Risda III, it’s become custom for women to marry for convenience. It provides safety and security in a universe that offers none for humans.

      Me, I don’t really *need* a husband. I just want one. And I want one man in particular. There’s a new guy in town, a by-the-books military man named Rektar. Every day I show up to his office and flirt with him. I bring pies. I twirl my hair. I make it very, very obvious what I want.

      Rektar is patient, and gentle for all his hulking form. He’d be a great husband. He’s also completely clueless that I’m flirting with him.

      So it’s time for me to be a little bit bolder…
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      REKTAR

      It's always a good day when the pretty little human stops by the office.

      Risda's port of authority—called simply “Port” by the locals—is the only civilization on the pastoral planet on the edges of the galaxy. Other than hundreds of mostly self-sustaining farms, Risda boasts one mesakkah lordship, one spaceport, a tiny, backwater town, and lots of human refugees. Most people wouldn't find it charming, but I don't mind it. After years of service in the military and being shipped from war outpost to war outpost, Risda is serene. Quiet. Peaceful.

      And it's full of females.

      That last part makes things difficult for a male like me. I've always been the type to keep to myself, but it's worse around females. As a poor bastard son to a noble house, I was sent off to a military academy before my horns had even grown to their full length, and all my life I've been around males. The few run-ins I've had with females were awkward and brief.

      Prior to Risda, of course. Now, I can't seem to go a day without running into females in Port. They loiter in the cantina, they gather and talk in front of the general store, and they have meetings—a “book club” once a month in the town hall, and they show up to the market on trade days to exchange goods or to simply take a day off from farming.

      The male in this position before me—a surly szzt type—recently got himself killed by outlaws. The mesakkah military sent me and my partner, a male named Khex i'Yani, to head in and take over. We've been here a standard month now, and things are mostly quiet. I see a lot of under-the-table dealings, but it'll take a while to root those out.

      For now, it's just important for us to work hard and show the people here that we're in charge. Most of the locals haven't been all that friendly, though. While it irks Khex that we're so poorly received, I get it. These people are used to living on the fringes. They know mesakkah law can be cruel and unforgiving. How can I blame them for not appreciating when soldiers step in to take over? Doesn't mean I won't do my job. Just means we won't be making many friends.

      So yeah, most of the people here are unfriendly…except one.

      "Your female is back," Khex says in a dry voice, his boots kicked up on his desk as he scrolls through the day's news on his data pad. His seat is nearer to the window, so he's got a good view of Port's paved street. I look up just in time to see an air-sled pass by and nearly run over the female heading in our direction.

      The colonists here are particularly bad drivers, I've noticed. Maybe it's because there's not a lot of traffic and so they usually have their run of the skies? Whatever it is, they're dreadful, and I make a note in my data pad to see about safety training. I wonder if these drivers are even licensed? Probably not. From my official reports, most of the female population is comprised of freed slaves of human descent, and the male population are thieves and ex-convicts. It's a volatile mix, and one you wouldn't expect from the sunny skies and peaceful green fields of Risda.

      The female that was almost run down? It's the one that makes my heart sing in my chest, my face flush with nerves, the one that fills all my late-night yearnings…and the one that's made my waistline thicken by a good notch in my belt since arriving here. As I stare out the window like a fool, she shakes a small fist at the sled that zips past, then continues on her way down the walkway, heading for our office, as she always does.

      Surreptitiously, I smooth a hand over my hair, wondering if it's all still in place. Khex just snorts in amusement at my actions. I know I'm a keffing idiot around women, but it doesn't matter. She'd never be interested in me in a thousand years. Lucy is just like every other female here—abused by slavers and wary of aliens. She wants nothing more than to be left alone, so any hopes I would ever have are useless.

      Not that I've ever managed to say much of anything to Lucy.

      Not that that ever stops her from coming by.

      Something tells me she's lonely, and our poor company beats no company at all, so she shows up nearly every day. Sure enough, as soon as she gets close enough to the port authority office to peer inside the tinted windows, she waves a hand eagerly in the flailing gesture that humans make when they're excited to see one another. She steps in front of the automated doors, waiting patiently on the identity pad.

      "Colonist Loo-see Cole-tonn," the computer intones, slurring over the human sounds. "Status: Protected."

      The moment the doors open, Lucy rushes inside, a package in her arms. "Good morning, gentlemen," she calls cheerily. "How are you enjoying this fine weather? Isn't it lovely out?"

      I sit straighter at my desk, not getting up in case that might alarm her. Before arriving on Risda, we were forced to watch multiple training videos of how to deal with humans, especially ones that had been captives and traumatized. The instructions ring in my head. Move slow. Do not smile and bare teeth. Do not loom over them in a show of dominance. Enunciate when speaking.

      "Greetings," I say, very slowly, and nod my head.

      Lucy blinks at me, a flash of puzzlement on her expressive face. A moment later, the confusion is gone, replaced by another dazzling smile.

      "Morning, Lucy," Khex says, not looking up from his data pad. "How can we help you today?"

      "Oh, I don't need any help," Lucy sings out gaily. She bounds over to the low-backed chair in front of my desk and holds out the plas-film-covered bundle in her arms. As she does, the stink of a floral perfume assaults my nostrils. That's another one of the rules—humans disguise their scents and we are never, ever to comment on it, no matter how bad it smells. Maybe it smells good to Lucy, but it's harsh and acrid on my nostrils. She pulls off a layer of plas-film and then beams at me. "I was in town today. Well, I'm in town every day. You know me. I can't sit still at home." She chuckles. "And I thought that I'd bake you two some of my muffins! I tried out the recipe on the girls at the book club last month and they were a hit. The texture's not quite the same as the bread back on Earth, but that's because the flour here isn't made of wheat. Or maybe it is. I don't know much about your cooking here. Just that you guys like noodles." She giggles, shaking her head. "These aren't noodles. They're muffins, if that wasn't obvious. Or…would you guys rather have noodles? I can make you some if you need a good home-made dish, but I'm not all that familiar with mesakkah flavorings, so you'd have to coach me on it."

      She pauses, blinking those big, earnest eyes up at me.

      Is she…waiting for me to say something? I panic, my ears hot, and shuffle paperwork on my desk. I don't want to tell her that I wasn't listening to a thing she said, that her chatter just blended into nothing but noise as I stared at her. It's shameful, this crush I have on an alien colonist, and something I need to learn to ignore or I'm going to end up terrifying her.

      It's just that…Lucy's perfect.

      Humans seem to come in a variety of shapes and sizes, but if I was in charge, I'd make them all look like Lucy. She's on the smaller side of humans, height wise, but the rest of her is shapely and full of curves. She has breasts, like so many of her kind do, but Lucy's are rather large and sway when she walks, just like her equally ample hips. Her hands are delicate, even if the number of her fingers are weird, and her hair is a shade of black-brown that's as warm as her personality. Her eyes are an equally bright shade of amber and she has round cheeks and the roundest, cutest nose I've ever seen on another alien.

      I think about that nose probably far more than I should. Lucy would be horrified if she knew the things I did to myself while thinking about her nose, and her breasts, and her smile.

      "Officer?" she asks politely, gazing at me.

      I clear my throat, feeling trapped at my desk. I want to get up and pace…but I also don't want to scare Lucy. I drum my fingers on my desk instead, needing to let out some nervous energy. "That's not my title. I am Custodian Rektar al'Aira'n. If you must call me something, you can call me Custodian."

      Her big smile returns, as if she's oblivious to my correcting her. "You know back on Earth, custodians are people that clean lavatories. Calling you ‘officer’ is a habit. I'm sorry if it offends you. I only meant to be…respectful." Her voice drops in a lower note and she toys with the collar of her dress. It's a functional shift dress like most of the ones provided to the humans, made out of cheap material and designed to answer the clothing needs of a population that had nothing to their names, not for attraction. Somewhere along the lines, though, Lucy has modified hers. The cleavage drops deeply, showing the cleft of her chest and a good deal of her very enticing breasts. It's nipped in at the waist, too, showing off rounded hips highlighted by the functional belt she wears. Her hair is pulled up into a knot atop her head, but small tendrils are escaping everywhere, as if her hair is just as impossible to contain as she is, and I wonder what she'd look like with it down.

      "Or should I just call you Rektar?" Lucy asks, leaning in. Her hand toys with the hem of her collar, and my sick mind wishes she'd pull it down, expose those big, fascinating breasts so I can get a good look at them. "Well?"

      I clear my throat again. What we were talking about? Oh yes. Titles. Something about titles, not her enticing breasts. "Custodian al'Aira'n is fine."

      Her lower lip thrusts out, as if she's disappointed.
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      LUCY

      God, Rektar is a terrible, awful flirt.

      I keep smiling, even though I want to reach over that desk and grab the man by the collar and shake him. What does a girl have to do to get an alien to ask her out? Jeez. Here I am, day after day, showing up at the port authority offices with zero business, just to bring by baked goods and to try to talk to Rektar. The man's utterly clueless, though. He hasn't noticed that I come in and talk directly to him instead of Officer Khex. He hasn't noticed that my necklines have been getting progressively lower each time I come in. He sure hasn't noticed the hints I've been throwing down.

      I'd swear the man didn't like me, except for the fact that Khex smirks every time I come in and pretends to be busy, and Rektar's ears flush. I'm no great expert on men, but I hope that means good things. I could be wrong about all of this, though.

      It's just…I know Rektar can be sweet. In an absolute universe full of assholes, Rektar is a gentleman. The first day he arrived in Port, everyone was nervous over the new port authorities, since the last ones had been abusing their power. My pockets are still stinging from the bribes I had to hand over just to keep my stupid sled. But when Rektar showed up, things became…different. He didn't know who I was, and held the door open for me. Another time, I entered the cantina and while I was getting my order, someone stole my table and tried to make me sit in his lap. Rektar threw the guy out, apologized to me, and watched my table until I finished my meal.

      Right then and there, I knew I wanted Rektar as my husband.

      Is that a low bar to set? It absolutely is. It's just that after years of being treated like either a pair of tits or garbage (or both), it's refreshing to meet someone that looks at me as if I'm worth something. And out here on Risda III, a husband means security. It means all the creeps that fly into port won't bother you. It means your farm is safe from poachers who'd just as soon bury you in the backyard as rape you.

      I could do a lot worse than Officer Rektar. Custodian Rektar. Whatever.

      The male's as clueless as he is sweet, though. I've been coming by here several times a week for the last three weeks, and every time I bring in baked goods. Rektar's enormous. He's not lean and cut like his co-worker Khex. Rektar's built more like a thick wrestler. If Khex is a quarterback, Rektar's the linebacker. He's sheer size and brutality, and his wide features and big nose (and even bigger hands) only add to that look. I'm fine with that, though. He can crush me under all that weight any day of the week.

      Any. Fucking. Day.

      I might also be a little horny after months and months of celibacy, I think to myself as I play with my neckline. I thought after being freed I'd never want to have sex again, but it turns out my libido has other ideas. It died for a long, long time until Rektar showed up, and then it blazed back to life. So I've been dropping all kinds of hints, and Rektar has not been getting it at all.

      At allllll.

      I tell myself he's just shy. He might be completely uninterested, but I'm hoping that it's shyness instead. I can work with shyness.

      Besides…it's not like I've got a lot else going on. So I beam at Rektar and pull the plas-film off of the container I've brought with me, letting the smell of the muffins waft through the air. "I baked you a little something sweet. I hope you like it."

      Rektar's ears are flushed, obvious thanks to his cropped military haircut. He fusses with his data pad for a moment before looking over at the food I've brought. "It is not necessary for you to feed us, Lucy. Our provisions are quite sufficient."

      "I know." I keep smiling even as I use metal tongs to pull one of the crumbly muffins out and set it on a tiny ceramic plate I brought with me. I've been researching mesakkah tastes and they seem to like strong flavors and scent is important, so I made these muffins with the most potent local fruit I could find. They taste like a tart slap in the face to me, but they're not for me. "Humans believe in gifting one another with baked goods as a sign of friendship. And since neither of you have wives, I thought that task would fall to us local women to make sure you guys feel welcome here in Port." I put a muffin on a second plate and bring it over to Khex, who's smirking at me.

      He absolutely knows what I'm up to.

      And why shouldn't he? I'm being obvious as fuck. After losing my homeworld and being taken as a slave, though, I don't care if I'm obvious or not. If there's a scintilla of happiness waiting for me out there, I'm going to leap for it.

      It's just that…poor Rektar is woefully oblivious. I return to my seat and toy with my neckline again, giving the object of my affections an encouraging smile as he holds the muffin plate in front of him.

      Rektar takes a bite as I watch, and his face creases in surprise. "This is quite good."

      "Why thank you." I wiggle with pleasure in my seat, loving the compliment. Baking is something I definitely enjoy, as evidenced by my figure, but I rarely had anyone to bake for prior to the two mesakkah officers' arrival. Our book club meets once a month, and I bake up a storm for that, but the rest of the time, my friendships are remote. Add in the fact that most of my farm is pretty self-sufficient and it makes for a long, boring day. Rektar polishes off the muffin in two big bites, and I reach for another with the tongs. "Please, have more."

      "You shouldn't go to all the trouble," he tells me with a stern look, even as he reaches for another muffin.

      "Nonsense." I set it on his plate with a flourish and lean in, hoping he notices that my neckline dips low. "I'm happy to put all kinds of things in front of your mouth for you to taste."

      Behind us, Khex chokes on his muffin, wheezing.

      Was that too obvious? It might have been. I fight back a sigh of frustration as Rektar jumps to his feet and moves to Khex's side, whacking the other male on the back.

      "Fine," Khex coughs. "I'm fine. Don't let me interrupt."

      "You are not interrupting," Rektar says, straightening his uniform and moving back to his desk. His face is flushed and he won't look over at me as he ignores his new muffin and straightens paperwork on his desk. "And it is time I returned to my duties. Thank you again for coming by, colonist."

      I'm being dismissed and I didn't even get a real conversation with him. Frustrated, I chew on my lip as he does his best to look busy. I've got a Hail Mary I've been holding off on using, because it's deceitful, and I'm not good at lying. But I don't know what else to do to get Rektar's attention. I guess it's time to play the big guns, and if this doesn't work, I give up on my big, sweet, innocent alien and start looking at putting out ads. Ugh. I don't want to do that, but I also know my bubble of safety won't last forever. I've been mostly ignored by the more dangerous types who are killing women or forcing them to marry, because my farm is right outside of Port. I'm the one closest to town, and there's a lot of traffic right in front of my land. It's not private, and that lack of privacy has served me well so far. But I also know that the more women that get married or their farms get established as they have children, I'm in danger.

      Lie time, then.

      I get to my feet, slowly picking up my tongs. "I'll leave this container with you and pick it up tomorrow when I come into town." I smile at the two alien men and give them a nod, and then pause dramatically in front of Rektar's desk. "Oh, while I think about it, can I ask you something? I'm not super familiar with alien etiquette, but maybe you can help me."

      His gaze is on my tits, and when I turn to look at him, he straightens, his face flushing that deep shade of blue as he sits stiffly in his chair. "Ask away."

      "I've noticed that men have been walking the perimeter of my property recently. No one's said anything, but I keep finding footprints. I'm just curious…do you suppose that whoever is hanging around is shy? Should I invite them in for tea and muffins?" I bat my eyes innocently, toying with a lock of hair. I feel like the most obvious woman on Risda III, but subtle isn't getting me anywhere with Rektar.

      A look of concern crosses Rektar's face. He gets to his feet, a scowl on his lips. "Someone is staking out your property?"

      "Oh, I don't know if they're staking it out," I continue in a bright, cheery voice. "Maybe they're just waiting for the right opportunity to say hello."

      The men exchange a look. "Perhaps you should check out the colonist's farm after all," Khex says, and I could just kiss him. "It might not hurt to ensure her safety."

      "My safety?" I feign ignorance. I know the score. All the humans living on Risda III do. We know we're being targeted by other aliens. When the humans arrived here as refugees, we were granted tracts of land, a basic home, and refurbished farming equipment. Apparently this has stuck in the craw of a lot of aliens, because ever since, women have been turning up missing, with their farms “signed over” to new owners. Or women have shown up with alien husbands they didn't want, but no one listens to a woman alone, much less a human woman alone. I know that if someone's stalking my property, I'm in danger.

      No one has been. That's the big lie, and I feel terribly guilty for pretending otherwise. And yet…Rektar gets to his feet.

      Maybe a teensy white lie never hurt anyone.

      "I am certain it is nothing to be concerned over, colonist," Rektar says in an utterly kind voice as he looks at me. His gaze goes soft, and for a moment, he watches me with such yearning that my heart jumps in my throat. This is what I want. This big, oversized alien with the enormous hands, protective nature, and the hungry gaze when he looks at me. I want someone like this.

      "But you'll come out and take a look?" I ask, voice husky.

      "I will." He clips a weapon to his belt, nods at Khex, and then moves to my side. His enormous hand goes to the small of my back, and I swear I'm going to swoon. "Lead the way," he tells me.

      I wonder if it'd be too obvious if I led him directly to my bedroom.
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      REKTAR

      It's difficult being alone with the human in my air-sled. Lucy left hers in town, claiming she's happy to return to Port later and finish her errands. My air-sled is of a more recent design than hers—military issue—and she exclaims over it, touching the panels and wiggling in the seat across from me as if it's the most comfortable ride she's ever had. She wiggles and her large breasts jiggle, and I sweat despite myself. The acrid floral scent of her perfume is killing my nose, but I endure it, because this is what I've dreamed about—being alone with Lucy.

      Granted, in my dreams, Lucy is wearing considerably less and touching below-the-belt parts of me instead of just sitting in an air-sled together. But I'll still take it. On those late nights when I'm feeling lonely, it'll provide ample fuel for my rendezvous with my hand.

      I glance over at Lucy as she talks animatedly about her crops. Her skin is a rich golden-brown shade that just begs to be touched. Her hair falls in soft waves around her shoulders, teasing at the low neckline of her clothing. She smiles a lot, too, and I love that she's so happy. Many of the humans here on Risda III are traumatized by their experiences, and they tend to cringe back from strangers, or avoid us entirely. They don't trust aliens, don't trust the law, and while it's understandable, it also makes for a frustrating time. Lucy seems as if she's the type that finds pleasure in any situation, and I appreciate that. I also appreciate how she talks and talks and doesn't expect me to say anything. I've never been much for talking—but I do like to listen.

      I especially like to listen when it's Lucy. She's just…so pretty. I'd never seen a human before landing on Risda III, and most of them are fragile-looking creatures that seem as if they could be broken if touched the wrong way. Lucy is all rounded curves, though, and something tells me that despite her small stature, she'd not break as easily as the others.

      That shameful thought fuels many of my self-pleasuring sessions, I confess.

      "What do you think?" Lucy asks, glancing over at me. She blinks her big, dark eyes in my direction and leans over, giving me another ample view of her breasts.

      I try to recall what she was talking about, but all I can think of is her glorious cleavage, and how soft she looks. How soft all of her looks. Are they sensitive, those breasts? I wonder. All human females have them, but Lucy's are more prominent than most. "Of?"

      "My perimeters?" She gestures at her farm as we approach, smiling. "Does it look safe to you?"

      "It's impossible to tell from up here. I'll do a scan for DNA traces when we get below."

      "Will that work?" Lucy tilts her head, regarding me.

      "It should. It's the breast way to find out if you've had interlopers." I spot her small house and steer it down toward the clearing in front of her door. It's not until I turn the air-sled off that I realize I said “breast” and not “best.” Kef me. My ears grow hot and I resist the urge to rub them. I swallow hard, unable to look over at her. "I'll get started."

      Before she can say anything, I get out of the air-sled and pull out my equipment, doing my best to seem busy.

      Lucy doesn't comment on my slip-up, though. She watches me for a few minutes, sighs, and then heads inside her house as I begin to scan the premises. The nervous sweat on my body fades as she walks away, and I want to kick myself. Why can't I talk to her like a normal male? Why is it I get so very tongue-tied when she shows up? She doesn't hate me. She must not. She bakes for myself and Khex every day, and stops in regularly to talk to us. We've never asked her to do any of it.

      I wish I could be certain if it meant more. That she showed up regularly because she wants to talk to me. That she enjoys being around me like I enjoy being around her…but I know that's not true. All of the human-interaction training we received stressed that humans are shy, easily frightened creatures. While this doesn't exactly fit what I know of Lucy, I suspect I am wrong in this matter. She would never look at a mesakkah—one of the alien races that have enslaved her people—as a potential suitor.

      Especially not a male like me, who is not particularly handsome, or smart. I'm strong, but I'm also so solidly built that this will not be in my favor. My size will just terrify her even more, and so I must tread carefully.

      I pass by the house as I continue to scan the grounds, my handheld reader sending beams out, searching for strands of DNA. I filter out the results, removing any human traces, and watch the screen as it processes the information received. As I do, I glance over at the house. Lucy is inside, in the kitchen, chopping something with a large knife. She looks frustrated, a frown on her pretty face as she works, and mutters something under her breath. She looks up and glances over at me.

      She smiles, too, but there is confusion on her face.

      Kef me. I remember my training and drop my gaze, not wishing to startle her. "Almost done. I just need to check the barn."

      "Oh, okay. You can come in if you like?"

      And intimidate her in her domicile? My training suggested it would only frighten the humans more. "No, I do not want."

      "I see."

      "I am quite content out here." I nod and turn away, heading for the barn.
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      LUCY

      Good god almighty, the man is shy.

      I frown in frustration at the knife I'm holding, wondering if I looked too aggressive. Do I look like a crazy, knife-wielding man-hungry human? Maybe that's why he's avoiding me. He wasn't very chatty on the way here, and I was hoping he'd loosen up if we rode together. Instead, he just clammed up even more. It's frustrating, because I like what I've seen of the man, and I want to see more so I can like even more…but he seems determined to avoid me.

      Perhaps I've misread him and the situation and everything and I should give up on my silly little crush. Turning back to the cutting board on the counter, I continue chopping the tahaari root, attacking it with renewed energy. When in doubt, I bake. Tahaari root is a local tuber that tastes a lot like cinnamon and yams, so I'm going to make a pie.

      If that man doesn't like my pie…well, I'll just eat it. And then I'll give up.

      I glance out the window and inwardly wince as he heads for the barn, his beeping doohickey in his hands. Scanning for DNA to see if I've had intruders. It's a fruitless task, since I know very well that I lied about being bothered just so he could swing by and I could spend time with him. I thought maybe if I got him alone, I could break through some of that shyness. Make him realize what a fine-ass woman I am and how he needs to snap me up.

      I sigh, looking around my spotless tiny house. No one's gonna snap me up, it seems.

      I had such high hopes, too. Cleaned my house, wore new panties, and sprayed fresh perfume. My old master—a crotchety old mesakkah—told me that humans stank to alien noses, and so I constantly had to wear perfume around him and change my clothes. I've been doing the same around Rektar in the hopes that he won't mind my scent, but it doesn't seem to be working. I even brought my dirty laundry out to the barn so he wouldn't smell it if he came inside.

      I cringe, realizing he's about to go to the barn and get a big ol' whiff of my dirty clothes. Shit. I stare down at the root I'm cutting and want to throw it all aside. Why bother? I'm just going to end up alone.

      Frustrated, I put my knife aside and pick up a bit of root, nibbling on the chunk as I glance out the window to the barn. If the man isn't interested, I wish he'd just give me a sign.
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      REKTAR

      The barn smells like her.

      A groan escapes me as I walk through the doors and Lucy's scent pierces through the myriad smells. Her unpleasant perfume is there, and so is the scent of the meat-stock she keeps in her barn, but I stagger toward the basket of colorful clothing near the doors, hunting one particular scent. It's a scent that can't be ignored, no matter the other smells around it. I reach into the basket and pull out what must be an undergarment of some kind.

      It smells thickly of musk.

      I groan again, closing my eyes. Put it down, Rektar. Just put it down and walk away. It isn't yours.

      I don't put it down, though. I put her undergarment in my pocket, keeping it for later so I can do shameful, shameful things to it. Lucy's scent is incredible, wafting through the air around me. If I close my eyes, I can imagine touching her slick cunt, feeling those juices for myself as she soaks my fingers and my tongue…

      …and kef me, I'm as hard as steel.

      I fight the urge to drop my trou right here. Just wrap that scrap of material around my cock and rub myself until I come. But…I have to get answers for her first. What kind of protector would I be if I ignored her needs?

      Needs. Just thinking about Lucy's needs makes my knees weak.

      I must focus. Must do my duty. Lucy's safety depends on it. She's counting on me to make her safe, to check over her farm and ensure she will not be harmed. Resolutely, I start my scanner up again, determined to ignore the enticing scent wafting around me. I growl as it chirps with confirmation, pulling up a DNA match for a local smuggler who's been in and out of Port's tiny jail cell more often than I like to think. The fact that he's staking out Lucy makes me angry. So angry I could break something. Clenching my jaw, I scan for other profiles, and when I'm satisfied that only one is a problem, I return to her door and knock.

      "It's open," Lucy calls out from the next room. "It's not like I have anywhere to go."

      "I will stand out here," I insist, waiting on the small step of her porch. It would not do for me to invade her home and make her feel ill at ease.

      She appears in the doorway, frowning at me, her hands on her hips. "I swear you're determined to hurt my feelings today, aren't you?"

      "Your feelings?" I am taken aback. "It isn't proper for me to go inside—protocol says—"

      Lucy waves a hand in the air, dismissing my concerns. "Forget I said anything, officer. Just let me put away my dough and you can take me back to town." She walks away from the door, leaving me standing outside.

      I lean in over the threshold, watching her as she heads into the small kitchen. Something in there smells fragrant and delicious, and Lucy smells like soap instead of her perfume. My cock instantly hardens again, and I think about the undergarment tucked into the front of my vest. I'm absolutely going to use it tonight. I won't be able to stop myself. Just like I can't stop staring at Lucy as she moves, her rounded hips swaying as she puts away things on the countertop. Her hair brushes over her shoulders and looks so silky I want to run my fingers through it. "Don't…don't you want to know what I found?"

      She turns and puts a hand on one hip. "Let me guess, nothing?" There's a wry look on her face. "It's fine."

      "Actually…" I pull up the scanner and hold it out to her. "You were correct. There is a male who is visiting your property without authority."

      Her face pales, her expression changing instantly. Her eyes go wide. "Do…what?"

      "Your assumptions were correct," I restate, wondering if I need to avert my gaze. She seems a little alarmed. "There is a male who has been in your barn recently. The DNA match is for a known criminal by the name of Mezzak Sta'Iq. Do you know this male?"

      Lucy leans heavily on the counter. "No," she admits after a moment. "I don't. He was…here?"

      "Within the last week, correct."

      "In my barn?"

      I glance behind me. "Unless I scanned the wrong one?"

      She thinks for a minute and then pulls out a chair and sits down heavily. "Well, fuck." She cradles her head in her hands, silent for a long time, and I begin to feel uncomfortable, standing out on the step and watching her.

      "Might I come in?" I ask, hesitant.

      Lucy nods, not looking up. Her face is still hidden from my sight.

      I take a cautious step inside, and when she doesn't panic, I remember that she rode in the much-smaller air-sled with me with no apparent issues, so perhaps there is some trust between us. I pull out the chair opposite her and sit at the small, rickety table. It's not made for a male of my size, and I might break the chair if I sit in it for too long, but she seems to need company. I watch her, trying to think. What would comfort an upset human?

      I get to my feet and find a cup, fill it with water, and then return to her side. Her gorgeous dark hair has fallen forward, obscuring her face and shoulder, and I itch to touch it. And her.

      When I set the cup down, Lucy straightens, and her eyes are reddened and wet with tears. She takes a deep, steadying breath and wipes the dampness off her cheeks. "All right. That was unexpected, but I guess I deserve it."

      "Unexpected?" I ask. "I thought you wished for me to establish—"

      She waves a hand in the air, breaking in. "I just mean that I wasn't really sure. I thought I'd be safe this close to town. And the farm next to me is Tessa's. It's empty all the time." Lucy looks up at me. "You met her. She's the one with the cyborg husband. They spend most of their time on Three Nebulas."

      "I know of them. I married them." As one of the custodians of Risda III (and Port especially), it's my duty to assist with civil matters. I remember the day particularly because Lucy had worn flowers in her hair and she'd been utterly beautiful. I think I fell in love with her that day, because she'd smiled and smiled, and it made me happy just to look at her.

      Not that I could ever admit such a thing. I clear my throat. "Has Tessa complained of strangers trespassing?"

      "No?" Lucy shrugs, her expression a bit lost. "I haven't talked to her about any of it. I run her farm for her and we split the proceeds."

      "And what of the perimeter alarms? Are those working properly?"

      "You mean like a security fence? I don't have one." She looks dazed. I push the water toward her and she takes it, wetting her lips and then just holding the cup in her hands. "I thought I was safe this close to town. No one would bother me if I'm right under your noses, you know? And I've been here for over two years with no issues…"

      "Why do you not have a security fence?" It seems like a basic need to me, given how dangerous this galaxy can be for humans. And Lucy is not stupid. She is well aware of the danger.

      "I thought I was safe enough, close to town. And…" She gives me a wry, hesitant look. "I was saving up."

      "For?" I prompt. Surely a security fence would be the thing someone in her position would need the most.

      Lucy hesitates, running a slim finger along the edge of her mug. Human fingers are so delicate compared to mesakkah, and I find myself staring at those five slender digits, comparing them to my four. "You're going to think I'm stupid."

      "I won't."

      She pauses for a moment longer and then gives me a small smile. "A baby." Her tone is reverent. "It's lonely out here, you know? My closest neighbor only shows up twice a year, and even going into town doesn't do that much when no one else goes in very often." She shrugs and looks down at her mug again. "I've always wanted a family, and I'd love to not be so…alone. I would love someone to take care of. I thought a baby might solve some of those needs, you know?" She shrugs her shoulders. "Lord va'Rin's wife has a doctor that can help human women get pregnant. Just shoots them up with fertility hormones and then they can have half-alien babies. So I was saving up for that."

      Hot, hungry need sweeps over me. Lucy wants a baby?

      I want to be the one to give her that baby. My possessive mesakkah instincts kick in and I clench my fists, trying to remain in control. Every bit of me wants to grab her and throw her down on the bed. Rip her clothes off of her and sink deep, filling her with my seed. Possessing her. Claiming her as mine.

      I want that so badly, and yet I cannot have her. The universe is cruel.
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      LUCY

      Today is not going like I planned. I thought I'd get Rektar to come out to my house and seduce him, but I'm too rattled to do any kind of seduction at the moment. Someone really is stalking me, trying to sink their dirty mitts into my farm…or me. I'm a woman that always has a plan, but right now, I honestly do not know what to do. Nothing in my plan involved getting stalked.

      To make matters worse, I'm pretty sure Rektar isn't interested in me at all. He won't look at me half the time, wouldn't come inside until he saw me crying, and tries to keep a distance between us. It's distressing, because if I had a guy like him as my mate, I wouldn't be scared of anything. Instead, it looks like that will never happen, and I'm going to have a hell of a lot of trouble on my hands.

      "What do I do?" I ask Rektar again, worried.

      "We will help you, of course. The port authorities will not allow you to be harassed." His answer sounds stiff and rehearsed. "I will look for this Mezzak Sta'Iq and bring him in for questioning."

      I stare at him. It's like we're speaking different languages. "And then what? Questioning him isn't going to scare him off."

      Rektar seems momentarily puzzled, as if it hasn't quite occurred to him that sometimes the bad guys won't listen to reason. "I shall…tell him…to leave you alone…" Then he lets out a heavy sigh. "You have a point. I could arrest him for trespassing, but it won't stick. Someone will claim that his DNA landed in your barn by mistake—a stray hair blown in the wind, perhaps—and he'll be free and back on the streets."

      I hug my arms over my chest. I've dealt with a lot since being kidnapped by aliens, but this is probably the most utterly alone I've ever felt. "Then you can't help me. No one helps us." I think of my neighbor—the woman who lived there before Tessa. I met her twice before news of her murder went around Port. She'd been killed by land squatters, who think that us human women are a mere deterrent, nothing more. Or heck, not even a deterrent. All someone has to do is throw his weight around and convince some frightened, unprotected woman to marry him and then the bad guy gets the farm AND a fuck toy. The human either gets to put up with her new husband or she gets murdered. It's an ugly situation, and I've been so, so lucky to avoid it thus far. "I'm a sitting duck out here."

      "I will not let you be a Doug," Rektar says fervently. He jumps to his feet. "Not on my watch."

      Gone is the awkward, oversized giant who wants nothing to do with me. In his place is the Rektar I've been longing over for the last few months. His eyes glitter with determination, and his mouth is set in a firm, unyielding line. He looks over at me and there's an expression of such ferocious protectiveness that something inside me clenches. "I'm going to protect you, Lucy. You will not be a Doug if I have anything to say about it."

      "Duck," I correct automatically. God, he's cute when he's upset. I wish he was my husband. Or…maybe this is part of his plan? I feel a surge of excitement. Maybe he's going to demand to marry me? "What will you do?" I ask him, excited.

      "I am going to remain here on your farm until we capture your stalker." He gives me a determined look. "I will remain in the barn and establish a temporary perimeter with equipment we have back at the station. If he comes to bother you, I'll be here to take care of him.

      I slump, defeated. No mention of marriage. Figures. At least I'm getting a protector. "You don't have to stay in the barn—"

      "I do," Rektar vows. "It will be best."

      I'm not so sure about that. But I'll take what I can get.
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      LUCY

      We drive his sled back into town, because Rektar doesn't want my stalker aware of his presence. If he sees a port official's vehicle, he won't come by. It makes sense, and so I return to the office with him.

      Khex listens to his plans with an amused smile on his face. He glances over at me, but I'm too tired and defeated to smile back or be my normal playful self. My mind is racing with all kinds of worried thoughts. Like…what if this Mezzak guy saw Rektar at my place and just doesn't show up? Rektar can't stay forever, especially not out in my barn. Even if I establish a perimeter alarm system, what then? I already know some chump's staking me out. My problem is that I don't have anyone to defend me except…me.

      I need a backup plan. If Rektar can't catch my guy, I'm either going to have to get myself a gun of some kind or I'm going to have to get a husband.

      My sled's waiting where I left it, but it feels like the world's falling apart at this point. To think that earlier today I was excited to come into town and see Rektar. To get a chance to flirt with him, push my cleavage under his nose and win his heart with my muffins. Yeah, well, the universe is laughing at me, because I did all those things and all I got out of it was Rektar in my barn so he can scare off my legit stalker.

      What am I going to do? I ponder that over and over again as I pilot my sled back to my house. I'm close to town but it's still a good fifteen-minute flight in the sled, just because everyone's so spread out on Risda. At my side, Rektar is utterly silent, and that suits me just fine. It gives me time to worry over my problem and to come up with solutions. I can pay for a bodyguard, maybe, and clean out my savings. Kiss my dreams of having a baby goodbye and pay up for a mercenary to come and protect my place until the threat is gone.

      But then I have to hope that the mercenary won't turn around and rob me, either. So that's out.

      Rektar suggested a perimeter fence, but those are costly and in my case, kind of pointless. Yeah, a perimeter alarm is great, but then what? I still have to defend against a trespasser. I need a better solution than that.

      The more I think about it, the more I realize I need a husband. It's the obvious solution. Now I just need to find an alien man that's decent, hard-working, and that I'm slightly attracted to. That combination is going to be hard to find. It's not that there aren't alien men out here on Risda. It's that…the whole “decent” thing is the tricky part. Most of the guys here are scum hiding out from a prison sentence or pirates looking to make a quick buck on illegal goods. I'm pretty sure most decent guys aren't hanging around on Risda for the farming life…which is why it's so disappointing that Rektar is clearly, clearly not interested in what I bring to the table.

      I let out a sigh of disappointment. Maybe Khex will want to marry me if Rektar doesn't. I'm not attracted to him like I am to Rektar, but he's pleasant and I don't think I'd absolutely loathe being in bed with him. I guess I could ask Rektar about that at least. Or if the two of them have a friend that might be into a human wife. Worst comes to worst, I can put out an ad or buy a bounty. I've heard it worked for other women.

      I'll broach the subject tonight, I decide. No sense in waiting on anything. Even though my heart is heavy with disappointment at Rektar's clear disinterest, my self-preservation is kicking in. I'll get through this, like everything else.

      I pull up to my house, and it looks so sweet and pastoral that I want to cry. I love this little place. I never thought I'd be a farmer, but I love the fresh air and the green fields and I don't even mind raising the Risda-type cattle, called simply meat-stock. With the bots to handle most of the backbreaking chores, I'm left with running things like a manager and spending my heaps of spare time cooking and baking. While I wish I had a little more to occupy my time—or some company—I'm happy here.

      And now everything has to change again. That sucks so hard.

      Rektar glances over at me. "I will do another perimeter scan, just in case I've missed signs."

      "Signs? Signs of what?"

      "Other males trespassing on your territory." He blinks at me, as if the answer's obvious.

      Oh lord. So now I might have several stalkers instead of just one? The thought makes me want to scream. I take a deep, steadying breath, close my eyes, count to ten, and then open them again, calmed. "How long will that be?"

      "Why do you ask?"

      I shrug. "So I can make dinner."

      Rektar pauses, a look of concern on his broad face. "That is not necessary, Lucy. I have brought protein bars to fulfill my meal requirements. I don't need to take from your supplies—"

      I raise a hand, cutting him off. "You're doing me a favor, and you're sleeping in my barn. The least you can do is come in and let me feed you properly." I smile at him to take the sting out of my words. "Not to mention, I'm currently overflowing with vegetables. I hope you're a fan of tahaari root, because I've got them coming out of my ears."

      "Tahaari root is my favorite," he admits after a moment, almost shy. "I would enjoy having dinner with you. Thank you, Lucy." He gets out of the air-sled before I can say anything else and heads off toward the barn, firing up his equipment.

      I just stare after him hungrily, watching his hard ass flex in his government-issued trou that hug everything. If he likes tahaari root, he's about to get the meal of his dreams.
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      A half-hour later, I've got a feast spread out on the table in my tiny kitchen. There's stewed tahaari root in a sweet sauce, tahaari root pie, with a crusty, sugar-like topping, buttered tahaari puffs, and tahaari soup. I'm just pulling a fat roast out of the oven when there's a knock at the door. "It's open," I call out, holding the pan with my plas-gloves and setting it down on the center of the table so I can ladle some juices over it. I've outdone myself with this spread, and even if I put on five pounds with the leftovers, I don't care. Ain't nobody to impress but me, and I think I look awesome no matter how much I weigh. "Come on in."

      Rektar bends over and sticks his head inside, giving me a concerned look. His feet are firmly planted on the step outside, and he reminds me of when I was a kid and we played “The Floor is Lava.” My house apparently is lava. "Are you certain you don't mind?"

      "Get in here," I say, smiling. "You think I can eat all this by myself?"

      He takes a cautious step inside, watching me with a wary expression. After a moment, he loosens up and his eyes go to the food. "You…made all this for me?"

      "No, baby, I made all this for me. You just get to eat with me," I tease, spooning a bit of the thick gravy atop the roast. "I hope you brought an appetite." 

      He's silent.

      I look up, and he's got a stunned look on his face. "What? What's wrong?" A horrible thought occurs to me. "Did you find evidence of more trespassers?"

      Rektar shakes himself, the stunned expression fading. "Sorry. I wasn't trying to scare you. No other trespassers. I just…did you refer to me in a human form of affection?"

      A human what? I think for a moment, trying to remember what I said, and then I chuckle. "I was being casual. Sorry if it threw you off." I am absolutely not going to get hurt feelings over his reaction. I'm not. I'm not.

      "I see." Rektar watches me with that unreadable expression and then moves over to the far side of the table. He pulls out my chair and gestures that I should sit.

      Damn this man for not being interested, because that small, thoughtful gesture makes my heart ache with want. I pull off my oven mitts and set them down on the counter, then sit in the chair he's got for me. He scoots me in and then takes the other chair next to my own, watching me. Always watching me.

      "Don't wait on me." I gesture at the food. "You help yourself."

      He hesitates for a moment longer and then gives me a sheepish smile and takes the spoon from the stewed tahaari. I help myself to the closest plate, and for the next few moments, we're quiet, loading up our dishes. I'm not entirely surprised when the plate he sets in front of himself is absolutely heaped with food. One of the things I like about Rektar is that the man loves good food. I love baking, so to me, that's an important quality in a guy. I can't eat all of my own baking, but if I had someone else to bake for, it's not so bad.

      Rektar tastes the first dish and then moves on to the next. He eats a mouthful of each one before turning to me. "This food is incredible, Lucy. I'm honored."

      I preen at his praise, wiggling in my seat. I knew he liked my baked goods that I brought into town for him, but to hear that he enjoys all my cooking gives me a special sort of pleasure. I watch as he tucks into the food as if he hasn't eaten in months. Having company is just so…nice. Even having someone at the table while you both eat feels less lonely. I know many of the human women on Risda and we all keep in touch via comms and the monthly book club gathering but the rest of the time, it's an utterly lonely situation. It's one I thought I've handled pretty well up until this point, but having Rektar at my table makes me realize how much I need company.

      I really do need a husband. It's annoying to realize that, because I don't need help around the house. I just want company. Someone to talk to. Heck, I'd settle for a roommate. It doesn't have to be sexual…although I really do like sex, so that'd be a bonus. I take a few more bites, my thoughts focused on the problem at hand.

      Rektar clears his throat, and when I look up, I realize his plate is empty. "Is it all right with you if I have more?"

      Smiling, I gesture at the food. "Help yourself. I made extra." Looks like there won't be leftovers after all, and I don't mind in the slightest. Already, I'm thinking about what I can make for breakfast since he has such a big appetite. I have eggs I get from a neighboring farm and I could make a nice, fluffy quiche with some greens and veggies tossed in…

      "Truly, this is the best meal I have had in years," Rektar tells me as he sets another heaping plate in front of himself. He gives me a closed-mouth smile that seems warm. "You are very kind to invite me to eat with you."

      I sip my water, watching him eat. He acts like I've done a massive favor for him, just being polite and feeding the man. "Do you and Khex not cook, then?"

      "The military provides ration bars for our needs," Rektar says, and then takes another heaping bite of my tahaari pie. I hear the tiniest groan of pleasure from him, and it makes my insides clench deliciously.

      I take another bite, shrugging. "A ration bar is enough to keep you alive, but I don't imagine that eating them day after day is very enjoyable. You're more than welcome to come by anytime and I'll fix you a home-cooked meal."

      He glances over at me, and the look on his face is one of rueful amusement. "A ration bar is my home cooking. This is more of a treat than you know." Rektar gestures at the food with his utensils. "And it is taking all of my control not to eat all of it."

      "You need to work on that control, then," I tease as he adds a bit more of the root pie to his plate.

      He freezes, as if he's done something wrong, and looks over at me guiltily. 

      "I'm kidding," I say softly, reaching out and touching his arm. "I don't normally make all of this just for myself. I made it for you, and it makes me happy to see someone enjoying my cooking." I give his lower arm a friendly squeeze…and immediately, that feels like a mistake. For all that he's an enormous chunk of a man, his arms are absolutely granite. He's not fat, he's just built like a brick wall, solid and thick. I feel flushed and want to keep squeezing that muscle of his, just because of the reaction it gives me.

      I pull away, though, because I don't want to be creepy after he's shown me he's not interested. Smiling, I reach for my utensils again and pick at my own food. 

      We eat in silence.

      I hate silence. I get enough of that alone. I think about what he said, that ration bars are his home cooking, and I have to ask. "Your mother served you ration bars?" It seems a shitty way to bring up a kid, but what do I know about alien society? Even though my last owner was mesakkah, he was also very elderly and didn't talk much about his childhood. Surely it can't hurt to ask.

      Rektar goes still. His big throat works, and he swallows hard.

      Shit. "I'm sorry. Did I ask something inappropriate?"

      He shakes his head. "Not at all. It is just…my past is shameful. I was born a bastard to a lesser house. My mother gave me up shortly after birth so I would not bring shame to their name. My family name is al'Aira'n because I served at al'Aira Base when I was growing up. The enunciation at the end tells that it is a name assigned by my unit, not given at birth." His polite smile is faint. "It is a shameful thing and one that most do not bring up."

      "I'm so sorry. I really stepped in it, didn't I?"

      "Not at all." He pokes at his food, as if hesitant to eat any more. "But now you know why I am out here on Risda III."

      "Because you're a bastard?"

      Rektar nods. "No matter how well I perform as a soldier, I will only be able to rise so far due to the stain of my birth. This was not a post any logical male would want, so it was assigned to me." 

      Jeez. "What about Khex? Is he a bastard too?"

      He chuckles. "No. I had a good record but a bad name, and so I am here. Khex has a bad record and a good name."

      "So he's a naughty boy?" I say, smiling. "And you're the good guy?"

      "Something like that." Rektar's smile widens.

      My heart aches at the sight of it, because he really is handsome. I love his big, broad features and his shy smile. It doesn't surprise me that he's one that plays by all the rules. I feel bad that life hasn't been fair to him, but then again, it hasn't been all that fair to me, either. Thinking about Khex brings me to a good segue, though. I pick up the last of the tahaari pie, which seems to be his favorite, and dish it onto his plate. I don't blame him for liking it—it's a bit like the sweet potato pie from home, but with a slightly spicier zing to it. It's one of my favorites to make, and normally I'd eat a lot more of it, but for now, I like feeding him. "So…about Khex. Is he…single?"

      "He does not have a mate, if that is what you are asking."

      "Got his eye on anyone in particular on Risda?"

      "Not that I am aware of?" He stares down at the last piece of pie in his plate and then looks up at me. "Why do you ask?"

      Time to lay it all out on the table. "Because I think I need a husband," I state point-blank. "And I was wondering if he was up for the job."
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      REKTAR

      I am good at hiding my emotions, for the most part. A lifetime of military service and of never having anything to claim for my own has allowed me to mask when I am angry or upset. I finish eating Lucy's fine dinner, make conversation with her, and then I excuse myself back out to the barn for the night, all the while managing to somehow keep it together.

      In reality, I am seething with jealousy.

      Khex. She wants to know if Khex is available for her to mate with. I like Khex—he is impossible not to like with his easygoing nature—but right now, I want to punch him for stealing Lucy's heart. 

      I want Lucy for myself. I want that female to look at me with adoration. I want her to wear her low-cut tunics to bed with me. I want to eat her fine meals and wake up with her in my arms. I want to hear her joyous laughter every day. I want all these things…and she wants Khex.

      It must be because I am a bastard. Not for the first time, I curse my lot in life and the noble parents that gave me up without giving their names. I have never been wanted. I am used to that. But I have also never wanted anything as much as I want Lucy. It's hard to believe that she is willing to mate with an alien…and she has her sights on Khex.

      To say I am disappointed is an understatement.

      Of course she wants him. He is tall and strong and comes from a decent family. He is easy to get along with and has a smile for everyone. He talks easily with others and never worries that he frightens them. Meanwhile I have massive hands and arms, and some of the females in town cross the street when they see me. I am too large to make them comfortable.

      I would never hurt Lucy. Never.

      Fighting back my bitter disappointment, I head out to the barn. The meat-stock are out in the field because the weather is mild, and the only scents here are those of old hay and machinery…and Lucy's laundry. The primal scent of her clothing feeds into my aching need for her and I can resist no longer. I tug at my belt, loosening it, and then undo the front of my trou, shoving them down to my knees. When my cock springs free, I grab it and stroke hard, imagining Lucy's smile. Her sweet, sweet smile.

      Then, I remember that I have her undergarments. 

      I pull them out of the hidden pocket I have them stashed in and bring them to my nose. They are full of her musk, rich and ripe, and I shudder all over with the scent of her. Nothing has ever smelled so perfect. With a groan, I take another deep whiff and then bring the silky fabric to my cock.

      And I begin to work myself with it. Her scent is all over my skin now, and if I close my eyes, I can almost imagine it is her hand on my shaft, her cunt that is clasping around my length instead of my fingers, her—

      "Before you go to bed, I thought I'd bring you some blankets," Lucy calls out, just as the barn door opens.

      My eyes widen and I go still.

      Trapped.

      It's too late to do anything, though. I am caught, my hand on my cock, her clothing being used for shameful things.

      Lucy stands in the doorway, staring at me. I know how it must look, with my hand on my length and my trou around my knees as I stand in the middle of her barn. I look like a fool—or worse, a pervert. Even so, I cannot help but stare at her dusky pink mouth and how her lips part when she gazes at me.

      Nor can I help that I stroke my cock again at the sight of her. It is instinctive.

      "Oh. Rektar." Her gaze flicks between my face and then my cock and then back to my face again. "I'm…interrupting?"

      I shake my head, mortified. "You are not. I should not be…" I let my words trail off, because what can I say? I should not be touching myself? I should not be stealing her underclothes? I should not be standing in her barn with my trou at my knees while she is worried about her safety? That my jealousy over her affection for Khex is making me mad with need?

      Truly, I am the worst of males.

      Her gaze slides to my cock again and her brows knit together. "Are those my panties?"

      I open my mouth, but only a strange sound comes out. No words.

      She chuckles, the sound low and sultry, and takes a step forward. Then another, and then she is standing in front of me, all the while I am frozen and unable to move. I watch in stunned silence as she puts a hand lightly on my chest, a thoughtful expression on her face, and then she looks up at me. Smiles.

      And puts her hand on my cock.

      This time, a guttural groan escapes me.

      "Shhh," she whispers, her fingers dancing along mine. She pushes the scrap of fabric away from my cock and strokes my tip, sliding in the pre-cum dotting my skin. "No piercing?" Lucy looks up at me, a smile on her face. "I thought that was standard for your race."

      "I did not…I was not…" It is hard for me to think with her touching me. "No female…"

      "You thought because you're a bastard you'd never get a girl?" She arches a brow at me. "Not that this isn't a fine-looking cock already. You're the thickest man I've ever seen." She squeezes the head of my cock.

      My eyes nearly roll back in my head.

      "I was wondering if you were this big all over," she murmurs, her hand sticky as she roams over me. "Turns out you are. Are you a virgin, too?"

      I swallow hard, because I do not want to admit that I am. "Does…I…" I swallow again. "That is…"

      "Shh," she says again. "It doesn't matter." Lucy licks her lips and gazes up at me, her eyes sultry and beautiful. "Would you like for me to use my mouth on you—"

      Her words send a flash of images through my mind, and it is too much. I grip her small hand in mine and squeeze her fingers, working my shaft with her hand in a hard, fast jerk that brings me over the edge. I come so hard that my vision blurs, and black swims at the edges of my sight. My sac is so tight it feels as if it's pulled all the way into my body, and yet I keep coming, and coming, splattering my seed all over the floor of her barn.

      And her hand.

      By the time I can stop working myself with her grip, I am spent, my seed covers her lower arm, and I am full of embarrassment. To think that I came at the mere mention of her mouth—something I have only heard filthy rumors of. I am such a keffing idiot. Why did I not tell her how much the sight of her pleases me? How much I want her? How much I want her to want me instead of Khex? 

      But she only smiles up at me and lifts her hand to her mouth. Her pink tongue slips out and she tastes my seed on her fingers, and I have never seen anything so erotic in my life. 

      If I had any seed left in my body, it would be spouting from my cock all over again.

      As it is, I am helpless as I watch her return to her house, her hips swaying as she leaves me behind in the barn. She didn't talk to me, I realize as I suck in deep lungfuls of breath. Did I embarrass her? Of course I did. She wants Khex.

      I…cannot let that happen, though.

      It is clear to me that I must speak with Khex in the morning. To let him know I am determined to woo the female away from wanting him. I know he is not interested in any of the females here. He has said as much and teased me about my secret affection for Lucy. I must let him know how I feel, and that I want her.

      And then I must figure out a way to show her that she needs me and not Khex. 

      That I can last longer than a breath, too. That part is important.
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      LUCY

      I'm humming with satisfaction as I go back inside the house. My hand is still sticky with his release, and I'm aroused with no outlet, but I'm utterly content.

      That was fun.

      I'd forgotten what it's like to be with a guy and watch him come. I'd forgotten what it feels like to be an utterly sexy, desirable creature in front of a man's eyes. It's a little odd given that most of the women on this planet were captured from Earth to be sex slaves. Me, I was bought to be a companion to an elderly mesakkah who lived alone. We fooled around a few times, but his interest wasn't in sex any longer, and as he declined, our relationship was more about me taking care of him than anything else.

      I didn't love him, but Aharen was a good guy. Kind. Thoughtful. He moved back in with his family once he could no longer take care of himself, and they sent me off to Risda III. Really, I've been so lucky. Lonely, though. So stinking lonely. Just because I've been “lucky” in my slavery situation doesn't mean that I'm not just as lonely as everyone else out here. I miss having people around.

      I miss having someone to fuss over. And now there's Rektar, and everything is suddenly looking better.

      I head into the kitchen with a smile and clean my hand off, then put away the last of the dishes. Rektar had offered to help me clean up, but he'd been in a weird mood after dinner and I wondered if he was feeling okay. The man had put away so much darn food I worried he'd given himself a stomachache. 

      Turned out that other parts of him were aching. I giggle to myself.

      Once the kitchen is clean, I head to the bedroom. I change into a nightgown and snuggle into my narrow bed, thinking about Rektar and touching him again. I think about what it'll be like to be mated to him. It'll involve a lot of cooking, but I'm fine with that. He's quiet, too, but I hope he opens up more over time. Tonight I learned a lot about him, and I want to keep learning about him.

      The endless days on Risda III are suddenly full of promise.
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      The next morning, I wake up early and make a huge breakfast, human-style. Rektar didn't seem to mind my cooking, so I make a lovely quiche full of local substitutes for human vegetables. The quiche itself is the size of a damn platter, but knowing Rektar's appetite, I think it'll be just enough. After all, I made a ton of food last night and there were no leftovers. If I marry the guy, I'm going to have to get a few of the avians that are the Risda equivalent of chickens and double my grocery supplies.

      I smile to myself at the thought, because after last night, I'm hoping a relationship with Rektar is back on the table. It's clear he likes me. The man was using my panties to jerk off. And he let me touch him, and the look on his face definitely wasn't disgust.

      So yeah, things aren't great right now, but at least that situation is looking up.

      I see Rektar heading out of the barn, his clothing perfect and buttoned all the way up, every short hair in place atop his head. He doesn't look as if he slept in a barn last night, nor does he look like the man who had his pants around his knees while I jerked him off. He looks so very composed that for a moment I wonder if I imagined it all. But then he glances toward my house, and this color is high and he's rubbing his ear.

      Nope, it happened.

      Fighting back the squeal of glee rising in my throat, I race to my room and splash some perfume on my pulse points. My old master told me that all humans smelled bad, so I'm careful to try and disguise my smell at all times. I don't want Rektar finding me unappealing.

      He knocks on my door and I smooth a hand over my hair, trying to compose myself. I'm wearing a flowing dress today, cinched under the breasts to give my figure the ultimate oomph, and the neck is cut extra low. It's something I don't dare wear into town, but it's perfect for this situation. With a smile on my face, I answer the door. "Good morning."

      Rektar's gaze immediately drops to my cleavage. I'm not surprised; it is pretty magnificent this morning. He flushes deeper and his tail lashes back and forth. "I need to go into town." His words are abrupt. "As soon as possible."

      That…wasn't the response I wanted to hear. "Good morning to you, too," I say lightly, and turn away from the door, heading to the kitchen. "You can come eat first. Then I'll take you into town."

      It's silent, and for a depressing moment, I worry that I'm going to turn around and see him hovering on my porch, unwilling to come inside. That we're back to square one despite last night. I pull the quiche out of the warmer, determined not to show my disappointment, but when I turn around, Rektar is seated at the table.

      Relief—and pleasure—blossoms through me again. I set down the quiche with a flourish, smiling. "Eat up."

      "You don't have to keep feeding me," he says, his gaze averted. "My ration bars are sufficient."

      "Sufficient isn't the same as enjoyable," I counter, and when he stares at the quiche but doesn't pick up the spoon, I reach over the table and dish out a portion for him. Again, his gaze strays to my cleavage, staring for a long moment before glancing away again. The man is impossible to read sometimes, but I hope that's a good sign. "If you're stationed on a farm planet and you can't eat good, farm-fresh food, then what's the point?"

      I set the plate in front of him. He digs in without another word of protest and then closes his eyes as he takes a bite. He swallows and then looks over at me. "You made this for me?" When I nod, he looks away again, staring at his plate. "I am honored."

      "It's just breakfast," I say, but the way he's acting is strange. It's like he doesn't want to look at me. Maybe…the cleavage is too much? I take a few bites of food myself, but I'm confused. I thought after last night he'd be less shy, but this morning he seems more so. Is that why he has to go back into town so quickly? Does he regret what happened?

      I have a sinking feeling he does.

      We eat in silence, and I'm not entirely surprised that Rektar cleans his plate again. He gets seconds, and when there's only a little left in the pan, Rektar sits back with a heavy sigh, patting his stomach. "Delicious."

      "Glad you liked it," I say politely, trying not to let my conflicting emotions show. "Since there's some left and we're heading into town, let me wrap this up for Khex. I bet he could use a nice breakfast—"

      Before I can finish the sentence, Rektar pulls the food toward him and shovels the rest of it onto his plate. "Think I'm still hungry after all," he mumbles, and continues eating.

      Weird. I head to my room and put on my walking shoes to go into town. I wrap a shawl around my shoulders, knotting it tight and tucking it into my bodice so my cleavage is covered. I don't want to make Rektar more uncomfortable than he already is. Maybe one of my friends in town will be able to decipher Rektar's mixed signals, because I sure can't.

      If he'd just look me in the eye and smile, I'd feel better about all of this. I don't regret what happened last night—heck, if anything, I'd love to do a repeat, maybe even get a little action for myself. But I need a sign of encouragement from him.

      Instead, when I go back out to the main room of my small house, he stands by the door, his dishes in the sink and the table cleared off. His hands are clasped behind his back and he's perfectly still, as if he's waiting to leave. He casts a look in my direction but doesn't raise his gaze. "I am ready to go into town whenever you are."

      It's hard not to be disappointed. "Sure, I'll drop you off—"

      "No," he says quickly. He lifts his gaze to mine and then just as quickly drops it again. "It is important that you stay in town. Just wait for me."

      "Is something wrong? Did you find something else last night?"

      "No." He rubs his ear. "I just…" He makes a strangled sound in his throat. "Please honor my request, Lucy."

      "Of course." Now if he could just quit being so weird…
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      REKTAR

      Lucy is beautiful this morning. Her dress emphasizes the ample loveliness of her form, and her dark hair swings against her shoulders in soft waves. She reeks of the choking perfume, but I try to breathe through my mouth instead of my nose to lessen it. Even the perfume can't take away from her attractiveness. Her smile is utterly becoming and her breasts are…magnificent.

      I hate each time that I must drop my gaze and not look at her, but I don't want her to feel as if I'm intimidating her. I need to get this right. I need to get it ALL right.

      I must confront Khex and let him know I am claiming the female for myself. He does not have feelings for her other than a general affection, but I wish to stake my claim before that changes. Lucy is very beguiling, and just being in her presence makes me forget all my teachings. I forget not to stare at her. I forget to give her distance so she does not feel afraid. I forget everything I have been taught about humans, and it's frustrating. The last thing I want is for Lucy to be afraid of me, but if this continues, my control will break and then she won't want to be anywhere near me.

      Lucy parks her sled in front of the Port Custodial Offices and glances over at me. "Is this good?"

      I nod. "Thank you. I hope I will not be long." I just need to lay claim to her, let Khex know I am going to be busy for the next few days with my mate, and then drag her over to the Registrar's office so we can formalize this. Mesakkah aren't much for ceremonies when taking a mate, but I know that it is important to humans to establish a proper bond in the eyes of the government. Given the circumstances, it will also be wise for us to ensure that everyone in Port knows that she is now going to be my mate and that she is off limits. That I will protect her with everything I am.

      And while I am a bastard with no name of his own and no house to claim, I hope Lucy can see past that to mate with me. She touched me last night, and that gave me hope. She smiled as she caressed my cock and spoke so sweetly to me.

      In that moment, I was utterly lost. Lucy is mine.

      Lucy hesitates and then gestures at the store. "I guess I'll see if they've got any new supplies in. Is that okay? Or do I need to stay close?"

      I hesitate, because now that I am going to claim Lucy as mine, I don't want her to leave my sight. I can't drag her into the office with me while I demand Khex back off, though. But surely Port is safe, and the general store is right across the street, in view of my office. "Very well, but do not leave without checking with me first. We will need to take extra precautions for your safety while this male is staking out your property."

      Now her expression changes to one of worry. "Do you think it's unsafe in town, then?"

      I want to grab her and crush her to my chest, but I know that would scare her. I drop my gaze and shake my head. "I will do everything in my power to ensure that you're safe. This I promise, Lucy."

      "All right." Her words are soft, and she reaches out and touches my hand. "Thank you, Rektar."

      That small touch reminds me of how she caressed my cock last night, and I have to take several deep, steadying breaths before I'm composed enough to move even a single step. I watch, instead, as she heads across the street to the small mercantile that serves the dry goods needs for the colonists here. She pauses just inside, then raises a hand in greeting and begins to talk to another human female. Good. Safe. I scan the area, but there are no others around, so I head into my office to talk to Khex.

      My co-worker has his feet kicked up on his desk and is watching vids on his data pad. He glances up at me as I enter, looking amused. "You'll never guess who I just pulled in for trespassing at the docks this morning."

      I pause. I've been so busy trying to think of the right way to bring things up to Khex that I'm thrown for a loop. "Who?"

      He glances down at his data pad. "The name is Mezzak Sta'Iq and I believe you filed a warrant for trespassing last night?"

      I'm stunned. Nothing is ever this easy. "That's the one that was trespassing on Lucy's property. He was trespassing in town?"

      "Yup." Khex sits up, his feet on the floor. He nods toward the jail cells in the back. "Our friend decided he was going to try and stow away on a ship heading to Three Nebulas and was caught hiding in their cargo hold. Seems he's got warrants on three other stations, too, so I'm arranging for a prison transport to come and pick him up, and we'll collect the bounties and add them to the local funds…unless you object?"

      "No objection," I say, mystified. Normally we have to chase down every idiot that breaks the law. This one just fell into our laps. It's…too easy. It's like the universe is letting me know that I don't have to marry Lucy after all. That she'll be safe without a husband. It's an easy out if I want it.

      But I absolutely don't want it.

      I want Lucy. "Good job," I say to Khex. "Lucy will be pleased."

      He sets his data pad down and rummages through some of the items on his desk, looking for something, distracted. "You're here early. Did your night not go as planned?"

      "Yes and no," I admit. It went wildly better than I dreamed, and yet…not how I intended. "I am going to marry Lucy," I blurt out. "Today."

      Khex sits up, a baffled expression on his face. "You are?"

      "I am."

      "A marriage? Like…a human ceremony?"

      "Yes." I hesitate again, wondering how much I should confess to him. "She says she needs a mate, and she asked if you were available. I am here to tell you that you cannot have her."

      Khex crosses his arms over his chest. "What if I want her?"

      My entire body stiffens with anger. I bare my teeth, ready to fight…and realize that he's grinning. He's teasing me. "You are a rotten friend," I mutter. "For a moment you had me believing you."

      "What brought about this change of heart? You've been afraid to talk to her for weeks now. She comes in daily and pushes her tits right under you rnose and you never look at her. I thought the poor thing was going to give up."

      Khex thinks she's coming in to see me? That she's trying to lure me into noticing her? Me, an unwanted, overfed bastard son with no name to call his own? I'm utterly surprised…and yet in a way it makes sense. I've just been too blind to notice it. She does come in daily. She always sits right across from me. Her clothes are always low cut. I think about this morning, and the welcoming smile on her face…and how her breasts practically spilled out of her dress and onto my plate.

      Kef me, I'm an idiot. "I never realized." I rub a hand down my face. "I…she…we touched last night."

      "Aaah." The look on his face is full of understanding. "And was this your first female?"

      Coming from anyone else, I would be enraged at that question. But Khex knows me, knows my history, knows how strait-laced I am. Knows that my focus has always been my career. A mesakkah female would not look at me twice. She would ask about my family and then run in the other direction. But I also never thought I would meet anyone like Lucy. She's beautiful, clever, loves to cook…and wants me for some reason.

      I never hoped for a mate. Now I can't get the thought out of my head.

      "She is my only," I tell him, and hope that answers it. She is not the “first” because that implies there will be more at some point. I do not want more, I just want Lucy. Only Lucy.

      Khex beams at me. "Congratulations, my friend. I'm happy for you. A word of advice, though—don't listen to all the hygiene law nonsense. Plas-film on everything ruins all the fun."

      Plas-film. I didn't even think about plas-film. It's a thin film designed to protect one body from another, to prevent the spread of germs. I think about how she touched me last night, her hand covered in my spend. How she licked her finger to taste me. There was absolutely zero plas-film involved and it didn't occur to me to ask how she feels about such things. It is a very common practice on Homeworld. It also strikes me as very sterile and unpleasant. "I will talk to Lucy and see how she feels about it."

      "Good idea. In fact, talk to her about everything. She's had a traumatic experience being taken from her planet and dragged to this one. You will want to make sure she's absolutely okay with everything you two plan on doing. She might not bring something up, but then it means it's your job to do so. No matter how uncomfortable the conversation is, it's far better to have the discomfort ahead of time than when you're balls-deep inside her. Feel me?"

      "You have given this a lot of thought," I point out.

      "Let's just say that I'd much rather have no partner at all than an unenthusiastic one," Khex replies with a grin. "And trust me, you don't, either."

      I really don't. I can't imagine Lucy looking up at me in distaste or displeasure, not when her smile is so utterly entrancing. "I'll talk to her about everything," I reassure him. "I've no wish to scare her."

      Talking isn't something I particularly excel at, but I need to try harder…for her sake.
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      LUCY

      "I'm so excited," I tell Kim, practically dancing in place with my enthusiasm. "I loved your last story. I can't believe the new one is about to start already!"

      She pats her slightly rounded stomach, smiling. "It's because of this. When I'm home, Nassakth wants me to lie in bed all day so I can rest. He's afraid I'm going to hurt myself working on the farm. And this is the first baby for both of us, so I'm taking it easy. It gets boring, though, so I work on writing." Kim smiles at me, an expression of blissful pleasure on her face as she rubs her pregnant belly.

      I'm so jealous I could scream. No, “jealous” isn't the right word. Envious. I love Kim and I'm thrilled she's found a good alien man that makes her happy and gives her great sex. I'm so excited she's going to have a little half-cat baby, and I can't wait to babysit for her. But I'm downright envious. She has everything I want, and it just highlights how lonely I am.

      "Well, the book club is more than ready to have something new to read," I gush at her. "We've taken to re-reading your last one just because we've run out of new books."

      "Ugh, that's so frustrating. I didn't realize." Kim gets a thoughtful look on her face. "I could ask Nassakth if he can pull strings, see if we can put a bounty on any human books that show up for trade. Bethiah's always checking in with us and asking if we need anything. Maybe I'll put that bug in her ear." She snaps her fingers. "Oooh, or I'll ask Sophie. She's a friend of mine and lives out on an abandoned station with her mate. She's got a few books and I'll ask if she can find a way to scan one of them in for me."

      I try not to squeal with excitement. We've got plenty of food and drink on Risda III, but entertainment-wise, it's a bit of a desert. Most of the alien vids are completely baffling for humans to watch, and since most of us can't read any languages but our own, we've had to create our own entertainment. There are a few paper books that have been smuggled onto the planet, but the borrowing list for those is a mile long and it takes months and months to get your hands on a book. We have an email chain of sorts set up between the ladies here, and Kim has taken to writing chapters to keep us entertained. She finished her second book recently and has started her next, and our book club (which is more of an excuse just to get together since books are so rare) is beyond excited to have more reading materials. A few books scanned in so someone can share the files would be magic. "Tell her you want the books, no matter how bad the scans are. I will happily re-type them into a data pad if needed."

      Kim nods. "I'll contact her. Give me a few weeks, though. Sophie and her mate don't stay connected and only check for messages infrequently. I think they like their quiet."

      I shudder at the thought. "I get enough quiet every day as it is. I'm desperate for company."

      "Mmm, speaking of company, don't look now," Kim murmurs. "Your big hunk of an officer is heading this way."

      I glance out the windows of the general store, and sure enough, Rektar is headed in this direction. God, he looks good. I bite back a whimper at the sight of his big shoulders. A lot of taller guys are built like an inverted triangle, but Rektar is just a big square. He's just wide and thick, and all of it's muscle, and I love the sight of it. I love his plain, unadorned horns and his no-nonsense haircut. I love his boring “custodian” uniform because it means he's a good, law-abiding sort of guy. He's not the type to enslave women and drag them away from their planet, or the type to sneak into a woman's barn and try to scare her.

      He's the Dudley Do-Right of outer space and I have such a crush on the man.

      Everyone in town knows it, too. I've made it clear to everyone that I find Rektar attractive…clear to everyone except Rektar, it seems. I think about how astonished he looked last night when I touched him. I must not be good at getting my feelings across. Even now, I wonder if he's coming here to tell me that I'm free to go back to my place…without him. That he's ashamed of what happened between us and never wants to see me again.

      That would hurt.

      Kim pats my shoulder and murmurs something about checking with the shopkeeper about spices. I'm not paying much attention. My entire focus is on Rektar, because he's looking through the window, scanning for someone. Looking for me, I hope. His gaze locks with mine, and I see something…different in his eyes. My heart thuds with hope. Maybe…maybe…

      Rektar opens the door to the store and steps inside, heading for me. "Are you finished with your business here, Lucy?"

      I glance around, pretending to consider, but I know the answer already. I'm just killing time, waiting to talk to him again. Waiting to figure out what's going on between the two of us. He's giving me such mixed signals I don't know what to think. "I'm not buying anything today," I tell him. "What's up?"

      He straightens, tugging on his uniform, and then gives me an impassively blank look. "Join me. We are heading to the registrar's office."

      And I'm disappointed again, because he's now deliberately staring at my chin, not looking me in the eye. This man. I swallow back my frustration and adjust my shawl. "Do I need to sign something?"

      "Yes," he barks out. A moment later he pauses. "No."

      I clench my jaw, because I'm getting a little tired of being jerked around. I march out of the store, and he's right on my heels. The registrar's office is a tiny hole-in-the-wall-type location sandwiched between a meat processor and the bank, and it's an end of the street I don't often head down. Rektar puts a hand on my shoulder, guiding me along the walkway, and I feel less like a friend and more like a prisoner.

      Heck, I don't even want to be his “friend.” I want to be something more, but this morning, he's acting like he can't decide if I'm a leper or a temptress. "You going to tell me what we're doing, or do I have to guess from your attitude?"

      Rektar's silent as he leads me toward the building and then opens the door for me. "We are getting married," he admits, ushering me inside.

      We're what?

      I stare at him in shock. "Excuse me?"

      "We are marrying. You need a mate to protect you. I will take on that duty." He sets his jaw and stares at my chin. "I will not brook any argument on this. It is imperative that you remain safe. This is the best way to do it."

      As marriage proposals go, this is an absolutely terrible one. It's what I wanted, though. I'd just hoped…I glance over at him but he won't look at me. I sigh. Maybe I just hoped for too much. I'm getting married to the man I want, all right, but he's acting like it's his duty as custodian rather than what he wants as a man. "Can we talk about this?"

      "The registrar is very busy," Rektar says, taking me by the elbow and guiding me inside. "We can talk after the marriage."

      A szzt male—the race with the sharp, terrifying teeth and large pebbled orange heads—jumps to his feet as Rektar approaches. "A human ceremony?" the male asks. "I am becoming quite familiar with those." He gives us an unctuous look, ushering us toward a tiny makeshift area at the back of the office. There are wilting flowers on a table and a basket of fruit atop a hastily embroidered tablecloth, and I guess that's where all the “special” ceremonies are held. It'd be kind of sad and funny if I wasn't so frustrated at the moment.

      This will solve my problems but…I'm not happy. In fact, I'm kind of crushed with disappointment. I never wanted to get married just to get married. I wanted to get married for love…or at the very least, affection. I feel kind of like I'm not getting either one at this rate. I glance over at Rektar, and naturally, he stares at my chin instead of looking me in the eye. He won't look at me, and I wonder if I'm resigning myself to a lifetime of frustration with a mate that I want but who doesn't want me…unless he's jerking off in the barn.

      "Do you know how to do a human ceremony?" Rektar asks the registrar.

      "I do." The male gestures at us. "Join hands, please."

      I hold mine out to Rektar, curious if he'll look at me now, but he just takes mine in his and gazes down at our joined hands. His hands feel big and warm and wonderful, and he grips my fingers tightly. It's the only reason I don't drop them and storm away out of anger.

      "Now, Rektar, you must vow to give the human female your name and to fill her belly with young. You must vow to protect her and keep her safe, always."

      Pretty sure that the human marriage ceremony doesn't mention breeding in the slightest, but I'll allow it.

      Rektar's hands grow sweaty as he grasps mine, gazing down at them. "I am sorry that the only name I have to give you is al'Aira'n. It is not a good name, and you are a good female. You deserve better. But I do promise to protect you and keep you safe, always."

      His voice is soft and gentle, and my heart aches for him all over again. Like I give a crap about his last name. I squeeze his hands back. "You forgot to say that you're going to fill me with young," I tease gently.

      He flushes, and one of his ears twitches. "And fill you with young," he adds, voice choked.

      "Now the human must promise to love, honor and obey her mate," the alien registrar intones.

      Funny how “obey” has made it all this way into deep space. I decide I'm going to ignore that part. I watch Rektar, but he's still not looking at me, and I squeeze his hands as I recite my revised vows. "I promise to love and honor my mate, as long as he looks me in the damn eye. If he doesn't, all bets are off."

      Rektar's head jerks up. He gives me a startled look, then glances at the registrar. "Give us a moment," he tells the alien and then pulls me away a few steps so we can speak privately. My soon-to-be husband leans in, looming over me. "Lucy…I am not trying to offend you. I am trying to be polite. I was told humans will be afraid if I look them in the eye and I am to avert my gaze to appear unthreatening. I am so much larger than you and I don't want you to be scared of me."

      I blink, absorbing this nonsense. "Who told you that?"

      "It was part of our interspecies training prior to our arrival on Risda III," Rektar tells me in a grave voice. "I take it very seriously. I would like to be the best custodian I can…and I most especially do not wish to frighten you."

      I look up at him. His cheeks are flushed and he still looks damn uncomfortable. I reach up and put a hand on his cheek. "When you look away all the time, it makes me feel like you don't want to look at me at all. Like I'm unpleasant."

      His gaze meets mine, and there's surprise there. "That is not the case. At all."

      "Then look at me," I tell him. "Look all you want. I'm not scared of you. You don't frighten me. And if you aren't sure how to act around me, ask and I'll tell you."

      Rektar nods, his gaze locked on me. This time, there's no confusion in his eyes, just bald hunger. Possessiveness. Yearning.

      God, that's so much better. I press my luck and decide to keep pushing. I stroke his cheek with my thumb, fascinated at how soft his skin is. It's like touching suede, and I want to pet him all over. "Are you marrying me out of duty?"

      "I want you to be safe," he says automatically, and then catches himself. A moment later, he adds, "And…I want you." The words come out strangled. "I know I am not a worthy male—"

      "Shh," I tell him, my fingers skimming over his lips to silence that sort of talk. "I won't hear you say such things about yourself. You're a good, strong, fierce man, and you're the best one I've ever met. I don't care if your last name is al'Aira'n or Supercalifragilisticexpialadocious. I still want to marry you. I've wanted you since you got here."

      "Then let us marry," he murmurs against my fingers.
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      I'm in a daze as the registrar finishes the rest of the bastardized ceremony. Rektar holds my hands and we sign off on official paperwork, where he adds my name to his assets and designates me as his spouse in every record possible. I know from my experience that most mesakkah are very loose with mating unless someone's at the head of an important house and has to produce an heir, so this is a high compliment. Rektar could have just declared himself as my mate and that would have been it. Instead, he's ensuring that everyone knows he's mine and I'm his.

      It feels like a dream.

      It feels even more like a dream when we return to the custodial office so he can speak with Khex. There, I learn that the guy that was showing up on my property? He's already in custody and about to be shipped off to a prison planet. There was no need for Rektar to marry me. He just…wanted to. Maybe I should be upset that he didn't tell me that my stalker was taken care of before we got married, but all I can think about is that he wanted to be with me enough that he went ahead with things even when he didn't have to.

      And when Khex mentions that Rektar basically told Khex that he couldn't have me? I'm practically beside myself with pleasure.

      Rektar swaps schedules with Khex, and now he's going to be off of work for two days to celebrate our marriage. Khex waves goodbye with a smirk on his face as we get back into my air-sled and drive to my farm. I glance over at my new husband as I drive, and he's staring at me with such a hungry, avid gaze that I nearly lose control of the sled.

      He's quiet as we make it back to my place, and I park the sled in front of the house. It looks just as I left it a few hours ago and yet…everything feels different. I head inside, and…then I'm at a loss of what to do with myself. A quick glance out the window shows that it's still early, the bots moving through the field, watering and weeding. There's plenty of day left, and it feels strange to throw myself into chores or clean house.

      It's my damn wedding day and I don't know what to do with myself.

      I turn and look at Rektar. He's just inside, standing near the door and looking equally as flummoxed as me. I glance around, and when I look at my kitchen, I get an idea. "I'm going to bake a wedding cake for us," I tell Rektar. "Why don't you sit down and make yourself comfortable?"

      He heads for the table and seats himself at one of my tiny chairs. "Humans have a cake on their wedding day?"

      "Oh yeah." I smile at the thought. "Most of the time they're big, white frosted cakes with lots of layers. I don't think I can do that, but I can put together a little something for us."

      "What other human traditions are there for a marriage?"

      I dig under the counter and pull out my single round pan that will serve as my cake pan. "Oh, well, there's carrying the bride over the threshold of the house. Jumping a broom. A bouquet—" I let out a squeak of terror as I'm hauled into the air. "Rektar?"

      "You should have mentioned the threshold tradition earlier. I would like to honor your views." With his arms locked around my waist, Rektar carries me back out to the front of the house and down the step and then sets me down. "Do I carry you any particular way?"

      I pause. I know I'm heavier than a lot of women, but he didn't seem to have trouble carrying me, and I might as well go for the fairy tale. "It's actually called a bridal carry," I say, a little breathless with excitement. "You put one arm behind my knees and the other behind my back and carry me in like that."

      He nods and in the next moment, I'm swept off my feet and into his arms. He straightens, looking over at me. "Like so?"

      I put my arms around his neck. "Exactly like so." And I beam at him, because this has always been a fantasy of mine. Every girl dreams of being carried over her threshold, even us curvy girls.

      Rektar carries me up the step and back into the house. Our gazes meet again, and he gives me another hungry, possessive look. "What next?"

      "I'm afraid that's all there is to it." Though now that I've gotten to experience it, I wish there was a hell of a lot more. And when he sets me down gently on the floor again, as if I'm made of fragile glass, I curse myself for not making something up on the fly. That he has to carry me right to bed and make love to me in that moment.

      Damn it.

      "There is a kiss," I blurt out as he straightens. "We didn't get to do that in town, but it's traditional for the bride and groom to kiss."

      Instead of pulling me into his arms and kissing me passionately, my new husband pulls out his data pad. "That is among the list of things I need to ask you about."

      "You have a list?" I'd seen him typing while I drove the air-sled back, but I thought he was emailing Khex or something.

      "I do." He hesitates, his gaze searching mine. "I thought it would be appropriate to establish the rules of our relationship—that way there is no miscommunication."

      "That makes sense." Even if it is a tad disappointing that he's not being swept away by passion right in this moment. Given our circumstances, though, and how many times I've ground my teeth at how impossible he is to read, talking things over before we begin is probably the smartest way to go about things. "You ask your questions, and I'll get started on the cake."

      Rektar sits at the small table in the corner of my kitchen as I get to work on the batter. He considers his data pad, typing, and says, "Can you please define for me what a kiss is? I want to be certain I do not misunderstand."

      Define a kiss? Lord. I think for a moment, stirring eggs into the flour-like substitute. "It's mouth on mouth. Tongues, too. For pleasure and affection."

      I glance over at him and he's making notes, a studious expression on his face. "Is plas-film involved?"

      "I hope not." I can't imagine what that would taste or feel like. "Did…you want it to be involved?"

      He looks up at me, and his gaze flicks to my mouth. "No." Rektar's voice is hoarse. "No, I don't think so."

      "Then we're on the same page." I smile at him and turn back to the batter.

      "Do you want plas-film at any point?" Rektar continues. "Mating will involve a great many fluids and not all are comfortable with such things."

      Mating…fluids? I glance over at him, because that's the most ridiculous statement I've heard yet. His face is deep blue with embarrassment and he's rubbing his ear. "If you'll recall, I don't have a problem with fluids. Yours or mine."

      He makes a sound in his throat and marks something off on his pad. "Will you find it intimidating if I put my cock inside you?"

      I blink. At my silence, Rektar looks up, and his expression is so very serious that I giggle. "You know I've had sex before, right? I know how it works."

      Rektar stares down at his data pad, and my amusement dies. He doesn't find this funny. He's deadly serious.

      For a moment, I worry I should apologize. Will that make him feel better, or worse? I consider, then set down the cake batter and move to his side. I pull the pad from his hand and when he turns toward me, I sit down on his thigh. He's indicated that I'm not too heavy for him, and it gives me another little thrill when he puts his arms around my waist, holding me close. "Rektar," I say gently. "I know you want to get this all figured out ahead of time, but sex is an instinctive sort of thing. You don't have to stress about it, all right? I'll tell you if something happens that I don't like."

      His gaze is on my breasts, and then he looks up at me, as if remembering that I prefer eye contact. "My experience—"

      "—doesn't matter," I say quickly. I've guessed already that he's not exactly a Lothario. I don't care. It's his goodness and decency that draws me to him, not how well he wields his penis. I mean, that will eventually be important, but we all start somewhere. Knowing what I know about him now, I understand his lack of experience. "Why don't we take things as we go and see how we do?" I brush my fingers over his cheek, just wanting to touch him. Caress him. "Does that sound okay to you?"

      Rektar closes his eyes and leans into my touch, his arms tightening around my waist. "No one has ever touched me as much as you, Lucy."

      Well, now my heart's breaking, because I haven't touched him very much at all. My poor, sweet alien. "We're married now," I point out. "It's human tradition for wives to be positively grabby to their spouses." I move a little closer, practically shoving my tits under his nose, just because I want him to feel my attraction to him.

      "And no plas-film," he murmurs, his hand sliding up and down my back in a tentative stroke. "You are certain this is what you want?"

      "I might get mad if you pull out the plas-film," I tell him, leaning in. He's so big and brawny that it takes my breath away. Some might say that he's stout—it's clear that he loves a good meal—but I just find that aspect of him equally appealing. He's as strong as he is wide, and I don't mind that in the slightest. It means that he'll joyfully eat when I cook, and I love to cook. I find his sheer size utterly sexy, and I want to run my hands all over him.

      He gazes up at me thoughtfully. "I know we are married now, but I wish to be respectful of your past. I know you were a slave, and slaves are not treated well. If you wish to take things slowly, I am prepared to wait however long it takes."

      This man is killing me with his sweetness. I lean in and nibble on his ear. "I don't need to wait."

      Rektar's breath catches, his hands flexing on my waist. "When…how do you wish to approach this?" He groans when my teeth graze his earlobe. "Shall we…wait for dark?"

      I lick the shell of his ear, loving how he shivers ever so slightly under me. "What happens after dark?"

      "Nothing. I just…perhaps we should wait—"

      I sit up, looking him in the eye. "Wait for what?"

      His cheeks are stained with darker blue. "I am…that is I mean…I don't want you to feel that I'm rushing you." His gaze searches mine. "I want to honor your traditions without pawing at you because you are now my mate. I can wait a few hours."

      This man is obsessed with waiting. I do like that he mentions pawing, though. I hike up my skirts, bunching them up to my thighs and wiggling a little as I sit on his leg. My panties are a sad scrap of hand-sewn material, and for once, I wish I'd gone full-alien and not worn them. I take his big hand in mine (god, SO big) and guide it to the waist of my panties. I push them down at the same time that I nudge his fingers inside them, and move his hand to my pussy, where I'm wet and hot and aching. "Does this tell you anything?"

      Rektar groans, his eyes closing. His throat works, his Adam's apple bobbing.

      Still shy. I don't mind that, because I like being forward with him. I lean in and skim my lips over his. "It tells you," I whisper, "that I am perfectly okay with being pawed by my husband."

      He groans again, the sound ragged, and then his fingers slide over my folds. His eyes open as I suck in a breath, and as we stare at each other, he strokes his fingers through my slick heat. "Where is your bed?"

      I wiggle against his hand, and I'm rewarded with a thick finger brushing against my clit. "In the bedroom, of course."

      Rektar's hand leaves my panties, and I want to cry out from loss. Before I can, though, he's on his feet, me carried in his arms, and he heads for my room so quickly that it makes my head spin. A split second later, I'm on the bed, on my back, and he pushes my skirts up again. His hands go to my panties, ripping at the fabric, and then he pauses. "Can I touch you how I want?"

      I nod, frantic.

      With a sexy growl in his throat, he finishes tearing my panties off and flings the fabric aside. His eyes feast hungrily on my bare lower half, and then he kneels on the floor at the edge of the bed, his hands on my hips as he hauls me forward. I've never had anyone look at me with such utter focus, and just his expression is getting me aroused. He puts a big hand on the inside of my thigh, caressing my skin, before pushing my legs apart.

      "Gonna taste you," he mutters, leaning in. "Can't wait any longer."

      I practically wriggle with anticipation at hearing that. "You don't have to wait," I pant. "I want you to touch me." I brush my fingers against his short hair and give him the smallest of nudges to let him know that I am A-OK with him tasting me.

      I expect the first brush of his tongue to be hesitant. Uncertain. I'm totally wrong in that. He uses his thumbs to pull my folds apart, regards me with that hungry look, and then gives me the licking of my life.

      A shocked—and aroused—sound escapes me. His tongue is covered in ridges, and when he licks me that hard, I feel each one drag along my skin. My fingers tighten in his hair as he makes a sound of pleasure and goes in for another thorough lick. "Kef me, you taste good."

      "You like the way I taste?" I card my fingers through his hair, tightening when he gives me another devastating lick.

      "Perfect," he murmurs, lapping at my folds. "You're so perfect. Your cunt's so soft against my tongue, too. And wet. How are you so wet?" He sounds awed.

      "Because you turn me on," I tell him, panting. "Because the thought of you touching me makes me go crazy with need."

      Rektar makes a low sound of pleasure and licks me again, this time exquisitely slow. He takes his time, the tip of his tongue caressing my clit as he finishes. "What's this little thing here?"

      "Clit," I pant. "It's very…sensitive."

      He deliberately drags his tongue around it, watching my reaction. The sight of him gazing up at me from between my thighs as he licks me is almost as erotic as the feel of his tongue against my clit. Almost. The two together, though, makes me absolutely crazy. I whimper, my hand tight in his hair as I lift my hips and grind against his mouth.

      "Your smell," he growls.

      I freeze. Oh god. I forgot. He won't like my smell. The urge to clamp my thighs shut is overwhelming. "I-I can get perfume. Give me just a moment—"

      Rektar growls at me. Growls. He locks one arm around my hips, pinning me into place with my pussy right under his nose. "No perfume. I can't stand the smell of that shit. Your natural scent is perfect."

      "What?" I stare down at him in surprise.

      He rubs his face against my thigh, his mouth wet from his ministrations. "I'd wear your scent on my face all day every day if I could, but I'd be so keffing hard I wouldn't be able to get anything done." He closes his eyes, a blissful expression on his face as he moves back toward my pussy and takes a deep, lingering breath. "Just hide out in the back room and jerk off for hours."

      "Like you did in my barn?" I whisper, scandalized and amused both.

      "Just like."

      I hesitate, caressing his cheek. I want to believe him, but I need to confirm it. "My old master was a mesakkah. A very old one. He said that humans smelled terrible and he wanted me to wear perfume all the time to spare his nose."

      "Then he is a keffing fool." Rektar buries his face between my thighs again, giving me another thorough lick. "I can't get enough of your scent."

      Pleased, I rock my hips against his mouth. "Then I won't wear perfume ever again."

      "Good." He laps at me, his tongue's ridges sliding over my sensitive flesh. "Now you tell me—what feels good? Tell me what you like and I'll do it."

      I rock against his mouth again, distracted. For some reason, I hesitate at telling him exactly where to touch me. Maybe I'm still focused on the awkward conversation about scents and I'm feeling a little shy. I don't want him to think I'm being pushy or overly demanding, not when he's already doing an awesome job. His tongue is absolutely wrecking me with every slow, deliberate stroke. "You…you're doing fine."

      Rektar chuckles, and then nuzzles at my pussy in a way that nearly makes my eyes roll back in my head. "Now you are shy? Just because my head is between your thighs?" He licks me again, grazing at the entrance to my core with his tongue. "The boldest female I know?"

      I whimper again. "You like it when I'm bold?"

      He lifts his head to gaze up at me with hot, dark eyes. My thigh quivers in his grip and his gaze moves to it, pinned between his shoulder and his ear. He studies my thigh for a moment, then looks up at me again and gently runs the tips of his fangs over my skin in a bite that gives me goosebumps and makes my core clench around nothing in particular. "I love your boldness," he tells me. "I want you to tell me what you like so I can know how to please you. I love how fierce you are and how you know what you want. How can I not want boldness from the female that marched up to me, grabbed my cock and tasted my seed?"

      The man has a point. Why would I stop being bold now when it's getting me exactly what I want? I arch on the bed, my breasts aching as he gives me another delicious lick. I want him to play with them, too, but at the same time, I don't want to distract him away from the reverent licks he's giving my pussy, because those are incredible. "My clit," I whisper, sliding a hand down to show him how I like the hood to be teased, not the sensitive surface itself. I draw little circles around the bead of flesh as he watches with hungry fascination. "You can lick it or suck on it, but a slow and steady rhythm is best so I can come. And I like it when you put your fingers inside me. Fuck me with them while you work my clit."

      He lifts his gaze to me, pleased. "You make my mouth water with need."

      My pussy clenches on nothing, and I feel so hollow. God, he's making me so wet. I need him to fill me up, need him to fuck the hell out of me. It's been so long since I've had really good, earth-shattering sex and I'm craving it something fierce. It's not just that I want that earth-shattering sex, either. It's that I want it with him. I want us to come together, to become one. I want to blow his mind and have him blow mine in return.

      I want him to make all the aching loneliness I've felt disappear. I don't want just a bed partner. I want a partner, period.

      "Rektar," I whisper, caressing his face. "I will love every touch you give me. I promise this." I pause, and then add, "But if you want me bold, then hurry up and put your tongue to work, because I'm needy as hell."

      My mate chuckles, pleased, and gives me another slow, sensuous lick. For a moment I think he wasn't paying attention to my directions, but then his mouth moves over my clit and he sucks on it, clasping his lips around it. The pleasure's so damn intense I nearly come off the bed. I grab his horns with both of my hands, whimpering and rocking against his mouth as he lavishes my pussy with fervent attention. His hand moves to my core and then he's pushing a finger inside me as he sucks on my clit, and I cry out again, because just that single digit feels so thick and mind-blowing that I'm about to lose control.

      "You're so small and tight," he murmurs between tastes. "You're hugging my finger inside you so keffing tight."

      "Give me more," I tell him, breathless. "I'll tell you if it's too much."

      He groans, thrusting into me with that big finger, and then a second later, he adds a second, pumping into me again. I'm definitely tight, but oh god, it feels incredible, and I don't even mind the tight stretch or the fact that his big fingers seem to be stroking deeper than I've ever felt before.

      I lean into my bossiness, grinding my pussy against his face even as I give him another order. "Curl…your fingers," I pant. "Curl—"

      The moment Rektar does, it hits something inside me that I've never felt before. My G-spot. My reaction is instant, too. I come, my legs clenching and twitching so violently I worry I'm going to kick him, even as my pussy floods with my release. Rektar loves it, too. He murmurs words of encouragement even as he continues to pump his big fingers inside me, curled just as I asked, and keeps grazing that spot on the inside of my walls. It makes me come and come, my body twitching with every stroke of his fingers, until I can't take any more. If he gives me any more pleasure, I'm going to collapse. I push against his greedy mouth and fingers, letting him know that I need a moment.

      "Good god," I manage when I can breathe again. "Rektar, that was incredible. You're incredible."

      He nuzzles at my thigh, licking and grazing his teeth over my skin as if desperate to keep going. "I want to taste you again," he tells me, the look in his eyes hot and full of need. "Need more of you, Lucy."

      I tug at him, realizing he's still fully clothed. "Come and kiss me first. We haven't even kissed yet."

      "Is that mouth on mouth?" he asks, and when I nod, he gets to his feet and climbs onto the bed with me. "I've kissed other parts of you." He looks utterly pleased at the thought, too.

      So he has. I pull him down against me, loving the feel of his big body against mine. My skirts are still thrown up around my hips, my pussy bare and wet, but I feel good. Better than I have in forever. My tiny bed creaks with his weight, and he grimaces.

      "Maybe we should move to the floor," I suggest. "If you break the bed, we'll be there anyhow."

      He frowns at the offending bedframe. "What kind of monster hands out beds this small anyhow?"

      I giggle, feeling good—and frisky—curled up against him. I poke his chest. "Your people. You're the monsters."

      Rektar grunts. "I think they expected you to remain celibate."

      "Well then, they're fools," I say, wiggling up the mattress so I can line our faces up. "Because all of the women I know are trying to get married. We're lonely, we're bored, and we need protection."

      He looks thoughtful. "Perhaps we need to institute a program of some kind, then. Screen applicants and match them with the appropriate colonists. I want to be of use to the people here."

      "You know what I would find useful?" I ask flirtatiously, teasing a finger at his high collar.

      His gaze moves back to me, his eyes heating. "What?"

      "If you'd kiss me."

      My mate thinks for a moment, studying my face, then leans in and brushes his lips against mine. He still smells like me, but his breath is warm and wonderful and his lips are so damn gentle that it breaks my heart. I flick my tongue against his, showing him that a kiss is more than just lips, and he groans. In the next moment, he takes over the kiss itself, his tongue slicking into my mouth and driving like he's fucking me with it instead of his cock.

      Okay, the man's a fast learner.

      I wrap my arms around his neck, leaning into the kiss, letting him set the pace. He kisses me with fervent need, and as he does, his hips rock against my thighs on the bed. Everything creaks, and we both freeze.

      "Floor?" I whisper against his soft lips.

      "Floor," he agrees.
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      A moment later, we settle a blanket and my hand-stitched pillows onto the floor. I shuck my dress, tossing it aside, along with the breast-band I use to stop the jiggling. Rektar looks utterly fascinated at the sight of my large breasts, his hands pausing as he takes off his tunic. I move toward him, helping him with his clothing, a smile on my lips.

      "Breasts are very sensitive too," I tell him. "Especially the nipples."

      He groans, licking his lips. "I want to taste them, too." His gaze flicks to mine. "I might be greedy with you for a while, Lucy."

      Oh lord. Everything in me clenches with need at that. "You're allowed to be greedy. In fact, I'd love it if you were greedy."

      Unlike his words, though, Rektar doesn't grab me and maul me. He just stares at me with hot, hungry eyes. "I am content to wait if you need to rest."

      This man. So willing to sacrifice for me. I reach between us and caress his cock, letting him know I'm not content with waiting, myself. He groans and buries his face in the crook of my neck, big body trembling, and I realize just how close he is to losing control. He's been trying to wait until I'm ready, but I can tell right now that isn't going to happen. He doesn't have the control that comes with practice. Not yet.

      So I wrap my fingers around the head of his cock and squeeze tightly. "Not yet," I whisper to him. "Not yet."

      Rektar groans and quakes against me, but his panting slows, and then he takes a deep breath. I can tell already he's better. If not right at the ledge, a footstep away. His mouth brushes over my skin as he speaks. "How did you know to do that?"

      I smile. "This isn't my first rodeo."

      "You are my first rodeo," he admits. "Does that bother you?"

      My heart melts. "Not in the slightest."

      He pulls my hand away from his cock—probably too sensitive—and puts it on his chest, instead. He nuzzles at my skin once more and then moves back to my mouth. "Can I kiss you again?"

      "You can kiss me a hundred times," I whisper. I love the feel of his mouth on mine, or on my skin…or anywhere, really. I just want more of him.

      When his lips graze mine, he takes a deep, ragged breath, presses his forehead to mine, and skims my cheeks with his fingers. I'm touched at that small gesture, like he has to remind himself that I'm really here, that this is really happening. It's so damn sweet. I've always been a forward sort, because it gets me what I want, but I love his romantic side. I love his sweetness. It's everything I wanted in a man, and I love how perfect Rektar is for me.

      The kiss he gives me is reverent. Slow, deep, and thoughtful, as if he's worshiping my mouth with his. His tongue slides along mine, caressing, and I can't help but moan in response. I'm still humming with my orgasm, but he knows just how to touch me, and the feel of his big body pressing against mine is utterly erotic. He gives me kiss after kiss, until I'm lost to his mouth, aching with the need that's building inside me once more. The way he kisses me is just so damn good. I love his smell, his taste, the way that he kisses me that's both tender and claiming.

      He brushes his hand over my breast, and my aching nipple gets the lightest, most teasing touch ever. I immediately moan, wanting more. He can't just touch a girl like that and not give her seconds. That's not fair. He swallows my moan with a kiss, though, and his hand goes back to my breast, caressing the slope of it before moving to my nipple. And oh lord, that is so good. Rektar tries a few different touches, seeing which ones get the most response from me, and when he finds one we both like, I let him know with a whimper, arching against his hand.

      With a growl, Rektar breaks the kiss and moves lower, ducking his head to take my nipple into his mouth. "You're so keffing beautiful," he tells me. "So soft. So perfect."

      I suck in a breath as he latches onto my breast, teasing and sucking at the tip like he did my clit. His fingers work the other peak, the twin sensations making my arousal ramp up all over again. By the time he lifts his head and moves to give the other breast equal attention, I'm panting with need, clinging to the rounded jut of his horns that stick up from his forehead. "Need you," I tell him. "Need you inside me."

      He groans, his hips grinding against my leg, and he leaves behind a wet spot, his cock dripping with pre-cum. "I need to make you feel good again," he tells me, taking my nipple between his teeth and ever so carefully nipping it in a way that makes me absolutely mad with hunger. "Want you to come for me."

      "I will," I promise him. "Once you're inside me." I lightly scratch my nails down his arm, hitting the skin between the plating. "Don't you want to shove that big, thick cock into my tight, wet warmth?"

      Rektar makes a pained sound, burying his face against my neck. He rocks his hips against my leg again. "Lucy," he pants. "Lucy, don't—"

      "Don't tell you that I want you to come inside me? Don't tell you that it's all right to stick that big, fat cock in your wife? To fill her up with your length?" I'm absolutely being pushy, but I need him to realize that I'm ready. That I'm as hungry for more as he is. "Give me your fingers if you won't give me your cock," I tell him. "Because your mate needs to be filled up—"

      With a growl, he shifts his weight. He pushes my thighs apart with rapid movements, and before I can pant "Yes!" he's covering me, his cock in hand as he rubs it against my folds. I make little sounds of encouragement, reaching for him as he hovers over me.

      Rektar's eyes meet mine with such a hungry, intense look that it takes my breath away. In the next moment, he thrusts deep, claiming me. Owning me.

      And oh god, it's so damn filthy and good and perfect and HUGE that I can't stand it. I cry out, digging my nails into his skin.

      He goes still over me.

      "You're good," I promise him quickly. "So good. You feel amazing."

      He relaxes, just a little, and drops his head, eyes closed. "You feel…"

      His voice trails off, and either he's overwhelmed or close to losing his control. Either one makes me happy, really. "…Like I belong to you?" I offer in a whisper. "Like I'm your mate that's wet and ready for you to fill her up?"

      My big alien groans, his hips jerking as he sinks deeper into me. I run my hands over him, realizing that he's shaking with need, and I suspect he won't last long. That's to be expected, and it's perfectly all right. He's mine, and we've got all the time in the world to have great sex. If he needs quick sex, I'm fine with that. It's already been amazing for me.

      So I reach around to his backside, pulling out the one trick I know from my experience with mesakkah bodies. I grip the base of his tail, right where it connects to his ass, and pump it like I would his cock. "Fuck me as hard as you like," I tell him in my most sultry voice. "You made me feel good. Let me do the same for you."

      Rektar's breath hisses out and he drives into me, pulling back and sinking deep again as I squeeze and work the base of his tail. His cock is wider and thicker than any I've experienced before, just edging toward discomfort, but I like it. I like that he's so fantastically thick, because I can feel every ridge as he moves inside me. As he drives in again, his spur hits my clit in that perfect way, and I moan, because it's amazing. I'd forgotten how good a spur can be, and as my big, wonderful mate pounds into me without a single lick of finesse, his spur rubs and rubs and rubs against the hood of my clit, and I clench up in response, my body surging toward another orgasm.

      When the second climax hits me, I suck in a breath of surprise. It's like I went from “feeling wonderful” to “earth-shattering” in the span of a second, and my entire body responds. My body tightens around his invading cock, squeezing him as I come, and I squeeze the base of his tail, trying to give him the same pleasure he's giving me.

      In the next moment, Rektar shudders, his movements erratic. He pushes into me and holds, eyes closed, and I feel the heated wash of his release inside me. I wrap my arms around his big body as he collapses on top of me, spent, and we hold each other for long moments, the only movement that of his tail, languidly flicking against the blankets.

      Eventually, Rektar sits up and looks at me, a question in his gorgeous eyes. "Did you…"

      I nod. "You couldn't feel it?"

      A hint of a wry smile touches his mouth. "Everything felt so good I think I lost track." He gazes down at my body, then reaches over and cups my breast, teasing my nipple. And even though I'm utterly spent and tired, I still feel twinges of excited pleasure at his touch. I could go again soon, I realize. My pussy might not be thanking me in the morning, but it's my wedding night. I'm allowed to have as much fun as I want.

      "Well, you made me come twice," I tell him, pleased. "And that was the best sex I've ever had."

      Rektar looks thoughtful. "There's a lot of room for improvement, though. I obviously need to practice." He leans in and kisses me, giving my nipple a tiny pinch as he does. "Will you be up for more practice shortly, my mate?"

      I wiggle under him, pretending to consider that. My answer is obviously “yes,” but I like being playful with him. "I'll think about it. I should probably put the cake in the oven, though. We forgot about the batter on the counter."

      He leans in and presses small, nibbling kisses on my ear, then licks the shell of it, and my tired body begins to heat up all over again. "This might shock both of us, but I find I am far more interested in licking my wife than any cake."

      I giggle, feeling happy and girlish and oh-so-blissed-out. "Play your cards right and you can have both."
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      LUCY

      
        
        Two Years Later

      

      

      Most mornings, I wake up thrilled to be pregnant. I rub my huge belly, excited for the future and for the baby inside me. But at fourteen months pregnant, the thrilled mornings are getting few and far between.

      This morning, I wake up with a cramp in my back and my husband isn't home to massage it. I fight back a pout and haul myself out of bed, waddling to the bathroom. The fact that Rektar isn't home this morning isn't all that odd. He takes early mornings so he can be home with me at night, and if something comes up in Port, he climbs out of bed so quietly I don't wake up, leaves me a note, and goes in to work. He loves his job, and he loves helping out the locals. He loves that he and the other mesakkah “custodians” are slowly cleaning up our little corner of the universe and making it a safer place to live.

      I love that, too, but this morning I wish he was here so he could rub my back and tell me how beautiful I am even though I feel like a beached whale.

      I take a shower, hoping it'll ease some of the pain in my back, but my belly's so big now that I feel like I'm carrying a boulder slung at my waist. Rektar's a big guy and I'm not exactly dainty, so I shouldn't be surprised that my belly is popping out all over, but hauling it around for fourteen months instead of the human nine is wearing thin. Milly—Lord va'Rin's wife—said she carried her first one for almost sixteen months, and I might lose my damn mind if that happens.

      As I dress, the baby kicks my bladder and pushes against all my organs, as if she, too, is complaining about a lack of space. I put on a supportive harness over my shoulders and fasten it under my belly, and that helps a little. My shoes are little more than slide-on sandals, because my feet are swollen and I haven't seen them in months, and if Rektar's not home, I can't put them on. I tie my curly hair up in a knot atop my head and waddle out to the kitchen to bake muffins for Rektar and his co-workers.

      Even though I “got” my man and there's no need for me suck up and bake for the officers in Port, I still do. In the last year or so, two other mesakkah have joined Rektar and Khex working in the custodial office, and they're all young and idealistic and come from a similar background as my Rektar does. They're awed and so happy every time they have someone bake for them. Maybe it's that my nurturing side is in full force with a baby on the way, but someone's gotta take care of them. So I bake and bring it in, because it feeds my husband…and I squeeze information out of the others so I can try to matchmake them with potential women.

      Everyone needs to be as happy as I am, after all.

      Today is my two-year anniversary to Rektar. Ever since that fateful day, life has just gotten better. I didn't realize how starved I was for company until I woke up, every day, with my mate at my side and realized I no longer felt achingly lonely. That I loved having someone to talk to every day and go to sleep with every night. More than that, that I love Rektar himself. My mate is alternately a big protective bear and the sweetest person I know. He loses his mind at the thought of me hurting, and the one time I sprained my ankle in the field, he carried me back to the house and acted as if my foot had snapped clear off, he was so frantic over me. I love that he babies me, and so I baby him back in return.

      Every good relationship is about give and take, right?

      We're just good together, though, him and I. I smile to myself as I whip up a batch of muffins. I add in a heavy spice that I know is Rektar's favorite—kind of like cinnamon crossed with rosemary—and pace around the kitchen with my hands on the small of my back as I wait for them to finish baking. I made three of the muffins larger than the rest, and I'm going to make sure Rektar knows those are for him. He's put on a bit of a pudge in the two years since we got married. Just a bit. I find it ultra-adorable, though. I love squeezing it…and okay, I just love squeezing him. He's still shy sometimes—I think he always might be—so I make sure to be as bold as I want and let him know exactly what I like. I like his pudge. I like his big hands and his protective nature. I love that he's smart and clever and hard-working and so good to look at that he makes my mouth water every time I see him.

      I love that after two years of marriage, I'm as big as a house and he still looks at me with wonder and awe on his face.

      I cover the muffins with plas-film and put them in a container, then waddle out to the air-sled. I head toward town, humming to myself as I drive the sled over my fields. I compare them to two years ago. Rektar's been working on my bots in his downtime, and as a result, they're working better than ever. In fact, they're working so efficiently I was able to plant another field, and the incoming money will pay for the new addition to the house—the baby's room.

      And in a few years, I'm hoping we'll be able to pay for a little brother for our baby girl. I rub my belly as I drive, smiling at that thought.

      There's an open space in front of the Port custodial office, one marked specifically for me or my mate. It's empty, which means Rektar is probably out on his rounds, chasing down missing meat-stock or assisting with a transport ship. His days are pretty varied, but I'm sure he'll be back to the office soon. I maneuver my belly out of the air-sled, move to the passenger side to get the baked goods, and then head in.

      Before I can even get to the door, Khex is there, pressing on the pad so it'll slide open. His eyes light up with pleasure at the sight of me. "My favorite female!"

      "Don't let Rektar hear you say that," I tease. "He's been very protective lately."

      "Of course he is. You look like you're ready to give birth at any moment." He takes the food from my hands, setting it down and then pulling out a chair for me. "How do you feel?"

      "Like I swallowed a bag of footballs," I joke.

      "What's a footballs?"

      "Something enormous like this." I pat my belly. "Where's my mate?"

      I look around the office, but Rektar's messy desk looks untouched. Before I can get an answer, two hulking alien men in uniforms—both as blue as my husband—race in and attack the muffins. Their horns are the same unadorned type that Khex and Rektar sport, and they both look much younger than my Rektar. Fresh out of college, I joke to myself.

      "Good morning to you two," I say, amused at their appalling manners. Khex has told me before that Ainar and Sinath were very low ranked at their particular military outpost, and he requested that they be stationed out here after they had no other opportunities. Not only is Rektar protective of me, but he's protective of others in his situation. We've had these two over to our little house several times for dinner, and I can't decide if I feel sorry for the two or if they've been raised by wolves and are beyond saving. They're good at citing military protocol, but when it comes to being a normal person out of uniform, they're a little…feral.

      Ainar grins at me through a mouth of muffin. "You look more radiant every time we see you, Lucy."

      "Oh, you suck up," I say, smiling as I relax in the chair. Or try to. It's not helping my back much. "I bet you say that to all the girls that bring you food."

      "No one brings us food but you," Ainar retorts. Sinath just stuffs another muffin into his mouth, like he's afraid they're going to be snatched away before he can eat his fill. Mentally, I make a note to increase how much I make. Or perhaps half a load of breakfast muffins and the other half a savory dinner pocket of some kind. Rektar loves it when I make those for him, as if he can't believe he's so lucky, and I always forget that these are men that have been given nothing but protein ration bars for years on end. Of course they love the cooking.

      That's fine. I love cooking for them. In a way, I feel like the team mom, but my team is the Port custodians.

      Sinath grabs a handful of muffins and shoves them into the crook of his arm, carrying them out to his sled. He nods at me in greeting, smiling, but says nothing. Never does, that one. Ainar grabs a few more, giving me a cocky grin of thanks, and heads back out as quickly as he came in. I'm left with Khex and a plate full of crumbs.

      Khex picks at a few crumbs, sitting on the edge of Rektar's desk. "I can't believe they ate all of it before I had a chance to get some."

      "The bottom compartment is for Rektar's share," I tell him, shifting my weight to try and get comfortable. "You can have one of his if you like. Speaking of, where did you say my mate was?"

      "I didn't," Khex says, pulling out one of the extra-large muffins and giving me a blissful look. "You truly are a goddess, Lucy. And he's at the med center."

      "What?!" I jerk to my feet. Or at least I try to. I mostly end up flailing like a turtle on its back. Khex shoves his food into his mouth and gives me a hand, helping me up. "Why is he at the med center? Is he hurt?" The med center here in Port is a large, military-run med-bay since most of the colonists don't have their own med-bays in their houses. It's like an urgent care center back on Earth, and I can only imagine the horrible things that have befallen my poor mate. "Was he shot? Did someone run him over with an air-sled? Is he bleeding? What's wrong?"

      Khex smirks. "He made me promise not to tell."

      Angry, I reach out and smack the last of his muffin out of his hand before it goes to his mouth. "You son of a bitch. You let me sit here and make conversation while my mate's at the med-center? I'm never talking to you again!"

      He gapes at me, looking wistfully down at the crumbles of muffin scattered on Rektar's desk, and picks up a chunk, shrugging. "Like I said, he made me promise not to tell."

      "I'm going to rip your head off right after I tear off his!" I screech, turning and heading for the door as quickly as I can. My heart pounds in my chest, and I head out of the custodial office, scanning the street for the med-center. It's tucked next to a shipping center, and I don't see a trail of blood, so that's good, right? I whimper, my hands under my belly as I storm over as quickly as I can. There's no point in getting the air-sled just to go across the street, so I make my way over and try not to think of all the horrible things that could have gone wrong.

      I can't lose Rektar. I can't. Today is our two-year anniversary. It's been two years of bliss and happiness, just like I knew it would be. I've always been happy with him, but I didn't realize how much I loved him until a month after we were married and I found him secretly throwing out my perfumes and scented candles. The sight of big, powerful Rektar trying to hide tiny perfume bottles from me was the most charming thing I'd ever seen and I realized I'd been slowly falling in love with him. That he made every day better just by being in it. That I looked forward to waking up with him every morning and going to sleep with him at night.

      I've been so excited to build a family with him, to start the next phase of our life together…and I can't lose him.

      The moment I burst through the doors of the med-center, I burst into tears. "Where's my mate?" I bellow, distraught. The waiting room is empty so no one's there to see me lose my damn mind, but it doesn't matter. "Rektar?! Where are you?"

      "Lucy?"

      I hear Rektar's voice from around one of the opaque plas-film curtains that separate the med-center into “rooms,” and I surge forward to his side. My back is killing me, and my feet are too, but I don't care. I just need to see my husband. Sure enough, I go around the curtain and see my mate seated atop one of the tables, a plas-film cloth covering his lap. He's naked otherwise, but his big body looks whole and beautiful and perfect and I burst into fresh tears at the sight of him.

      "Love, what's wrong?" He cradles me against him as I bury my face against his chest and sob. "Is it the baby?"

      "No, it's you," I weep. "What's wrong? Why are you here? Did someone shoot you?" I sniff hard, miserable. "Do I need to kick some alien ass?"

      He strokes my hair, comforting me. "No, love. It's…complicated." He sighs, and as a clinic worker approaches, the little alien looks at my husband, nods, and turns back the way he came. "I'm not in danger," Rektar continues. "Please, calm yourself."

      "Just tell me what's going on," I manage, hiccupping. I do my best to stop crying, running my hands all over his massive arms and chest. He looks good. God, he looks amazing, and if I wasn't ready to pop like an overstuffed Thanksgiving turkey, I'd jump his bones. "Are you in pain?"

      My big, handsome mate grimaces. "Actually, a little, yes."

      I suck in a shaky breath. "Where?"

      "Do not be upset."

      "Of course I'm going to be upset," I say, feeling slightly hysterical. "You're my mate and I love you. Why wouldn't I be upset?"

      He gives me a soft look, stroking my hair again. "I love you too, my beautiful mate. And that is why I wished to give you an anniversary gift."

      It's on the tip of my tongue to ask him what the bleeping bleep he's going on about when he pulls the plas-film cloth back from his hips and shows me his new piercing. There's a large, rounded double-stud on the top of his cockhead. A spider bite, I recall vaguely from my knowledge of piercings back on Earth.

      "You…oh," I say, breathless.

      "It is tradition for most mesakkah to pierce their cocks in order to bring greater pleasure to their females," Rektar tells me in a grave voice. "I never had mine done because I thought it would not be necessary. There would be no female to please, because I am a nobody amongst my people. But then I met you. And I wanted you to have everything I could give you. So I got this done. I have been thinking about it for a while, but I thought now might be the time, when you are not interested in mating. It will take a few weeks to heal." He shifts on the table, his expression a little uncomfortable. "And it hurts more than I expected."

      "I bet." I reach out to lightly touch one of the rounded metal protuberances. When he's inside me, I have no doubt that they're going to rub against my G-spot with every stroke, and I'm pretty excited to try that out. But the tip of him is swollen and looks painful, and I make a clucking sound in my throat. "You hurt yourself for me?"

      "I would do everything for you, my Lucy. You are my world."

      Damn it. I sniff hard, determined not to start crying again. "I love you," I tell him again, my voice wobbly. "Happy anniversary."

      "I love you too, my mate," he tells me with the most gentle, affectionate tone in his voice. "And…I think you are leaking."

      Leaking?

      I hear the sound of something wet on the floor, and I realize that my dress is now stuck to my legs. "I think my water just broke," I tell Rektar, dazed.

      "Then it is a good thing we are already at the med-center," he says, in the most calm, natural voice ever. He gets off the table and picks me up, setting me on it. "Now we will greet our daughter on our anniversary, and it will truly be the best day ever." He takes my hand in his and kisses my fingers, and his smile is so beautiful it could light up the universe.
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        * * *

      

      Six hours later, I'm on all kinds of good drugs, drowsing sleepily in the med-center bed. Rektar is beside me, a pair of loose (very loose) pants on, and our daughter in his arms. Since I was made pregnant by the largest alien I've ever seen, it shouldn't surprise me that my baby is the largest infant ever, but the size of the newborn surprises even the attendants. They coo over her four-fingered little hands and her sweet little mouth and the fact that she looks like a sausage in the baby clothes they give me.

      She's completely perfect, of course, and Rektar looks down at her as if she's the most wondrous thing he's ever seen.

      "You are a marvel, my mate," Rektar tells me, leaning over to press a kiss on my brow as our daughter sleeps in his arms. "To think you were carrying something so large inside your small body."

      "That's why I love you," I tease him sleepily. "Because you see the size of my hips every day and you still think I'm dainty."

      "You are to me," he says, and tilts his arms so I can look at our daughter's sleeping face. "She looks just like you."

      "Don't make me laugh," I beg, even as I chuckle. "Everything hurts. You know she looks just like you, silly."

      "She has your fingers," Rektar tells me staunchly, and I bubble over into more laughter. My fingers?! "All right," he admits with a sheepish smile. "She looks a bit like me. It seems unfair, since you did all the work."

      "That child is the spitting image of you," I tell him, smiling. She's got his nose, right down to the plates, his wide cheekbones, and his eyes. There'll never be any doubt in anyone's mind that this baby girl is a hundred percent his. It's amazing to me that I can see so many of his features in her small, scrunched up face. "Isn't she beautiful, though?"

      "Almost as beautiful as her mother," he agrees, and kisses my brow again. "Did you decide on a name?"

      We've tossed around a few but never settled on anything. I look at her now, and then glance up at my husband. "Tara? She can take half your name, since she took your face."

      A delighted grin spreads across my mate's mouth, and he holds the baby tighter. "Tara," he repeats. "I love it." He strokes her tufts of black hair with an awestruck expression on his face. "To think that I never had anything in my life, and now I have everything a male could ever want." He takes my hand in his. "Thank you, my Lucy."

      Damn it. The man's going to make me cry again. "All right, but the next one looks like me," I declare, as if I have any say over the genetics.

      And Rektar leans in and kisses me again. He's giving me so many kisses tonight, this man. "It is a promise."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Hello there!

      

      I don’t remember who first said that authors are magpies - stealing shiny bits here and there to add into stories. For me, this is totally true. I get an idea in my head of something that I’d like, and mentally ‘stash’ it. Then another idea pops up. And another. And eventually several of those pieces combine and make a story.

      This is one of those kinds of stories! Lucy and Rektar’s concept came about because I’d seen a few readers complain that all of my Risdaverse ladies were white. This was fair, so I made it a point to write a black heroine in the future, because I do want to be inclusive. A different reader had commented that a lot of the time, black heroines are never plus-sized, so I wanted to make the next black heroine I wrote a curvy lady, because why not? As a reader, I feel it’s important to feel ‘seen’ when you read a book and I do my best.

      I also noticed that a lot of my Risdaverse books involved heroines that were not thrilled with their predicaments. It’s hard to write a ‘cheery’ book about a recently freed sex slave, right? But I wanted something lighter and fun to write. Why was everyone so stinking miserable? Why couldn’t someone just be happy and making the best of their situation? Lucy was that character for me. She knows it’s not a great lot but she chooses to be happy every day, and I feel that deeply, especially with the year we’ve just been through.

      I also read Jessa Kane’s fabulous HEFTY and loved the idea of writing a big, husky hero. I hadn’t written one yet but I’m a fan of a hero with big, oversized hands and an awkward demeanor, so Rektar, to me, was always going to be a guy that had these qualities and assumed no one would ever want him.

      Also, this book mentions food quite a bit. I mean, I figured that food is a universal form of showing someone you like them. PLUS I fully admit I might have binge-watched the entirety of the Great British Bake Off in the last few months of 2020, just to have a happy place. So if food figures heavily into this story, that’s just kinda how it went.

      (I’m also certain someone is going to be unhappy that this book features food and plus sized characters. Look, as a fat girl myself, I get it. But I love food. I wrote this in 2020 while immersed in GBBO culture. Food factors in for me a lot when I’m down, and I’m sure it shows in my writing. 2020 brought me down. I fully admit this! This doesn’t mean that every character is a glutton and that’s why they’re fat. Both Lucy and Rektar are active people who just happen to enjoy food. I wanted to write a happy story about two characters. They just happened to be plus sized. Lucy also just happened to woo him with food. Me personally, I would love it if someone wooed me with food - someone go tell my husband! And that is all of the excuses I shall make, lol.)

      At any rate, to make a long story short, this was an attempt to bring in a few things that I felt the Risdaverse was missing, and I really loved writing just a short, light, happy story. It made me happy. I hope it makes you happy, too.

      There will be more Risdaverse and more Ice Planet Barbarians and Icehome in 2021. More dragons! More fantasy! More Corsairs!

      Thank you for continuing to be a fan! <3 I appreciate all of you more than you can realize.

      — Ruby

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY RUBY DIXON

          

        

      

    

    
      All of my books are in Kindle Unlimited, so borrow to your heart’s content! Here are my suggestions if you’re looking for more to binge on.

      
        
        All of the Risdaverse books stand alone! Try ‘em all!

      

        

      
        When She’s Ready

        When She’s Married

        When She Purrs

        When She Belongs

        When She Dances

      

      

      
        
        Or maybe you’re in the mood for…dragons?

        Fire In His Blood

      

      

      
        
        Or maybe you want some Corsair action?

        Corsairs: Adiron

        Or

        The Corsair’s Captive
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