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        A woman on a dangerous mission to a new world

        A warrior sworn to protect her who fears to risk his heart

        Can Whitney and Rafe escape from the giant beings who have captured them?

        And will Whitney end up...Pairing With her Protector?

      

      

      Dr. Whitney Washington is a Xeno-zoologist living on the Kindred Mother Ship and she has a big problem—she has a crush on her bodyguard. Unfortunately, the big Beast Kindred who comes with her to dangerous planets to protect her clearly doesn't return her interest...or does he?

      Rafe is a warrior with a past—a bad one. He has been hurt before when dealing with females and he doesn't intend to repeat the experience. But it's hard to ignore Whitney's beauty and bubbly personality. Still, he's determined to try until an unexpected turn in their latest trip to a new planet for research changes everything.

      Forced to land on an unknown world, Whitney and Rafe find themselves among a group of feral humanoids who seem to be about as smart as house cats. Soon they are mistaken for pets by the huge aliens who live on the planet and taken into captivity as a "mating pair." But what will happen when Rafe and Whitney actually have to mate in order to escape?

      You'll have to read, Pairing with the Protector to find out...
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      I don't usually write holiday novels but this crazy idea came to me and it seemed like a good one for Halloween.

      Hugs and Happy Reading to you all,

      Evangeline
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      Dr. Whitney Washington hummed under her breath as she followed the make-up tutorial on her cell phone. Well, it wasn’t really a cell phone per se—the Kindred Mother Ship didn’t have a cell tower. But its new communications grid did allow for hand-held devices that made watching vids and talking with people on Earth possible.

      It was a recent change and long overdue, as far as Whitney was concerned. She couldn’t count how many times she’d scared her poor mom to death contacting her with a Think-me—the thin metal circlet which allowed the user to project their thoughts directly into the receiver’s head. This way was much better. Plus she could watch the how-to Halloween cat make-up tutorial she was currently following.

      Experimentally, she drew a thin gold line from the corner of her mouth outward. Then another and another—cat whiskers! The girl in the tutorial was using a black eyeliner to do the same thing, but the gold showed up much better on Whitney’s chocolate-brown skin.

      As she drew, adding a little cat nose and some flourishes around her eyes, she sang under her breath.

      “You give good love to me, baaaaby! So good, take this heart of mine, into your hand. You give good love…”

      Her mom had been a big fan of Whitney Houston back in the day—hence Whitney’s name and the fact that her whole childhood had been lived to a constant soundtrack of 80s music. When she was a teenager she’d rebelled, refusing to listen to her mom’s favorite tunes but after growing up and getting a PhD in Xeno-zoology she’d admitted to herself—if not to her mom—that they were her favorite songs as well.

      It didn’t hurt that she had a voice her mom swore sounded just like the fabled singer’s either. She’d been in church choir all her life and had even gotten a scholarship to college for her vocal talent.

      It had about broken her mama’s heart when Whitney had decided she would rather study alien animals than debut on Broadway but what could you do? She’s always loved learning new things and she’d always adored animals—when the University of South Florida, which was renowned for its research—had opened its new Xeno-zoology program, Whitney had been the first to sign up.

      And that was how she’d ended up on the Mother Ship, in partnership with the Kindred in a brand-new program that sent Earth scientists out to find alien creatures for their Bio-Genetic Engineering Initiative.

      The Kindred were famous for taking living creatures and engineering them to be useful in everyday life. The tharps of Tranq Prime were a good example—they were living blankets which could form themselves into clothing and which bonded with their human host. But once they had simply been symbiotic creatures who fed off body heat. Then the Kindred had modified them to be more intelligent and much more useful—not to mention breeding many colorful varieties. Now they were almost all anyone on Traq Prime wore and they had spread to other parts of the Kindred territory as well. In fact, one of Whitney’s friends, Sophie, had one.

      The idea of the BGEI program (or the BeeGee as Whitney privately referred to it) was to find more creatures like the ones the tharps had been developed from and bring them back to the Mother Ship. There Kindred scientists could manipulate their DNA to reinforce positive traits while also eradicating negative ones.

      Some people complained that this kind of genetic engineering was “playing God” but Whitney didn’t see it that way. The Kindred never took sentient species who were part of a community or civilization. And they were never cruel to the creatures they captured—all testing was done very humanely and without damaging the organism.

      Plus, as long as I’m part of the BeeGee, I get to study all the wild, crazy alien animals I want, Whitney thought to herself, touching up her “whiskers” some more with the gold eyeliner pencil. That probably didn’t sound very scientific or academic but she couldn’t help herself—she had a bubbly personality and a burning curiosity that couldn’t be contained. She was about to go on a mission to a whole new world and she was going to be back in time for the Halloween party her friend Kat was throwing which was supposed to be amazing.

      Whitney grinned at her cat face in the viewer hung discretely in the corner of her lab. She had her dream job, great friends, a home on the Mother Ship, and a party to look forward to. What more could a girl ask for?

      How about a man to go to the party with? whispered a little voice in her head. Whitney frowned. Well, Kat had offered to introduce her to some eligible Twin Kindred at the party who were friends of her mates, Deep and Lock but Whitney wasn’t sure she wanted that. One man seemed like enough to handle at a time to her.

      Of course, Sophie had also offered to set her up with a Blood Kindred friend of her mate, Sylvan, who was the head of the Kindred High Council. That sounded intriguing too but Whitney wasn’t sure about the fangs. Sophie had assured her the bite of a Blood Kindred was incredibly pleasurable but somehow it just didn’t seem appealing.

      What does sound appealing then—a Beast Kindred maybe? whispered that same little voice in her head. Maybe one Beast Kindred in particular…hmmm?

      Whitney tried to push the little voice away. There was no use thinking of him that way. It was more than obvious the Beast Kindred in question wasn’t interested in the slightest so why should she bother? Swishing her long black braids over one shoulder, she gave herself a sidelong glance in the viewer. She didn’t need to worry about a man she couldn’t have—she had it going on. She was plus-sized but a lot of Kindred guys seemed to like that. She had a pretty face and a successful career. When she was good and ready she’d find the right guy—she was sure of it.

      And in the meantime, she intended to have some fun!

      Alone in her lab, Whitney lifted up her voice and belted for all she was worth.

      “Never stopping, I was always searching for that perfect love.

      The kind the girls like me dream of.

      Now you’re here like you’ve been before and you know just what I need.

      It took some time for me to see that

      You give good love to me, babeee!

      So good—”

      “Is there such a thing as bad love?” a gruff voice asked from behind her.

      Whitney spun around, her hand going to her heart, which was suddenly beating a mile a minute under her conservative white lab coat.

      “Oh my God, Rafe—I didn’t hear you come in!” she exclaimed. “Don’t sneak up on a girl like that!”

      “I wasn’t sneaking. You were just singing too loudly to hear my entrance.”

      The tall Beast Kindred crossed his arms over his broad chest and frowned at her. He was almost seven feet and extremely muscular, like all Kindred, with wild black hair and the golden eyes of his kind. But there was something about him—a reserve Whitney couldn’t seem to break through even though she’d been trying for the last six months, which was how long they’d been working together.

      Rafe was her pilot slash bodyguard—his actual title was her “Protector.” Basically he was the one who accompanied her to the alien worlds she visited looking for new species and kept her safe while she studied them. They always went in a group with other scientists but he was assigned exclusively to her. Everywhere she went, Whitney could be certain that his dark, glowering face would be looking over her shoulder, watching for danger at all times.

      Despite his dour expression and serious personality, Whitney kind of liked her Beast Kindred bodyguard. In fact, when Rafe had first been assigned to her, she’d even had fantasies of him picking her up and carrying her away from danger, much like her namesake in the movie, The Bodyguard, which she had seen more times than she could count due to her mom’s Whitney Houston obsession. Sure, she was plus-sized but these Kindred guys were strong and what girl wouldn’t dream of being swept off her feet by a tall, dark handsome warrior?

      But over time, it became clear that nothing like that was going to happen. Rafe was too stern to ever crack a smile, even when she teased him, and most of the worlds they had visited in their six months working together had been interesting but uneventful. How could he possibly pick her up and carry her out of danger when the most threatening thing they’d faced so far were some pretty aggressive birds that looked like a cross between a duck and a peacock?

      Pea-ducks, Whitney had dubbed the strange creatures. They had webbed feet and long, drooping rainbow feathers. They also laid extremely large eggs with double the rate of protein of chicken eggs so she had collected several breeding pairs and brought them back to the Mother Ship for study. But aside from getting pecked a couple of times with their broad, flat bills, she was never in any life-threatening danger.

      Not that Rafe would get sentimental over saving my life, she thought ruefully, staring up at the big Beast Kindred. He’d probably just sling me over his shoulder and then plunk me down when we got to safety and think nothing of it. She sighed mentally. A true romantic, Rafe was definitely not and there was no use wishing he was.

      “What were you singing, anyway? More music by the Earth musician you are named for?” he surprised her by asking.

      “Well, yes, actually.” Whitney gave him a sidelong look. She sometimes played Whitney music in the lab when she was alone and sang along to it. Once or twice Rafe had come in unexpectedly and caught her at it. But she hadn’t thought it had made an impression on him.

      “You have…a lovely voice,” he surprised her by saying. “I have often thought so but the songs you sing are very strange.”

      “You better hope my Mama never hears you say that,” Whitney remarked. “She’d never forgive you. Besides, what’s strange about it?”

      He frowned. “All the songs you sing seem to do with love and longing in some way.”

      “Yeah? So?” Whitney took a step closer to him, hands on her hips. “And what are the songs on your planet about? On Rageron?” Which was the Beast Kindred home world.

      He shrugged. “War…conquest. Pulverizing your enemies. Some are songs of lament for fallen warriors and the dead.”

      “Wow, that’s real hot stuff,” Whitney said flatly. “Thanks but no thanks. Everybody knows all the best songs are about love.” Throwing back her head she sang, “And I will always love you! Oh, I will always love you!”

      Rafe’s golden eyes widened but that was all the reaction she got out of him. Which was par for the course, Whitney thought. If there was a more impassive, stoic warrior in the entire Kindred fleet she would eat her lab coat. Sighing, she gave up.

      “Why are you here, anyway? Did you come so I could help you pick out a costume for Kat’s Halloween party?” she asked.

      His frown deepened. “I was invited to the party but I do not intend to go. I do not intend to dress up as someone or something I am not.” He pointed at her face. “Is that the cause of your strange facial markings?”

      “This is cat make-up. I’m a cat! Mmmrrrow.” Whitney winked at him, as she purred. Flirting with her stoic bodyguard had become a kind of habit even though she knew that Rafe had no interest in her. It was kind of fun to see how far she could go before she got a reaction out of him and his dour stoicism made the perfect contrast to her bubbly good humor.

      He snorted—which was the closest he ever came to laughing.

      “A cat. Isn’t that one of those foolish feline creatures from Earth—the ones who cannot be bothered to come when you call?”

      “If you want a creature to come when you call, better get a dog,” Whitney advised. “Hey, I’ve got enough make-up here to do your face too,” she went on. “Why don’t you let me try? Although…” She frowned and cocked her head to one side as she regarded him. “You look more like a wolf than a cat to me. With those scary gold eyes and that wild, black hair. Yup—definitely a wolf.”

      Rafe shook his head. “I won’t be going to the party so it is not necessary for you to make me up as a cat, a dog, or a wolf or any other Earth creature. I don’t participate in foolish festivals like your holiday of Weeny-howls.”

      “It’s Halloween and honestly, Rafe, why do you always have such a stick up your butt?” Whitney demanded.

      He frowned. “Why would I lodge a branch in my posterior? I don’t understand.”

      “It’s an Earth term which means you’re too stern and unyielding, Brother,” a new voice behind them said.

      Looking up, Whitney saw that Commander Sylvan had come into her lab and was staring at her and Rafe in apparent amusement.

      “Hello, Commander Sylvan.” She nodded her head respectfully. His wife, Sophie, was one of her good friends aboard the Mother Ship but she still believed in giving him his due and he was the Head of the High Council as well as a talented physician and surgeon.

      “Hello, Dr. Washington.” Sylvan nodded back. He was unfailingly respectful of her degree and in fact, it was he who had recruited her for the BEGI in the first place. “Hello, Commander Rafe,” he continued, nodding again.

      “Commander Sylvan.” Rafe nodded back. “To what do we owe this honor?”

      “I’m coming to tell you that your assigned flight has been changed,” Sylvan told them.

      Whitney’s heart fell.

      “Oh, tell me it hasn’t been cancelled!” she exclaimed. “I’ve been looking forward to it for weeks! My first solo mission to a Class 2 planet!”

      A Class 2 planet actually had predators, albeit small ones. So far she had only been allowed to visit Class 1 planets, where all the life forms were small and non-threatening, which was why the pea-duck was the most dangerous thing she’d encountered. And she was always in a group of other scientists when she went. This was supposed to be her first solo mission—it would break her heart if it was cancelled.

      “No, no—don’t worry it hasn’t been cancelled,” Sylvan hastened to reassure her. “Just pushed up a little. The head of the Mother Ship Nav-Com tells me that we need to fold space sooner rather than later. There’s a solar storm coming which could make it difficult otherwise. ”

      “Move it up? By how much?” Rafe asked, frowning. “I need to be certain Dr. Washington will be safe if we go at a different time in the planet’s cycle than we have planned.”

      But Whitney was ready to go.

      “I’m already packed!” she exclaimed. “I’ve had my specimen collection articles ready for the past month—when can we leave?”

      Sylvan grinned.

      “That excitement and enthusiasm are exactly why I recruited you in the first place, Dr. Washington,” he remarked. He looked at Rafe. “And your caution and consideration for your charge’s well-being are the reason I chose you to be part of the Bio-Genetic-Engineering-Initiative,” he added. “Together you make an excellent team.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question about the safety of moving up our mission,” Rafe growled, frowning.

      “Have no fear, Commander Rafe, it should still be perfectly safe for you to visit Vesuvius Two,” Commander Sylvan reassured the scowling Beast Kindred.

      “Vesuvius Two? Is that what they’re calling it now?” It was Whitney’s turn to frown. “I knew there was a lot of volcanic activity but that name—”

      “Is just a name,” Commander Sylvan said soothingly. “And most of the volcanic activity is at the poles. You two will be visiting the equator where we believe some very valuable if somewhat simple life forms are to be found.”

      “I’ll collect as many specimens as possible,” Whitney promised. She was getting excited again. A whole new planet just for her to explore! What scientist wouldn’t get excited about that? “So when do we go?” she asked impatiently.

      Sylvan smiled. “At once, if it’s convenient. Your ship is provisioned and ready to take off. The sooner you get going the better.”

      “Now?” Whitney exclaimed.

      Commander Sylvan raised one blond eyebrow.

      “Too soon? I thought you were packed and ready to go?”

      “I am, I am!” she exclaimed. “I just have to run to my suite and get my carry-all cube. I can be on the ship in fifteen minutes. Ten if I run!”

      “Hold on.” Sylvan put out a hand to stop her. “I appreciate your willingness to get right to this mission but there is something I must do before the two of you can take off on a possibly perilous trip.”

      “What would that be?” Rafe asked, frowning.

      Sylvan gave the other warrior a serious look.

      “Commander Rafe, this is the first time you and Dr. Washington will be visiting a Class 2 planet and also your first solo mission. Though the danger is minimal, it is there. Therefore, I must ask for your oath before I can let the two of you go.”

      “His oath? What oath?” Whitney asked, mystified. Was this some kind of Kindred loyalty thing she’d never heard about before?

      But before she could get any answers or ask anymore questions, Rafe shocked her completely by dropping to one knee before her and holding out his hands.

      “Um…what’s going on?” she asked uncertainly, looking down at him. He looked like a man about to propose, which made her heart start beating faster, even though she knew it was silly.

      “Give Commander Rafe your hands please, Dr. Washington,” Sylvan said quietly. “He has something important to tell you.”

      Her heart beating about a thousand miles a minute, Whitney put her hands in the big Beast Kindred’s. She couldn’t help noticing the difference in their skin tones—hers was creamy chocolate and his was dark caramel—or the way his much larger hands seemed to swallow hers up completely. But when he spoke her name, her eyes were drawn from their clasped hands to his intense golden gaze.

      “Dr. Washington…Whitney,” Rafe began, looking straight into her eyes. “I swear to you now that I will protect you from any dangers we might encounter on our travels together. I will stand between you and death and, if necessary, spill every last drop of my blood to keep you from harm. You are more dear to me than my own flesh—your well being is my first, last, and only concern from now until our partnership shall end.”

      “Oh,” Whitney breathed, not sure what to say. The oath he had sworn to her was more beautiful and more binding than many marriage vows she had heard. And the expression in Rafe’s blazing golden eyes was so fierce and intense she couldn’t look away. She thought about making a joke—something like, And here I didn’t even think you liked me! But the moment seemed too solemn somehow. So she found herself standing there, tongue-tied, though she was usually never at a loss for words.

      “Do you accept Commander Rafe’s oath?” Commander Sylvan asked softly. “Will you allow him to protect you and care for you until your partnership is ended?”

      “I do. I mean, I will,” Whitney whispered, feeling more than ever like she was participating in some kind of wedding ceremony. “But…” She tore her eyes away from Rafe’s and looked at Commander Sylvan. “Should I swear an oath in return?”

      “If you wish, though it is not your duty,” Sylvan said. “In the Kindred culture it is the male who protects the female, not the other way around.”

      Whitney frowned. “Well, I might not be as physically strong as Rafe, but I still have something to contribute. Just because I’m female doesn’t mean I’m weak!”

      “By no means,” Sylvan said quickly. “That is not my meaning at all. It isn’t that females are weak—it’s that they are precious. In swearing his oath, Rafe wants you to know he will cherish and honor you as well as protecting you from any possible danger or harm.”

      “Well…thank you.” Whitney nodded, somewhat mollified.

      She looked back at Rafe, who was still holding her hands in his. His grip was firm and his hands were warm. He was so tall that they were still nearly eye-to-eye, despite the fact that he was down on one knee.

      “Rafe,” she said, her heart racing as she looked into the molten gold depths of his eyes again. “I want you to know that I’ll try to keep you from danger, too. I know I’m not as strong as you but if I see something strange, I’ll try to warn you. And…” Her mouth was almost too dry but somehow she went on. “And I want you to know that your oath means a great deal to me. I won’t take it lightly.”

      He nodded seriously. “Thank you. It was not made lightly. I meant every word.” Then he rose smoothly, moving with surprising grace for such a big man, Whitney thought, and turned to Commander Sylvan. “Now, I believe, we are ready to go.”

      Sylvan nodded thoughtfully.

      “Yes, I believe you are. Go to your ship and I’ll tell Control to fold space for you at once. And may the Goddess go with you.”

      “Thank you.” Whitney felt her heart start racing again. Despite the serious scene they had just gone though, she felt an irrepressible smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “Race you to the ship,” she told Rafe. “Bet I get there first!” Then she hurried out of the lab, throwing a laughing glance behind her as she took in the bemused expression on his normally dark face. This was going to be a mission she would never forget!

      Little did she know how very right she was.
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      Rafe shook his head as he grabbed his carry-all which held a few changes of clothing and a couple of tools from his room in the Single Males Area and made his way towards the Docking Bay. Dr. Washington—Whitney, as she had told him to call her—was what his mother would have called “enough and more than enough to handle.” And yet, her enthusiasm was catching—he found he couldn’t wait to see the new planet they would be the first to explore.

      Though Vesuvius Two had been thoroughly scouted by Kindred drones, he and Whitney would be the first humanoids to step foot on its surface. No wonder she was so excited. Well, more excited than usual, he amended to himself. Because she was almost always in high spirits and good humor, which made her very pleasant to be around, though he refused to admit it, even to himself.

      When he had first been assigned to guard one of the scientists in the BEGI program, he’d imagined he would be working with an older person—possibly even a frail senior who needed constant care because their body was weak, though their mind was still sharp. The Kindred were respectful of their elders and let them keep working as long as they were able, believing it promoted good health to stay active and busy long into old age.

      But Whitney Washington hadn’t been a frail elder scientist—she was quite the opposite in fact. She was young—well, almost ten years younger than he was, anyway—as well as bright, vivacious, and bubbly. She was also devastatingly gorgeous with her big brown eyes and smooth, chocolatey skin. Not to mention her full curves and the fact that she had a voice that could make the Goddess herself weep tears of joy…

      Watch it, he told himself, frowning as he strode down the long metal corridor. Just because she’s beautiful and you swore your oath to her doesn’t mean she’s for you. She’s not—no one is—and you know it.

      Well, that was true enough. After the devastating pain he’d suffered in the past, he had no interest in ever getting involved with a female again. But sometimes when Whitney was dancing around her lab, laughing and batting those long lashes at him or telling him to lighten up or singing in that gorgeous voice of hers, it was hard to remember that.

      You’d better remember it, Rafe told himself grimly. Remember Tenda and what happened to her. Remember how much a broken bond hurts—how it throbs like an empty socket when a tooth is pulled only a thousand times worse. Remember how you vowed never to go through that pain again.

      Yes, he remembered. He wasn’t likely to forget—he’d endured ten years of that agony. And yet, the agony lessened when he was around Whitney. Sometimes when he was watching her laughing and singing or just working intently, her lovely face caught in an expression of pure concentration, he could almost forget the pain he’d been living with for so long.

      Well don’t forget it, he told himself angrily. Never forget! Those who forget the past are doomed to repeat it.

      That was an Earth aphorism but he found it completely appropriate to his own situation. And anyway, Whitney wasn’t the type to be interested in a gloomy bastard like him. She was light and happy and loving and he was all doom and gloom. What she needed was a male who was more her age—one with a sunny outlook on life to match her own.

      I’m just her Protector—nothing more, Rafe reminded himself sternly, even as he rounded a corner into the Docking Bay and saw Whitney waiting for him. She had washed the golden cat makeup off her face and her eyes were bright and eager. In fact, she was practically dancing on the tips of her toes with impatience to be gone.

      “Hurry up, slow poke!” she exclaimed, motioning to him with one hand—the other held her pink carry-all cube. “Let’s go—they’ve already folded space for us!”

      Rafe allowed a rare smile to twitch momentarily at the corners of his mouth. Despite his lecture to himself, he couldn’t help liking her enthusiasm. And with her eyes so bright and her cheeks flushed with eagerness, she looked even more beautiful than usual.

      She’s not for you, he reminded himself again. Just pilot her to the planet and keep her safe while she collects specimens—that’s all you have to do. Nothing more.

      But if that was so, then why had he added the part in his oath about her being more dear to him than his own flesh? Such words were meant for a Joining Vow—not an Oath of Protection. From the thoughtful look in Commander Sylvan’s pale blue eyes, he had thought as much too, Rafe was sure of it. So why had he sworn such a strong oath to the curvy little female bouncing impatiently in front of him?

      Rafe found he couldn’t answer the question, even to himself. He could only nod at Whitney and open the long-range shuttle which had been outfitted for them.

      “In you go,” he told her shortly. “The sooner you strap in, the sooner we can be off.”

      “I’m ready—let’s go!” She started to climb into the cockpit, but the shuttle they were using was one of the higher ones—built to the larger Kindred standards.

      Seeing that there was no way she could climb up herself, Rafe put his hands around her waist and lifted her easily up to the cockpit.

      “Oh!” Whitney gasped and looked over her shoulder at him. The expression on her face was one of wonder and surprise. “You…you didn’t have to do that,” she said in a slightly breathless voice as she fumbled with the straps of the safety harness.

      “Of course I did. You couldn’t have gotten up on your own—the cockpit is too high.”

      Leaning over her, Rafe took the straps and began buckling her in, since she didn’t seem to be having much success herself. Despite working together for the past six months, this was the closest they had ever been for an extended period of time and he found he liked it. He took his time fastening the straps, breathing in her warm, feminine fragrance as he did so. His sensitive Kindred nose detected the scent of adrenaline mixed with desire and his sensitive ears could hear her racing heartbeat.

      Could it be that Whitney was reacting to his nearness?

      Rafe pushed the thought away. Clearly she was just excited to begin their mission. That was the reason for her elevated pulse and the warm, aroused scent that clung to her lush, curvy body.

      “There,” he said at last, finishing with the harness. “You’re as secure as I can make you.”

      “Thank you.” Her voice still sounded breathless but she raised an eyebrow at him challengingly. “Already making good on your oath to keep me safe?”

      Rafe looked at her seriously.

      “Absolutely. For as long as our partnership lasts.”

      “Oh…of course.” His answer seemed to deflate her a bit and she looked away and bit her lush lower lip. Rafe found himself wishing he could bite it too and then pushed the thought away. He didn’t need distractions now—they were going on a dangerous mission.

      Well, not very dangerous, he amended to himself. It was only a Class 2 planet and considering that the Kindred Planetary Danger Scale went all the way up to 10, it wasn’t much of a risk. Still, you never could tell what might happen on a mission to a strange world and it paid to be alert.

      That meant not letting himself be distracted by Dr. Whitney Washington, no matter how blindingly lovely she was.

      Reminding himself of that fact sternly, Rafe buckled himself in and started the ship. They had a mission to complete and no part of it included him getting close to Whitney.

      If only he had known how very wrong he was. But by the time he found that out, it was much, much too late…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Whitney had folded space before but it was always exciting and a little terrifying flying through the red gash in the blackness that the Mother Ship created to send them from one part of the universe to another in the blink of an eye. She held her breath as Rafe piloted their little ship closer to the gaping crimson maw in space and wrapped her arms around herself protectively.

      “Are you frightened?” Rafe glanced over at her, raising one black eyebrow in her direction.

      “N-no,” Whitney denied but a little tremble in her voice gave her away. She couldn’t help it—jaunting millions of light years in a split second gave her the willies. It just didn’t seem natural somehow, although she understood the complex science behind it.

      “Yes you are—I can smell your fear,” Rafe accused. “Believe me, there is no need to be afraid. The only persons who cannot safely fold space are pregnant females and I know you are not pregnant.”

      “What?” His bold assertion drew her attention away from the gash in space and she stared at him, one hand on her hip. “What makes you say that? How would you know if I’m pregnant or not?”

      He shrugged, his broad shoulders rolling under his crimson uniform shirt with the gesture.

      “Because I would have smelled another male on you if you had been with one at any time in the past six solar months we have been working together. I haven’t smelled one, therefore, you cannot be pregnant.”

      Whitney frowned.

      “Hey—no need to make fun of my non-existent love life. And I’ve heard you Kindred have sharp senses but are they really that sharp?”

      He nodded. “They are. But also…” He hesitated for so long Whitney wondered if he would go on. “Also I am attuned to you,” he said at last, just when she was about to prod him.

      “What exactly does that mean—‘attuned to me?’” Whitney demanded, feeling intrigued. She was getting that warm, fluttery feeling in her belly again—the same feeling she’d had when he made his oath to her and when he’d lifted her into the cockpit of the ship and secured her straps. Could it be that her stoic Protector had just been waiting until they were finally on a mission alone together to make his move? She certainly hoped so!

      But Rafe was frowning as he answered.

      “My senses are razor sharp when it comes to you—but only because I was assigned to you,” he said quickly. “There is no other reason other than it is my duty to keep you safe.”

      Whitney felt her heart sink but she tried to make light of the situation.

      “Well I’m glad to know you’re looking out for me so diligently. Or maybe I should say, smelling out for me, since you’re such a detective with your nose.”

      Rafe turned the full force of his golden gaze on her again.

      “I would know your scent anywhere, mon’dalla. It is burned into my senses.”

      Whitney’s heart jumped again. The way he was looking at her was just so intense. And talking about knowing her scent anywhere—that had to mean something. Also what was that he had called her?

      “Mon-dalla?” she asked, trying to keep her voice light. “What does that mean? Is it some kind of a pet name?”

      “More of a title,” Rafe answered, perhaps a bit too quickly. “It means one whom I care for—one whom I protect and serve. It is from the old language on my home world which is perhaps why your translation bacteria were unable to translate it for you.”

      Like all the Kindred brides and other human personal who were brought aboard the Mother Ship to live, Whitney had been given a shot of translation bacteria which enabled her to understand just about any known language in the galaxy and beyond. Though he was right—his little nickname for her hadn’t translated.

      “Oh, I see.” She nodded thoughtfully. “I like it. You can call me that anytime you want.”

      “I may?” He looked at her in apparent surprise.

      “Of course you can. As long as I can call you my big Boo-boo Bear.” Whitney made a kissy face at him and he scowled—but she thought she saw humor shining in his golden eyes.

      “I do not approve of that name,” he growled.

      “Oh, well I can think of others,” Whitney offered. “How about sweetie-pie? Or honey bun? Or—”

      But just then the com-link crackled to life and a voice from the instrument array said,

      “Scout ship, you are cleared to fly through the fold. Repeat, you are clear to fly.”

      “Acknowledged,” Rafe replied. “Entering the fold now.” He turned to Whitney. “Hold on and don’t fear—this will only take a moment and we’ll soon be safely on the other side.”

      “All right. I trust you.” Whitney nodded tightly and returned her eyes to the scarlet tear in the fabric of space time. It was growing larger and larger in the viewscreen and soon she knew they would be in it and she would get that weird, floaty feeling like time had slowed down for a split second which somehow lasted an eon. But then it would be over and she would see the blackness of space, dotted with stars on the other side and everything would be just fine.

      Only that wasn’t how it happened…not at all.
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      They flew through the fold in space, all right. But what Whitney saw on the other side wasn’t the comforting vastness of the universe. Instead, a whirling blue hole outlined in streaks of silver and cobalt light met her eyes. It was so huge it filled the entire viewscreen and it seemed to be getting bigger all the time.

      “Oh my sweet baby Jesus!” she gasped. “What is that thing?”

      “Must be a rogue wormhole,” Rafe grunted. His entire face was tight with effort and the muscles were bulging on his arms as he fought with the ship’s steering yoke. “Trying…to suck…us in,” he ground out as he wrestled with the controls.

      “Trying to suck us in? Well don’t let it!” Whitney exclaimed, eyes wide.

      “I’m trying.” Rafe’s deep voice was a growl of effort. “But we’re well within the event horizon of its gravity well. I’m afraid if we resist too much it’ll…” he grunted again, fighting with the yoke. “Tear the ship apart.”

      “Tear the ship apart? Oh no!” Whitney gasped. Closing her eyes, she started praying for all she was worth. “Don’t let this happen, please! Get us out of here now!”

      Rafe must have thought she was talking to him because he threw an irritated look her way.

      “I can’t help it. We’re too far in already. It’s either go where the hole takes us or wind up in chunks floating in space. Problem is, we don’t know where this goes—we’ll be completely lost when we get there.”

      Whitney tightened her grip on the armrests of her seat and squeezed her eyes shut.

      “Go then,” she said in a low voice. “If there’s no other way. It’s better to be lost than dead.”

      He nodded shortly. “I agree. All right then—hold on.”

      He did something to the controls and the engines—which had been making a scary, high-pitched whining—suddenly fell silent. At once they were sucked into the whirling blue vortex in space leaving the solar system of Vesuvius Two far behind.

      Whitney tried not to but she couldn’t help opening her eyes. What she saw reminded her of one of those psychedelic roller coasters you could ride at some theme parks. The ones which had been built indoors in the dark so when you rode them you saw wild rainbow neon colors racing past which made you feel like you were going even faster than you were.

      Only this is no roller coaster and I can’t get off and go home at the end of the ride, she thought grimly as the little ship dipped and bobbed, pulled endlessly and relentlessly along through the pulsating blue tube of the wormhole. Oh my God, what are we going to do—where are we going to end up?

      Turning her head, she saw that Rafe was looking intently at the controls. But when he saw her looking, he turned to face her and held out a hand.

      Whitney took it, feeling instantly better when her own, much smaller hand was clasped in his bigger, stronger one.

      “Whatever happens, mon’dalla, my oath stays true,” he rumbled, gazing into her eyes. “I will not forsake or abandon you and I will protect you to the last drop of my blood. Do not fear.”

      “Thank you,” Whitney whispered and felt even better. “Thank you, Rafe. I…I’ll stay by your side too. We’re going to get through this together.”

      Just as she said those words, the wormhole ended abruptly. The blue tube spat them out into unfamiliar space and the ship was suddenly floating free, as though nothing had ever happened.

      “Oh!” Whitney gasped as Rafe let go of her hand and grabbed for the controls again. “That was crazy! Where are we?”

      “I don’t know.” Rafe was rapidly punching something into the control bank’s Nav-Com and frowning at what he saw. “We’re in uncharted space—at least it hasn’t been charted by the Kindred or any of the sentient species we’ve dealt with. Which means we’re much too far from the Mother Ship for any communication, even if there wasn’t a solar storm going on at their end right now.”

      “Uncharted space?” Whitney’s heart was suddenly in her mouth. “You mean we’re lost?”

      Being lost far from home was a very, very big deal, considering that the Milky Way was one of trillions of galaxies spread out among an ever-expanding, nearly infinite universe. If they didn’t know where they were, how could they ever get home? And even if they did manage to find out their location, how could they transverse the vast distance back to their own galaxy without the Mother Ship to fold space for them?

      “Quick,” Whitney said tightly. “Turn around and take us back to the wormhole. It brought us here—it should be able to send us back, right?”

      But Rafe was shaking his head.

      “I’m afraid the odds on that happening are about a billion to one,” he said grimly. With a stable wormhole, yes it would take us right back to where it had gotten us in the first place. But with a rogue, well—they jump around from galaxy to galaxy—some even say from universe to universe—and almost never lead to the same destination twice.”

      “Still, it’s worth a try,” Whitney argued. “I mean, we can’t get anymore lost than we are, right?”

      Rafe shrugged. “A fair point. All right, we can try.”

      But when he started the engines on their little ship, a sharp, warning note of alarm immediately filled the cabin.

      “What’s that?” Whitney exclaimed. “Oh my God, it really doesn’t sound good.”

      “It’s not.” Rafe scowled as he checked his instruments and made some adjustments. He shook his head. “It’s as I feared—fighting the wormhole in the first place has weakened the structural integrity of our hull. We need to stop someplace and make some repairs before we can risk the stress of a wormhole again.”

      “Make repairs? Where? And can you turn off that alarm? It’s shredding my nerves!”

      Rafe hit something which must have been a mute switch and studied the Nav-Com again.

      “There’s a planet with a breathable atmosphere and solid ground to land on only a few parsecs from here,” he said, frowning. “It might even be inhabited by plant and animal life, though I think we’d better avoid those, since we don’t know what class of planet it is.”

      “You got it. Avoid the natives, fix the ship. Try the wormhole again.” Whitney nodded shakily. She was beginning to feel a little better now that the blaring alarm was silenced and they had a plan. Then a new thought occurred to her. “Um, if the hull is weakened, will it hold up on the way down through this new planet’s atmosphere?”

      Rafe frowned. “I think it will but there’s only one way to be sure—we have to land.”

      “We do? I mean really? There’s no way you could make the repairs out here?” Whitney made a gesture that encompassed the empty space they were currently floating in.

      “I’m afraid not,” Rafe said dryly. “The repairs I need to make require gravity to be effective. The weightless atmosphere of space is not conductive to effective work.”

      “All right, I understand.” She nodded.

      Rafe’s voice softened. “We don’ have to land right away if you don’t want to, Whitney,” he told her gently. “The ship is stocked with plenty of food cubes and our water reclamation unit is undamaged. We could live out here for months—even years—if we had to. Of course, after a time we would run out of fuel which would render us unable to land on a planet or take off again and that would effectively seal our fate.”

      “How long a time?” Whitney asked in a small, tight voice.

      He shrugged. “A standard week—give or take. The ship has extra fuel tanks but running the engines continuously will drain them eventually. The life support will continue because it’s hooked to the hydrogen scoop propulsion system but after a week, we’ll be unable to land or take off and we’ll be stuck floating in space forever. What would you like to do?”

      Whitney bit her lip. “You’re letting me make this decision? I thought you were the captain of our ship—shouldn’t it be up to you?”

      He shrugged. “Technically I suppose it should. But you have more to live for than I do—friends, family, a career. I only have you and the post I was assigned to as your Protector. So I think the decision should be yours.”

      Whitney gave him a sidelong look.

      “You don’t have any family? I mean, I knew you never talked about them but I thought that was just you being close-mouthed.”

      Rafe looked away. “I used to have a family—the beginnings of one, anyway. No more, though.”

      Whitney wanted desperately to ask him what he meant but there was a closed look on his dark face that told her the matter was private—extremely private. And seeing that this was as much as the big Beast Kindred had ever opened up to her, she didn’t want to push it.

      She took a deep breath.

      “All right, so it’s up to me.”

      He nodded shortly. “Whatever decision you make, I will abide by.”

      “Well, I won’t lie—I’m pretty tempted to float around out here for at least a week taking our time before we reach the point of no return on the fuel tanks. But that’s not going to get us any closer to going home and I want to get back in time to attend Kat’s party.” She lifted her chin. “So I say, let’s do it—let’s go land on that planet and make the repairs.”

      He raised an eyebrow at her.

      “You’re basing this decision on your desire to attend a Ballow-steen party?”

      Whitney smothered a laugh.

      “It’s Halloween. And yes, I am in a way. Although really I’m just trying to talk myself out of being a coward. I’m a grown-ass woman—I should be willing and able to take a risk sometimes, even if it feels really scary.”

      He nodded approvingly.

      “I’m glad. I want to take the risk too. The sooner I can fix the hull, the sooner we can try the wormhole again.” He sighed. “Though I’m not at all certain where it will take us this time.”

      “It’s going to take us home,” Whitney said with more certainty than she felt. “It has to. At any rate, that’s the assumption we’re going to operate under. To do anything else is to despair and I am not the despairing type.”

      To her surprise, Rafe actually gave her a small, wry grin—the first such expression she’d seen on his usually grim features. It lightened his dark face and made him surprisingly handsome.

      “I noticed that about you,” he said dryly. “That you’re not one to despair, I mean.”

      “That’s right.” Whitney nodded decisively. “So come on—let’s go. Strange alien planet, here we come!”

      “Here we come,” Rafe echoed and punched in a course for the habitable world. “And I’ll make you a promise,” he added, looking at her from the corner of his eye as he piloted. “If we do make it back in time for the Hallow-bean party, I’ll come with you.”

      “You will?” Whitney was too excited to correct his pronunciation. “Will you let me make you a costume too? And get you all dressed up? Maybe you could be a wolf to my cat!”

      That rare, wry smile tugged at the corners of his sensual mouth again.

      “Don’t push your luck, mon’dalla,” he growled. “I said I’d come—not that I would dress and act as some kind of animal. There are limits, you know.”

      “I know,” Whitney said happily. Though they were still in grave danger, she couldn’t help feeling better. She always felt good when she had something to look forward to and the idea of going to Kat’s Halloween party on her favorite Beast Kindred bodyguard’s arm was enough to lighten her mood, despite the danger.

      Life never could keep you down, little girl, her mama always said to her. You’ve got the joy of the Lord and the spice of the Devil in you and nothing puts out your light for long.

      For as long as she could remember, Whitney had been a naturally happy person—a born optimist and she chose to be optimistic now.

      We’re going to get through this, she told herself as the new planet came into view—a purple and green speck in the corner of the viewscreen. We’re going to land safely on that planet, make the repairs, go through the wormhole, and be back in time for Kat’s party. And I’m going to get Rafe to let me make him up like a wolf and then I’m going to wait until midnight and kiss him and let him know how I feel.

      Of course the whole waiting until midnight was supposed to be something you did at a New Year ’s Eve party but the big Beast Kindred didn’t have to know that. She could tell him it was an Earth tradition and she doubted he’d mind, even if he found out she was fibbing. There was definitely something between them—something besides just a bodyguard and client relationship, she was sure of it.

      Well, reasonably sure.

      Either way, I’m going to find out, Whitney told herself. And I’m going to be alive to do it. We’re going to get through this—I know we are!

      And she kept telling herself that as the little ship dipped nose- down towards the vast green and purple globe and dived into the alien atmosphere.
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      Rafe was more worried than he wanted to let on to Whitney. The strange new planet growing in their viewscreen might have a breathable atmosphere and a temperate climate that could support humanoid life but it also had a higher gravity than either he or Whitney was used to.

      The long-range shuttle he was piloting would have handled it with ease if it hadn’t already been damaged by the futile fight to get free of the worm hole but as things stood now, it was anyone’s guess if the hull would hold together as they made their way through the atmosphere or pop like a balloon put under too much pressure.

      He would have prayed to the Goddess as they went but he had long ago given up praying to the Mother of All Life. After what had happened to Tenda, he wasn’t even sure he believed in the Kindred deity anymore. And if she was out there somewhere, she was either a cold, heartless being who cared nothing for the people she had created or else a sadist who enjoyed visiting misery on them.

      Either way she was not to be trusted so Rafe didn’t pray—he just kept watching the temperature gauge climb and hitting the mute button on the alarm which informed him over and over that the ship was losing hull integrity and could rip apart at any moment.

      Beside him, still strapped securely in the passenger seat, Whitney sat with her with eyes closed. There was a tightness around the corners of her mouth but she seemed determined not to give in to panic or fear, which Rafe admired greatly.

      She has courage, he thought approvingly. Any other female would be screaming and having hysterics right now but she sits there quiet and composed.

      Indeed, she was even humming to herself—a soft, soothing sound that Rafe found calmed his own nerves as they shot through the deadly atmosphere, headed for the ground.

      They made it barely in time. Just as the hull pressure was so great the ship couldn’t possibly take another instant of the crushing pressure, they shot through the lower atmosphere and Rafe was able to level off their trajectory so they were flying at a normal speed, skimming over the tops of a vast forest with incredibly tall trees that seemed to have purple and green leaves.

      Just like the trees in the Sacred Grove back on the Mother Ship—only about ten times bigger, he thought as he silenced the alarm for the last time and watched the controls begin to normalize. If I were a religious male, I’d think it was a good sign.

      Of course he wasn’t religious so he chalked the tree color up to luck and began hunting for a good place to land the ship.

      “Look at that—in the distance.” Whitney’s voice distracted him from the readings on his instrument panel and he looked to where she was pointing on the viewscreen. “Are those…skyscrapers?” Her voice was filled with awe. “Look at the size of them! They’re like twenty or thirty times bigger than anything we have on Earth. There must be hundreds of thousands of people working and living in them at one time!”

      “They do appear to be buildings of some kind,” Rafe acknowledged, frowning. “But I think it’s better we stay away from them if possible. The natives might be hostile.”

      “We don’t know that,” Whitney objected. “They might be peaceful and willing to help us. What if they’ve mapped out the area around their planet and solar system? It might give us a reference point as to where we are and how to get home.”

      She had a point, Rafe had to grudgingly admit. But he still didn’t like to approach the inhabitants of a strange planet without scouting carefully ahead to see if they were dangerous or not.

      “I tell you what,” he said to Whitney. “Let me get the ship fixed first and then we’ll do some recon to see if they can be trusted or not. If we find someone we think might help us, we’ll take a chance and try to make contact. But not unless I decide they aren’t dangerous.”

      She frowned. “I thought you were letting me make the life and death decisions.”

      Rafe shook his head. “Not about this. The decision to land risked both our lives equally. The decision to contact an alien species we’ve never seen before will put you in much more danger and it’s my job to protect you.”

      Whitney put a hand on her full hip.

      “And how is that? Why am I more in danger than you are in that situation?”

      “Because you’re much more valuable. Think about it,” Rafe said patiently before she could contradict him. “Your scientific knowledge of alien life forms and bio-genetic engineering is priceless. While all I know how to do is pilot and protect.” He shrugged. “It’s obvious between the two of us whose life is worth more—and is more worth protecting.”

      “It’s not obvious to me.” Whitney’s voice was low and firm with none of its usual bubbliness. “Your life is important too—every bit as important as mine, Rafe.”

      He shook his head. “Sorry, but I don’t see it that way. Now let me land the ship—I think I see a clearing up ahead in the middle of the forest. The trees should keep us shielded from prying eyes.”

      She got a stubborn expression on her lovely face and he had the idea that she wanted to argue some more about his life having equal value to hers, but Rafe was too busy landing the battered little ship to fight with her about it. She was the important one—she was his mon’dalla—which, if he was being honest, meant a lot more than he had admitted to her. Mon’dalla was a term of affection—an endearment most often used by a warrior for his mate, not just something a Protector would call his charge.

      But that was neither here nor there. The important thing was that he intended to protect Whitney with his life—even if it meant protecting her from herself. Her bubbly, optimistic personality made her naturally assume that the natives of this planet must be peaceful and helpful but Rafe had seen enough of the universe to know that wasn’t necessarily true.

      The point being that we’re going to keep the hell away from them unless I’m damn sure they’re friendly, he told himself grimly. Because there’s sure to be a hell of a lot of them if they’ve got buildings big enough to house hundreds of thousands at once.

      With that intention firmly intact, he landed the ship with a slight jolt in the broad clearing. It was time to assess the damage and make repairs—hopefully in fairly short order.

      After all, they had a Hallow-bean party to attend back home on the Mother Ship—if they could ever get back there.
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      “These trees are amazing—they’re about the size of the Giant Redwoods back home on Earth. Some are even bigger.” Whitney craned her neck to study the leafy tops of the vast trees soaring far into the turquoise sky above. Even the smallest one had a trunk so big in circumference that a small car could have driven through it comfortably with room to spare on either side. And the bigger ones were so vast they were as big around as a city block.

      They had smooth gray bark with little flecks of white and black in it and broad purplish-green leaves almost as big as her torso. She halfway wished she was a Botanist instead of a Zoologist, so fascinating was the alien flora.

      “Just stay close to the ship while you admire them,” Rafe growled distractedly. He was stripped to the waist as he worked on the patch of hull which had been damaged, showing a broad, muscular chest that had several intriguing scars she had never seen before. “I don’t want you wandering off and getting lost in the scientific wonder of it all while I’m not there to watch your back,” he added.

      Whitney opened her mouth to protest indignantly…and then closed it again. She had to admit, she did tend to get lost in the excitement of exploring a new world. Several times Rafe had saved her from falling into a bog or lake and even once, from walking off a cliff, when she was so engrossed in studying the fauna of a new world.

      He glanced at her and seemed to read the expression on her face.

      “You know I’m right—admit it.” But there was a touch of humor in his deep voice.

      “All right, I admit it.” Whitney sighed. “But it’s just about killing me to be on a strange new world without taking notes and samples and finding new animals to take back to the Mother Ship.” She lifted her chin mutinously. “I don’t see why I can’t just look around a little while you fix the ship.”

      Rafe frowned.

      “We still don’t know what class of planet this is—the animals out there might be huge and predatory,” he pointed out. “With trees this big and the gravity and oxygen content on the high side, this world could support much larger creatures than you’re used to. Think of your own dinosaurs which roamed on Earth millions of years ago. Would you like to run into a Tyrannosaurus Rex with no protection?”

      “Well…no,” Whitney admitted reluctantly. He did have a point about the oxygen and the gravity. She was damn glad to have the regulator strapped around her wrist which controlled both so that she could comfortably breathe and walk around without being squashed like a tin can under a heavy boot. “But we don’t know for sure if there are T-rexes or anything like them out there,” she added, and swept out a hand, including the entire immense forest in her gesture.

      “We don’t know that they’re not out there, either,” Rafe growled, sounding stern. “So until I fix the ship and we ascertain if it’s dangerous, you’re going to stay right by my side. Understood?”

      Whitney could have bristled at his authoritarian tone, but she decided to tease him instead.

      “All right then. I guess I’ll just stay here and watch the local scenery,” she remarked, looking pointedly at his broad, bare chest. “It’s plenty worth watching, I can tell you.”

      Rafe gave her a startled look—it often seemed to surprise him when she flirted with him. When it didn’t fly right over his head, that was.

      “Are you talking about me?”

      “Mmm-hmm,” Whitney drawled, batting her eyelashes at him so he couldn’t fail to draw the right conclusion. “It’s not ever day I get to see you with your shirt off, you know. It’s a pretty nice sight, I must admit.”

      “It’s not something I would think you’d care about.” Rafe frowned at her. “And I believe what you are doing is what you Earth people call ‘sensual harassment.’”

      “The correct term is sexual harassment,” Whitney corrected him, smiling. “Though it can get sensual too. That could be fun.”

      “That is foolishness—stop distracting me.” His frown deepened but was there a faint flush on his high cheekbones? Whitney thought there was—maybe she was finally breaking through that tough outer wall her mysterious Beast Kindred Protector had around him.

      She was about to say something else—to tease him further, mostly because it was fun and she was bored—when a flash in the purple and green underbrush caught her eye.

      “Hey!” She tugged quickly at Rafe’s bare, muscular arm which he had raised above his head as he made repairs to the ship’s hull.

      He gave her an irritated look.

      “I told you, stop distracting me, Whitney. You know you’re fucking gorgeous and all these teasing little attempts to make me rise for you take my mind from the business of fixing the ship.”

      At any other time the fact that he was one, swearing, when he almost never did and two, calling her gorgeous, would have taken up her immediate attention. But this time she was distracted by the rustling in the underbrush.

      “Look!” she insisted in a low voice. “There’s something coming!”

      “What?” Rafe was immediately on alert. Together they listened and watched the bushes closest to the ship.

      After a moment the sound grew louder and something stepped out into the clearing, only a few yards away from the ship.

      Rafe’s dark brows pulled low over his forehead, his blaster out and ready in one hand. But there appeared to be no need to use it.

      “What in the universe?” he asked in a low voice.

      “It’s a woman,” Whitney whispered. “A bare-ass naked woman. At least that’s what it looks like. And she’s staring right at us.”
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      The naked woman, who was lean and sinewy and looked to be in her early twenties, wandered cautiously closer, never taking her wild-looking eyes from the two of them. She had pale ivory skin with scratches and scars plainly visible in some places and long, wild brown hair which looked like it had never even had a nodding acquaintance with a brush or comb. Her breasts were small and firm and high and she didn’t seem to care at all that they were on display.

      She moved, Whitney thought, with an animal grace and perfect indifference to her own nudity. She was tall—almost as tall as Rafe—but not nearly as muscular. Her lean, naked body reminded Whitney of a greyhound or a whippet—something built for speed and agility. And indeed, the woman looked like she might take flight at any time.

      For a long moment, the three of them just stared at each other but finally Whitney decided to say something.

      “Hey,” she said in a low, coaxing voice, trying not to frighten the woman. “How are you? We’re new here—can you tell us where we are?”

      She would have taken a step towards the woman, but Rafe reached out a hand to grab her arm.

      “Be careful, Whitney,” he murmured, frowning. “She smells…strange.”

      Whitney couldn’t smell the woman at all and her words didn’t appear to have had any effect. Though her translation bacteria should have made her able to talk to anyone of any culture, the woman didn’t look like she understood. She cocked her head to the side for a moment, as though considering Whitney and Rafe intently. But then, maybe sensing they were no threat, she seemed to lose interest and her large grey eyes fixed on something crawling at their feet in the long greenish-purple grass.

      Whitney’s eyes followed hers and she nearly let out a yelp of excitement. Here was the first native animal she’d seen since they landed and it was a beauty! It was a large, grasshopper-looking insect with vivid pink and gold markings and three sets of hind legs instead of just one.

      The alien insect was large too—as big as a toy poodle. Probably it was able to grow so large because of the high oxygen content on this planet, Whitney speculated. She remembered learning that back in Prehistoric times when Earth had extra oxygen, there were three-foot long centipedes and spiders as big as basketballs running around. Not that she wanted to meet any of those but the giant, jewel-bright grasshopper with three sets of legs was amazing. She simply had to catch it and bring it back with them to the Mother Ship, she decided.

      “Look at that!” she murmured under her breath, nudging Rafe’s arm with her own. “It’s the perfect specimen. I have to get it!”

      “You don’t know if it’s poisonous or not,” he objected, instantly on the alert. “I do not think it is wise to attempt to capture any specimens from this world when we know nothing about it.”

      “But that’s the essence of scientific inquiry!” Whitney argued, still under her breath. She didn’t want to startle the naked woman, who was still watching the jewel-bright grasshopper as intently as they were. “When you find something new, you study it! Besides, give me some credit. I have collection tools in the ship. I won’t touch it with my bare hands and it won’t take me a minute to pop it in a stasis cage.”

      “I still don’t think—” Rafe began and then the naked woman who had wandered out of the forest ended their argument for them by pouncing on the alien insect and ripping its head off.

      “Sweet baby Jesus!” Whitney put a hand to her mouth as the woman crunched noisily and messily, swallowing the head with its gleaming compound eyes and then diving in for another bite of the still-twitching body. Green goo was dribbling from the side of her mouth but she didn’t even bother to wipe it away—just kept crunching with a kind of single-minded intensity that reminded Whitney of a lion with its kill.

      “Well, I guess that puts my fear that it might be poisonous to rest,” Rafe remarked dryly. “Though that certainly isn’t the way I would have gone about testing it.”

      “She stole my specimen!” Whitney exclaimed indignantly. “Right out from under my nose!”

      “You want to fight her for it?” Rafe raised an eyebrow at her. “I think you might lose—she appears to want it more than you.”

      “Of course I don’t want a dead specimen!” Whitney exclaimed. She took a step closer to the crunching woman and tried to talk to her again. “Excuse me,” she said politely. “Excuse me, but can you tell me what that thing is that you’re eating? What do your people call it?”

      The woman looked up at her for a moment but only to hiss threateningly through green-goo coated teeth and then retreated a few steps away to continue her meal.

      Whitney frowned and went back to Rafe.

      “What’s wrong with her, do you think? Maybe she’s some kind of feral child—left out here when she was little to fend for herself? Maybe that’s why she doesn’t talk?”

      “Possibly,” he allowed. “But I’m surprised there are humanoids on this planet at all. I wonder how they came to be here?”

      “Who knows but I wonder if we should try to take her with us and find someone who can help her?” Whitney asked. “I mean, we can hardly leave her out here to fend for herself, naked in the woods like that.”

      “I don’t know—she seems happy to me,” Rafe objected. “And she clearly knows how to survive. She—”

      Just then there was more rustling in the bushes and another person stepped out of the undergrowth—this time a man.

      He too was naked, Whitney saw, and he seemed to be about ten or fifteen years older than the woman. He had a long black beard that looked like it had never been trimmed and long black hair the same color.

      When he saw Rafe, he growled threateningly at first but when the big Kindred made no move towards him but only pushed Whitney quickly behind him, the naked newcomer seemed to lose interest.

      “Hey, at least let me watch,” she protested, sticking her head around her Kindred Protector’s broad shoulder to see what the naked man would do next.

      “Just stay behind me,” Rafe said tightly. “He smells strange as well. There’s something going on here that I don’t understand and I don’t like it.”

      The naked man advanced on the grasshopper-munching woman and made a low, grunting sound in the back of his throat. At first she hissed at him, as she had at Whitney, but then her nostrils flared and she seemed to catch a whiff of his scent.

      Whitney could smell it too at this point—a thick, musky odor that traveled through the air to sting her nostrils though strangely, she still didn’t smell the woman. She wrinkled her nose at the pungent aroma but the woman didn’t seem to mind it at all.

      The man approached the naked woman again, still making the low, grunting sounds and this time she let him come nearer. To Whitney’s surprise, he ducked his head and sucked one of her nipples into his mouth.

      “Hey,” she muttered to Rafe, who was still standing protectively in front of her. “What does he think he’s doing?”

      Whatever it was, the naked woman seemed to love it. She dropped the half-eaten grasshopper carcass, threw back her head and made high mewling sounds of apparent pleasure and delight as the man sucked first one nipple and then the other. Her mewling got higher and higher—becoming almost like singing as his hand found the wild bush of hair between her thighs and his fingers worked themselves inside her.

      “Wow, they’re really going for it,” Whitney remarked in a low voice. Though she had been teasing Rafe earlier, actually watching this kind of live action sex show with the big Kindred made her feel a little uneasy. She shifted beside him, pressing her thighs together. Was the sight affecting her or did it have something to do with the strange, pungent aroma coming from the mating couple?

      “They do appear to be enjoying themselves,” Rafe remarked dryly as the woman sank to her knees and began sucking the man’s large cock. “And they don’t appear to care that we are watching them in the least. They’re acting like a couple of animals.”

      His words gave Whitney an idea.

      “Wait here,” she murmured to him. “I just want to get a piece of equipment from the ship.”

      Before Rafe could protest, she ran lightly to the side door of the ship, which had a silver ladder hanging from it, climbed up, and went to get what she needed.

      When she came back down, Rafe was watching in apparent bemusement as the man mounted the woman from behind. They were rutting in noisy mutual gratification when Whitney snuck up from the side and pointed her Mental Monitoring Device at them.

      The MMD looked a lot like a chunky, silver gun but instead of shooting bullets, it read brain waves from a distance. It was an invaluable tool when she was trying to be certain a specimen she wanted to collect wasn’t sentient before she took it.

      “What are you doing?” Rafe demanded in a low, angry voice. “Come back here behind me, Whitney! How else can I keep you safe?”

      “Don’t worry—they’re way too involved in each other to notice me,” Whitney reassured him. “And look—my hypothesis was right.”

      “Your hypothesis? What hypothesis?” he asked, still sounding angry. Whitney didn’t pay any attention to his scowls—he was always grumpy when he was worried about her safety.

      “Look,” she said again, moving away from the naked, rutting pair to make him happy. “Look at what the MMD says.”

      She showed the chunky silver gun’s readout window to the big Kindred and he frowned at the result. Rafe hadn’t known much about zoology or the equipment she used to capture and observe specimens when he had first started working as her protector, but he was a quick study and since Whitney loved talking about her research and findings with him, he soon caught on. She saw the comprehension on his face when he looked at the readout and knew that he understood.

      “They’re not sentient.” He looked up at her, frowning. “In fact, they have very simple brain wave patterns. Not much more complex than a domestic pet.”

      “They’re about on the level with cats or dogs,” Whitney said, nodding. “No wonder she didn’t answer me when I talked to her,” she went on, looking at the woman, who was still moaning and yowling like a female cat in heat while the man rammed into her from behind.

      “And no wonder they have no shame about mating in front of us,” Rafe said dryly. “Animals have no modesty or sense of propriety about such things.”

      “These certainly don’t,” Whitney said, frowning. “But if the humanoids here are feral animals with the brain waves of a house cat, then who built those enormous skyscrapers we saw when we were landing?”

      “Who indeed?” Rafe muttered. “And who—?”

      But before he could finish the question, the feral humanoids abruptly stiffened and stopped their mating. Both of their heads were cocked at the sky and both sets of nostrils were flaring—for all the world like animals scenting danger, Whitney thought.

      Then they pulled apart and ran abruptly into the forest, scampering on all fours into the underbrush as fast as they could go.

      “What in the world?” Whitney began but Rafe already had her by the arm and was dragging her towards the ship.

      “Come on,” he growled when she started to protest. “We need to get the fuck out of here! Something’s wrong—I can smell it. Something—”

      But before he could finish his sentence, a vast black shadow fell over them, blotting out the golden-orange sunlight which had been streaming in through the towering trees.

      Whitney looked up, shielding her eyes, but all she could catch was a vague impression of something blue and snake-like moving towards her. Then a rumbling voice, like boulders crashing to the ground said, “Pretty!”

      The next minute the blue snaky thing wrapped itself around her waist and she was pulled right out of Rafe’s hands while the big Kindred was knocked to the ground.

      “Pretty,” the rumbling voice said again. “I’ve never seen a Tweedle like you—I think I’ll take you home to show to Mama.”
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      Rafe watched with helpless rage as the immense alien, which appeared to have a long, flexible snout in the center of its lumpish face, plucked Whitney right off the ground and raised her several stories high where he couldn’t reach her.

      “Rafe—help!” she screamed but his blaster had been knocked from his hand and while he scrabbled madly in the tall green and purple grass, trying to find it, the huge blue alien was lumbering away.

      Giving up, he ran after them, doing his best to catch the giant creature who had Whitney in its grip, though for every one of its enormous strides, he had to take five.

      At last he caught up but without his blaster there was nothing he could do to make the huge thing drop her.

      Nothing from the ground, anyway, he thought grimly. Time to go up.

      Luckily, the vast alien was wearing an equally vast garment made of some coarse, faded red material which was draped over its lumpy blue bulk. Putting on a burst of speed, he grabbed for the cloth and began to swarm up the back of the alien’s clothing—if it was clothing, he thought—to try and reach Whitney.

      The creature was bipedal and walking upright so it was quite a climb but he made it at last and found himself perched on its immense shoulder. Looking down, he could see Whitney curled in a loop of its snaky appendage, which looked very much like an elephant’s trunk, now that he came to think of it. The thing also had vast, fanlike ears as big as a king-sized bed on either side of its lumpy features and small, bright eyes which were presently trained on its prisoner.

      Whitney saw him standing there, swaying with each lumbering step, but instead of looking relieved, she looked worried.

      “Don’t shoot it, Rafe!” she yelled, waving at him frantically with the one arm which was free of the blue trunk curled around her body. Rafe saw that somehow she had held onto her MMD—the clunky silver data collector grasped tightly in her hand. “Don’t shoot—it’s sentient.”

      “What?” he demanded. It was only a single word but it would have been better if he hadn’t spoken at all. Though his weight on its shoulder hadn’t made an impression, his voice did. The alien’s huge, fanlike ears twitched in response and the immense head turned ponderously so that its bright little eyes could study him.

      “Who are you?” a voice like crashing boulders asked him.

      Before he could begin to formulate an answer, an immense hand which seemed to have at least seven fingers and two thumbs was wrapped around his waist.

      “Hey—let me down!” Rafe shouted at it as it held him up to eye level to look at him more closely.

      “Are you this little female tweedle’s mate?” the inhumanly deep voice asked again as its head, as large as a small hill, cocked to one side to consider him.

      Rafe took a deep breath. Clearly the thing was too big to fight but he could understand its words, so maybe he could make it understand his. After all, the translation bacteria was supposed to work both ways. He was one of the few Kindred who had had it, though it usually wasn’t necessary for Kindred because his kind were so quick to learn native languages. However, now he was glad he had—there was no time to try and learn what the creature was saying when their lives were on the line.

      “I am not her mate, I am her Protector,” he said, frowning at the alien. “And you had better put us both down right now or you’re going to be in a world of pain!”

      The huge creature started and nearly dropped him, its eyes—with irises as big as basketballs—going wide.

      “You talked!” it exclaimed, staring at him. “Mama says tweedles can’t talk—you aren’t supposed to do that!”

      “We aren’t tweedles, we’re people!” Whitney shouted at it, but the alien only looked at her in apparent incomprehension.

      “Tweedles can’t be peoples,” it said decisively. “Nuh-uh. No way and no how!”

      The hand holding Rafe was fairly close to the trunk-like appendage which was grasping Whitney at that point so they could at least talk without shouting.

      “I think it’s a child,” Whitney said to him. “Listen to its speech patterns.”

      “I don’t care what it is—we need to get away from it,” Rafe growled. “If we don’t, the gods only know how far it will take us from the ship! We might never get back!”

      But how such an escape was to be managed, he had no idea. It seemed clear that Whitney was right—they were being held by an alien child and not a very old one at that. Unless they could convince it to let them go, they were stuck.

      Rafe decided to try reasoning again.

      “Let us go now or you’re going to be in big trouble,” he threatened.

      “You’re the one who’s going to be in trouble! Tweedles is not supposed to talk,” the child retorted. Suddenly the hand holding Rafe tightened until his ribs creaked. At the same time, he saw Whitney gasp and begin struggling for breath as well.

      The unbearable pressure lasted for only a moment but the message was clear—there would be no reasoning with this creature. It might be sentient but it was too young or too immature for them to make it see reason. They would have to be silent and hope that it wouldn’t kill them in a fit of pique. In the meantime, they were stuck going wherever it was taking them.
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      They seemed to walk for miles. But after that one threatening squeeze which made Whitney think she was about to die like a hamster clutched in the fist of an over-enthusiastic toddler, the creature holding them was reasonably gentle.

      Whitney had begun to think it was a girl—a very little girl who might be around four or five if she was a human child. Maybe it was the vast pink dress-like thing she was wearing—though of course the aliens in this culture could certainly have males wear dresses or even all of them wear dresses. But it was more than the dress—it was the careful way the child carried them—Whitney still wrapped in its trunk and Rafe held in one hand—that made her think it must be a girl.

      Any little boy she’d ever known—and she had known plenty since her two sisters had tons of kids between them—would have either lost interest or squeezed them to death for fun by now. In a way Whitney supposed they were lucky—if they’d been found by a boy, they would doubtless be dead by now.

      Not that we’re much better off, she thought ruefully. We’re captives and even if our captor is a little girl, she’s a little girl as big as a two-story building who won’t let us talk her into letting us go and is taking us God knows where!

      She wished the little alien girl wasn’t so set on the idea that “tweedles” weren’t supposed to talk. From all the time she’d spent babysitting her nieces, she knew just how to interact with little girls. She was certain that if given half a chance, she would have had this giant little one eating out of the palm of her hand and even taking them straight back to their ship.

      But without the power of persuasive speech, she was reduced to the role of an exotic new pet or maybe just an interesting new toy.

      Xeno-zoologist Barbie, Whitney thought wryly. She comes with all the accessories—a broken spaceship, a rogue wormhole that she can’t even get to and even if she can it probably won’t take her home. Also a Ken doll who isn’t really her boyfriend—just her bodyguard.

      But that kind of thinking never solved problems and it was way too negative for Whitney to entertain for long. She was, at heart, an optimist and now she set herself to look on the bright side.

      True, they had been captured by an alien but at least it was a sentient alien who probably didn’t want to eat them. And the fact that it was taking them “home to mama” meant that soon they would be talking to a more mature, and hopefully more rational being.

      We’ll simply explain that we’re not from here—that we’re not like the wild tweedles in the forest and ask if they can take us back to our spaceship or at least let us go, Whitney thought.

      And then they would have to hope like hell that the parents of this huge little girl were kind and reasonable and not inclined to kill alien species found in the woods.
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      When they got to the alien dwelling, Whitney had a moment of sheer awe. The house—if you could call it that—was a vast shiny dome made of some kind of shimmering blue metal. It was etched all over with intricate designs which might have been writing or might simply be decorative—there was no way to know. There was a long, low entryway that ended in a round door about three times as tall as their captor.

      Whitney’s first impression was that it looked like an avant-garde metal igloo made for giant hipster Eskimos. Her second thought was to wonder how big the adults who lived in this house were. While the “little girl” holding them was as tall as a two-story building, her mom and dad, or whoever was raising her, might be as tall as a skyscraper.

      Speaking of skyscrapers, she now understood why the ones they’d seen while they were flying in to land had looked so huge. It wasn’t to house many hundreds of thousands of people—it was because the residents of this planet were so huge themselves. The size of the trees in the forest should have been a clue, she supposed, but despite the many alien worlds she had visited, such a vast scale had never occurred to her.

      The little girl pushed open the round door—which seemed to be made of blue frosted glass—with her free hand and went into the house. Before she was even halfway through the door, however, she was already shouting in her crashing boulders voice.

      “Mama! Mama! Come look what I found! Come look at these funny tweedles!”

      Whitney winced and saw Rafe do the same. She put her one free hand over her ear—she had lost her MMD during the big squeeze earlier—and wished her other was free as well. The little girl’s voice really was deafening.

      From inside the house, she heard a vast stirring, like a mountain getting ponderously to its feet. Then a much larger alien—this one about as tall as a five or six story building, Whitney estimated—came lumbering over.

      This new creature had a shiny dark blue hide, deeply wrinkled in places, and the same long, trunk-like appendage in the middle of its face where a human’s nose would be. It was wearing a long, cream-colored dress-like garment which came down to its wrinkled knees and showed short, stumpy feet that looked perfectly round with flat white toenails around the front.

      Like an elephant’s foot—or maybe more like a brontosaurus, Whitney thought uneasily. She remembered studying the fossil record of those prehistoric creatures when she’d still been in college. Some of the largest ones had left footprints so huge and deep that other, smaller creatures, had fallen into them and drowned in the collected mud or water. In one footprint, seventeen other fossils had been found, all hapless victims of fate.

      She doesn’t look like a dinosaur, though—neither of them do, Whitney thought. In fact, what the little alien girl and her mother most reminded her of were the Babar books she’d read when she herself was little.

      They were French books which had been translated into English, all about a family of royal elephants—King Babar and Queen Celeste and their children— who wore clothes and drove cars and ruled over a country whose name she couldn’t remember. They had been her favorite books when she was four or five—she’d used to pour over them for hours. The idea of talking animals had fascinated her.

      Well it’s not so fascinating now, is it? Whitney asked herself ruefully. Who would have thought I’d end up lost on an alien planet, trapped in a live-action Babar book and treated like a cross between a pet cat and a Barbie doll?

      A hysterical laugh tried to bubble up from her throat but she pushed it back down in a hurry. The vast face of the alien mother was looming towards them like a moving mountain as she bent to examine what her daughter had brought home.

      “Zhu-zhu, how often have I told you not to play with wild tweedles?” she scolded her daughter in a voice that was even deeper than the little girl’s. Despite her translation bacteria, it was a struggle for Whitney to understand her, maybe because her voice was on the lower end of the human hearing range.

      “But Mama, look at them!” the little girl who was apparently named Zhu-zhu exclaimed. “See their funny hides—it almost looks like they are wearing clothes! And this one is so pretty—I’ve never seen a dark brown tweedle before!”

      She gestured with her trunk, lifting Whitney up in a dizzying gesture which made her really glad she hadn’t had lunch before they’d left on their mission. If they had, she would have puked right there and then. As it was, she was rendered completely unable to talk even though she’d been meaning to reason with the adult alien at the first opportunity.

      “Why yes, she does seem to be very unique,” the mother alien acknowledged, looking at Whitney with renewed interest. “And I wonder who could have dressed them up in such cunning little clothes?”

      “I don’t know. I found them in the forest in my play area. There were two other wild tweedles but they ran away. These just stood there. And Mama, there is something else…” The little girl’s voice dropped to a whisper—if the grating boulder voice could be said to whisper, that was. “They talked to me!”

      “They what?” For the first time, the mother alien sounded really upset. “Zhu-zhu, you must have imagined it! Please tell me you did. Because if you didn’t and these two have the Speaking Disease they’ll have to be destroyed. And I’ll have to have all the rest of my breeding pairs destroyed as well because you’ve contaminated our dwelling!”

      “Oh no!” Zhu-zhu looked as though she might cry and Whitney, who had opened her mouth to try and reason with the mother alien, abruptly shut it.

      “There, there, sweetums—it’s very rare, the Speaking Disease is,” the mother alien said consolingly. “And there’s never been a case of it on this side of the continent. You must have imagined it. You did, didn’t you?”

      Zhu-zhu nodded eagerly, her trunk bobbing, which had the effect of shaking Whitney all around.

      “Yes, Mama—I imagined it. It only seemed like they were speaking to me. I guess because they look so funny,” she said eagerly.

      “That’s good then.” Her mother looked vastly relieved.

      Whitney, however, was perplexed. What were they going to do now? She shot a glance at Rafe and saw that he was also stumped. But both of them were keeping their mouths firmly shut. There would be no reasoning their way out of this situation, she realized—they would just have to try and find some other way to escape.

      “Are they a breeding pair?” the mother alien asked her daughter as she looked more closely at Rafe. “This one doesn’t have the lovely dark skin tones of the little female but they might be a match for all of that.”

      “I don’t know, Mama.” Zhu-zhu shook her head, waving her trunk around. Whitney wished she would stop doing that!

      “Well, let’s take them down to the kennel and I’ll see what happens in the matching pen,” the mother suggested. “Oh, and we’ll have to take off those silly clothes. They certainly can’t get matched with those in the way!”

      Whitney felt a shiver of fear go down her spine and for the first time, her natural optimism began to slip a little. The kennel? The matching pen? And now the aliens were going to take off their clothes? What the hell was going to happen to them? Clearly she and Rafe were supposed to exhibit some kind of behavior to prove they were a couple—but what would happen if they didn’t get it right?

      She had a bad feeling they were about to find out.
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      The vast alien house had several different levels but they were connected by ramps instead of stairs. Maybe because the alien’s ponderous bodies would have had a difficult time climbing stairs, Rafe speculated.

      The main level, which they had come in on, seemed to be divided into several different areas. There was a food prep area, (if the vast silvery-blue appliances he saw were for cooking,) as well as a living area. Here there was a piece of broad, cushioned furniture as big as an Earth soccer field that was patterned in a green and yellow flowered pattern so bright it hurt his eyes to look at. And lastly, a work area.

      This last was what Rafe’s eyes lingered on. Mounted on the curving wall above a kind of desk was a broad, flat screen that was unmistakably a monitor. And underneath it was a large cube with six sides, all of them covered in keys with squiggly patterns on them.

      Could the cube be a kind of keyboard? For beings with seven fingers and two thumbs, it might be a practical way to type. And if the two were hooked together in a kind of communications device, he might be able to get some information as to their location in the universe. If there was a stable wormhole nearby it would be good to know—much better than taking a risk on the rogue one that had brought them here.

      Of course, the keyboard cube was as tall as Rafe was and probably quite heavy. There was also the matter of getting to it in the first place—it was placed on a desk the height of a three-story building. Also, he didn’t know these people’s written language—though he felt confident he could learn it, given a very little time. He was Kindred, after all, and the quick and accurate acquisition of new languages was in his blood.

      But for now, he was held tightly in the grip of the child alien and there was nothing he could do but watch as she carried him and Whitney down the ramp which led from the upper floor to the lower one.

      The lower level seemed to be divided into two main spaces. On one side of the subterranean space was a play area for the child alien which contained a huge dollhouse as big as an Earth mansion and a dress-up area with several colorful outfits strewn about. On the other side was a separate area filled with cages.

      It was to this area that the child and mother alien took him and Whitney. Rafe frowned at what he saw. The cages were laid out in a semi-circle—nine in all—with four smaller ones arranged on either side of a much larger cage in the very center. Three of the four cages on the left side of the central cage had occupants and two on the right side did. The others were empty. All of them seemed to be lined with clean greenish-purple grass and several had large wheels and colorful toys inside.

      The “tweedles,” as these aliens called humanoids, in the cages seemed to be much better groomed than the wild ones he and Whitney had encountered in the forest. Their long hair was combed neatly and they didn’t have any scars or cuts or bruises on their sleek, naked skin like the wild ones had either. They peered curiously through the thick wire cages as Rafe and Whitney were brought into their area and one or two of the males made threatening grunting sounds.

      Marking their territory, Rafe thought and felt a spasm of unease crawl down his spine. He didn’t want to have to fight any of these mindless humanoids but he would if he had to, especially if it was necessary to keep Whitney safe. No matter what happened, that was first and foremost in his mind.

      “Well now, let’s get these silly little clothes off,” the mother alien said. She plucked Rafe from her daughter’s hand and began, rather clumsily, to tug at his trousers.

      Rafe saw at once that he was going to be injured if he didn’t help. As unobtrusively as he could, he unfastened the magno-tabs which held his black flight leathers up. This allowed the mother alien to get a hold of them and strip them down. His high leather boots went with them and soon he was completely naked and vulnerable in her gigantic palm.

      This must be what a cub feels like being handled by its mother, he thought, feeling utterly helpless as she examined his body, turning him this way and that with the tip of her trunk, which seemed to act like an extra hand and finger.

      He thought of trying to bite her in hopes that she would drop him and he could run, but there was Whitney to consider. As long as he behaved he might have a chance to be with her. If he escaped, he would be always hiding and trying to avoid detection, which would make getting both of them out much more difficult. Reluctantly, he decided to endure the indignity and kept his jaw clenched through the inspection.

      “Well—this little male has a few scars on his front so he’s no good for showing,” the mother alien said thoughtfully in that deep, rumbling tone of hers. “But he might be good for breeding—especially if he’s the other one’s mate.” She looked at her daughter. “Have you got her undressed, Zhu-zhu?”

      “Oh, she undressed herself, Mama! She’s really smart,” the child alien gushed. “She seemed to know just what I wanted her to do—see? She’s already tame.”

      Looking over, Rafe saw that Whitney was standing naked in the little alien’s palm. She was trying to cover her lush curves with her arms and hands but not having much success. She definitely had what he had heard Earth girls calling a “Plus-sized” figure—which unfortunately was exactly what he desired in a female. To his discomfort, he could feel his shaft getting hard, even though this was most definitely not the time or the place for lust.

      “Well, well, so she is. She must have been someone’s pet before she got lost in the woods,” the alien mother remarked. “Some tweedles can be trained to do all kinds of things—this little one is doubly valuable since she’s obviously intelligent and she has such unique coloration.”

      “Can we keep them then, Mama?” Zhu-zhu asked eagerly. “Since they’re so smart and pretty? Can I have them for pets?”

      “Well, I think you’re a little young to have a tweedle of your very own,” the alien mother said. “But I tell you what,” she added indulgently. “I’ll let you help me with them. You can be responsible for feeding them and cleaning their cages—these two at least. And if you prove you can do a good job, we’ll talk about it again.”

      “Yay! I promise I’ll do a good job, Mama! I promise!” The alien child jumped up and down excitedly, which nearly sent Whitney tumbling off her palm and down to the floor below which, though it was covered in some kind of thick, coarse carpet, probably wouldn’t have been enough to save her from a two story fall.

      Rafe watched, his heart in his mouth as she toppled over and grabbed for Zhu-zhu’s fingers to save herself from falling. Gods, how he longed to be free to help her—to shield her from danger! But there was nothing he could do except watch in this situation. He couldn’t get to her in time to save her from the fall and he couldn’t catch her. He would be too late to do anything even if he did manage to extricate himself from the grip of the giant alien and get free.

      Just like with Tenda. Too little, too late, he thought savagely and then shoved the memory away. He had to concentrate on Whitney now—not on the past.

      Luckily, Zhu-zhu noticed her mistake and wrapped her trunk around Whitney’s waist just before she would have fallen. The mother alien noticed too and her massive, lipless mouth turned down at the corners.

      “Now Zhu-zhu, if you want a tweedle of your own someday, you’ll have to do a better job of handling them! Look at that—you were being careless and you nearly dropped the new little female. Give her to me.”

      She put out her trunk and the little girl reluctantly deposited Whitney, who looked pale with fright though she never said a word, into her mother’s grip.

      “Now then, that’s better.” The mother alien examined Whitney from head to foot and front to back, just as she had done with Rafe. “How strange—she keeps trying to cover herself,” she murmured, using the finger-like projection at the end of her trunk to move Whitney’s arms. “Hmm, she doesn’t appear to be in heat but you never know—it’s difficult to tell with this lovely dark brown pelt,” she remarked.

      “Are they a pair? Are they a matched pair?” Zhu-zhu asked, bouncing up and down on the balls of her flat, round feet excitedly.

      “I’ll let you know in a moment. Go and play with your dollies, sweetie. You’re too young to see this part,” her mother directed.

      “Awww, but I found them! I want to see! I want to see!” Zhu-zhu protested, pouting. If a giant blue elephant-like creature could be said to pout, that was. But her mother was firm.

      “I said go play with your dollies. If you don’t mind me this instant I’ll tell your Papa when he comes home and you know you won’t like that.”

      The threat of the alien father seemed to get the little girl moving.

      “All right,” she sighed sulkily and wandered over to the other side of the room, while throwing many looks over her shoulder as she went.

      As soon as she was gone, the mother alien opened the large middle cage with her free hand and deposited both Whitney and Rafe inside. Then she closed the wire door, sat back on her massive haunches, and watched them.
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      “What does she want? What is she waiting for?” Whitney gasped, still trying to cover her naked body with her arms and hands. It wasn’t that she was ashamed of her curves—far from it. But it wasn’t pleasant to be suddenly naked in front of a man she had a crush on—or in front of a giant blue elephant alien either, if it came to that.

      “I don’t know what she wants,” Rafe growled from the corner of his mouth. He was completely nude too—his muscular body displayed to perfection, but he didn’t seem to be trying to cover himself.

      Whitney tried not to look but she couldn’t help noticing how his washboard abs led down to long, muscular legs and what was between those legs…well, let’s just say the aliens aren’t the only ones with trunks around here, Whitney thought and had to suppress a nervous giggle.

      The mother alien moved closer, bending down to put her massive face right in front of the cage and the laughter died in Whitney’s throat at once. It was just so unnerving to have a face the size of a small moon staring at you like that! She squeaked and took an involuntary step backwards, tripping over her own feet as she did.

      She would have fallen but Rafe reached out a hand and caught her.

      “Easy there, mon’dalla,” he murmured in a low voice, meant for her ears alone. “Everything is going to be all right.”

      Whitney didn’t know how he could claim that, but she was glad for his reassurance anyway. She was also grateful when he stepped considerately in front of her, shielding her from the view of the huge mother alien.

      Wrinkles creased the forehead of the alien’s vast forehead and the corners of her mouth turned down.

      “Well, this doesn’t seem to be going well at all,” she murmured. “I’m afraid this won’t do. No it won’t.”

      And before Whitney quite knew what was happening, she had opened the thick wire door of the cage and was reaching in with her long trunk.

      Rafe maneuvered to keep her safe but it turned out that Whitney wasn’t the mother alien’s intended target—he was. Quick as a wink, the snaky blue trunk had coiled around his waist and lifted him out of the large middle cage.

      “Rafe!” Whitney couldn’t stop herself from crying. But when the mother alien looked at her sharply, she forced herself to be silent. No matter what happened, she and Rafe couldn’t let the huge alien think they had the “Speaking Disease” whatever that was. It sounded like an instant death sentence.

      The mother alien deposited Rafe in the one empty cage on the left side of the middle and shut the door. She then opened another cage and got out a humanoid male with long, straight auburn hair which hung down to his bare, muscular ass.

      With little ceremony, she thrust the new male into the middle cage with Whitney and closed the door.

      “There now, little female,” she rumbled in her deep voice. “Let’s see how you like some new company.”

      Whitney felt like she’d just swallowed a fist-sized lump of ice. As the male with the long auburn hair advanced on her, grunting in apparent interest, she backed towards the far corner of the cage, still trying desperately to cover herself.

      She could hear Rafe shouting something incoherent—a rage-filled roar as he shook the bars of his cage—but he appeared to be locked in, so he couldn’t help her.

      Grunting with interest, the new male came closer. He wasn’t as tall and muscular as Rafe but he was still much bigger than Whitney and more massive too. He was looking at her with interest and his nostrils flared as he got closer, as though he was searching for a scent.

      Whitney backed further away and looked around for anything to use as a weapon. But though some of the other cages had toys and other pet accoutrement in them, the large middle cage was empty. It wasn’t even lined with the purple-green grass of the other cages. There was literally nothing she could use to defend herself if this big brute decided to rape her.

      Except my nails, Whitney thought desperately. Despite her field work, she took great care with her fingernails—going to get them done was her little treat to herself once a week. Now she flexed her fingers and got ready to do battle. There was no way she was going to just let this mindless bastard do what he wanted with her. Maybe a little pain would put him off—or maybe it wouldn’t, but either way, Whitney wasn’t going down without a fight.

      The male got closer and closer, his head cocked to one side, his ice-blue eyes filled with interest. He was so close now that Whitney could smell his sweat—a strong odor that reminded her a little of the scent of the wild male they had encountered out by the ship. His interest in her was clear—his long, skinny erection was bobbing in front of him as he advanced.

      Whitney curled her fingers into claws and glared at him, using her fiercest expression.

      Come on, asshole—just try it. See how much you like it when I claw your eyes out!

      In one swift move, he ducked his head and attempted to capture her left nipple in his mouth.

      For a moment he actually succeeded because Whitney hadn’t been expecting such a blatant move. Then she slapped him as hard as she could. When her nipple popped free, she shoved him away with both hands placed on his broad shoulders.

      To her dismay, this didn’t seem to put him off at all. Though he stumbled backwards a few steps, he came back at her again, grunting with renewed interest.

      Whitney feinted left, then right, trying to throw him off his guard so she could take a swipe at his face, but she was desperately aware that this was only a waiting game for him. He was bigger than her and stronger than her and his reach was longer. The best thing she could try to do would be to stay away but there was nowhere to run—nowhere to hide in the bare cage.

      He rushed her again and bowled her over before she could step aside. Whitney gasped as she fell flat on her back, the wind knocked out of her for the moment. But there was no time to catch her breath—the male with the long auburn hair was already kicking her legs apart and trying to get between her thighs.

      Desperate to get him off, Whitney grabbed a handful of that long auburn mass and yanked as hard as she could—which was fairly hard, since she did strength training at the gym as well as cardio.

      The man roared in anger and tried to yank away from her. Whitney wouldn’t let go and he snarled, in a low, angry voice,

      “Not the hair, bitch! If you ruin my hair I’ll never get out to a show again!”

      Whitney was so surprised she nearly let go of his hair by instinct. She’d been operating on the principle that her attacker was as mindless as a housecat but now it appeared he could think and talk as well as she could.

      Taking a firmer grip on his hair, she pulled his head down to hers.

      “You can talk?” she demanded in a low voice she hoped the mother alien couldn’t hear.

      His pale blue eyes widened and he stared at her unmoving for a moment.

      “You can talk?” he demanded, throwing her question back at her.

      “I can do more than talk,” Whitney hissed in his face, glaring up at him. “I can twist your balls off one by one and feed them to you like cocktail olives if you don’t get off me you big raping bastard!”

      “Sorry—I thought you were a mindless feral!” He held up both hands in “peace” gesture which mollified Whitney not a bit.

      “So it would be okay to rape me if I was mindless?” she demanded. “You asshole!”

      “It’s part of breeding—getting rough like that,” he protested, but he had the grace to look somewhat ashamed of himself. “Look, let me up and I swear I’ll leave you alone. Just whatever you do, don’t talk in front of Mama Tusker over there. She’ll kill us all if she suspects we’ve got the damn ‘Speaking Disease’.”

      “All right.” Whitney nodded reluctantly. “But slowly. And stay the freak away from me when you get up or I’ll snatch you bald and knee you so hard you’ll be wearing your balls for a bowtie!”

      “No problem.” His eyes widened at her threats. “Just let me up and I’ll stay away—I swear.”

      Slowly she released his hair, ready to grab for it again if he tried anything else. The man backed away from her carefully on all fours and rose to his feet as quickly as possible.

      Whitney scrambled up as well, keeping her hands curved into claws threateningly. She became aware that the mother alien was still watching them with a confused look on her huge blue elephant face so she hissed fiercely at the man like a feral cat would have. She even arched her back for good measure, as though she was trying to make herself look bigger.

      Her would-be attacker played his role as well. Hooting and grunting in apparent fear, he scuttled away from her, his long auburn hair swinging in his face. He ran to the door of the cage and looked up at the mother alien appealingly.

      “Oh dear!” she exclaimed. “So she didn’t like you either, did she, Silky? What a shame.” She sighed. “Well, maybe she’s not in heat right now. We’ll have to try again later, won’t we? For now I think we’d better let her get settled down for the night.”

      She put the man she’d called “Silky” back in his cage, which just so happened to be right beside Rafe’s and then reached her trunk into the cage for Whitney.

      Whitney still didn’t like being handled like a Barbie doll but there wasn’t much she could do as the large blue trunk curled around her waist and lifted her, with surprising delicacy, out of the cage, only to deposit her into another.

      Unfortunately her new cage was on the right side of the large center cage and Rafe’s was on the left so they couldn’t talk—at least not at the moment when the mother alien could have heard them calling to each other. But she saw that the big Kindred’s face was pressed against the thick wire bars, looking at her anxiously.

      The whole time she’d been fighting with “Silky” he had been raging—furious at not being able to help her. Whitney had heard his inarticulate growl of fury, though of course he couldn’t get to her to protect her, as he was no doubt wild to do. She wished she could call out and tell him she was okay—that she hadn’t been hurt. But the mother and daughter alien were still down in the lower level so all she could do was press her face to the bars of her own cage and mouth,

      “It’s all right! I’m okay!”

      Rafe’s dark face relaxed a bit, though he still didn’t look happy. At last he gave her a short nod and turned his attention to Silky in the next cage. He appeared to be saying something in a low, threatening voice. It must have been a pretty awful threat because Silky’s face turned pale and he backed away from the side of his cage which was next to Rafe’s and got as far from the big Kindred as possible.

      Serves him right! I hope he’s scared to death! Whitney thought resentfully. She was still pretty shaken up by the attempted rape and it didn’t help that she was still so naked and vulnerable. Who knew what new male the mother alien might put her into a cage with next? And what if it was a mindless feral who couldn’t be reasoned with, unlike Silky? Whitney didn’t even want to think about what would happen to her in that case.

      Then don’t think about it, she told herself firmly. Put it out of your mind, for now anyway. She did say she would at least give you the night to settle down so there’s no point in worrying about tomorrow.

      One of Whitney’s best qualities was the ability to put things out of her mind and not pick at a problem like a kid picking at a scab. When she decided not to worry about something, she was generally able to manage it by focusing on something else instead.

      Right now, she decided to focus on exploring her cage. Crossing her arms over her breasts and cupping her elbows in her palms, she began to make a circuit of the area, which was about the size of a large living room back home on Earth.

      The greenish-purple grass was about knee-high and covered everything but when Whitney knelt down to sweep some of it away, she saw a papery surface underneath which covered the wire bottom of the cage.

      She swept more of the grass away and frowned at the squiggles and marks which reminded her a lot of the markings on the outside of the dome of the house she’d seen when the little girl alien, Zhu-zhu, had first brought them in. Hmm…did they decorate everything in this culture, even the paper they used to line the bottom of their pets’ cages?

      Wait a minute! Suddenly a light bulb went off in her head. She’d had a menagerie of pets herself as a child—everything from guinea pigs and hamsters to cats and dogs to a fat old parrot named Chuckie Cheese she’d inherited from a cousin who had gone off to college and couldn’t take him along. Her mom had put up with everything as long as Whitney took care of the animals herself and used her own allowance to pay for their food and supplies.

      And what was one of the supplies that came in most handy?

      “Newspaper,” Whitney whispered to herself. She’d used it on the bottoms of all her birds’ cages and also put it down on the floor for training puppies. Her mom had often joked that Whitney was one of the only ten-year olds she knew of who had a subscription to the paper and actually used it. That had been true enough though she mostly only read the comics and used the rest for pet purposes.

      “I bet this is writing and this is their paper,” Whitney thought to herself. She studied the squiggles harder, willing her brain to make sense of them. She had heard that the translation bacteria often gave the ability to understand written languages as well as spoken ones but it didn’t seem to be working for her. Maybe this particular written language was too different from anything the translation bacteria was used to.

      After she had stared until she started to give herself a headache, she gave up and decided to worry about the alien’s language later on.

      Anyway, it’s probably just an ad or the latest political news which wouldn’t mean anything to me, she told herself. Time to look at the rest of the cage and see what she could see.

      Which turned out to be quite a lot, since her private cage was much better fitted out than the bare middle cage. Near the back of the cage was a veritable wonderland of pet toys—all of them so big Whitney felt like she was in an adult-sized playground.

      To start with there was a giant wheel which looked like something you would see in a hamster cage. Whitney was tempted to get in it and run around a bit—it looked like fun. But she was acutely conscious that she was still naked and she didn’t want to do any physical activities that would make her over-bountiful curves jiggle all over the place.

      Reluctantly, she turned to the other toys she could see. There was a vast hollow ball about the size of a big rubber exercise ball back home which came up to her thighs. It was dark blue and had tiny slits all over its surface. When Whitney gave it an experimental push, it rolled a little way over the grass-covered cage floor with a dry rustling sound and emitted a spicy aroma which was strangely compelling.

      She rolled it again and took a deeper whiff, then giggled for no apparent reason. The smell—which was a little like wild cherry cough syrup crossed with the skunky odor of someone smoking pot, made her feel light-headed and silly. What could be making it? Was there something inside the ball?

      Whitney looked more closely at her new toy. Sure enough, through the slits in the ball she could see something like red hay mixed with dried purple flowers. The dried plant material rustled when she rolled the ball and emitted more of the spicy aroma which made her feel stupidly giggly.

      What the hell? Is this some kind of drug? But why would the blue elephant aliens leave a ball filled with drugs in a pet cage?

      Then she thought of her cat, Mr. Fluffypants, back home. He was an extremely dignified Persian mix who looked with distain on all the world. Until, that was, he was given a toy filled with catnip. Then he lost all restraint and went completely crazy. There was almost nothing funnier than watching her decorous pet lose it when he got his kitty high on.

      “Catnip,” Whitney muttered. “Or in this case, humanoid-nip.” That must be what it was—some kind of drug that affected only the aliens’ pet “tweedles.”

      She had to restrain herself from rolling the ball again or leaning over for another sniff. Now that she knew what the stuff in it was, it was probably better to avoid it.

      Although I wouldn’t mind getting high right now—it would certainly take the edge off this crazy situation, Whitney admitted to herself. Still, she decided it was better to keep her wits about her and see what else she could find in the cage.

      There was a dome-like climbing frame made of brightly colored wood which looked a little like the jungle-gym she’d used as a kid in elementary school and an assortment of large oblong things covered in soft, red, blue, and green fur that seemed to be stuffed like pillows.

      Best of all, in Whitney’s opinion anyway, was a kind of Teepee-looking structure which was made of soft blue felt-like material and hanging from the back, right corner of the cage. At first she was puzzled by it, but when she climbed the short swinging ladder which led up to it and looked inside the round opening, she saw that it was a little nest where she could curl up and sleep.

      Like one of those hanging hamster beds they sell in pet stores, she thought, climbing in and looking around. The bottom was just cloth, so it was a little like walking on a hammock and the inside space was about four feet across by six feet tall. Not a lot of room, but it was someplace to get some privacy and if she brought some of the fluffy colorful oblongs up and used them as pillows, it should be warm and cozy.

      So much for toys and a place to sleep, Whitney thought, climbing down again. What about something to eat and a place to pee?

      She’d been holding it for some time and by now she really had to answer the call of nature. But the fact that she was trapped in a cage and being treated like a pet, pretty much eliminated any chance she might have had for a nice private bathroom with plenty of toilet paper.

      Whitney left the right corner of the cage and wandered over to the left, looking for a private place to do her business. On the way there, she nearly tripped and fell into what appeared to be a shallow kiddie pool filled with water.

      “What in the world!” Whitney hissed to herself as she stumbled. She just barely saved herself from going ass over teakettle right into the stupid pool. Why would anyone hide something like that here in the middle of the bedding-grass?

      Then it hit her—this was no kiddie pool—it was her water dish.

      Oh, okay. Whitney nodded to herself and knelt down to see if it was fresh.

      It was and she had a moment to be grateful that Mama alien appeared to be a good and responsible pet owner. But if this was the water, then where was the food?

      Whitney hunted around in the greenish-purple grass for some time but she came up empty. It wasn’t a big deal right now—she really wasn’t hungry at the moment. Her body was still coming down from fight or flight mode and she had no appetite. But she knew herself and nothing made her crankier than low blood sugar so it would be a problem soon.

      She remembered Mama alien’s promise that she would let Zhu-zhu feed the new tweedles. Would she remind the little girl when it was feeding time or would she expect Zhu-zhu to be responsible and remember it was time to feed her new pets?

      Oh dear, I hope she reminds her! Whitney thought. But that was another worry she decided to push to the back of her mind. After all, it wasn’t like she was about to starve to death anytime soon. She would be okay if she missed a meal—just not very happy.

      At the moment, however, there was a need even more important than food which was pressing urgently at her nerves. Whitney resumed her search for a bathroom and continued on to the left far corner of the cage.

      There was no toilet of course and not a single square of toilet paper to be found. But the grass used for bedding was especially thick and high here and Whitney decided to make it even thicker. Industriously, she gathered enough of it to erect a kind of barrier around the far left corner with a small opening on end. Then she slipped inside her makeshift bathroom and squatted over the mounded pile of grass she had put there for the purpose.

      It was awkward peeing in the corner, but at least she had relative privacy. Afterwards, she used one of the giant blades of grass, as wide as her palm, in lieu of toilet paper. It was cool and waxy and not very absorbent but it was better than drip-drying as far as Whitney was concerned. Plus, she could always use some of the water from her kiddie pool-water dish to wash up afterwards.

      She came out of the corner bathroom feeling like the setup she found herself in wasn’t perfect, but it would do—at least until she could get out of here. She had privacy for sleeping and for elimination, a source of fresh water, toys to play with and the alien newspaper to try and decipher if she got bored. Hell, she even had access to recreational drugs, though she was determined not to use them unless she was desperate. For right now, she was set.

      She wondered how Rafe was finding his cage and if it was as nicely set up as hers. And she also hoped that Mama alien and Zhu-zhu, who was still playing with her dollhouse and a family of dolls as big as Whitney, would soon leave so she could risk talking to the big Kindred.

      But in the meantime, all she could do was wait.
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      Rafe couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so enraged or felt so fucking helpless.

      Yes you can, whispered a caustic little voice in his brain. Remember what happened to Tenda?

      He pushed the memory savagely away—or tried to. But it lingered in the back of his mind like a bad taste lingers on the back of the tongue.

      You weren’t in time for Tenda, just like you weren’t in time for Whitney, whispered the voice. How can you ever expect her to trust you again when you weren’t able to protect her from that raping bastard?

      Of course, she had pressed her face to the bars of her cage and mouthed to him that she was all right but was she? Was she really? What had that bastard done to her in the middle cage while Rafe was locked in his own cage and unable to help her?

      She fought him off—I’m sure she did! I saw her do it, he told himself. But the fact that she’d had to fight the attacker off without his help made him all the more angry and enraged. He was her Protector—what Whitney called her “bodyguard” and yet he had been unable to do his duty and keep her safe.

      The thought made the Rage, which had taken him during the attack, want to come on again and he pushed it down with an effort. It would do no good to lose his senses right now—he had to be thinking of a way to escape—a way the two of them could get out of these cages and back to their ship.

      But not before I tear that bastard who attacked her limb-from-limb, Rafe told himself grimly.

      When the mother alien had first deposited the attacker back in the cage beside his own, Rafe had run to the side of the cage which abutted the other male’s cage. He’d reached through the bars and made a grab for the raping bastard, but the other male was just out of reach. The male had taken a step backwards anyway, staring warily at Rafe, whose eyes were red and hot with Rage.

      “You son of a bitch,” he’d muttered thickly—careful to keep his voice low so the mother alien wouldn’t hear. “The minute I get my hands on you, you’re as good as fucking dead! Nobody hurts my female and gets away with it. Whitney is mine! Do you hear me, mine. So I’m going to enjoy tearing you apart—tearing you into tiny little fucking pieces—while you scream in pain. Those screams are going to be music to my fucking ears—do you hear what I’m saying to you? You’re dead—fucking dead!”

      The words had poured out of him like a thick torrent of bile and though he didn’t expect the feral male to understand, he was surprised to see his pale blue eyes widen as he backed away. The other male had retreated to the far corner and used a bunch of the greenish-purple grass to make a kind of barrier to hide himself from Rafe’s glare. He was still in there, huddled by himself, as though he hoped Rafe would forget him.

      That wasn’t going to happen. Rafe was determined to tear the bastard apart the first chance he got.

      Of course he was never going to get a chance if he didn’t find a way out of the damn cage.

      The mother alien had gone away and was doing some sort of chore which seemed to involve putting huge pieces of fabric in and out of a gurgling machine as big as a mountain. She was humming as she worked—a low rumbling sound like boulders crashing downhill in the distance—and seemed completely preoccupied, so Rafe felt free to try and escape.

      He went back to the door of the cage and reached through the bars again, trying to find a way to open the locking mechanism. It felt simple to his seeking fingers, but it stuck fast when he attempted to work it. Damn it, what was wrong with the fucking thing and how was he ever going to get out of here if he couldn’t open it?

      He gave up for a moment and examined the bars of the cage instead. They were made of some kind of thick metal which might pass for wire in this world. Back on the Mother Ship, however, they would have been iron girders. Each one was as big around as his thigh and extremely solid. Rafe tried pushing them apart to no avail—he also couldn’t fit through them either, since there was barely six to eight inches of room between each one. So there was no escaping that way.

      Giving up, he went back to the lock and worked on it with single-minded focus and no results for what felt like hours until he heard the mother alien calling in her deep voice to the child,

      “All right now, Zhu-zhu, be careful when you feed them. I don’t want you fiddling around with the cage doors so just push the chick-chak slices and the tundu sticks through the bars of the cages.”

      “Yes, Mama,” the child replied and before he knew it, something that looked like a pale green plank of wood was making its way through the thick wire bars of his cage.

      Rafe got out of the way as the long, narrow plank worked itself between the bars and into his cage. It was followed by two huge flat slices about the circumference of bicycle tires. The slices were about six inches thick and had a white center and a deep blue rind all around the edge.

      “There, Mama—is that enough?” he heard Zhu-zhu ask.

      “Yes my dear, I think it is.” The mother alien sounded thoughtful. “That ought to satisfy them.”

      “And should I give the same to the little female tweedle or are we going to use the special food?” the child asked.

      “Not tonight, I don’t think,” the mother answered. “Just give her the same as the little male for now.”

      “Yes, Mama,” Zhu-zhu replied and Rafe watched as she shoved a thick green plank and two of the bicycle tire-sized white and blue slices into Whitney’s cage as well. Whitney had come out to watch the operation and when the little alien child pushed the green plank into her cage, she took the end and tugged it playfully, grinning at Zhu-zhu.

      What in the Seven Hells does she think she’s doing? Rafe wondered as the little girl laughed delightedly and tugged back, creating a kind of tug-of-war with the green plank.

      At last she was admonished by her mother that it was “almost bedtime” so she gave up and let Whitney pull the plank all the way into the cage before saying goodnight to all of the “tweedles” and thundering off to bed.

      Finally the lights in the lower area got dim and the sound of retreating footsteps up the long silver-blue ramp told Rafe they were alone. It was the moment he had been waiting hours for.

      “Whitney!” he called hoarsely, across the empty space that separated their cages. “Whitney are you well? Please, mon’dalla, tell me you are!”
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      Whitney had been waiting for this chance from the minute she and Rafe had been separated. Pushing her face to the space between the bars of her cage, she called back to him.

      “I’m okay, honestly, Rafe. He didn’t hurt me, I swear it!”

      “She’s right, I didn’t hurt her. If anything, she hurt me—she nearly yanked my hair out by the roots!”

      To Whitney’s surprise, Silky had joined in the conversation. It might not have been the smartest idea because the minute he heard the other male’s voice, Rafe turned towards him with the most murderous glare Whitney had ever seen. His eyes glimmered blood red in the dim light which she knew meant he was going into Rage—the state of berserker fury that came over all Kindred warriors when they thought a female they cared for was threatened.

      “You fucker,” he said thickly, his voice nothing but a deep, menacing growl. “I’m going to fucking kill you!”

      Silky paled but held his ground—which happened to be well out of Rafe’s reach.

      “Look man, she’s telling the truth—I didn’t hurt her! And I wouldn’t have tried anything at all if Mama Tusker hadn’t been watching and I didn’t think your female was one of the Mindless Ones.”

      “Mindless Ones—what’s that?” Whitney called. She wished they were closer together so she didn’t have to yell. It was like shouting across a football field to be heard.

      “You know—the tweedles who live like animals. Look, I’ll tell you—I’ll explain anything you want to know about this place,” Silky promised. “But you have to make your man here promise not to mess with me.”

      Whitney looked at Rafe doubtfully. His eyes still glared red in the dimness and his broad shoulders were tensed and heaving with Rage.

      “I’ll try,” she said. “But it’s not like I control him. We’re a kind of team—I’m a scientist and he’s my Protector. That’s why he’s so pissed off that you attacked me—his job is keeping me safe.”

      “A job in which I failed.” Rafe’s deep voice was unexpectedly heavy. “But I will not fail again,” he added, glaring at Silky.

      “Look, just call him off!” Silky begged Whitney. “Come over here and try to talk him down.”

      “Come over? How? I’m locked in the same as you two.” Whitney gestured at her cage door which was firmly shut.

      Silky shook his head, his long auburn hair flying.

      “No, you’re not. You have the one cage in all of Tweedle Town with an old lock—the non-touch kind.”

      “Tweedle Town?” Whitney raised an eyebrow at him.

      “It’s what I call this fucked-up little village of shitty cages,” Silky said impatiently. “Look, just reach your hand through the bars and push down on the metal plate. The cage door will pop right open—I promise. I know because I used to have that cage until Mama Tusker caught me out and moved me.”

      Experimentally, Whitney reached through the bars as he directed and pressed against the flat metal plate she found there. At first it didn’t seem like it would work but then, with an audible click, the cage door popped open and she found herself staring out of the unobstructed doorway.

      “Whitney! Be careful, mon’dalla!” Rafe exclaimed hoarsely.

      He didn’t have to tell her twice, Whitney thought grimly. The semi-circular array of cages were all placed on a row of wooden crates. The crates came up to the Mama alien’s waist, so she only had to bend down to see the occupants. But since her waist-height was about three stories high, Whitney had the feeling of looking down from the top of a tall building with no ledge in place to stop her if she fell.

      Luckily, the cage door swung open to the left and the way she needed to go was to the right. There was about two feet of room between the cages and the edge of the wooden crates, so there was a narrow pathway to cautiously make her way along, past the middle cage and towards Rafe’s area.

      As she went, Whitney felt the eyes of the other humanoids staring at her. There was one little female with long blonde hair who had the air of a pampered cat. She was nestled in a bed of grass and only looked incuriously as Whitney made her way past her cage.

      Not all the caged inhabitants were so sanguine, however. There were several cages with single males in them who stood up and grunted at her as she passed. Whitney watched them carefully. If any of them decided to shoot an arm between the bars and make a grab for her, it was a long way to the ground if she dodged them and fell.

      But the two seemed content to watch her as she went—small comfort considering they might be put into the matching pen with her next time. Also, both were big and muscular while neither appeared to be intelligent enough to be reasoned with. Whitney kept her eyes on the two of them as she passed and was glad when they left her alone.

      She also passed one cage with two occupants—a male and female who both had black hair and bright green eyes. The two of them were snuggled together on a bright puffy cushion which looked a little like one of those padded dog beds you could buy for your pet at Wal-Mart. They watched Whitney as she passed, neither making any gesture but their eyes looked a little less blank than the others, she thought.

      At last she reached Rafe’s cage. He reached eagerly though the bars for her and Whitney grasped his hands and arms with her own. She still felt awkward about being nude around him, but she was so grateful to be able to touch him and be near him again, she didn’t even care that she was bare-assed naked. In fact, she wished she could get closer and hug him. It would feel so good to press her face against his broad chest and breathe in the warm, masculine scent which always seemed to hang around him.

      “Whitney! Mon’dalla!” He grasped her arms eagerly in his big hands which were warm against her chilly flesh. “Are you well?” he asked her earnestly, ducking his head to look into her eyes. “Are you truly?”

      “I really am,” Whitney assured him. “Honestly, Rafe—Silky didn’t hurt me. He stopped trying as soon as I told him to back off.”

      “Like I said, I thought she was one of the Mindless Ones,” Silky put in helpfully. “And I’m not really called Silky—that’s just what Mama Tusker calls me because of my hair.” He flipped his long auburn mane over one shoulder—a move Whitney was more used to seeing done by a woman. Clearly he was proud of his silky tresses and just as clearly they had inspired his name.

      “Who are you then? I mean, what’s your name?” Whitney asked him.

      “You might as well call yourself Dead Meat because that’s what you’re going to be when I get my hands on you,” Rafe growled, before the other male could answer.

      “Now, Rafe…” Whitney patted his arm soothingly. “Let him talk. He’s been here longer than we have and he knows what’s going on. He might teach us something if you don’t scare him to death.”

      Rafe glowered. “I am surprised you can be so forgiving after he tried to attack you, mon’dalla.”

      “I can, though,” Whitney said firmly. “And if I can, you can too, Rafe. Please,” she added, looking into his eyes. “We need to know everything we can and he’s the only one we’ve met who can tell us.”

      “Well…” She saw him visibly struggling with himself but finally he nodded and took a deep breath. The red light died out of his eyes and he looked at the other male with something approaching calmness.

      “I will not harm you this time, if you tell us everything you know,” he growled. “And I want it understood that if you ever, ever come near my female again, I will kill you in the slowest, most painful way possible.”

      The other male went pale but nodded eagerly.

      “Understood, man—completely understood. She’s yours—hands off. I get it. I totally and for real get it.”

      It might have just been a trick of the translation bacteria but it occurred to Whitney that he sounded a lot like a stereotypical surfer bro. The idea tickled her funny bone and she had to stifle a giggle. No matter how bad or serious the situation she found herself in was, she could usually find something funny in it—a fact that had gotten her into trouble in church more than once when she was younger.

      “Okay,” she said, making sure to keep a straight face. “Now that that’s all settled, what’s your name, not-Silky?”

      “In my tribe I was called Dood,” he said with complete seriousness. “Before I was captured by some tweedle traders and sold to Mama Tusker, that is.’

      “Um, Dood? Really?” Whitney had to stifle a giggle again.

      “Yes, it’s a special name in my tribe. It means ‘One who communes with the stars.’” Dood got a beatific look on his face and sighed deeply. “Those were the good old days—before the Tuskers started trying to wipe us Thinking Ones out. Like we could be any threat to them—they’re a hundred times bigger than us!”

      “Uh, Tuskers? Thinking Ones?” Whitney raised an eyebrow. “Who are those?”

      Dood frowned at her.

      “What do you mean, who are those? How can you not know about the Tuskers and the Mindless Ones and the Thinking Ones? Where have you been the past ten cycles—some other planet?”

      “Actually…” Whitney cleared her throat uncertain if she ought to reveal their secret but Rafe didn’t seem to mind.

      “We have been aboard the Kindred Mother Ship,” he growled, frowning. “Because we are not from this planet—we are not even from this galaxy.”

      Rapidly he outlined their predicament while Dood listened, wide-eyed.

      “And so, we need to get out of here and back to our ship if we are ever going to get home again,” he concluded at last. “Though I do not know how that is to be achieved when I am locked in a cage.”

      “Wow. Just…wow.” Dood shook his head, looking dazed. “If everything you just told me is true…” He made a motion with his hands on either side of his head. “Mind…blown. Just completely blown, man,” he told Rafe, who still wasn’t looking at him with a very friendly expression.

      “It’s all true,” Whitney said quickly. “The little girl—Zhu-zhu—caught us out in the forest. But if you help us escape and get out of here, maybe we can take you with us in our ship and drop you off with your tribe.”

      Rafe didn’t appear to like this idea at all but to his credit, he said nothing.

      But Dood only shook his head in absent negation.

      “Thanks for the offer, guys, but there’s no way out of here. Believe me, I tried. Even got all the way to the front door of the dwelling once but then what? How are you gonna get out?”

      “Did you even try?” Rafe demanded. “Or did you simply give up when you met an obstacle you could not immediately overcome?”

      “Hey watch it man, the Dood does not give up easily.” Dood flipped his hair again, apparently offended. “I did try to get out. I waited around for Papa Tusker to leave for work in the morning. I was going to slip out with him. Would’ve made it too, if Mama Tusker hadn’t come running after him with his morning cup of Navva brew. She saw me and grabbed me before I could get out the door. Took me right back downstairs to Tweedle Town and slapped me in a cage. Told me I was ‘too smart for my own good.’ and that’s when I lost access to the sweet cage with the easy-open lock.” He made a face, as though the memory was a bitter one. “I’ve never gotten out since—except when she takes me to a show.”

      “A show?” Rafe rumbled, raising one eyebrow.

      “You know—a tweedle show. Like where all the Tuskers who breed tweedles bring them all to one place and they decide which one has the best coat and which one has the best hair…” He flipped his hair again. “I always win that one. Things like that.”

      “Oh my God,” Whitney said with dawning comprehension. “A pet show—he’s talking about a pet show! Like the Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show,” she explained and when Rafe still looked at her blankly she said, “It’s a human thing. Like a beauty pageant for dogs.”

      “A beauty pageant?” Rafe frowned. “But…isn’t that a sexist exhibition of women where they are scored solely on their physical attributes with no consideration for their intelligence or character?”

      “Exactly.” Whitney nodded. “Only in this case, it’s for dogs.”

      Dood frowned. “Excuse me, hate to interrupt but what’s a ‘dog?’”

      “An animal from Earth—Whitney’s home planet—which barks and drools and urinates all over to mark its territory,” Rafe snapped.

      “I take it you’re more of a cat person?” Whitney raised an eyebrow at him.

      “What’s a cat?” Dood inquired.

      “Never mind,” Whitney said quickly, before Rafe could attempt to explain. “Let’s get back to the point—how do Rafe and I get to be in a, uh, tweedle show?”

      “What both of you?” Dood frowned at them. “Well, she’d probably take you in a heartbeat, little lady—being that you’re so pretty and exotic and all. I hate to break it to you, though, but I doubt Mama Tusker would let him in.” He jabbed a thumb at Rafe who growled at him.

      “What? Why not?” Whitney demanded.

      “He just not pretty enough.” Dood flipped his hair again, preening a little. “I mean, she might bring him to compete in the agility category—or if she thought you were so attached to him you’d pine away and ruin your looks without him. But that’s the only way I can imagine her bringing that guy to a show.”

      “Okay, well how do we make that happen?” Whitney said, ignoring the growl rising in the back of Rafe’s throat as he glared at Dood. “How do we get Rafe and me into the same cage and out of this house—tell us, Dood.”

      His forehead wrinkled.

      “Well, first you have to prove you’re a mated pair. I don’t know why you didn’t do that in the first place, when she placed you in the matching pen.”

      “Because, as we explained earlier, we are from a completely different galaxy with no prior knowledge of your customs,” Rafe pointed out impatiently.

      “Oh, yeah.” Dood nodded. “Sorry—forgot about that for a minute.” He shook his head. “I’ve been sniffing too much happy tweedle weed lately, you know?”

      “Sniffing what?” Rafe demanded.

      “I think I know what he’s talking about,” Whitney said, thinking of the large round ball with slits in it that emitted the strange aroma that made her giggly. “It’s like catnip only for humans.”

      Rafe frowned. “Catnip?”

      “Never mind—I’ll tell you later,” she said, waving a hand impatiently. “The main thing is, we need to find out how to act like a ‘mated pair’ the next time we get a chance to be in the matching pen together.”

      “I don’t know if you will get a chance,” Dood said, frowning. “I mean, you might since the littlest Tusker brought you in together. But Mama Tusker also might try to match you with one of the Mindless Ones.” He nodded ominously at the two males Whitney had passed on her way to Rafe’s cage. “Neither one of them is going to stop, no matter how much you yell,” he went on. “They don’t know the meaning of the word—literally.”

      Whitney felt a cold chill go down her spine. She’d been trying not to think about this possibility and had done a pretty good job of putting it out of her mind up until this moment. But now the fear came rushing back until she felt sick with it.

      “Oh my God,” she muttered. “That’s horrible! What am I going to do?”

      “Run,” Rafe said at once, squeezing her arm. “Get out of here while you can, Whitney. You’re free of your cage—do as he did and wait by the front door of the domicile until it opens. Then get back to the ship as quickly as you can.”

      “And do what?” Whitney put a hand on her hip. “Just sit there? I don’t know how to pilot the damned thing or did you forget that? Besides, I’m not just going to leave you.”

      “You could find my blaster—I dropped it in the grass when the child knocked me over grabbing for you,” Rafe argued. “It might be powerful enough to hold off one of these ‘Tuskers’ as Dood calls the blue aliens.”

      “And it might not—we’re talking about fighting a creature as big as a building,” Whitney pointed out. “Besides, wouldn’t I be at just as much risk of being…” She swallowed hard before she could continue. “Being raped outside the house as I am in here? Remember that we saw some wild Mindless Ones, out by the ship. What if one of the males attacks me while I’m feeling around naked in the grass for your blaster?”

      A low noise of frustration rose from Rafe’s throat.

      “But if you stay here, you are certain to be attacked.” Grasping her arms, he looked intently into her eyes. “Please, mon’dalla, you do not know what it does to me to see you in danger and not be able to help you. I thought my heart would burst when this bastard attacked you!” He spared a glare for Dood before looking back at her. “Please—just go.”

      “I can’t just leave you!” Whitney protested. “I can’t—”

      But at that moment the dim light in the lower level brightened considerably and a heavy tread could be heard coming down the ramp.

      “All right, my little darlings?” a deep, familiar voice sing-songed as Mama Tusker came closer. “Just thought I’d come check on my new little tweedles before bedtime.”

      Whitney looked around wildly, but she knew there was no way in hell she could get back to her cage and close the door before the huge alien got to them. It was too far away and much too dangerous to run on the narrow walkway that led back.

      Mama Tusker was coming and she was trapped.
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      “Quick! Get back to your cage!” Rafe exclaimed, but even as he said it, he knew there was no way for Whitney to get back in time. The way was too narrow and dangerous for her to run it and even if she did, the mother alien’s monstrous strides were eating up the ground between them—she would doubtless see Whitney attempting to escape and snatch her up before she could get to any kind of safety.

      “No, don’t run,” Dood hissed from the next cage. “I think I have an idea—we might be able to work this to your advantage.”

      “What are you talking about?” Rafe demanded, keeping his voice low. At any moment the huge blue alien would appear and they could not be seen communicating when she did.

      “Listen quickly.” The other male’s eyes were wide and earnest. “The Mindless Ones match for life and when they do, if you take one away from the other, they pine for each other.”

      “So?” Whitney was keeping a nervous eye on the bottom of the ramp as Mama Tusker descended. “What does that mean to us?”

      “It means you have to pine for your man,” Dood told her. “Look, she already knows that cage she put you in can be gotten out of by a “smart” tweedle. So if she sees that you got out, she’ll just think you’re really intelligent. And if you act like you’re missing the big guy over here…” He jabbed a thumb in Rafe’s direction. “Then she’ll probably assume you’re a matched pair after all.”

      “Do you really think so?” Whitney asked eagerly.

      Dood nodded. “Yeah, I do. But you two have got to play the part this time—you’ve got to act like a matched pair.”

      “How in the Seven Hells are we supposed to do that?” Rafe demanded in a low, frustrated growl. The idiot kept forgetting they were not from his home planet and didn’t know the customs of his people. “How do we—?”

      But just at that moment, the Mama alien came into view, her mountain-sized head bending down to peer at the cages.

      Whitney gave a muted gasp and reached through the bars to clutch at Rafe. He seized her back, putting his arms around her as well as the thick bars between them would allow and drawing her as close as he could.

      Let me keep her safe. Please, let me somehow keep her safe! he thought desperately. It wasn’t exactly a prayer—but it wasn’t far from one either, though he doubted there was anyone to hear it.

      Mama Tusker’s broad, lipless mouth turned down into a frown as she saw Whitney out of her cage and reaching through the bars to cling to Rafe.

      “Well, well—aren’t you a smart little tweedle?” she rumbled, reaching out to pluck Whitney from his grasp with her trunk. “Almost as smart as my sweet little Silky.”

      Whitney made inarticulate noises of grief and terror and held onto Rafe as long as she could. He, in turn, reached for her desperately. It was no act—he needed to hold onto her and keep her safe. He was driven almost mad by the feeling of having her torn from his arms.

      “My, my…” Their display was not lost on the mother alien. Her vast brow furrowed as she watched the two of them. “Maybe the two of you are a matched pair after all. Should I give you one more chance to prove it?”

      Rafe wanted to shout, “Yes!” at the top of his voice, but of course he couldn’t do that. He could only continue to reach for Whitney while she, in turn, reached longingly for him.

      After watching them for a moment, the mother alien seemed to make a decision.

      “All right—one more chance then,” she said and put Whitney back into the large middle cage which she had called the matching pen. Then, just as quickly, she opened the door to Rafe’s cage and plucked him out as well, setting him carefully in the cage beside Whitney.

      “All right now,” she rumbled, watching them closely. “Let’s see if the two of you are a matched pair or not.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fifteen

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Whitney rushed into Rafe’s arms, not caring a bit that she was naked this time. His hard, broad chest felt like safety as she pressed herself against him and the warm, spicy scent of his skin which always reminded her of leather and the forest at night, along with some exotic but completely masculine scent she couldn’t name, filled her senses.

      His arms came around her like iron bands, crushing her to him and he buried his face in her hair, murmuring her name.

      “Whitney…oh gods, mon’dalla. I thought I’d lost you. Oh Gods…”

      “Rafe.” She pressed against him, quivering. “Oh Rafe, I never want to be separated from you again!”

      “And you won’t, if I have anything to say about it.” His voice was a low, dangerous growl and she saw that he was looking over her head at the vast blue face of Mama Tusker as she looked into the matching cage.

      “Well, it’s clear you’re glad to see each other,” she rumbled in that deep bounders-crashing-downhill voice of hers. “But that doesn’t really prove anything—you might just be siblings of some kind, for all your coloring is so different.”

      “Oh no!” Fear made Whitney’s throat tight. “She thinks we’re siblings, not a matched pair,” she whispered urgently to Rafe. “Quick—we have to prove her wrong!”

      “But how?” he muttered back, frowning down at her. “How do we convince her that we’re mates instead of siblings? That idiot Dood never told us.”

      Because he hadn’t gotten a chance before Mama Tusker had come down to the lower level, Whitney remembered. But suddenly a little voice spoke up in her head.

      Maybe he didn’t tell you, but he did show you. Think about it, Whitney—what did he try to do when she first put him in the cage with you?

      Suddenly she understood what they had to do.

      “Quickly,” she whispered to Rafe, who was still looking down at her in uncertainty. “Suck my nipples.”

      “What?” It was a whispered shout and his golden eyes went wide, as though he wasn’t certain he’d heard her right.

      “I said, suck my nipples!” Whitney hissed at him. “It’s what Dood tried to do when she put him in the cage with me. And it was what that feral male did to the feral female out by the ship,” she pointed out. Of course, the feral male and female had done a hell of a lot more than just that together, but she was hoping none of the rest of it would be necessary.

      “I should not…” Rafe growled uncertainly. “I am sworn to protect you and never molest you.”

      “Well, if you want to protect me you’re going to have to molest me—at least a little,” Whitney insisted softly. Then the improbability of the situation tickled her funny bone and she had to push down a fit of hysterical giggles that rose in her throat like bubbles in champagne. Instead, she reached up on tiptoes and grabbed for his wild black hair. Tugging on it, she urged him down. “Come on—she’s watching. There’s no time to lose!”

      Rafe took one last look at the frowning alien face hovering like an anxious moon outside the cage and appeared to decide she was right.

      “Very well,” he growled. “But only because there is no other way—this is not proper. You know it is not.”

      Slowly, stiffly, he sank to his knees before her and wrapped his arms around her waist. This position put his mouth just on the level of her bare breasts and before Whitney could say anything else to urge him on, he had sucked her right nipple into his hot mouth and was drawing urgently on her sensitive tip.

      Whitney gasped and arched her back, burying her fingers in his hair. Before, when Dood had tried this on her, she’d felt violated and terrified. But the experience was completely different with Rafe.

      Instead of feeling frightened and attacked, she felt safety in the big Kindred’s arms—but more than that, she also felt desire.

      Maybe it was his warm, wild scent in her nose or maybe it was the feeling of being in the arms of her Protector—a male who she knew would die to keep her safe if need be.

      Or maybe it’s just that you’ve been horny for him from the first minute you met him, whispered a naughty little voice in her head. Because let’s be honest girl—tell the truth and shame the devil as Grandma Washington used to say—you’ve been wanting to jump your bodyguard’s bones from day one.

      Not that she was going to do any bone-jumping right now, she reminded herself hazily. After all, they were just doing this so Mama Tusker would let them stay together. They were only putting on a show.

      But if that was true, then why was her whole body reacting so strongly to this little “display?” Why was her pussy throbbing between her thighs, so hot and wet she had to spread her legs to ease the intense pressure she felt there? And why was she running her fingers through Rafe’s hair and moaning for more, pressing her breasts out to meet his seeking mouth, writhing naked and shameless against him, desperate for more of his hot mouth on her sensitive nipples?

      The big Kindred took her up on her unspoken invitation, going back and forth between her berry-dark tips, sucking and lapping each in turn, sending sparks of pleasure straight down to her swollen pussy with each deep pull of his hot mouth on her tender peaks. As he drew back for a breath and looked up at her, his chest heaving with emotion, his golden eyes blazing with desire.

      “Gods, mon’dalla, I had no idea your nipples would taste so sweet,” he growled hoarsely, keeping his voice low. “Do you think we’ve convinced her yet?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t think so,” Whitney breathed, barely even bothering to look at Mama Tusker. Normally she would never have acted this way in front of an audience. But she found she was so hot, she didn’t care about privacy anymore—she didn’t care about anything but Rafe and getting closer to him. “You…you’d better do some more,” she told him breathlessly. “And step it up a little—really make her think we’re together.”

      His golden eyes went half-lidded with desire.

      “As you wish, mon’dalla. Give me your breasts and spread your legs for me—I will prove that you are mine.”

      Those words spoken in his low, possessive voice sent a shiver of pure lust down Whitney’s spine. Pressing her left nipple to his seeking mouth, she spread her thighs as he had ordered and waited for whatever was coming next.

      Rafe sucked her tight point deep into his mouth and then she felt one large, warm hand cupping between her legs. An image flashed in her brain—the feral male out by the ship thrusting his fingers deep into the feral female’s sex as she moaned and writhed against him.

      “Yes,” she whispered to Rafe, parting a little more for him. “God, yes, Rafe—do it!”

      He didn’t need any more encouragement. With a soft groan in the back of his throat, he parted her pussy lips and slipped two long, strong fingers into her heated inner folds.

      Whitney gasped as he rubbed over her swollen clit and then moaned aloud as the fingers found the entrance to her pussy and thrust deep inside her, hitting bottom as he slid all the way home.

      “Yes!” she hissed, bucking against him, her sudden move helping him press even deeper into her. “God, yes!”

      Her only answer was a slow, steady pumping as he began to work his fingers in an out of her, and the deep drawing of his mouth on her breast.

      “Mmmm!” Whitney writhed against him, feeling her pleasure mount as he finger-fucked her steadily. Even as he did, the broad pad of his thumb had found the button of her clit and was making slow swipes back and forth while he thrust into her.

      God, never in her wildest fantasies had she imagined such a strange but completely erotic scenario with her Protector! But since it was happening, she was determined to enjoy every minute of it. Live for the moment was her motto and she was certainly living for this one.

      Almost before she knew it, Whitney felt her pleasure building to a peak. The heat and wetness of Rafe’s mouth on her tender nipples and the slow, deep fucking as he breached her pussy with his fingers was too much. With a low cry of pure need, she felt herself coming—coming so hard her knees gave out and she would have toppled over if Rafe’s arm hadn’t tightened around her waist, bearing her up against the onslaught of pleasure.

      “Oh…Ohhh!” she moaned, her eyes clenched tightly closed, completely forgetting about their alien audience. “Oh, yes!”

      Luckily she was calling out in English, which must have sounded enough like random sounds to Mama Tusker that she suspected nothing. But when Whitney’s eyes fluttered open and she saw those huge black eyes watching her, she gasped and tightened up at once. Somehow in the heat of the moment, she’d forgotten all about the enormous alien mother watching them. To be reminded that they weren’t all alone was shocking and not very nice at all.

      “Um…Rafe?” she hissed, tapping him rapidly on the shoulder.

      He looked up, his golden eyes almost drugged with pleasure—the pleasure of pleasuring her, Whitney realized. God, she’d heard that the Kindred always put their women’s satisfaction above their own but she’d never seen it in action before. He looked like he’d gotten more out of touching and fingering her than he would have if she’d given him a blow job—which was hard to believe, considering he was male. But still, that was definitely the impression she got.

      “Forgive me, mon’dalla,” he growled hoarsely, pulling away from her nipples at last. “I…forgot myself in the beauty of your body.”

      “That’s all right. I kind of forgot myself too,” Whitney whispered, feeling guilty when she thought of the screaming orgasm she’d just had, completely heedless of their alien audience. “Um…do you think we’ve done enough to prove we’re a matched pair?” she murmured, casting a sidelong glance at Mama Tusker.

      “Difficult to tell.” Rafe was looking at her as well. But the big black eyes were watching them with a look that was unreadable.

      “Maybe I…” Whitney felt her cheeks getting hot and she kept her voice low. “Maybe I should, uh, give you a blow job.”

      “I do not think that should be necessary,” Rafe rumbled. “But maybe this will help.”

      He withdrew his fingers from her pussy, (no easy task since Whitney had clamped her thighs shut and was clenching nervously now that she’d remembered the alien watching them,) and raised them to his mouth. Inhaling deeply, he seemed to take in her feminine fragrance because his golden eyes went half-lidded again with desire.

      “Gods, mon’dalla, you smell so sweet,” he nearly groaned. Then he made a show of slipping his fingers into his mouth and sucking them clean, licking away her juices and savoring her secret flavor as though it was the finest thing he’d ever tasted.

      For some reason, this display seemed to finally decide Mama Tusker.

      “I thought so,” she rumbled, nodding decisively to herself. “I thought you two were a matched pair.” She cocked her head to one side and seemed to focus on Rafe, who was still cleaning his fingers with his tongue. “She’s not quite ready to mate yet, eh? But she will be soon, I’m sure.” She clapped her enormous hands together, making a sound like thunder and grinned delightedly. “And then just think what lovely little tweedle babies the two of you will make! With your golden eyes and her lovely dark hide—think how pretty they will be! And I will be the only tweedle breeder to have them! Oh, I can’t wait to see how jealous all the others will be if I bring the two of you to the show!”

      And with that, she reached into the matching pen and picked the two of them up at once in her trunk. Whitney found herself pressed naked against her Protector’s broad chest, but that was beginning to be nothing new—as was the strange sensation of being lifted by a being many hundreds of times bigger than her and carried like a doll.

      Mama Tusker put the two of them into a cage together—unfortunately, it was Rafe’s cage which didn’t open to anyone but her.

      “There now,” she rumbled, closing the door firmly behind them. “The two of you will be safe and sound in there and no one will bother you a bit when you’re ready to start making some lovely little tweedle babies.” Her wide, lipless mouth turned up into a smile the size of a chasm. “Now eat your dinner and get a good night’s sleep, my dears. You’re going to need your strength for breeding soon enough.”

      Then she left, stumping heavily up the silver-blue ramp and switching off the lights again to leave them in the semi-darkness.
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      The minute the two of them were left alone and the mother alien was no longer watching Rafe distanced himself from Whitney. He let her go abruptly and put several feet of space between them, willing his blood to cool and his mating fist—which was throbbing between his thighs—to go down.

      Gods, he was nearly crazy with lust! The sweet/salty taste of her pussy honey and the feel of her soft, curvy body pressed against his own had been almost more than he could bear. And then all the mother alien’s talk of “breeding” and “making babies” had his Kindred instincts aroused to the highest peak. Though he knew it was wrong, he wanted desperately to Claim Whitney and make her his forever in reality—not just for show.

      “Rafe?” Her voice sounded uncertain as she came over to him. “Um, are you okay?”

      “I am well.” He shook his head, trying to clear the lust that clouded his vision. “Forgive me for that—for what we had to do together,” he added. “I know it cannot have been easy for you to allow me to touch you and taste you in that way, especially when it is so very wrong for a Protector to intimately touch one he is protecting.”

      “Is it?” Whitney asked. “Why?”

      “It is…” Rafe cleared his throat. “It is forbidden.” Also, it drew the two of them much too close together for comfort.

      Be careful, Rafe, whispered a little voice in his head. Remember Tenda. You’re in danger of breaking more than just your vow as a Protector here. If you keep going like this you’ll end up with a broken heart as well.

      Which was, of course, ridiculous. After what had happened to the female he had loved, his heart was completely barren—a desert where nothing could ever grow again. Still, it was better not to take a chance on any kind of affection sprouting between himself and Whitney. Better to keep his distance whenever he could.

      Not that you probably have to worry about Whitney wanting to get close to you now—not after what you just did to her, that same voice in his head pointed out. You not only broke your Protector’s Vow, you enjoyed doing it. Hell, you reveled in it. You should be ashamed, Rafe—not worried that she might want more than you are able to give.

      This new thought—this new guilt—pressed down on him like a heavy weight.

      “Forgive me,” he said again. And, taking one of the huge white disks with the blue rind which had been pushed through the bars for Last Meal, he retreated to the far corner of his cage.
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      Whitney watched the big Kindred go, feeling both blue and frustrated. She’d felt used and abandoned after sexual encounters before but somehow this didn’t seem to fit that particular category. After all, they had only been doing what they had done in order to fool Mama Tusker into thinking they were a matched pair and Whitney had gotten all the pleasure out of it while Rafe had been entirely on the giving end. It wasn’t like she’d given the big Kindred a blow job and then he’d walked away—he had given her a screaming orgasm—possibly the best one of her life—before leaving to brood in the corner.

      She stared at his broad back and frowned in frustration. What the hell was going on with him? Did he feel guilty about “molesting” her? Had he broken some kind of sacred vow he’d taken when he was invested as a Protector or something?

      Or maybe he just doesn’t want anything to do with you—maybe it was all an act and now he wants to be left alone, whispered a nasty little voice in her head.

      Whitney frowned. No, she wasn’t buying that. The big Kindred had been much too enthusiastic to be faking it. Also, there was the little—or rather, big matter—of the sizable erection she’d seen between his thighs. No man got that hard when he was pretending to enjoy himself.

      He wants me, she thought. He wants me as much as I want him but his Kindred honor is standing in the way.

      She thought about going and confronting him about it, but somehow she doubted that would do much good. Rafe was the kind of guy who took his time and he wasn’t going to be rushed.

      The best thing she could do, Whitney decided, was to act casual, as though nothing had ever happened. If she played it off and talked about other things—escape plans for instance, (since there was no way in hell she was hanging around this cage and waiting to have babies which would be stolen by Mama Tusker)—he might come around.

      That’s it, Whitney told herself. Act casual.

      With that idea firmly in mind, she leaned over and picked up the long green plank and tucked it neatly under her arm. Apparently it was supposed to be dinner and Whitney wasn’t the kind of girl who went around skipping meals—not even when she was stuck in a cage on an alien planet where her captors regarded her as an exotic pet.

      “Girl’s gotta eat,” she murmured to herself and headed over to the corner of the cage where Rafe was sitting to try and act casual.
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      “So do you think Mama Tusker is really going to take us to the show?” Whitney asked, settling on the large artificial log beside the big Kindred. It had gray “bark” molded out of some kind of plastic and reminded her of something you’d put into your fish tank back home—only about a hundred times bigger, of course.

      Rafe turned his head to look at her. His golden eyes were hooded and he was turning the bicycle-sized white disk with its blue rind meditatively between his hands, though he still didn’t appear to have eaten any of it.

      “Well, do you?” Whitney asked, balancing the pale green plank across her knees. It reminded her a little bit of a huge piece of celery, which she liked well enough when there was a bowl of dip to go with it, but wasn’t wild about eating plain. Especially a piece bigger than a baseball bat.

      “I…do not know.” His deep voice was hesitant and he didn’t seem to want to look at her.

      “Look,” Whitney said, deciding to abandon the casual act and go straight for the heart of the matter. “What happened between us just now…well, it happened but it’s over. We need to put it behind us.”

      He glanced over at her, his eyes narrowing.

      “You wish to forget what we did together? What I did to you?”

      “Well, not forget it exactly…”

      Whitney was fairly sure she was never going to forget what the two of them had done together in the matching pen—it had been the single most erotic experience of her life, even if Mama Tusker had been watching the whole time. But she wasn’t about to admit that to her Protector.

      “We don’t have to forget it,” she said, trying to think of a better way to put it. “But we can’t let it get in our way either. Listen, Rafe—we’re a team. And right now what we have to be focused on is getting out of here.”

      She put her hand on his muscular thigh to emphasize her point. He jerked a little—twitching like a nervous horse—but didn’t pull away. Slowly, he looked at her.

      “You really feel that way? You do not hate me for what I did or for breaking my vow as a Protector?”

      “Of course I don’t hate you!” Whitney exclaimed. “I mean, we both did what we had to do, right?” And who knew what else they might be forced to do together before this was all over? But she wisely kept that idea to herself.

      “I…suppose,” Rafe said, frowning.

      “You suppose right,” Whitney said briskly. “Now let’s see what’s for dinner and talk about an escape plan. If Mama Tusker really does take us to the tweedle show, we might actually have a shot at getting out of here.”

      “You may be right.” For the first time he turned to her, his broad shoulders, which had been hunched up around his ears, slowly relaxing. “Have you tried the food we were given yet?”

      Whitney shook her head. “Nope, but I’m about to. I’m getting damn hungry.”

      And with that, she picked up her pale green plank and took a big chomp out of one side.

      It did, indeed, have the texture of celery—Whitney thought as she chewed. Well, except for the strings—at least it didn’t have those. But it was crisp and crunchy and had a slightly sweet, bland flavor and it was pretty much the most boring thing she’d ever eaten.

      “Wow,” she said crunching dolefully and swallowing. “That’s some fine cuisine Mama Tusker had Zhu-zhu serve us.”

      Rafe frowned. “You don’t like it?”

      “It’s better than nothing,” Whitney said, shrugging. “But not by much. How’s yours?”

      “I haven’t tried it yet. I have to get past this blue rind.” He nodded down at the perfectly round tire-sized white disk. The bright blue edge around it seemed to be about three inches thick. Taking either side of the circle in his hands, he tensed for a moment, his muscles bunching, and then snapped the disk in two with a loud, crack.

      Whitney jumped and put a hand to her heart.

      “Goodness—that’s loud!”

      “Let’s see how it tastes.” Rafe took a bite and chewed thoughtfully before swallowing.

      “Well?” Whitney asked, eyebrows raised.

      He shrugged. “Slightly peppery but other than that, remarkably bland.”

      “Let me see,” Whitney said. “Peppery is better than nothing.” She had a bit of a hot sauce addiction and kept one of those mini bottles of Siracha on her key ring back home.

      Too bad I don’t have it with me now, she thought ruefully as Rafe handed her the other half of the large white disk. I could sure as hell use it!

      Though of course, if she’d been able to wish for something from back home, hot sauce would probably be last on the list. A weapon or a key to get out of the cage would be good. Clothes would be nice too—though to be honest, she was kind of getting used to being naked with the big Kindred.

      Maybe because of what you just did together. After he sucked your nipples and made you come, seeing each other in your birthday suits isn’t such a big deal, whispered a little voice in her head.

      Whitney felt her cheeks heat at the thought and quickly bit into the thick white slice to divert her mind from the hot but undeniably embarrassing memory.

      The huge alien fruit—or vegetable—reminded her a bit of a radish in both texture and flavor. Whitney liked radishes well enough—they were certainly better than celery—so she munched away, since there was nothing else to eat.

      “So I guess we’re on an all vegetarian diet here,” she remarked to Rafe, who was munching his own half-slice stoically.

      He shrugged. “I suppose. It is not to my taste but I have eaten worse.”

      “Really? Where? Were you trapped on Planet Vegan or something?” Whitney asked, grinning a little at the idea.

      Rafe shook his head. “No. Lost in the Deep Blue with few supplies.” Then, seeing her uncomprehending look on her face he added, “The Deep Blue is a jungle on my home planet of Rageron. It is almost impenetrable except for the natives who live there and the wild beasts who roam the interior.”

      Whitney would have asked more about the beasts—alien animals were, after all, her specialty. But something in his voice stopped her.

      There’s a story there, she thought, looking at him from the corner of her eye. But he’s not ready to tell it yet. Hell—he may never be ready.

      “This is boring and I’m getting full,” she said instead, looking down at her half-slice which was about a third gone. The alien radish might not be very interesting but it was plenty filling.

      “I have had all I want as well,” Rafe said, nodding. “What would you like to do? Should we look for a method of escape?”

      “I’d say we’re not going anywhere unless Mama alien or someone else opens the cage door for us,” Whitney said practically. “For right now, I thought I’d explore your cage and see if it’s as nice as mine was.”

      He frowned. “You found your cage to be ‘nice’?”

      She shrugged. “Sure—I mean, from a pet owner’s perspective it had just about anything a well-kept pet could want. I just want to see if yours is as well-stocked.”

      Sitting her giant alien radish slice down on the gray log, she went to explore Rafe’s cage. After a moment of what appeared to be silent consideration, the big Kindred followed her.

      Good, Whitney thought. We’re definitely getting back to normal. If you could call being trapped on an alien planet and kept in a cage normal, that was.

      The first thing she noticed was that Rafe’s cage had almost all the same conveniences as her first cage along with a few additions. Along with the giant exercise wheel, which was made of some kind of wood instead of wire, he had a climbing frame even taller than her previous jungle gym, a big round ball filled with the “happy tweedle weed” as Dood had called it, and a hanging sleeping tent in one corner which was made of the same felt-like material as the one in the old cage. There were even some of the brightly colored “pillows” which she was certain would come in handy when they wanted to sleep.

      So far everything looked good but she couldn’t find his water dish anywhere.

      “Where is it?” she muttered, kicking aside clumps of the greenish-purple grass.

      “Where is what?” Rafe asked, frowning as he joined her.

      “Your water dish. It should look like a kiddie wading pool—at least mine did. How do they expect us to drink if they don’t give us access to clean water?”

      “I believe that might be an answer to the problem.”

      He pointed and Whitney followed the gesture and saw a vast clear cylinder, about the size of a large water-heater, hanging from one corner of the cage. It had a kind of silver nozzle attached at one end and a clear drop of water was beading at its tip.

      Whitney recognized what she was seeing at once, from her years of having Guinea pigs and hamsters as pets.

      “It’s a water bottle!” she exclaimed, and hurried over to it.

      “A what?” Rafe asked, frowning.

      “A water bottle—like you’d use for a small pet,” Whitney explained. “Look, you just press it here…” And she reached up one hand and pressed the end of the silver nozzle, causing water to rush out and land in the grass at their feet.

      “I see.” Rafe nodded. “Not very convenient for drinking but at least it keeps the water fresh.”

      “Not only that, it’s going to make taking a shower much easier in the morning,” Whitney said practically. She frowned. “I just wish they’d given us towels or something to dry off with other than all this damn grass!”

      Rafe shrugged. “Judging from the state of the two we saw in the forest, I’m guessing that mindless tweedles don’t worry much about hygiene.”

      Whitney sighed. “You’re probably right. Still, it would be nice to have something.”

      Well, as her Grandma Washington always said, If wishes were horses, then beggars might ride. She was just going to have to make do with what they had, Whitney told herself philosophically.

      With the water situation sorted out, the next thing to do was designate a “restroom corner.” This was pretty embarrassing but Whitney, ever practical, realized there was no way around it. After a brief discussion, they chose the back corner farthest from the food, water, and living areas and Rafe helped her build a grass shield, just as she had in her first cage.

      When that was done, Whitney was still horribly bored. She supposed they ought to go to sleep, but she was wired—way too hyped up to even think of winding down. Well, maybe some exercise would help her to relax.

      “Come on,” she said to Rafe. “Let’s try the exercise wheel.”

      She got there before he did and climbed up into the large wooden cylinder but though she did her best, she couldn’t make the damn thing move. She huffed and puffed as she pushed against it, frowning.

      “Why won’t it go?” she asked, looking out at Rafe who was considering her with his arms crossed over his broad chest.

      “At a guess, I’d say the increased gravity here makes it heavy,” he remarked. “Luckily the mother alien—‘Mama Tusker’ as Dood calls her—didn’t try to remove our gravity regulators—maybe because she didn’t notice them.”

      He nodded down at the thin but tough strap around his right wrist, which had blended itself to match his skin color. Whitney’s had done the same.

      “But I thought these helped us get used to the planet’s higher gravity,” she remarked.

      He nodded. “Yes, but they still don’t make us as strong as those who are used to living in the higher gravity. Here—let me help.”

      He got into the wheel with her and leaning forward, gave it a push. At last the wheel started rolling and with the two of them pushing, it began to go quite fast.

      “This…is…fun,” Whitney panted, grinning at him. “It’s more…cardio…than I’ve had…in a month!”

      “I’m glad you’re enjoying it. Should I go faster?” Rafe wasn’t even breathing hard.

      Whitney shook her head, her long black braids flying.

      “Thanks but…I’m good,” she panted. Actually, she was thinking it would be good to stop soon. The wheel was already moving almost faster than she could keep up with and though it was clear the big Kindred could keep up this pace indefinitely, she most certainly could not.

      “You sound out of breath.” He frowned. “Perhaps we should stop now.”

      “Only if…if you want to.” Whitney tried to sound casual—as much as she could while panting for breath, anyway. She did try to go to the gym on a regular basis but she preferred Yoga or Pilates over jogging.

      She couldn’t help feeling relieved when Rafe first slowed and then stopped the huge wooden exercise wheel. He hopped down and offered her a hand, which she was glad to take. She was still feeling a bit winded from their short but intense jog—though she tried not to show it.

      “Let’s do something a little less stressful,” she suggested.

      Rafe frowned. “Like what?”

      “Like this.” Walking over to the big green ball with slits cut into its sides, Whitney picked it up and tossed it to him. “Here—catch!”

      The ball, being hollow and made of some light-weight plastic material, wasn’t very heavy, even in the increased gravity. Rafe caught it with ease and his frown deepened as he sniffed the strange fragrance coming from it.

      “What is that scent? I find it most unpleasant and yet…” He sniffed more deeply. “And yet, I want to smell more of it. Which doesn’t make any sense.”

      “I think it’s what our friend Dood calls ‘happy tweedle weed.’” Whitney told him, grinning. She held out her hands. “Here—throw it back.”

      Rafe did as she requested and she tossed it back again until they were playing a regular game of catch and filling the air with the strangely sweet stink of the tweedle weed as they did so.

      “So did you ever think you’d be captured and put into a cage and kept as an exotic pet?” Whitney asked as she threw the ball with both hands.

      Rafe shook his head as he caught the ball and threw it back. “It never occurred to me that something like this could happen. It is…very strange.”

      “It is, isn’t it?” Whitney nodded as she caught the tweedle weed ball. “I feel like a Lilipution in Gulliver’s Travels.”

      He shook his head, uncomprehending.

      “A lilly-what in what?”

      “It’s a book about this guy who goes on a sea voyage and winds up in all these strange and distant lands,” Whitney explained. “In one of them, he’s a giant because all the people there are so small—they call themselves Lilliputions.”

      She caught the ball again and took a big sniff. She was beginning to feel rather light-headed but in a good way, so she kept going.

      “Anyway, the Lilliputions capture Gulliver and tie him down with lots of tiny ropes. They make him their prisoner but then he proves he’s a good guy and they let him go.”

      “He does?” Rafe asked. “How does he prove himself to these tiny people? These…Lila…lily…”

      “Lilliputions,” Whitney finished for him. “Well, actually, what happens is they have a fire in their town and the castle is burning down. So he helps to put it out.”

      “By scooping up water and throwing it on the fire? Or by stamping it out?” Rafe guessed.

      “No, he…” Whitney started to giggle. Maybe it was the effects of the tweedle weed, but the next part of the story tickled her funny bone. It had always made her laugh when she was a kid, even though it was extremely juvenile. Or maybe because it was extremely juvenile.

      “He what? What does he do?” Rafe demanded, frowning. “How else could he put out the tiny people’s fire?”

      “He doesn’t have any water handy and he doesn’t want to hurt anyone by stomping on them by accident so he…he…” Whitney started giggling again. “He pees on them—on the castle, I mean—and puts the fire out that way.”

      “So he urinates all over the tiny people’s most important structure?” Rafe demanded. “And this makes them believe he is friendly towards them?”

      “I know it sounds…sounds ridiculous. But I didn’t write it!” Whitney was laughing so hard now she could barely breathe. Cognitively she knew it wasn’t that funny but the tweedle weed had almost the same effect on her that regular weed did—not that she’d smoked any since her undergrad days. But it just seemed to make everything funny and she found that no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t stop laughing.

      Across from her, Rafe’s face was doing something very strange. First the corners of his mouth twitched upwards and then a full-fledged smile emerged. After that, a surprised-sounding chuckle came from his deep chest. Soon, he was laughing right along with her—which only had the effect of making Whitney laugh even more.

      “Oh!” she gasped, holding her sides. “Oh, we have to stop! My stomach hurts!”

      “Mine too!” His laughter was deep, coming from the bottom of his chest, and it sounded a little rusty as though he hadn’t laughed in years. But it was a very pleasant sound just the same and Whitney found herself enjoying it.

      “Oh, I can’t stop!” Still laughing, she sat down in the purple-green grass with a thump, clutching her belly. “Oh my God, that tweedle weed is crazy!’

      “Is that why we’re laughing?” Rafe came over to try and help her up but when she grabbed his arm, he slipped on one of the many slick grass blades and wound up coming down with a thump, flat on his butt beside her. This only made Whitney laugh even harder until she was afraid she might damage something internally. But even that thought seemed funny and made her laugh even harder.

      “Hey, you two better take it easy with the tweedle weed,” a familiar voice called from the next cage. “It’s no joke if you breathe too much of it—I laughed until I passed out once.”

      Looking up, Whitney saw Dood’s face pressed between the bars of his own cage as he peered into theirs.

      “Hey, Dood,” she said and started laughing all over again. The idea of a guy named “Dood” warning them about overdosing on tweedle weed seemed like the funniest thing ever.

      “This is…is serious,” Rafe gasped, between bouts of laughter. He looked at Dood. “How can we…stop?”

      Dood shrugged. “Cold water helps. “Splash some in your face, man. And give your lady a splash too.”

      “I will.” Dragging himself up from the ground, still laughing helplessly, Rafe made his way to the enormous water bottle. Reaching up, he pumped the nozzle which caused a spray of cold water to hit him right in the face.

      For some reason, this made Whitney think of the poor Lilliputions getting peed on by Gulliver and she found herself laughing harder than ever. Oh God, was she ever going to stop? Bright lights were dancing in front of her eyes now and her stomach was tied in knots. Laughing was becoming painful and yet she continued on and on because literally everything she thought of was funny.

      No, it’s not! she told herself sternly. Or tried to, anyway. Think of sad things. Think of—

      But she was never going to find out if her remedy would have worked because just then Rafe came and picked her up and brought her over to the water bottle.

      “Hold still, mon’dalla,” he commanded and then a stream of cold water hit her full in the face and Whitney found herself spluttering instead of laughing.

      “Oh!” she gasped, wiping at her eyes. “Oh my God, thank you! That stuff is intense.”

      She wondered if cats who got catnip felt the way she just had—like they were on a trip they couldn’t come down from. It was certainly something to consider the next time before she gave Mr. Fluffypants any more nip.

      “I told you so,” Dood said dolefully from his own cage. “Like I said, you can pass out from it if you’re not careful. I know it gets damn boring hanging around in the cage all day but try to limit yourself to a few sniffs at a time, right?”

      “Ugh.” Whitney put a hand to her stomach gingerly. “My stomach muscles are so sore now! I haven’t laughed that much in ages.”

      “Nor have I,” Rafe admitted.

      Whitney frowned at him. “What are you talking about? You haven’t laughed that much in ever. You never laugh!”

      He frowned back. “There was a time when laughter was part of my life. That was many cycles ago.”

      “Oh…I’m sorry.” Whitney bit her lip, feeling like she’d offended him somehow. She wondered if his dour attitude most of the time had to do with the story she suspected he had in his past. “All the same,” she said, “You have a really nice laugh, Rafe. I enjoyed hearing it—and laughing with you.” She winced as she prodded her sore stomach muscles again. “But I think I’ll take a hard pass on the happy tweedle weed from now on.”

      “I will pass on it as well. Though…” He cleared his throat and looked down at her. “Though I have always enjoyed hearing your laugh too, mon’dalla. It is very beautiful—just like you are.”

      “You two should get a room,” Dood advised sourly. “In fact, I’m surprised you haven’t already after that show you put on for Mama Tusker back in the matching pen.”

      Whitney felt her cheeks get hot but she refused to let Dood upset her or make her ashamed.

      “So what if we did?” she demanded. “We were just trying to prove we were a matched pair, that’s all. Didn’t we do the right thing?”

      “You did—just not enough of it,” Dood remarked. “You know, sooner or later Mama Tusker is going to expect to see you breed, not just get all hot and heavy with each other.”

      “That’s not going to happen,” Rafe said firmly, before Whitney could think of a suitable answer. “I am Whitney’s Protector—I am sworn not to molest her sexually.”

      Dood snorted. “Coulda fooled me! I thought for sure the two of you were going to go at it right there in the matching pen.”

      “We were not about to…to go at it,” Whitney said with as much dignity as she could muster. She became aware that Rafe was still holding her cradled to his broad chest and they were both buck naked. Though she was getting kind of used to being nude, she couldn’t help being nervous, held in the arms of the big Kindred as she was.

      Dood nodded. “Riiiiight,” of course you weren’t,” he said sarcastically.

      “Are you accusing Whitney of lying? I can make you very sorry for that,” Rafe growled, glowering at the other male. It was clear there was still no love lost between the two of them.

      “Rafe, put me down please?” she whispered to the big Kindred, feeling self-conscious.

      He set her down at once but kept a protective arm around her shoulder. Even though Dood was in the next cage, he still clearly didn’t trust the other male.

      But the tweedle was shaking his head.

      “Good luck with the whole—we’re not going to breed thing. After all the weed you two snorted—”

      “What does that have to do with it?” Whitney demanded. “And you heard Rafe—we’re not going to!” Although she really wouldn’t have minded “breeding” with the big Kindred, to be honest. Though she couldn’t let him know that, of course.

      “Well, I don’t know how you’re going to manage around here without breeding for Mama Tusker,” Dood said. “If she doesn’t think you’re trying to make babies, she’ll sell you off, quick as that.” He snapped once, to illustrate his point. “Likely as not, to two different buyers, too.”

      “Oh dear!” Whitney exclaimed. “That’s awful! What can we do?”

      Dood shrugged. “Well, I guess you can do what Yancy and Yorrow do—though she’s bound to suspect eventually.”

      “What who do? What do they do?” Whitney demanded.

      But Dood was already turning away and flipping his long auburn hair over one shoulder.

      “Sorry, I can’t stay up any later tonight. I need my beauty rest if Mama Tusker is going to pick me to go to the ‘Tweedle Beautiful’ show.”

      “What in the Seven Hells is that?” Rafe growled, but the other male was already halfway across his own cage and no matter how they called him, he refused to come back.

      Rafe shook his head.

      “Never mind him. We’ll try to get more answers in the morning. In the meantime, what we need is sleep. It has been a long and tiring day.”

      Suddenly Whitney felt more weary than she had ever felt in her life. Whether it was the after-effects of the happy tweedle weed, or simply the long, stressful day catching up with her, she didn’t know. Nor did she care—she just wanted to go to bed.

      “So…so tired,” she moaned, giving a long bone-cracking yawn in the middle of her sentence.

      “I am weary too. Come—let’s go to the hanging tent in the far corner to try and get some rest.” Halfway supporting her as she stumbled with weariness, Rafe helped her over to the far corner where the blue felt tent was hanging.

      With some help from the big Kindred, Whitney managed to climb the wooden ladder and collapse on the sagging fabric floor.

      “Are you comfortable?” Rafe asked, after she sighed happily and turned over on her side.

      “’s great.” She gave a contented sigh that turned into a yawn. “Come on in—the water’s fine.”

      “The water?” He frowned.

      “It’s just an expression. Means it feels good. Come on.” Whitney patted the sagging bottom of the tent beside her. It really would be more comfortable if the damn thing was supported in some way, or even if it was placed on the floor of the cage instead of hanging from the corner about three feet off the ground. But there was nothing they could do about that. “C’mon,” she said again and yawned once more.

      Rafe looked at the cramped space beside her doubtfully, but after a moment, his weariness appeared to win out because he climbed in and tried to arrange himself so that his bare back was to hers.

      Clearly he was trying to put some distance between them, but the saggy nature of the floor didn’t allow it. He rolled right into her.

      “Whoops!” Whitney giggled sleepily as he tried to arrange himself. “Look, you might as well give it up,” she added when he tried again with the same result. “There’s no helping it—you and I are going to be tossing and turning all night if you don’t settle down and let me do the same.”

      “But we are nude,” he grumbled. “It isn’t proper for a Protector to be so close to the one whom he is protecting when they are both unclothed.”

      “I thought that ship already sailed,” Whitney protested. “I mean, after what we did in the matching pen—”

      But that seemed to be the exact wrong thing to say.

      “Forgive me,” Rafe said stiffly. “I will give you the bed and I will take the ground.”

      “No, wait!” Whitney begged, suddenly a little more awake. “Please don’t go!”

      “I must,” he said dismissively. “This is not proper.”

      “No, but it’s warm,” Whitney pointed out. “Rafe….” She let her fingers drift aimlessly up his arm. “Please don’t go,” she said softly. “I…I’m cold. And it’s spooky being all alone in this damn cage.”

      “Well…” She watched him struggle with himself. He seemed to feel torn as to what to do.

      “Please,” Whitney pleaded again. “I just want to go to sleep, but I never will if I’m shivering all night.”

      Rafe sighed heavily. “Very well. But we must sleep back to back—it is only proper.”

      “All right.” She shrugged. She’d been hoping to have him draped all over her like a warm fur coat but she would take what she could get.

      Rafe arranged himself at her back and she immediately felt warmer—his larger Kindred frame radiated heat like a furnace.

      “Good night, mon’dalla,” he rumbled in the darkness.

      Whitney opened her mouth to wish him good night as well, but a yawn came out instead. And before she could say anything else, she was drifting off to sleep.
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      Whitney woke to feel something hard and hot poking her in the back of her thighs and a delicious warm masculine scent surrounding her.

      “Mmm…” There was a big muscular arm draped over her shoulders and she cuddled back into it, though this made whatever was poking the back of her thighs poke harder.

      To solve the problem, Whitney opened her legs and wiggled to get more comfortable. This caused the hard, hot thing to poke between her thighs instead of against them, which was much more comfy.

      In fact, it was more than comfy. Because it had settled right against her pussy lips, it was actually quite pleasurable.

      Still more than half-asleep, Whitney parted her legs a little more and wiggled until the hot, hard thing was pressing between her pussy lips, which for some reason, were already wet and swollen and ready.

      As though I’d been having a really hot dream, she thought sleepily. Which was probably what was happening now. Because why else would she feel so damn horny?

      “Mmmm,” she half-moaned, squeezing her thighs and shifting so that the hard thing rubbed against her aching clit. That felt so nice. And the warm, masculine scent invading her senses with every breath seemed to make it feel even nicer.

      As she worked herself against the hardness, she felt someone shifting behind her. Whoever it was made a low rumbling sound of sleepy desire in the back of his throat and then the hard thing was rubbing against her of its own accord, sliding against her slippery inner petals and her throbbing button until Whitney gasped and tilted her pelvis back, wanting even more of the pleasurable sensation.

      “Mmmm, mon’dalla,” a deep voice rumbled in her ear. “Gods, so soft and wet…”

      I am wet, aren’t I? Whitney thought. Wow, this is such a realistic dream!

      A big warm hand cupped her breast from behind and began to tug at her nipple as the hard thing rubbed even deeper into her wet pussy.

      Whitney moaned loudly and arched like a cat, tilting her hips back and seeking more pleasure, wanting it to never end…

      But her noisy sounds of pleasure seemed to burst the deliciously erotic dream she was having.

      “Whitney? Gods! What are we doing?” The voice behind her sounded shocked and the hard thing between her thighs was suddenly yanked back and away at the same time the hand cupping her breast let go.

      “What…who…?” Whitney turned hastily to see Rafe trying to put space between them. But because of the saggy, hammock-like bottom of the hanging tent, the two of them kept rolling back together.

      At last he managed to get out of the sleeping tent entirely and climbed hastily down the ladder. He stood there in the greenish-purple grass, hands on his hips, breathing hard and looking like a man who had done something he was deeply ashamed of.

      “Hey, are you all right out there?” Whitney poked her head out and looked at him. She noticed that the truly enormous shaft she’d seen the day before was completely erect and the tip of it was shiny and wet.

      Understanding filtered through her foggy brain and she bit her lip.

      “Uh-oh. Um, did we…” She made a gesture with one hand.

      Rafe looked up at her. “Almost. Forgive me—I don’t know quite how it happened.”

      “It was my fault,” Whitney admitted, not wanting him to blame himself. “I thought I was just having this amazingly erotic dream. I never thought it was true. I mean that we were actually…” She made another one-handed gesture, indicating the whole embarrassing situation.

      “Damn it—why do I keep breaking my vow with you?” Rafe looked angry, but more at himself than her. “Why can I not control myself?”

      “It’s the weed.” The soft voice startled them both and Whitney turned to see a new face peering through the bars of the cage, but on the other side this time. She recognized the black-haired girl she had seen snuggled up with the black-haired male on her journey to get to Rafe the night before. Where was her mate? For whatever reason, the girl stood there alone, though she modestly tried to hide her naked body behind one of the bars of her cage.

      “Hello.” Feeling awkward, and wishing she had something to cover herself with, Whitney climbed down from the sleeping tent and approached the bars. “I’m Whitney and this is Rafe,” she said, nodding at the big Kindred. “Who are you?”

      “I’m Yancy,” the girl said, nodding at her. “It’s pleasant to meet you.”

      Whitney had a vague recollection of Dood saying something about someone with that name, but her head felt fuzzy and she couldn’t quite remember what he’d said.

      “Hello, Yancy,” she said, nodding back.

      “What were you saying about the weed?” Rafe asked, turning to face her at last. Whitney had the sneaking suspicion that he’d been waiting for his erection to go down before he faced the new girl and sure enough, when she snuck a peak between his legs, she saw that he was mostly un-aroused now.

      “I was saying that the weed can cause…side effects.” The girl spoke hesitantly, as though she was broaching a delicate subject.

      “Besides laughing like a spotted hyena, you mean?” Whitney asked, frowning.

      Yancy frowned. “I do not know what a ‘spotted hyena’ is but yes, besides the hysterical laughing.”

      “What side effects?” Rafe demanded. “What in the Seven Hells did it do to us?”

      “The weed…” The girl coughed delicately. “It, well…it promotes breeding. Which is why Mama Tusker makes certain to put some of it in each of the cages, I suspect.”

      “Oh, no wonder I was so hor— uh…” Whitney stopped herself and cleared her throat. “No wonder I was feeling so amorous when I woke up,” she finished a bit lamely.

      “As was I,” Rafe growled. “Well, I suppose we have a second reason to stay away from it now.”

      “Just as long as you pretend to play with the ball when Mama is around sometimes,” Yancy cautioned them. “That way she thinks you’re getting the full effects of it.”

      “Hello—are these our new neighbors? Are they Thinking Ones, then?” The black-haired male came to join the girl on the other side of the bars. Looking at their identical raven-black hair and startling green eyes, Whitney couldn’t help thinking they were awfully similar. Maybe Mama Tusker had put them together to breed for a certain look or trait.

      “Yes, they are. This is Whitney and this is Rafe,” Yancy said, pointing them out. “And this is my brother, Yarrow,” she said, nodding at the black-haired man beside her.

      “Your brother?” Whitney said blankly. “But I thought…”

      “That we were mates? Yes, so does Mama Tusker. She’s thought that for the past three cycles.” Yarrow laughed as though it was a fine joke.

      “But we were told by Dood that tweedles who don’t, er, breed, are not kept here for long,” Rafe objected, frowning. “How do you get around that? Surely you do not…”

      “Oh, certainly not!” Yancy said, perhaps a bit too quickly.

      “You mean Mama Tusker doesn’t keep tweedles who don’t look like they’re breeding,” Yarrow corrected Rafe. “It’s easy enough to fake it, you know. The Tuskers are so huge they really can’t see exactly what’s going on with the naked eye. So we just…pretend every now and again and that seems to make her happy.”

      “I see,” Whitney said a bit blankly. She couldn’t imagine “pretending” to breed with your own brother but apparently Yancy and Yarrow were used to it.

      “Why do you not try to escape?” Rafe asked. “Surely this cannot be an easy life for you, pretending to be mates when you are actually siblings.”

      “And you think living out in the open is easier?” Yarrow demanded. “With all the predators out there? We tweedles are at the very bottom of the food chain—don’t you know that?”

      “Actually, we’re not from here,” Whitney said and explained as they had to Dood, that they were from another galaxy.

      Yarrow listened skeptically and she got the distinct impression that he didn’t believe her at all. But he only shrugged politely when she was finished.

      “Well, your galaxy sounds like a fine place. But for my money, there’s no place safer than in a cage, living as a treasured pet. Why, we have all the food we can ever want, a soft place to sleep, fresh water, plenty of tweedle weed to while away the hours…”

      “But I thought you told us to avoid the tweedle weed,” Whitney protested. “Yancy said it has side effects. That it leads to, uh, breeding.”

      “Only if you’re not careful,” Yarrow said dismissively. “You can have a sniff or two of it as long as you don’t get carried away.”

      Whitney wanted to ask if he and Yancy had ever gotten “carried away” but then she decided she didn’t want to know.

      “So the two of you are happy and contented here and never want to leave?” Rafe asked, sounding skeptical.

      “Oh yes—Mama is very kind to us and little Zhu-zhu is also very sweet, although she’s not actually supposed to play with us,” Yancy put in. “But she loves to come and watch us and sometimes she gives us things.”

      “Like food?” Whitney asked, thinking of the giant celery plank and blue-rimmed radish which had been dinner and was probably going to be breakfast too.

      “And other things. Like that.” Yarrow pointed deeper into his and Yancy’s cage. Looking around the bars, Whitney saw what appeared to be a large round bed covered in a bright flower-print pattern. After a moment, she worked out what it was—a replica of the giant couch-like sitting platform the Tusker family had in their own living area.

      “Oh—she gives you furniture!” she exclaimed.

      “Exactly. She takes it out again sometimes and gives us other pieces.” Yancy shrugged. “It helps to pass the time.”

      Whitney imagined that it did—almost anything would be better than sitting around the cage bored all day.

      But Rafe had another question.

      “When she does this—when she gives you new furniture—do you ever have a chance to escape?” he asked, narrowing his eyes thoughtfully.

      But Yarrow was shaking his head.

      “Oh, no—she’s very careful, is Zhu-zhu.”

      “She knows she’d get into terrible trouble if she was caught playing with Mama’s tweedles,” Yancy added.

      Whitney sighed. Well, so much for that idea.

      “But don’t you think—” Rafe began but just then the ponderous thud-thud-thud of Tusker footsteps could be heard on the ramp leading down into the lower area of the house.

      “Quick!” hissed Yarrow. “Pretend to be Mindless Ones. Mama mustn’t suspect you can think or she’ll think you have the ‘Speaking Disease’ and kill us all!”

      “Oh my God,” Whitney muttered. As the footsteps got closer, she felt like a kid playing musical chairs when the music is about to stop and the only free chair is far away. “What are we going to do?” she whispered to Rafe.

      “This way! I’ll run on the exercise wheel and you climb,” he murmured back. “Let’s go!”

      They ran for the back of the cage and while the big Kindred got onto the wheel and started jogging at an even pace, Whitney crawled halfway up the brightly colored jungle gym structure, feeling weird and exposed. Who ever heard of climbing nude? It just felt wrong but she knew she couldn’t try to cover herself or the Tuskers would suspect her of being a thinking being, which they apparently didn’t want in a tweedle.

      “That’s not gonna make her happy.” The low voice was coming from Dood’s cage. When Whitney looked over, he was shaking his head.

      “What are you talking about?” Rafe growled in a low voice. “We are acting like the animals she thinks we are.”

      “She’s gonna want to see you breeding,” Dood advised. “She put you in the cage together for a reason, you know.”

      There was no time to answer him because just then, Mama Tusker’s huge moon-sized face with its enormous trunk came into view and this time she wasn’t alone.
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      Rafe watched as covertly as he could as the second vast face appeared in front of the tweedle cages. It wasn’t Zhu-zhu, as he had thought at first. No, this Tusker was much larger than the child. In fact, now he realized why they were called “Tuskers” by the tweedles. The face hanging outside the cages like a vast blue moon had a long trunk with two short, sharp curving tusks on either side of it.

      “You see, my dear! Aren’t the new little tweedles that Zhu-zhu found in the forest adorable?” the alien mother exclaimed.

      The other Tusker—who must be male and was quite possibly her mate—answered her, but his voice was so deep Rafe couldn’t understand one word in three. It wasn’t that the translation bacteria wasn’t working—it was just that the male Tusker’s voice was almost below the range of what he was able to hear.

      “Yes, I’m certain they’re fine. You know there hasn’t been a case of Speaking Disease anywhere near us so stop being so foolish,” the alien mother said, frowning at the male. “Though they really aren’t acting like I had hoped they would,” she added, moving her face closer to the cage to see him and Whitney.

      Rafe saw Whitney freeze on the climbing structure and he had to admit, it took an effort for him to keep running on the exercise wheel. It was very difficult to keep acting like a mindless creature when he knew they were being watched.

      His protective and possessive instincts cried out that he needed to get to Whitney and keep her close and safe—that he needed to defend her from the possible threat. But he didn’t dare do it lest the alien mother suspect them of having “the Speaking Disease.”

      “Why aren’t the two of you breeding yet?” the mother alien muttered, frowning unhappily. “I must check the tweedle weed in that ball and make certain it’s fresh.”

      The male Tusker rumbled something and pointed to the cage beside theirs.

      “Oh yes, bless their hearts—there they go again,” the alien mother exclaimed.

      Looking through the bars, Rafe saw that the two black-haired, green-eyed tweedles were breeding vigorously—or at least pretending to. Although it was very hard to tell the difference as far as he was concerned. Yancy was on all fours and Yarrow was behind her, holding on to her hips and thrusting hard while she moaned and cried in a high, needy voice.

      “Yes, look at them go—almost every blessed morning,” the alien mother continued. She sighed deeply, her gust of breath like the wind from a hurricane. “I just don’t know why she’s only had the one litter when it seems like they’re always at it. And the babies brought such a good price! Well, maybe you’ll have another litter soon,” she said, speaking more to Yancy and Yarrow than to her mate. “At least you’re trying. For now, it’s breakfast time.”

      She began pushing something through the bars of the cages which appeared to be some kind of flat gray, irregularly-shaped slices about the size of a large pizza. Rafe wondered what they were. Should he and Whitney go over and investigate? But no—it was better not to draw attention to themselves, he decided.

      “Now the two of you eat up and get your strength,” the alien mother said, as she pushed two of the slices through the bars of their cage. “And maybe if you’re ready to breed the next time I visit you, you’ll be fit to be seen at the Tweedle Beautiful Show.”

      Then she and the male Tusker left, stumping up the ramp which trembled and quivered under their combined weight.
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      As soon as Mama Tusker was gone, Whitney climbed off the jungle gym and went back to the other side of the cage where she had been before the interruption. Yancy and Yarrow stopped their noisy copulation which Whitney wasn’t at all sure had been fake, after Mama Tusker’s comments, and came back to their side of the bars as well.

      “That was close,” Yancy exclaimed, breathing a sigh of relief. “She usually comes in later than that. She must have wanted to show you two off to Papa Tusker before he left for work.”

      “So the one with the tusks was her mate?” Rafe asked, joining them.

      Yarrow nodded. “Yes—that’s Papa. He only comes down here occasionally—he doesn’t really have much interest in Mama’s tweedle breeding hobby.”

      “She seems very interested in the breeding though,” Rafe remarked. “What was that she was saying about the two of you having a ‘litter’?”

      Yancy’s cheeks went dark red and she looked down at her hands but Yarrow lifted his chin and glared at the big Kindred.

      “We had an accident, once,” he emphasized, frowning. “When we were first brought here, we didn’t know the effects of the tweedle weed. It was completely unintentional—we were half out of our minds and didn’t know what we were doing. Much like the two of you, this morning,” he added, giving them both a significant look.

      “I had a litter of three,” Yancy admitted, still staring down at the greenish purple grass at her feet. “But Mama Tusker took them all as soon as they had stopped nursing.” She gave a deep, shuddering sigh. “She sold them, I suppose, for a tidy profit. I…I’ll never see them again.” When she looked up, Whitney saw that her big green eyes were brilliant with tears.

      Her heart went out to the other girl. What an awful situation to find yourself in! And to have her babies taken away like that and sold…it was horrible! For no matter how she had gotten them, it was clear Yancy had loved them dearly. Losing her children must have been even worse than waking from the fog of the tweedle weed and realizing what she had done with her own brother to get them in the first place.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said softly, reaching between the bars to squeeze the other girl’s hand. “That’s terrible.”

      Yancy sniffed and gave her a watery smile.

      “It’s all right—it was years ago, when we were first captured. Now we’re careful. Mama can’t take any more of my babies away because I won’t have any more.”

      “I would hope not,” Rafe growled.

      Whitney turned and gave him a quelling look. What Yancy and Yarrow had revealed wasn’t very nice to contemplate but judging them and making them feel bad about it wasn’t going to do anybody any good.

      And it might do a lot of harm, she thought, still frowning at Rafe. We need all the friends we can get here!

      Rafe took the hint but his next remark wasn’t much better.

      “I do not see why the two of you don’t try to make an escape,” he burst out, frowning. “After what you have been forced to do together, how can you endure this captivity?”

      Yarrow bristled. “I told you, we’re at the bottom of the food chain out in the forest and we’re much too far from our original home to ever get home! Do you think Yancy could have kept her babies if we lived out there? At least two of them would probably been eaten by a tigree or a boskit if not all three!”

      That must be why they have multiples—liters, Whitney thought to herself. If the infant mortality rate is so high, they’d have to in order to survive as a species.

      Aloud, she said, “It sounds like a very hard life. But maybe we could all escape together. We could bring the two of you and Dood with us back to the ship and all fly back to our own galaxy.”

      “That is if we can find our galaxy,” Rafe growled. “And to do that, we’d need access to star charts and galaxy maps.”

      Yarrow shook his head.

      “I don’t know where you’d find any of that.”

      “Maybe in the information device I saw in the Tuskers’ living area as Whitney and I were being carried down here yesterday,” Rafe suggested. “That was my hope, anyway—if I can learn their written language first.” He looked at Yarrow and Yancy hopefully. “Do either of you know it? I have had an injection of translation bacteria but their symbols seem to defy even their ability to translate.”

      Yarrow shook his head but Yancy nodded.

      “I know it…a little,” she offered hesitantly. “Our family stayed for a while in the walls of a Tusker school where they taught the young Tuskers. I would hide in the corner and watch when I was bored. It’s complicated but I can at least teach you the alphabet and some of the words.”

      “Excellent!” Rafe clapped his hands together. “Let’s get started right away.”

      Yarrow frowned sourly. “I don’t see what good it will do even if you learn enough of the damned Tusker tongue to write a book in it! You’re never getting out of this cage to go up and look at the info-server. And even if you did, if Papa Tusker caught you at it he’d smash you into jelly! He doesn’t like tweedles the way Mama does.”

      “Leave that to me,” Rafe said, frowning. “Whitney and I are getting out of here. When we go, you can come with us or not—it’s your choice. But we are going.”

      “I’ll teach you what little I know,” Yancy said. “And you can use it as you like. Here—the best way to learn is to clear away some of the grass from the floor of your cage. Mama Tusker uses the weeks-end periodical to line our cages and there is often a lot of writing on it. I try to read it sometimes when I get bored.”

      Which must be very often, Whitney thought as she and Rafe started clearing the greenish-purple grass blades away. There was only so much tweedle weed Yancy and Yarrow could sniff if they were being “careful” as they claimed.

      

      They worked most of the morning, trying to master the Tusker alphabet and Whitney found to her delight that she was able to memorize it with ease, though she had never been very good with languages before. The translation bacteria might not be able to translate the written words directly, but it certainly helped her understand and retain them once she started learning.

      “Now see,” Yancy pointed through the bars to what appeared to be an advertisement printed on the thick bluish paper that lined the bottom of their cage. “That’s an ad for tweedles. Can you make it out?”

      “Young tweedles…of breeding age,” Rafe read haltingly, his brows furrowed as he made out the words. As fast as Whitney had been learning, he was going ten times faster. It must be his natural Kindred ability combined with the translation bacteria, she thought. Kindred were always a whiz with languages—it was in their DNA along with their instinctive knowledge of machinery and their desire to please and protect women.

      “Yes, yes—good!” Yancy said encouragingly. “What else?”

      “Exotic colors…gentle…temperament. Guaranteed no…Speaking Disease.” Rafe finished.

      Whitney stared at the ad and shook her head, horrified.

      “To be bought and sold like that—how awful!”

      “Do you not have a tweedle trade where you live then?” Yancy asked curiously.

      “No,” Whitney said and added reluctantly, “though we used to have something like it.”

      “Do you have Tuskers on your planet too, then?” Yarrow asked, frowning.

      Whitney shook her head. “No, but for a long time in our past, people with lighter skin color used to buy and sell people with my skin color. It was horrible.”

      “I have heard of that shameful part of Earth’s past,” Rafe said soberly. “I am so sorry, Whitney.”

      She shook her head. “It was other humans who did that, not the Kindred.”

      “Of course not!” His brows lowered as he scowled like a thunder cloud. “We would never subjugate another people, especially not on the basis of skin color, which is foolish and prejudiced in the extreme. All sentient species should be free to do as they like as long as they don’t harm anyone.”

      Whitney sighed. “I wish more humans held that point of view. And more Tuskers, for that matter. The idea of buying and selling another sentient species just because they’re smaller than you is awful!”

      “It is reprehensible,” Rafe agreed and pointed at the ad. “Gods—there’s a picture to go with the words, look.”

      Whitney looked at the space he had cleared of grass and winced. There was indeed a picture of two tweedles—one man and one woman, both naked with long hair and large, blank eyes. They looked like the animals the Tuskers believed them to be, Whitney thought. There was nothing remotely human in their vacant expressions—no emotion, just tranquil empty space.

      “They look so…mindless,” she muttered, staring at the ad. “How awful!”

      “They’re probably Mindless Ones,” Yancy said with a shrug. “Most tweedles are, you know. We Thinking Ones are the minority—probably not one in ten of us is able to communicate and think.”

      “Which is more than the Tuskers want,” Yarrow said sourly, frowning. “They’d prefer us all to be mindless—though we’re not much of a threat to them considering the size difference.”

      Whitney remembered that Dood had said something similar and wondered why the Tuskers felt so threatened by tweedles with the “Speaking Disease.” She supposed they wanted to believe themselves the only sentient species on the planet—it probably made them feel unsafe to know that another thinking people, no matter how small—was sharing their world with them.

      “That’s too bad,” she murmured with a sigh. “If only the Tuskers would be willing to recognize the Thinking tweedles as a real people.” Though she supposed it would never happen. After all, look at the history of her own world, Earth, where people had been subjugating and enslaving other humans for centuries, based on looks alone and size wasn’t even a factor, like it was here.

      “They won’t,” Yarrow said shortly. “Are you almost done with the lesson, Yancy? I’m hungry and we haven’t touched our shroom slices yet.”

      They decided to break for an early lunch, going back to the center of their cages. Whitney examined the large, gray, irregularly shaped slices dubiously. It seemed to be made of some light, porous material which felt a lot like memory foam and she doubted it would taste very good. Still, it was what they had been given so she took a bite.

      Sure enough, it was bland with an unpleasant spongy texture that felt wrong in her mouth—like eating carpet lining. She swallowed one mouthful with difficulty and put the slice down.

      “This is disgusting! I’m eating the rest of my alien radish from last night,” she announced. “Doesn’t Mama Tusker ever give her tweedles anything good to eat?”

      “Well, the special food is nice,” Dood remarked from his cage. “Though you might not like the effects.” He had come over to the bars of his cage and was looking across to them. “Saw you talking to Yarrow and Yancy,” he said, tossing his hair in the direction of the other cage opposite his own. “You guys making friends?”

      “They seem like a very nice, er…” Whitney stopped herself from calling them a couple at the last minute. “They seem very nice,” she finished lamely.

      “Yeah, but don’t let ‘em fool you with all that ‘pretend breeding’ stuff,” Dood said contemptuously. “They’re goin’ at it all right, they’re just more careful where Yarrow finishes than they were before Yancy had her litter.”

      “That is enough,” Rafe growled, glaring at the other male. “We do not wish to speak of such things,”

      “What? Yancy and Yarrow going at it or breeding in general?” Dood demanded. “Because you’re going to have to do that eventually, you know—especially if you want to go to the show.”

      “The Tweedle Beautiful show, you mean?” Whitney asked. “When is it, anyway?”

      “Tomorrow, I think.” Dood tossed his hair again. “Mama’s going to pick me to go, I’m sure. I always put on a good performance at the shows. But whether she takes the two of you along as well is completely up to you.”

      “I don’t see how we can influence her decision one way or the other,” Rafe growled. “I thought you said she wouldn’t want to take me because of my scars?” He nodded down at his broad, bare chest with its long, white scars. Whitney still wondered where they had come from, though she didn’t quite dare to ask.

      “Oh, she’ll take you all right—now that she’s determined you two are a matched pair,” Dood said, nodding. “As long as you’re at least acting like your lady is in season. A breeding pair always shows well and Mama loves it because it makes the other tweedle breeders jealous. Also, she gets a lot more interest if it looks like there might be a litter to sell after a month or two.”

      “A month or two?” Whitney demanded. “How long is the gestation period for you tweedles anyway? I mean, how long does a pregnancy last?” she explained, seeing Dood’s confused expression.

      He shrugged. “It depends on the number of babies in a litter. The rule is usually one solar month for every infant. Most tweedles in captivity only have one to three at a time, though I’ve known Mindless Ones to have as many as six out in the wild.”

      This was extremely interesting to Whitney, although she couldn’t imagine having six babies at once. But again, if the infant mortality rate was so high, it made sense that the tweedles would have evolved to have more babies in a shorter gestation time. Though she couldn’t imagine how anyone could take care of so many infants at the same time.

      “Tell me,” she said, thoroughly fascinated now. “How long does it take you tweedles to grow to maturity? Are your babies born being able to crawl or walk right away?”

      “Of course!” Dood exclaimed. “I mean, how else would they stay away from predators? Little tweedles can crawl right away and run before they’re a standard week old. We grow to maturity in about a solar year.”

      “And how long is your life span?” Rafe asked, also apparently interested now.

      “Oh, we’re a very long-lived people,” Dood said proudly. “Our Elders—when they survive—can get to ten solar years. I’m four, myself,” he added proudly.

      Whitney frowned. Was a solar year longer here? Maybe it took their planet a very long time to go around their sun. Or maybe a year here comparable to an Earth year and the tweedles just had very short (by human standards) life spans?

      The second idea seemed more plausible, considering the quick gestation and growth rate. She wished for a moment that she could stay and study the tweedles. Only not as one of them, she thought with a wince. I really don’t want to be trapped here. Oh, please let us get back home!

      It was half thought/half prayer and for a moment she felt a comforting presence around her.

      Do not worry, daughter, a strong, feminine voice murmured in her ear. All will be well.

      Whitney supposed this ought to have startled her but she had been raised in the church all her life and despite her scientific background, she had a strong faith. She felt comforted by the voice, though she wondered if she might have imagined it because of the stress they were under.

      “How long have you been a captive, if you are four now?” she heard Rafe asked Dood.

      “Oh, about two years now.” The tweedle shrugged. “Mama Tusker treats us right. She wasn’t even mad after my escape attempt. I’d still like to get out of here but if I can’t, well…” He shrugged philosophically, as though being kept in captivity for the rest of his life was a nuisance he was willing to put up with.

      “Will you help us escape when we go to the show?” Rafe demanded. “You have been there before—you know more about the security around such events than Whitney and I do.”

      “You mean if you go to the show,” Dood snapped. “And sure, I guess I can try to help you get away, though Mama won’t like it. But I’m not going with you—not in the Tusker city. It’s way too crowded with Tuskers—most of them happy to squash you flat if they see you loose out on the street—to be safe to escape from there.”

      “We will see about that,” Rafe said darkly and Whitney knew he was planning to escape any which way he could, be it from the city or from their cage here in Mama and Papa Tusker’s home.
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      They spent the rest of the day perfecting their reading skills, which came quite easily to Rafe, once he had learned the alien alphabet, and talking to Yarrow and Yancy. Whitney, especially, seemed to have taken a liking to the female tweedle. She appeared to feel great sympathy for Yancy, which was nice, Rafe supposed, though he didn’t share the feeling.

      True, these tweedles were confined in cages and bought and sold like animals, which was in itself reprehensible. But they didn’t seem to mind very much, which bothered Rafe even more. How could any people not want to the very fibers of their being to be free? How could they allow themselves to be subjugated so easily?

      Rafe’s warrior’s nature urged him to fight, to get free in any way he could and he couldn’t understand feeling any other way. No matter how difficult things might be in the wild for the tweedles, it was still better than being kept in cages and bred like animals at least to his way of thinking.

      The only break in their day of study was when Zhu-zhu came stumping down the long silver-blue ramp to bring them their supper, which consisted of more of the long green planks and the white and blue disks which Whitney called “alien celery and radishes.”

      All the cage dwellers pretended to be doing mindless activities except for Whitney, who ran eagerly to the front of the cage when the alien child came close to push the huge vegetable material through the bars.

      “What are you doing?” Rafe hissed, following behind her in case he had to yank her out of the way. He didn’t trust the alien child who had caught them in the first place—she was so much bigger than them she could crush Whitney with one careless move of her seven-fingered hand or the probing end of her vast blue trunk.

      But Whitney refused to be deterred.

      “Get back, I know what I’m doing,” she muttered and ran up to the bars just as Zhu-zhu started pushing their dinner through them.

      Whitney stuck out her tongue and made a funny face at the alien child and did a little dance. Zhu-zhu’s eyes got wide and a strange sound, rather like a fog horn, issued from her trunk. After a moment, Rafe realized she was laughing.

      Whitney danced and entertained the child a little more and then began singing in her strong, clear, gorgeous voice.

      Zhu-zhu, who had been laughing and clapping at Whitney’s antics, stood completely still, transfixed. Even thought Whitney was singing in English and there was no way she could understand the words, it was clear she was mesmerized by Whitney’s song.

      “I believe that children are our future,” Whitney sang. “Teach them well and let them lead the way. Show them all the beauty they possess inside…”

      The song went on and Rafe found he was transfixed himself. He had always secretly loved Whitney’s voice. In fact, he often waited in the doorway of her lab for several minutes before he entered it, just so he could hear her singing or humming to herself. It was no wonder that the alien child should be fascinated by it as well, he thought, though he wasn’t sure what Whitney was doing or why she was doing it.

      At last the mother alien’s voice could be heard, calling her child to dinner and breaking Whitney’s spell.

      “I have to go now,” Zhu-zhu told her, sounding sorry to leave. “But I’ll come back and play with you later if I can. Would you like some pretty furniture from my doll house to play with while I’m gone?”

      Whitney nodded eagerly and jumped up and down, clapping her hands, though she didn’t say anything. Rafe frowned at this display of sentience—they were going to get into trouble if Whitney wasn’t more careful. But Zhu-zhu seemed to think nothing of it.

      The alien child went across the vast downstairs area to the enormous doll house that occupied her side of the room and grabbed several brightly colored objects. When she brought them back, Rafe saw that one was a kind of sleeping platform complete with a strangely pattered purple and gold blanket and the other was an enormous doll, a meter longer than he was tall.

      “This is my dolly, Ti-ti,” Zhu-zhu informed Whitney, as she held the doll up to the cage bars. It had blue skin and a trunk and large, flappy ears like a real Tusker, Rafe saw. It was also wearing a faded red dress with enormous gold buttons as big as dinner plates sewn down the front.

      Whitney clapped her hands in apparent delight and pointed at the doll.

      Obligingly, Zhu-zhu poked the doll’s trunk through the bars and Whitney made a big show of stroking it and admiring the red dress and gold buttons.

      “Ti-ti is pretty, isn’t she?” Zhu-zhu said proudly. “She’s my favorite doll.” She sighed deeply. “Though I wish Mama would let me play with you tweedles! You’d look so cute in my doll house!”

      Whitney made a sad face and mimed crying, letting Zhu-zhu know that she felt the same way.

      “Maybe someday,” Zhu-zhu told her. “But for now, play with this! It’s my best doll’s bed,” she added as she opened the cage door carefully and pushed the sleeping platform inside.

      Rafe wanted to take the opportunity to jump out of the cage but the whole maneuver was done with such furtive quickness, he had no chance. It was clear that Zhu-zhu was used to being quick when opening and closing the tweedles’ cages—probably because she wasn’t supposed to be doing it.

      “Zhu-zhu, where are you!” the mother alien’s voice rang out suddenly. “I called you for dinner ten minutes ago!”

      “Coming, Mama!” Zhu-zhu bellowed, nearly deafening Rafe. He put his hands belatedly over his ears as the alien child turned and thundered up the ramp, as loudly as a herd of elephants. Which he supposed made sense, since that animal was what the Tuskers most resembled.

      “What in the Seven Hells do you think you’re doing?” he demanded of Whitney, who was examining the toy sleeping platform Zhu-zhu had shoved into their cage before rushing up the ramp. “Singing to her and playing with her like that! Don’t you think she’s going to suspect us of being sentient now?”

      “Of course not,” Whitney said absently, her attention clearly fixed more on the bed than on what he was saying. “Look at this—it has a real mattress! My Barbie bed from the Barbie Dream House only had a fake plastic molded one. This is way nicer—we might actually be able to use it.”

      “Forget the sleeping platform,” Rafe growled, glaring at her. He took her by the arm and turned her to face him. “Whitney, I don’t want you doing that again—don’t want you playing with the child. It isn’t safe.”

      “She’s a kid, Rafe.” Whitney shook off his hand impatiently. “If there’s anything I know besides animals, it’s kids. I’ve got five nephews and three nieces and I used to baby-sit all of them.”

      “Baby-sit?” Rafe frowned. “You sat on your younger kin?”

      Whitney burst out laughing.

      “No, you big lug—that’s just an Earth term that means I watched them when their parents—my sisters—were gone! I’m just trying to tell you, I know how kids’ minds work. Zhu-zhu is too young to even understand what sentience is—all she wants is a fun pet to play with. And if I can be that pet, she might be tempted to take me out of the cage. Instant escape, right?”

      Rafe glowered at her. “Or instant death. That ‘child’ is the size of a two-story building, Whitney! You should not be encouraging her to pick you up and play with you as though you were a doll.”

      She shrugged, apparently unconcerned for her own safety.

      “She’s a girl—that makes all the difference. Girls are more gentle with their toys and pets. Didn’t you see the way she handled Ti-ti, her doll? She’s a sweet little girl—she won’t hurt me.”

      “She won’t get a chance to hurt you because you aren’t going to encourage her to pick you up again!” Rafe growled, glaring at her. The thought of the child’s seven-fingered hand or trunk curled around Whitney’s waist, lifting her up, taking her away, made all his protective instincts rise and all he wanted to do was hold her close in his arms and keep her safe from all the dangers of this alien world.

      “Hey, I’ll be all right.” Whitney patted his arm reassuringly. “And it might be a way out of here—me playing Barbie and you playing Ken. Isn’t that worth a little risk?”

      Rafe didn’t know who “Barbie and Ken” were and he didn’t care. He only knew he didn’t want to lose Whitney and not only because he was her Protector and was sworn to keep her safe. The thought of not being able to keep her from harm, of never seeing her again, was completely intolerable.

      He frowned at himself uncertainly. Was he beginning…to care for her? Surely not. But still, he couldn’t shake the feeling.

      “It’s not worth risking your life,” he growled fiercely, pushing his complex and confusing emotions aside. “I don’t want you to do it again—I mean it, Whitney!”

      She looked like she was about to argue, but then a change came over her face and she simply shrugged.

      “I hear you, Rafe,” she murmured, patting his arm again. “Now come on and help me move this bed to the back of the cage. No more saggy hammock tent—we’re sleeping in comfort tonight!”
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      The alien doll bed really wasn’t bad, although the piece of foam-rubber that was the mattress was a little too firm for Whitney’s taste. Still, it was way better than the sagging bottom of the hanging tent so she was prepared to put up with it.

      They had positioned it in the back of the cage, right under the hanging tent—which Rafe had managed to raise a bit higher—so it felt almost like a canopy bed. Then they had piled the greenish-purple grass all around it, creating a kind of privacy barrier. The result was a snug little nest that felt both cozy and sequestered, much to Whitney’s delight. And the brightly patterned gold and purple blanket that went with the bed was surprisingly soft and warm.

      “Mmm, this is nice,” Whitney murmured, snuggling down under the blanket and getting comfortable. Since the bed had been built for dolls which were bigger than Rafe, it was luxuriously large—maybe too large, she thought ruefully, as the big Kindred settled himself at a deliberate distance away from her, putting at least three feet of space between them.

      She frowned as she watched him through the gloom of the dimly lit downstairs area. How could she get him to come closer? And how could she get him to touch her? Not that she wanted him to break his vow, necessarily, but after sleeping so close to him the night before, she felt lonely and sad all by herself on one side of the big doll’s bed.

      “Rafe?” she asked quietly, and put out a foot to nudge the back of his knee.

      “Yes?” He half-turned his head to see her, though his big body remained facing obstinately away, Whitney saw with exasperation.

      “Rafe,” she said again in a low, coaxing tone. “Could you…would you hold me tonight?”

      He made a sound low in his throat which might have been either longing or protest or both and shook his head.

      “I…should not.”

      “Please?” Whitney pleaded shamelessly. I don’t mind being in a cage during the day but at night it’s so lonely and scary. I just…” She choked back a sob that she didn’t have to fake a bit. “I just don’t want to feel all alone here. Please, Rafe.”

      “Mon’dalla…” He rolled over and, much to Whitney’s relief, gathered her into his arms. “I can deny you nothing,” he rumbled low, in her ear. “Though I know in this case I should.”

      “Why should you?” Whitney protested, snuggling close to his broad, bare chest. His warm, spicy scent invaded her senses making her feel somehow aroused, protected, and cherished all at the same time. “Is it really just your vow?” she asked. “Or is it something else? Something in your past?”

      Rafe stiffened against her.

      “I do not wish to speak of it.” His voice was low and cold and he seemed on the verge of pulling away and leaving her alone again. Whitney sensed she had gone too far and hurriedly changed the subject.

      “Then let’s talk about how we’re going to get out of here,” she said quickly. “Let’s talk about getting Mama Tusker to take us to the tweedle show.”

      She could see him frowning in the dim light from the softly glowing sides of the ramp which led to the upstairs.

      “I am not sure we can get her to take us. Not if we must do…what Yancy and Yarrow have been doing.”

      “Do you think they’re actually, uh, doing it though?” Whitney asked. “Or just pretending?”

      Rafe shrugged. “Who knows? It is not our business to question or to judge them. But I am not sure about making such a pretense ourselves.”

      “I think we should do it,” Whitney said strongly. “Fake it, I mean—fake breeding,” she said quickly, when he looked at her with one eyebrow raised questioningly. “Yancy and Yarrow and Dood all seem to think it’s the only way to get Mama Tusker to keep us together and take us to the show.”

      Rafe frowned. “I am not certain how I feel about even pretending to take you in that way.”

      “Why?” Whitney demanded, turning to face him more. “I mean, faking it isn’t actually doing it—isn’t actually having sex,” she pointed out. “We wouldn’t really be breaking your vow, any more than we did when you, uh, sucked my nipples and touched me in the matching pen cage.”

      His frown deepened until his face looked like a thundercloud.

      “I should not have done that.”

      “You had to,” Whitney said patiently. “How else could we have convinced Mama Tusker that we were a matched pair?”

      “We should have found another way.” But his deep voice sounded doubtful, as though he knew in his heart that there had been no other way to accomplish their goal.

      “I didn’t mind, you know,” Whitney admitted softly, drawing patterns on his broad chest with her fingertips. “It felt…really good to have you touch me and taste me like that. It wouldn’t really bother me if…if we had to do something similar in order to go to the show.”

      Rafe shook his head. “But it would bother me. It would be against my vow.”

      “But isn’t the main part of your vow all about protecting me?” Whitney asked reasonably. “I mean, keeping me safe no matter what you have to do in order to shield me from harm?”

      “Well…” Rafe shifted in the bed uncomfortably.

      “What it boils down to is that you’re supposed to look out for me,” Whitney said. “And if this is the only way to do it, well…what choice do you have?”

      “I do not think that our only choice is breeding.” Rafe’s deep voice was dangerously close to a growl but at least he didn’t pull away from her.

      “But we wouldn’t be breeding—not really,” Whitney reminded him. “Just pretend breeding. Like Yancy and Yarrow do.” Well, maybe anyway—she still wasn’t quite sure about them herself but she wasn’t about to point that out now.

      “Fake breeding,” Rafe mused and she could tell that he was mulling it over.

      “Sure,” she said encouragingly. “I mean, you could, uh, get up behind me and you know…pretend to, uh, take me. In fact,” she said, getting a sudden inspiration. “Maybe we should practice now—just so we’re ready for the morning when Mama Tusker comes to give us our breakfast.” She made a face. “Which I really hope isn’t more of those awful shroom slices!”

      “Practice?” Rafe sounded perplexed. “Why should we practice fake breeding?”

      “To make it look real, of course,” Whitney said. “And to get more, uh, comfortable with the idea—you know? We don’t want to fumble and bumble and look all awkward when we do it. We want Mama to look at us and think we’re going at it for real right away.”

      “I don’t know…” Rafe said hesitantly, but Whitney was already getting on her hands and knees on the bed and looking over her shoulder at him.

      “Come on, Rafe,” she said encouragingly, her voice just a little breathless. “Come get behind me and grab onto my hips.”

      “We should not,” he protested but he was already getting to his knees and putting his big, warm hands tentatively on her hips.

      “Sure we should,” Whitney said encouragingly.

      Her heart was pumping hard now and the blood was beginning to rush in her veins. Somewhere inside she heard a little voice demanding what she thought she was doing—this was wrong, she shouldn’t tempt her Protector this way. And yet somehow she couldn’t seem to stop.

      “Come on,” she urged Rafe, who was still keeping some distance between them. “You have to get closer than that or Mama’s going to know we’re faking it. You’re going to have to get right up behind me.”

      “I shouldn’t,” he rumbled but then Whitney felt the heat of his big body against her bare thighs and ass as he finally came close enough to touch her.

      “All right now,” she said encouragingly. “Lean into me and pretend…pretending you’re pressing your shaft deep inside me…inside my pussy.”

      She felt naughty saying such things to him but hot too—hot and wet and swollen between her thighs. Deliberately, she spread her legs and widened her stance, giving him better access to her open pussy. At the same time, she went from her hands and knees down to her elbows. Then she tilted her hips and pushed back against him, wanting to feel his big, hard body lining up with her own, pressing against her.

      He got even closer but then something hard and hot poked between her pussy lips. Rafe gave a strangled oath and began to back away.

      “No, don’t.” Whitney turned her head and put back a hand to grab his arm and stop him.

      “Forgive me.” His deep voice sounded strangled. “I didn’t mean to…”

      “Don’t apologize—it’s a good thing,” Whitney assured him, her voice more breathless than ever. “I mean, we have to make it look real, right? So we can’t worry about it every time we accidentally touch. In fact…” she shifted against him, tilting her pelvis and widening her stance even more. “I think it would be good to practice that too—you touching me, I mean. Rubbing against me while you, um, thrust.”

      “And why would we practice such a thing?” Rafe asked flatly, though she noticed he hadn’t moved his hands from her hips.

      “So we don’t jump apart and give the act away every time we accidentally touch, of course,” Whitney said reasonably. “Go ahead—pretend you’re thrusting and rub against me at the same time, Rafe. It’s the only way to get used to it so Mama Tusker doesn’t suspect.”

      “Well…if you’re certain.” His deep voice was hoarse with desire, which only made Whitney hotter. She wasn’t certain of anything at this point, except that she wanted the big Kindred between her thighs. She only hoped she had convinced him to go there.

      When she felt something hard and hot rubbing between her open pussy lips, she knew she had been successful.

      “Mmm, that’s right,” she encouraged, panting a little at the pleasure of the broad head of his cock sliding against her wet, open folds. “Rub against me, pretend you’re actually thrusting inside me.”

      “Gods, it would be so easy to slip into you like this,” Rafe growled as he drew back and thrust against her again. For a moment the blunt tip of his shaft somehow found its way to the entrance of her pussy and Whitney held still for a long, breathless moment as it just barely pressed against her. He was right—one hard thrust would send his entire thick length to the hilt into her pussy. Just the thought of it made her inner muscles clench with both fear and desire.

      “Would…would it be that easy?” she asked, tilting her hips back and allowing the head of his cock to slide just inside her slippery entrance. Damn, that felt fine! But it would feel even better if he would put more in.

      Unfortunately, Rafe didn’t.

      “Yes—too easy,” he growled and then she felt him withdrawing. “We cannot do this anymore, Whitney—I am too tempted to take you.”

      Whitney was damn tempted too, but she wasn’t ready to give up yet.

      “We’ll have to try another way, then,” she said, getting off her hands and knees and turning to face him. “Lay down on your back.”

      “What?” He frowned at her. But when Whitney put her hands on his broad chest and pushed, he allowed himself to be settled back on the bed. “What are you doing?” he asked, looking up at her as he lay on his back.

      “Just finding another way to fake out Mama Tusker,” Whitney assured him as she straddled his lean hips and settled herself against him. But she raised up again, almost as quickly. “Oh—what’s that?”

      “You settled against my mating fist.” His deep voice was slightly strangled. “It is…a ridge of flesh at the base of my shaft which ties me to a female I am trying to bond to me when I make love with her.”

      “It is? Can I, uh, look at it?” Whitney asked uncertainly.

      He shrugged. “If you like.”

      She scooted back and tried to examine him in the dim light.

      “Wow, it’s really big,” she exclaimed, running her fingertips carefully over the thick bulge. “Like somebody slid a donut over an extra-large cucumber. Um…” She looked up at him. “If you don’t mind me asking, how in the world do you use this thing? I mean, most girls I know could never accommodate something this big—and I’m including myself in that number,” she added.

      “There are chemicals in my pre-cum which make a female able to open for me,” Rafe explained. “Once my mating fist slips inside her, it ties us together until the bonding is done.”

      Whitney knew a little about the famous Kindred bond which granted both the Kindred warrior and his bride the ability to communicate telepathically and sometimes to feel each others’ emotions.

      “That sounds amazing,” she said honestly. “Have you, er, ever bonded with anyone like that?” The minute the question was out of her mouth, she wished she could call it back. She knew very well that Kindred bonded for life so if he had been bonded before, it could only mean that his wife had died or somehow left him—which wasn’t very likely at all.

      “Once,” Rafe said, surprising her by answering the question. “It did not…end well.”

      The look on his face told Whitney that was all she was going to get out of him on that particular subject. But she didn’t really want to rehash an obviously painful past with Rafe, anyway. There were much better things she and the big Kindred could be doing, as far as she was concerned.

      “Thanks for letting me see,” she said, moving up to hover over him again. “Are you okay to go on?”

      “I suppose so,” he growled, looking up at her. “What now?”

      “Now this,” Whitney purred and pressed herself down against him so that her pussy lips parted, enveloping the length of his thick shaft in her slippery wetness.

      “Gods!” Rafe groaned and his hands went to her hips involuntarily. “So hot and wet, mon’dalla,” he muttered, looking up to meet her eyes.

      “Can’t…help that,” Whitney panted, pressing herself against him. God, it felt good to have his hot, thick shaft rubbing right against her sensitive clit! But she needed more—much more from him. “Roll your hips—thrust up,” she urged him, wiggling to feel him press against her open folds even harder. “Pretend you’re filling me up.”

      “You mean pretend I’m fucking you,” Rafe growled, his golden eyes glowing with lust in the dimness. “Gods, Whitney, if you only knew how tempted I am to break my vow and really take you…”

      “You can do what you want,” Whitney promised him recklessly. “Just move, Rafe—I need to feel you moving against me—inside me.”

      She meant inside her pussy lips but she made it clear she wouldn’t object to his shaft slipping deeper inside her either. Rafe seemed to take the hint because he made a low, guttural sound of desire and then his hips rocked up, the shaft of his cock rubbing hard against her open pussy and swollen clit.

      Whitney moaned as the pleasure shot through her and reached down to brace her hands on his rock-hard abs. God, it felt good to have him so close to her like this! The only thing better would be if Rafe would actually put himself inside her. But somehow he didn’t, even though he kept rubbing against her until she felt like she was going to explode.

      “Oh…oh, Rafe,” she gasped, writhing wildly on top of him. “Oh God, that feels so good! I think I’m getting close. Going…going to come if you keep it up!”

      “Then I won’t stop.” His golden gaze was wild—fierce and feral and hungry—and his big hands tightened on her hips. “I won’t stop until you come for me, mon’dalla—until you come all over my shaft while you rub against me.”

      “I want you to come too,” Whitney begged recklessly. “Want to feel you shooting while you’re pressed against my pussy. Please, Rafe—come for me!”

      Her words seemed to press a switch inside him. With a low growl, he tightened his hold on her waist and flipped her over. Whitney gasped in surprise as she found herself on her back with the big Kindred between her thighs, the length of his shaft pressing even harder against her open pussy.

      Oh God, he’s going to do it—he’s going to fuck me for real! she thought, with a mixture of fear and desire so strong it was dizzying.

      But Rafe didn’t do it. Though the tip of his cock slipped down to rest just inside the entrance of her pussy once or twice, he never pressed inside her, but only thrust long and slow against her open folds until Whitney thought she was going to go crazy with need.

      At last, she felt her pleasure peaking—the orgasm overcoming her like a relentless undertow sweeping her out to sea. Unable to help herself, she reached up and pulled Rafe closer to her.

      “Rafe,” she gasped, locking eyes with him. “So good—you’re making me feel so damn good!”

      Then she threaded her fingers in his wild black hair and pulled him down for a kiss as sweet as it was savage.

      Rafe kissed her back, demanding entrance to her mouth and exploring her deeply, as though he was staking his claim to her. Whitney met him gladly and, as her orgasm overtook her and she felt herself clenching all over with unbearable pleasure, something hot and wet spurted against her belly and she knew that Rafe was coming with her—sharing in their mutual desire as she moaned into his mouth and gave herself up to the big Kindred completely.
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      Rafe couldn’t believe what he had done. It was wrong, he told himself. So damn wrong. A violation of his vow as a Protector and the more personal vow he had made to himself never to seek the love of a female again. And yet, somehow, he couldn’t make himself want to leave Whitney’s side when their mutual pleasure was through.

      “God…” She was panting, still spread out under him and his hard shaft still pressed against her wet, slippery folds. Even more slippery, Rafe realized, now that he had come on her belly.

      “Are you well?” Reluctantly he pulled away and looked down at the mess he had made. Most of his seed had spilled on Whitney’s belly and it glinted faintly white and silver in the dim light against her chocolate-brown skin.

      “Never better.” She looked up, her eyes half-lidded with pleasure and a small, satisfied smile playing around the corners of her mouth. “That was amazing. Even better than the orgasm you gave me in the matching pen. Are all Kindred such experts at making a girl feel good or is it just you?”

      Rafe wasn’t certain how to answer. He had been planning to apologize for taking things too far but she looked so happy and contented, it was hard to feel ashamed or wrong about what they had done together.

      “I…suppose it’s a Kindred trait to want to please the female we are with,” he answered at last. “I’m sorry I made such a mess,” he added, looking down at her stomach again.

      Whitney stretched luxuriously. “Don’t worry about it—we can use the bottom corner of the blanket to clean up.”

      “That will not be necessary,” Rafe growled. The sight of her luscious curves, laid bare before him as well as her pussy still so open and wet and his seed on her belly made his shaft stir again. And it wasn’t like it had gone down in the first place, since Kindred didn’t lose their erections even after orgasm.

      She frowned. “Do you want me to get up and take a shower? I mean, it’s kind of the middle of the night but I guess I could.”

      “No, I meant it will not be necessary because I will clean you up.” Rafe slid down until his face was between her thighs and looked up at her. “With your permission, of course, mon’dalla,” he added hoarsely.

      Understanding spread over Whitney’s lovely face and her dark eyes sparkled in the dim light.

      “Well of course—I mean, if you really want to. Some guys don’t like the taste of their own, uh, cum.”

      “I like the taste of you,” Rafe told her and then began cleaning her belly with long, slow sweeps of his tongue, lapping away the seed he had left there and tasting the sweet, salty flavor of her skin underneath.

      “Mmmm…Rafe…” Judging from the way Whitney was moving her hips and running her fingers through his hair, she was thoroughly enjoying the tongue bath. Her eager response made Rafe’s shaft throb even harder and he took his time cleaning her, lapping perhaps, a little closer to the top of her pussy mound than was absolutely necessary since almost all his seed had spilled on her belly.

      Whitney seemed to like what he was doing though because after a long time of writhing restlessly, she tugged at his hair to make him look up.

      “Rafe,” she said softly, thrusting her hips up a little. “I think maybe you missed a spot. Just a little lower down—you know?”

      “Did I?” He raised an eyebrow at her. “Where would that be, mon’dalla? Show me.”

      Whitney didn’t need any further encouragement than that.

      “Here,” she murmured and pushed his head gently but firmly between her thighs.

      The way she moved him into position and let him know exactly what she wanted made Rafe’s shaft throb with desire. Gods, he loved a woman who took control sometimes—who showed him what she wanted with no ‘beating around the bush’ as the humans called it. But he decided to tease Whitney, just the same.

      “Here?” he asked, looking up as he flicked his tongue over the top of her slit.

      “Mmm…even lower.” Her small but surprisingly strong hands pushed his head further down and she spread her thighs wider for him.

      “Here, then?” This time when his tongue darted out, he lapped her outer pussy lips—first the right, then the left—before withdrawing. He knew the teasing would drive her crazy and that was exactly what he wanted.

      “Almost…” Whitney was nearly panting now. “Do you want me to show you exactly where I need you to lick me—to clean me?” she asked in a low, breathless voice that sent a quiver of desire through his balls.

      “Gods, yes, mon’dalla.” His voice was a lustful growl in his own ears. “Show me where you need me—put me where you want me.”

      “Here.” Daringly, she used the fingers of one hand to spread her pussy lips wide, revealing the slick inner petals of her sex and the throbbing button of her clit. “Right…here.” And she pushed his head down until his lips met her aching little bud in a hot, open-mouthed kiss.

      Rafe bathed her Goddess pearl with his tongue, lapping up her sweet juices, feeling lost in the pleasure of tasting her, which all Kindred warriors loved. As he did, Whitney writhed under his mouth.

      “There! Oh God, yes, there, Rafe! Right there!” she moaned and tugged even harder on his hair while she rocked her hips up to meet his seeking tongue, opening herself completely for him to lap up her delicious honey.

      It didn’t take Rafe long to reach the edge again, even without any physical stimulation. It was enough that he was tasting her, that he was pleasuring her with his tongue.

      Gods, he loved the taste of her—the sweet feminine scent of her pussy—the way her thighs pressed tight against the sides of his face as she drew him in, both begging and demanding more. The way she tugged his hair and called his name, the way her honey gushed for him again and again—he thought he could never get enough of tasting her—never get enough of serving her with his mouth and tongue.

      Mon’dalla, he thought deliriously as she came again and again and he lapped away her honey. Oh Gods, how can I ever let you go now? And how can I keep myself from loving you?
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      Whitney woke up feeling amazing the next morning. But then, she supposed with a sleepy smile, having a string of orgasms during the night would do that for a girl. It was even better than a good night’s rest—which she certainly hadn’t had since Rafe hadn’t seemed to want to leave his place between her thighs.

      Damn, could that man eat pussy! It was something Whitney enjoyed—but only if the man she was with knew what the hell he was doing. Which sadly, most men did not. They were either too tentative or too changeable—moving to try something else just when whatever they were doing was working. Why “don’t stop—right there!” was so hard to understand was beyond Whitney. But it seemed like when most men heard it, they took it as a sign to try a fancy new technique which derailed the pleasure train every time.

      Now Rafe…there was a man who could take direction, she thought with a sleepy smile. He had even asked her to put him where she needed him—no man had ever done that before. They all seemed to want to prove they were experts on female anatomy when a real expert, like Rafe, knew that no one knew a woman’s body better than she did herself. There was no shame in asking for directions—it only enhanced the experience.

      Speaking of Rafe, she felt him stirring beside her and turned to face him.

      “Mmm, good morning,” she greeted him, smiling. “Did you sleep well? I know I certainly did.”

      “Good morning.” He frowned and shook his head, as though to clear the cobwebs of sleep away. “I had…the strangest dream.”

      “Really?” Whitney propped herself on her elbow, facing him. “And what was it about?”

      “I dreamed the two of us…that we, er, practiced…” Suddenly his golden eyes widened. “Gods, it was no dream, was it?”

      “Of course not.” Whitney grinned at him. “It was better than a dream—it was amazing.”

      He frowned and looked away.

      “I did things…things I should not have done to you.”

      Here they went with his damn vow again, Whitney thought. But she had already prepared for a resurgence of guilt on his part.

      “You did what you had to do in order for us to be comfortable with each other’s bodies so we can fool Mama Tusker when she comes to check on us,” she said firmly. “I mean, after last night, there should be no awkwardness left between us, right? We know each other inside and out so we can put on a more convincing show.”

      Rafe looked doubtful at this explanation of their late-night activities but before he could voice any more doubt or guilt, they heard the low thud-thud-thud of Tusker footsteps on the metal ramp.

      “Quick!” Whitney exclaimed, jumping out of bed. “Here comes Mama—we have to convince her to take us to the show. Hurry!”

      Rafe nodded, all business at once, and the two of them ran to the front of the cage where they would be most visible. Whitney dropped to her knees and the big Kindred got into position behind her, his hands on her hips. From the corner of her eye, she saw Yancy and Yarrow were doing the same thing. Even Dood was coming forward, swishing his long, auburn hair as he waited confidently at the front bars of his cage.

      Soon enough, Mama Tusker came stumping down the ramp with a tray filled with giant vegetable slices in one hand and peered into their cages one by one.

      “Let’s see, my dears,” she rumbled in her crashing-boulders voice. “Who wants breakfast and who’s up for going to the Tweedle Beautiful Show with me today?”

      She looked speculatively down the line of cages until she came to the one with the little blonde tweedle, with long, platinum hair and big eyes. Mama Tusker smiled and nodded to herself.

      “Yes, you can come, my little Beauty. I’ll bring one of the unmatched males for you to mate with.”

      She looked at the two mindless male tweedles for a moment as she pushed some huge orange sticks into their cages and shook her head. “Not you, I don’t think,” she murmured. “You were both of you too rough with poor Beauty the last time I let you breed her.”

      Moving on, she looked at Yancy and Yarrow and shook her head sorrowfully.

      “Well, not you this time either my dears, I’m afraid,” she said to them. “You’re good little breeders but with only one litter to boast of, how can I offer your babies at the show?” She sighed. “I hate to say it, but I might have to let the two of you go if you don’t have another litter soon. Maybe some other breeder might try pairing you with different partners and get better results.”

      Hearing this, Whitney couldn’t help glancing into the next cage to see what the reaction of Yancy and Yarrow would be to this news. For a moment they looked frozen and she saw shock and fear cross Yancy’s pretty face. Then Yarrow redoubled his efforts and they continued “breeding” until Mama Tusker moved on to Whitney and Rafe’s cage.

      “Well, well—so the tweedle weed finally got you in the mood, did it my dears?” she asked, smiling in at them as she pushed some of the long orange sticks—about the size of tree branches—through the bars of their cage. “I’m so glad—for you’re so exotic I was longing to take you to the show. And now that you’re in season, I can!”

      She clapped her gigantic hands together loudly, making Whitney wince, though she tried not to show it. Instead, she concentrated on moaning loudly and backing to meet Rafe’s pretend thrusts, just as though the two of them were breeding as hard as they could.

      Mama Tusker moved on to Dood’s cage and stared at him thoughtfully as she gave him his breakfast. Dood came right up to the bars and swished his hair at her, clearly reminding her what a prime specimen of tweedle-hood he was. Mama frowned…but then nodded.

      “Yes, Silky—you’ll do. I’ll bring you for Beauty to breed with. And that’s all, I think,” she added, speaking to herself as she stepped back and looked at all of them. “Four is enough for any show and I don’t want to overload the cages. Let me just go get them.”

      She stumped off up the ramp again and Whitney and Rafe disengaged.

      “Whew—we made it,” she whispered to him.

      He nodded. “Yes, but others were not so lucky.”

      Both of them looked into Yarrow and Yancy’s cage, where Yancy was crying and Yarrow was trying to comfort her.

      Poor things, Whitney thought with a surge of sympathy. After all this time together, to be torn apart and sold. It’s awful!

      She wanted to say something to comfort Yancy—though she didn’t know quite what—but just then Mama Tusker came thumping down the ramp again, this time carrying two traveling cages in her hands.

      “Now then,” she remarked, opening Dood’s door with her trunk and depositing the tweedle inside the cage in her left hand. “Boys in one cage and girls in another. I think that will work best.”

      Next she scooped up the blonde-haired girl named Beauty and popped her into the right hand cage.

      “I don’t like this—she’s going to separate us,” Rafe murmured in Whitney’s ear. “We could make a run for it when she opens the cage.”

      “And go where?” Whitney objected. “It’s a two-story fall from these cages to the floor. Mama would have plenty of time to snatch us up while we tried to find a way down. And then she’d never take us to the show!”

      He sighed unhappily. “I suppose you’re right but it still doesn’t sit well with me to let her put us into two different cages again.”

      “It’s okay,” Whitney murmured reassuringly. “I’ll be fine. That Beauty doesn’t look like much of a fighter. You just mind your manners and promise not to beat up on Dood. Mama Tusker won’t like that.”

      “I cannot promise that.” Rafe got a mulish expression on his face—he hadn’t liked the other male since Dood had attacked her in the matching pen.

      “You have to promise,” Whitney said earnestly. “What if she gets angry that you hurt her prize tweedle and sells you away from me?” She looked into his golden eyes. “Please, Rafe—promise me you won’t hurt him!”

      With a reluctant frown, he nodded at last.

      “All right. I won’t lay a finger on him—as much as I might want to.”

      And then Mama Tusker’s huge blue trunk was curling around his waist and pulling him gently but firmly away from Whitney to place him in the left-hand cage.

      Whitney watched anxiously as Rafe was placed right beside Dood. The other male gave him a wary glance and moved away, putting distance between them. But to her relief, Rafe didn’t even look at him. He stared stoically out of the bars at the front of his new cage, watching her as she was watching him.

      In short order, the trunk coiled like a massive blue snake around Whitney’s waist as well and she was put into the cage with Beauty, who was sitting quietly in the corner, looking at her with big purple-blue eyes.

      The traveling cage swayed as Mama Tusker stumped up the ramp and Whitney swayed with it until she landed with a thump on her ass.

      “Ouch!” she exclaimed and rubbed her sore rump ruefully. “That hurt. You were smart, sitting down right away,” she added, hoping to start a conversation with Beauty.

      But the little blonde tweedle simply looked at her silently and after a moment Whitney decided she must be one of the Mindless Ones, like the two males Mama Tusker had left behind.

      “Well, I guess I’m not going to get much conversation on this trip unless I talk to myself,” she muttered and sighed.

      It was going to be a long journey to the Tweedle Beautiful show and she couldn’t help wondering when she would get to see Rafe again. Would Mama Tusker keep them separated for the entire show? If so, how were they going to get a chance to escape together? And how would they ever get back to their ship if they got loose in the vast Tusker city, which they had flown over on the way here?

      There were, of course, no answers for any of her questions. There was only boredom and anxiety as the cages were loaded into some kind of vehicle and Mama Tusker drove them to the show.
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      “Well, May-Bell, it’s so good to see you here this year!” a rumbling Tusker voice exclaimed outside the cage. “I wasn’t sure if you would make it this time. I thought you said you wouldn’t come again unless you had something new to show.”

      “And so I do! A couple of new exotic tweedles.” There was a note of pride and suppressed excitement in the mother alien’s voice. “But I can’t show them to you just now—they’re a surprise.”

      Which was doubtless why she had their wire cages draped with thick blue cloths, much to Rafe’s disgust and irritation. He had hoped to get a good view of the Tusker city as they were carried through its streets—an idea of where to go when they escaped. Instead, he could only catch glimpses here and there through the small tear in the cloth he had found but failed to widen, since the fabric was incredibly tough.

      There were snatches of giant walking feet, sidewalks as broad as entire highways back on Earth, and buildings so tall and vast even one of them would have encompassed several city blocks back home. But he couldn’t see enough to mark a way through the giant city or find a safe way to get back to the forest.

      “Don’t bother,” Dood said, as Rafe stood swaying at the bars, trying to catch glimpses of the outside world as the cage jolted alarmingly with every one of Mama Tusker’s rolling steps.

      Rafe turned to face him.

      “Don’t bother to try and escape, you mean?” he sneered at the other male. “Just because you are too cowardly to make the attempt—”

      “Hey, I made an attempt—I tried, all right?” Dood snapped, glowering at him from his seat in the corner. “But I’m telling you, trying to escape in the middle of the Tusker city is suicide, plain and simple. You’d never even find your way out of the building they hold the show in. And even if you did, it’s so far back to the forest where you say you parked your ship, you could spend a lifetime getting back to it.”

      Rafe glared at him stubbornly.

      “If I see a chance, I’m going to take it.”

      Dood shrugged and flipped his hair over one shoulder.

      “Hey man—if that’s your thing, go for it. Just don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      Rafe could have done without his warning—it only served to remind him that he didn’t know where they were and Whitney was separated from him. His first order of business if he could get out of this cage was to find her, of course. But then what? Maybe they could stow away in one of the Tusker’s luggage and in so doing, find a vehicle going somewhere near the forest where they had left the ship.

      But even if they were so lucky as to be deposited in the immediate vicinity of the ship, Rafe still didn’t know how to get them home. He knew that Whitney wanted to try using the rogue worm hole that had brought them here, but he also knew the odds of it leading back to where they had come from were slim to none. They might live out their lives, wandering lost through the vast emptiness of space, and never get back to the Mother Ship and Earth again.

      Not that he would mind spending the rest of his life wandering with Whitney, but he knew her well enough to know that she would mind—dreadfully. She was a gregarious female with friends and family she loved and she would miss them all sadly.

      Somehow he had to get her home—to get both of them home.

      But how?

      As he considered the problem, he watched through the tear in the blue cage covering and saw the scene shifting outside the bars. He caught glimpses of a fine marble floor and then a high, frescoed ceiling. There were pieces of enormous red and black velvet furniture scattered around with Tuskers lounging on them and talking or drinking some kind of fizzy blue drink with green bubbles floating on top.

      The whole scene reminded him of an expensive hotel lobby—was that where the tweedle show was being held?

      They stepped into a kind of box with mirrored glass walls and he was able to see—to his relief—that Mama was still holding the cage containing Whitney in her other hand. He couldn’t see into the cage, which was covered with a blue cloth like his own, but he hoped that Whitney was all right and just biding her time as he was.

      Surely these cages will be easier to get out of than the ones back at the Tusker’s dome, he thought hopefully. If only the mother alien would place them close together so he and Whitney could get away without a problem…

      The mirrored glass box shifted and began to move—first up and then sideways and then up again and then down for a few feet until it came to a stop. The doors slid open and Mama Tusker stepped out, murmuring to herself.

      “All right now, room 313…room 313, now where is it?”

      At last, after a long, swaying journey down a richly carpeted hallway, they came to a stop in front of a new door—this one as tall as a ten or twelve-story building, Rafe estimated.

      Mama Tusker used her trunk to do something Rafe couldn’t see to the door and it popped open, revealing a new room, much smaller than the endless hall they had just traversed.

      “Ah, home-sweet-home—at least until after the show, anyway my darlings,” the mother alien announced brightly. “Now let me just set the four of you down on the desk and I can get changed for the opening ceremonies.”

      She plunked both cages down and then stumped away, humming tunelessly to herself in a voice that sounded like rocks tumbling in a riverbed. But Rafe was too distracted by what he saw through the small tear in his cage cover to pay attention to the assault on his ears.

      There, sitting directly across from his cage, was one of the information centers with its vast movie screen-sized monitors and the six-sided cube of a keyboard, whose characters he now understood perfectly.

      A source of information was at hand and with it, the power to find their way home.
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      Whitney sighed and took another bite of the boringly bland orange stick which Mama Tusker had put in the travel cages for her and Beauty to nibble on. It was the size of a good-sized tree branch and tasted a little like a carrot—only less sweet and with a somewhat woody texture. Honestly, did the Tusker woman ever giver her pets anything tasty to eat? Whitney would have killed for anything with some spice to it—she’d been placed on what was basically a bland, raw vegan diet without her consent and it was miserable.

      Suddenly she heard Mama Tusker stumping around again and then the cloths were taken off the cages. Though part of the cages were some kind of opaque plastic material, the front was bars and she was able to see out at last.

      “All right, my dears,” Mama said, addressing all of them. She was wearing a new gold dress which encompassed enough fabric to make the sail of a ship—a big one, Whitney thought. But then again, when you were a giant, you had giant clothes—it stood to reason. “I’m off to the opening ceremonies now,” Mama told them. “You four be good and rest and I’ll be back in a little while to get you for the show.”

      She blew them a kiss through her trunk which almost knocked Whitney over and then tromped out the door, leaving them alone.

      “Whitney—are you well?” Rafe was standing at the front of his cage, looking at her anxiously.

      She nodded. “Just fine. How about you?”

      He nodded back. “Very well. This could be our chance. See if you can open your lock and I’ll do the same.”

      “All right.” Whitney moved to the door of the travel cage and reached around the bars, feeling for the locking mechanism. It seemed for a moment as though it would move but it seemed to be jammed somehow—or maybe it was just still locked. For whatever reason, however she worked it, the damn thing wouldn’t open.

      Wish I had a bobby pin like they use to pick locks in movies, Whitney thought. Then again, to fit this particular lock, the bobby pin would have had to be three feet long and might have been hard to handle.

      “Can’t you get out?” Rafe was suddenly in front of her door, frowning. “Let me try. I’ll get you free and then we can use the information center to see if we can find any star charts of this galaxy.” He nodded at the huge computer looking thing with its weird, six-sided mouse cube beside them on the desk.

      “Okay—good idea.” Whitney nodded and watched him anxiously. The big Kindred worked on her lock intently, his jaw clenched and his brow furrowed in concentration. Unfortunately, it didn’t so much as budge.

      “Goddess damn it!” Rafe swore angrily.

      “You’re wasting time,” Whitney said urgently. “Who knows when Mama Tusker will be back? Go see what you can get from the computer thingy—this could be our only chance.”

      “You’re right.” Rafe gave her a brief nod. “I’ll come back as soon as I learn what I need to know.”

      “Okay.” Whitney watched as he ran across the vast broad desktop—like a huge barren plain she thought—towards the towering structure of the computer monitor. The six-sided cube mouse was as tall as Rafe and twice as broad—how would he use it?

      As it turned out, he managed fairly well by punching in the symbols he needed and then turning the cube carefully to punch in more. Even so, it took him almost an hour, Whitney estimated, to get anything resembling information to appear on the vast monitor.

      She frowned as she tried to make sense out of the alien words that scrolled across the black screen. It was like the beginning of a Star Wars movie if the scrolling words at the start were in a whole other language, she thought. She had learned a lot from Yancy the day before, but the article Rafe had found appeared to contain a lot of technical jargon she didn’t understand. Still, she kept trying to read it until they heard the sound of a key in the door.

      “She’s back—she’s back,” Whitney hissed at Rafe. “Quick—get back to your cage—go!”

      The big Kindred paused only a second—long enough to push the button on the cube-keyboard which blanked the entire screen. Then he raced back to the cage where Dood was waiting with a skeptical look on his face. Clearly he still thought they were idiots for wanting to escape from the show.

      Not that we’re going to at this rate, Whitney thought dismally. Why couldn’t we both have a loose lock? We could have been hiding under the bed or squeezed under the door by now!

      Again, her Grannie Washington’s saying about beggars and wishes and horses popped into her mind.

      We’ll get another chance, Whitney told herself, trying to believe it. We have to!

      Rafe got into his cage and closed the door just in time. A second later, Mama Tusker was entering the room, humming to herself as she came.

      “Well now, that was a lovely opening ceremony and now it’s time for the show! Who’s hungry?” she added, bending down to look at Beauty and Whitney especially. “You can’t go to the show on an empty stomach, my dears!”

      Pulling out a container which looked small in her seven-fingered hands but which was actually the size of a good-sized coffin, she took something out of it and pushed it through the bars of the cage.

      “Eat that,” she told Beauty and Whitney. “And you’ll be all ready for the show!”

      Beauty ran forward at once, her pert nose sniffing the air like a cat smelling a scent it likes. Whitney was a bit more skeptical, thinking it was probably just more giant veggie sticks. But when she caught a whiff of what Mama Tusker had given them, she grew considerably more interested.

      The scent rising to her nose was sweet and spicy at the same time—like cinnamon and Siracha mixed together. It should have been an awful combination but somehow it wasn’t and the smell drew Whitney to its source.

      Lying on the floor of the cage were several round things about the size of basketballs. They were bright green and spotted all over with vivid scarlet dots, giving them a festive air.

      “What are these—edible Christmas ornaments?” Whitney muttered to herself.

      Beauty had already picked one up and was holding it with both hands while she demolished it in tiny, neat bites. Though Whitney had never seen the tweedle girl do more than nibble at the other food Mama Tusker gave them, she was tearing into this new offering like she couldn’t get enough. In fact, one half of the basketball sized fruit in her hands was already gone.

      “Goodness—where do you put it?” Whitney asked her, eyeing the other girl’s slim figure. “That must really be good—mind if I try one?”

      The tweedle girl didn’t answer. In fact, she didn’t even look up—she was clearly too engrossed in her eating to be distracted. Shrugging, Whitney picked up one of the green and red spotted fruits herself. She had expected it might be heavy—it looked a little like a watermelon, except for the weird red spots. But it was surprisingly light in her hands and when she bit into it she found that it was crunchy rather than moist.

      The taste that invaded her mouth was a little like honey roasted nuts with some cayenne pepper sprinkled over them to cut the sweetness. The sweet and spicy flavor filling her mouth took her by surprise. It was really delicious—a wonderful break from the usual bland giant veggies.

      “Wow, this is good!” Whitney mumbled through a mouthful. “We should go to the show more often if we get special food like this!”

      Beauty didn’t answer, only kept eating steadily. And indeed, Whitney found that was all she wanted to do as well. Even after her stomach told her she was full, she kept on. Somehow the spicy, sweet, nutty crunch of the basketball thing in her hands compelled her to keep eating it until almost all of it was gone. She felt almost like she was in a trance—one that she didn’t really want broken, until Mama Tusker said,

      “Now that’s enough my dears. Don’t make yourselves sick.”

      At the interruption, Whitney found she was able to stop eating and put down the weird nut-fruit at last.

      “Ugh!” she exclaimed, leaning back against the wall of the cage at last. “Why did I do that? I’m so full.”

      Beauty, of course, gave no answer but she was also lying quietly in one corner with a hand pressed to her over-full belly.

      Whitney wondered how in the world either one of them would be ready for any kind of a show after eating such a large and filling meal. She only hoped it wouldn’t be like a dog show where the owners had to put their pets on leashes and make them run all around for the judges to watch. She was sure that if anyone tried to make her run right now she was going to puke all over them so Mama Tusker had better beware!

      “Good,” Mama said from outside her cage. “Now you two just rest quietly for a while and let that take effect. I’m going to freshen up a bit and we’ll go to the show.”

      Whitney frowned to herself. What does she mean by “take effect?” Does she mean the food? And what kind of effect is she talking about?

      Before she could mull Mama Tusker’s words over any further, she heard a familiar voice.

      “Whitney!” a hissed whisper came from the other cage. “Whitney, can you hear me?”

      The sides of her cage were mostly solid but there was a kind of little barred window running along the top of it. Whitney stood with a groan and pushed her face to the bars. She didn’t feel like going all the way to the front of the cage—she was too damn full!

      Rafe was looking at her from the side of the other cage, an anxious look on his face. Mama Tusker was nowhere in sight but there was water splashing in the other room, so presumably she was in the bathroom—or whatever the Tuskers called it.

      “What is it?” she asked Rafe, keeping an eye on the corner to make sure Mama Tusker didn’t appear and catch them talking between cages.

      “I just wanted to tell you—Dood says that sometimes Mama Tusker gives the female tweedles a special food right before the show,” Rafe told her. “Whatever you do, don’t eat that food.”

      “What?” Whitney began to feel very uneasy.

      “Don’t eat it!” Rafe said again. “I would have warned you earlier but she was right here. Damn it, here she comes again!”

      He ducked down to the bottom of his own cage just as Mama Tusker came around the corner and Whitney did the same. But even as the giant Tusker hummed through her trunk and gathered the cages into her massive hands, Whitney was worried. She placed a hand to her full belly as they left the hotel room behind.

      What was in the “special food” Mama Tusker had given her and Beauty and what, if anything, would it do to her?

      Whitney had an uneasy feeling she was going to find out.
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      The show room was vast—as cavernous as an airline hangar, or maybe the Docking Bay aboard the Mother Ship, Rafe thought. It was filled with Tuskers—most of them female, all sitting on massive, solid-looking stools or standing around the edges of the auditorium.

      Mama Tusker marched proudly right down the middle of the crowd and the others made way for her—clearly she was a person of some importance in this community. She set their cages down in the middle of a long, raised table-like platform covered in a vast, white cloth and went around to stand behind them, as though waiting for the show to begin.

      The other Tuskers muttered in their sonorous, rumbling voices and leaned forward on their stools, trying to peer into the cages which lined the long platform. From what Rafe had seen, he estimated there were over two dozen cages, some with single tweedles and some with two or three or more in them.

      There was also a larger, empty cage in the center of the platform which reminded him ominously of the matching pen the alien mother had at her own domicile. Were he and Whitney going to be forced to “perform” again?

      If so, Rafe promised himself that their performance would be entirely faked. He had already broken his vows—both his professional one and his personal one—and he didn’t intend to break them again. He and the female he was only meant to protect—not to care for—were getting too close and the situation was too dangerous.

      He’d been in a situation like this before—with danger all around and a woman he cared for and would have given his life to save. And it had ended badly—so badly it had scarred his heart beyond repair.

      I won’t allow myself to feel that pain again, Rafe told himself grimly. Never again after Tenda. I won’t allow myself to form a bond with Whitney which will only be broken by death.

      Because after studying the star charts and reading the analysis of the leading Tusker scientists, which he had found after browsing on their information system for some time, he knew a terrible truth which he didn’t want to tell her.

      They were never going to get home.

      The reason for this was simply the incredible vastness of the universe. As far as he could tell, they were over a hundred trillion light years away from her home galaxy—which might be in almost any direction. He knew this because the Kindred, as Genetic Traders, had mapped much of the known universe in a vast distance from all points around First World, their home planet.

      Rafe had studied the known areas of space as part of preparation for his job as Whitney’s Protector—for just such a contingency as this. The idea was that if they were ever lost, he would be able to find a landmark and guide them home.

      But nothing he had seen in his search of the star charts looked even remotely familiar. And that meant the rogue wormhole had taken them so far from home, they were outside known space—at least known to the Kindred who had mapped it.

      Which further meant, there was no way to get home. No wormhole that he could find led to any part of the universe he recognized. No star or planet was in any way familiar.

      In other words, they were utterly and irrevocably lost. Even if they managed to make it back to their shuttle in the forest, they were probably going to die without ever seeing the Mother Ship again.

      Understanding this fact, Rafe felt something close to despair creeping into his heart, though he would never show it. If they’d had a chance—any chance at all—of making it back home, he might have allowed himself to fall in love with Whitney. After all, she was everything he wanted in a woman—bubbly and funny and beautiful with luscious full curves and a brilliant intellect. What male could help falling in love with her?

      I can, Rafe told himself sternly. I have to. Because it’s too damn dangerous here.

      He would give his life to protect her but in an environment like this, that might not be enough. He would lose her, just as he had lost Tenda. And Rafe couldn’t bear that kind of pain and loss again.

      The only way to keep from it was to put some much-needed distance between himself and Whitney, he thought. The only way to avoid another crushing loss was to keep his heart behind bars as thick as those that held them in their cages.

      I’ll tell her when we get back into the same cage, Rafe told himself. Though of course, he wouldn’t tell her about Tenda. That part of his past was forever locked away—he didn’t even like to think of it if he could help it. No, he would simply explain that he had broken his vow as a Protector as much as he was able or willing and that they needed to put some distance between them. It might hurt her, but in the long run it would keep both of them safer. It would…

      “And now let’s begin the Seventy-fifth Tweedle Beautiful show,” a deep Tusker voice rang out.

      Rafe froze and looked out of the front of the cage at all the interested Tusker faces watching him. There would be time to mull this problem over later—for now, it was apparently show time.
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      “Can you ladies believe how long our little show has been going on?” the Tusker announcer burbled enthusiastically. She was wearing a brilliant purple dress that seemed to be sewn with some kind of sparkling sequins and waving her trunk excitedly as she spoke to the crowd.

      Here we go, Whitney thought dismally and wondered exactly what was going to be expected of her and what she was supposed to do. Hopefully they wouldn’t want her to get up and run all around. She couldn’t imagine what Mama Tusker had been thinking, feeding her and Beauty such a big meal right before the show.

      But when she stood up at the back of the cage, she found she no longer felt so full. In fact, her stomach didn’t ache at all any more. Instead, she felt tingly all over from the roots of her hair all the way down to her fingertips and the tips of her toes.

      “What’s going on with me?” Whitney muttered to herself. “Why do I suddenly feel so good? And is my skin glowing?”

      It was, though in a very minimal kind of way. Still, she could see it in the dimness of the travel cage—a warm golden glow which seemed to come from her bare skin and light up the corner she was standing in. Looking over at the other corner, she saw that Beauty was glowing too, even more than she was herself—possibly because she had eaten more of the special food.

      Was that the purpose of the food? To make their skin glow? Maybe to make them more visible to the judges and the audience at the show?

      Well, what’s the big deal about that? Other than it will probably make it harder if we try to escape by night. But hopefully it will have worn off by then.

      Whitney wondered in irritation why Dood had felt the need to warn Rafe and make her worry all for nothing. So what if her skin glowed a little bit now—why was that a problem? Also, she felt great—tingly all over. And the special food had been delicious—even now she wished she could have some more. So where was the downside to eating it?

      If there was one, Whitney couldn’t see it.

      “And now, let’s move on to the Judgment of Aesthetics part of our show,” the announcer was saying. “And I’m pleased to say we have May-Bell back with us this year—one of our prime tweedle breeders who always has the most interesting offerings when she comes.”

      “Thank you, Tal-Bea,” Mama Tusker said from her place standing behind the cages. “And I’m happy to say I have some really unusual specimens with me today. But first, let me introduce you to a crowd favorite.”

      Her long blue trunk reached over the top of the cage and effortlessly unlocked the door. It came seeking inside like a blind snake and Whitney crammed herself further back into the corner to avoid being captured.

      Oh my God—we’re first and I don’t even know what I’m supposed to be doing!

      She didn’t mind public presentations at all—if she was prepared for them. And also, of course, if she had clothes on while giving them. But being brought out in front of hundreds of giant aliens in only her Birthday suit when she had no idea what to do was going to suck hard.

      Luckily, however, the trunk curled around Beauty instead. The tweedle girl was extracted from the cage without a peep, her long platinum-blonde hair swaying as Mama Tusker lifted her and placed her on the vast table with its white tablecloth. She just stood there blinking and looking around herself with a dazed expression while the Tuskers ooed and ahed over her.

      “This is my show tweedle, Beauty, for those of you who are new to the show this year,” Mama Tusker announced proudly. “As you can see, her top pelt is long and luxurious—a very rare color. She’s given me five litters in the three years I’ve had her and I expect to see more soon since I’ll be breeding her at the show today. I will be happy to entertain offers for her cubs if anyone wants to approach me privately.”

      A babble of voices broke out—sounding like the side of a mountain crashing down into a ravine to Whitney. But somehow she found the loud noise didn’t bother her so much. She felt more inward-focused now and much calmer than she had a minute before. If all she had to do was stand there and let the Tuskers admire her, the show would be a piece of cake.

      Everything’s going to be okay, she told herself serenely. You can handle this, Whitney—just stay calm.

      And that was when Beauty started reaching between her legs and moaning as she rubbed herself frantically.

      “Oh my!” Mama Tusker burbled. “It seems my little Beauty is ready to conceive a litter right now. Here—I’ll take her to the breeding pen so we can all watch. She always does such a lovely job!”

      And then the long blue trunk curled around the moaning tweedle girl once more and carried her away, depositing her into the empty cage, not far from Whitney’s own.
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      “See? I told you the special food makes ‘em horny as hell.” Dood was full of anticipation, rubbing his hands together and flipping his long mane of auburn hair over one shoulder in preparation for what was to come.

      And what was to come was apparently a public breeding, in front of all the assembled Tuskers in the audience, Rafe thought grimly.

      “So she has to be bred—like a female animal in heat?” he demanded, speaking from the corner of his mouth as surreptitiously as possible, as Mama Tusker deposited the female tweedle into the empty cage near the front of the platform.

      “Uh-huh. If she doesn’t get bred, she’ll get sick—maybe even die.” Dood didn’t sound unhappy at the prospect at all. “That’s where I come in. I’ll plow her little pussy good and shoot her full of my cum. It’s the only thing that eases the ache you know—having their pussies filled to the brim with male seed,” he added helpfully, though Rafe hadn’t asked.

      “Those effects sound most uncomfortable for the female,” he said neutrally. “Why does Mama need to give her special food at all? Why not just rely on the tweedle weed—doesn’t it have the same result?”

      “Not right away and it doesn’t force the female to need sex,” Dood said. “This way the breeding is guaranteed and Mama can start taking bids on the possible litter.”

      “Those are your children she is going to be selling,” Rafe pointed out, glaring at the other male. “Don’t you care about that? Don’t you care what happens to them?”

      Dood shrugged. “Even if I did, what can I do about it? Besides, with a Mindless One as a mother, they’ll all probably be mindless themselves. Which means they’ll live the happy, pampered life as a cherished pet. What more could I ask for them?”

      Freedom! Rafe wanted to say but just then the huge blue trunk snaked into their cage and wrapped around Dood’s waist.

      “Wish me luck,” Dood murmured, giving Rafe a wink. And then he too was put into the large cage with Beauty while the watching Tuskers leaned forward on their stools and stared intently.

      The minute she saw Dood—or rather, smelled him, because she lifted her head and sniffed the air deeply as he was deposited in the cage beside her—Beauty came running. Rafe watched in disbelief as she pressed against the other male’s thighs and took his already hard shaft in her mouth, sucking desperately.

      Then she released him and got on her hands and knees, kneeling to present her pussy for his invasion—an invitation Dood wasn’t long in taking.

      As he thrust into her, Beauty mewed and cried, almost like a female cat in heat, backing to meet him as though she simply couldn’t get enough of his cock in her.

      Rafe shook his head at the wanton display. He was damn glad he’d warned Whitney not to eat the special food. If he had been forced to service her the way Dood was servicing Beauty, it would have been damn hard to keep from coming in her and forming a life-Bond, which all Kindred had with their mates.

      And if he formed a Bond with her, he wouldn’t be able to stop from giving his heart, of that he was sure. He was already too close to loving her—he didn’t need to risk getting any closer.

      “Well—they appear to be enjoying themselves,” Mama Tusker announced, breaking into his thoughts, as Dood and Beauty continued to breed. “But now I have something really special to show you. A rare breed even I have never seen before. Behold, my new little female whom I have named Lovely.”

      And then the blue trunk disappeared into the cage next to his and came out holding Whitney by the waist. Rafe watched, his heart in his mouth as she was placed gently down on the white cloth which covered the table-like platform for all the Tuskers to admire.

      Rafe’s protective instincts went into overdrive and he was very aware that Mama Tusker hadn’t properly shut the door of his travel cage when she took Dood out. Whitney was only a few feet away—so close! He had to hold himself back from running to her, not wanting to risk suspicious behavior in front of so many watching Tuskers.

      Don’t worry, he told himself uneasily. Everything is going to be fine—it’s going to be over soon.

      He had no idea how very wrong he was.
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      Whitney felt wrong inside. Well, not wrong exactly, just different. Really, really different.

      The tingling which had been spread all over her body at first, seemed to have moved inwards, centering in the tips of her breasts and the tender area between her thighs. It was almost a throbbing now—an incessant need. She found herself squeezing her legs together tightly to try and ease the ache and made herself stop.

      Everyone is watching you, she reminded herself uneasily. It’s bad enough that you’re naked—you don’t need to be acting weird on top of it!

      But the fact was, she felt weird and she was feeling weirder all the time. The ache between her legs was getting stronger and she felt empty inside—like she needed desperately to be filled. She started to reach between her thighs and caught herself just before she did.

      God, what’s wrong with you? Stop it! she told herself angrily. Just ignore it and it’ll go away.

      But the need didn’t go away—it only grew. Despite the watching faces of the assembled Tuskers, all of their trunks waving in interest, Whitney found herself reaching between her thighs again. God, if only she could get some relief from this ache! Her clit felt so sensitive it was almost painful—yet she couldn’t seem to stop touching it.

      Touching yourself—you’re touching yourself in front of all these strangers! Touching yourself in public! shouted a little voice in her head. But Whitney couldn’t make herself care. She only knew that she was aching inside and her body was demanding to be filled, to be satisfied in some way—only she didn’t know how to satisfy it.

      “Oh my, well it seems that Lovely is ready to breed too.” The voice of Mama Tusker seemed to come from a long way away—echoing down a tunnel Whitney suddenly found herself in.

      Is she talking about me? she wondered hazily. What is she saying?

      “Lovely is part of a matched pair but her mate isn’t nearly as rare and exotic as she is,” Mama Tusker continued. “I brought him with me today but my good friend and fellow breeder Me-Me has kindly offered me the stud services of her prize-winning stud male, Bumbo. So I think—”

      But just then, Rafe was right beside her. He gathered Whitney into his arms and held on tight, pressing her face to his chest. The move couldn’t have been more possessive or more clear than if he had shouted, “MINE!” at the top of his lungs.

      There were murmurs from the crowd and Mama Tusker said, “Oh my!”

      “Rafe?” Whitney looked up at him uncertainly and pressed her body closer to his. Somehow she knew he was exactly what she needed. “Rafe, what…what’s happening?”

      “Nothing we can’t handle. Hang on, mon’dalla,” Rafe murmured in her ear. “Don’t worry, I won’t let her take you. You’re staying right here with me. That I swear.”
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      “Well, well—how did he get loose?” Mama Tusker sounded perplexed as she looked down at them from her great height. “This is Lovely’s paired mate, everyone,” she explained to the audience. “He must have scented her heat and come to be with her, the naughty boy!”

      The audience laughed at her tone of exasperated affection but Rafe just held Whitney tighter, waiting to hear their fate. If they tried to take her away from him he would fight, he told himself. Fight until he died if necessary but he would never let another male touch her, let alone breed her. Never!

      She must have eaten some of the special food before I could warn her, he thought despairingly as she writhed against him, moaning with desire. Damn it—how much did she eat? Will I really have to breed her? To fill her with my seed?

      “Rafe, please!” Whitney squirmed against him. “Please, I need…need…”

      She didn’t finish her sentence but she didn’t have to. He already knew what she needed—the question was, would he be allowed to give it to her or would their alien captor try to give her to another?
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      “Well, with many thanks to my friend Me-Me, I’m afraid we’ll just have to let Lovely breed with her regular mate this time,” Mama Tusker said and Rafe sighed deeply, as though he was relieved.

      Whitney wasn’t feeling relieved though—not in any way. The idea of being paired with some other male seemed distant and far away. The special food was in full effect in her system now and all she could think about was how good Rafe smelled—his spicy, masculine scent surrounded her and made her feel even more needy and swollen between her legs. Somehow she knew she had to get closer to that scent.

      He had loosed his hold on her a bit and she was able to wriggle out of his arms and drop to her knees before him. She rubbed her face against him, breathing deeply, taking in his scent. Yes, this was what she needed—here, right here.

      “Whitney, wait!” Rafe muttered under his breath. But before the big Kindred could protest any more, she took his shaft—which was barely hard at all—and sucked it into her mouth.

      Because he wasn’t even semi-erect, she was able to take almost all of him in. His flavor was salty and slightly bitter and completely delicious—completely Rafe. Whitney hummed happily and sucked deeply, stroking his rapidly growing shaft with her tongue, urging him to get harder so he could give her what she really wanted—what she needed so damn badly.

      “Whitney, no,” he muttered again and tried to lift her to her feet. But Whitney refused to go. Her nipples were throbbing and her pussy was aching—his strong, masculine scent was filling her to the brim with overwhelming desire. She no longer cared about the sea of watching faces or the fact that they were in public. She only knew that she had to have him—had to have him now.

      “Gods, mon’dalla,” Rafe murmured hoarsely and she felt his hands stroking her hair and cupping her cheeks as she sucked him hungrily. “We shouldn’t be doing this,” he told her softly. “But if you really need to…”

      Whitney looked up at him and nodded. I do—I really do. I need to taste you—to make you hard, she wanted to say. But somehow the words wouldn’t come. She was too filled with emotion to turn her feelings into sentences, she found. She could only suck his long, thick shaft which was growing longer and thicker every second until she could barely fit even the head in her mouth.

      At last, when he was hard and throbbing against her tongue, she tasted a salty drop of his precum and something inside her told her it was time. He was ready to breed her—ready to give her body what it had to have. And she was ready to let him take her.

      Letting him slip from her mouth, she turned to get on her hands and knees, just as she had the night before in their cage when she’d invited him to “practice” with her.

      Only this time wasn’t going to be about any kind of practice. This time he had to make things real between them. If he didn’t, the need inside her would continue to grow until it ate her alive—Whitney didn’t know how she knew that but she did.

      She needed him inside her. Her pussy throbbed and ached—so empty, so ready for the deep invasion of his long, thick shaft.

      As she spread her thighs to invite him in, she couldn’t wait to be filled by her Protector.
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      Rafe hesitated, torn with indecision. Whitney’s mouth on his shaft and the sight of her on her knees sucking him had made him harder than he had ever been in his life. Now she was on her hands and knees, thighs spread wide to show the slippery interior of her sweet pussy and Gods, how he longed to plunge deep inside her!

      But this is wrong—she’s under the influence of a drug, he told himself fiercely. You should not do this, no matter how tempting she may be! And what if you bond her to you—weren’t you just swearing not to do exactly that only a moment ago?

      Yes, but he could make love to her without bonding her to him, Rafe told himself uneasily. All he had to do was withhold his mating fist from her pussy. As a Beast Kindred, he was unable to form a soul-Bond with a female unless his entire mating fist was inside her, holding them together until the act was done.

      And if he didn’t give her what she was begging for—what she needed—she could die, couldn’t she? He remembered Dood saying that a female who had eaten the special tweedle breeding food needed the seed of a male deep in her pussy or she would sicken and possibly even die. Knowing that, should he do what Whitney was begging for as she tilted her hips up to him and spread her thighs?

      What choice do I have? he asked himself grimly. I cannot let her die—I am sworn to protect her.

      Sworn to protect her and never molest her but it seemed that once again he would be breaking that part of his vow.

      “Rafe?” Whitney had turned her head to look up at him. Her lovely dark eyes were cloudy with desire and need. “Please!” she begged in a hoarse whisper, apparently having to force the words out. “Please…I need you!”

      “Whitney…mon’dalla…” he began but just then Mother Tusker started talking again.

      “Well, it seems that after that initial show of affection, Lovely’s mate is reluctant to do what must be done. Me-Me, perhaps I might have the use of Bumbo after all?”

      With those words, Rafe knew his fate was sealed. If he didn’t breed Whitney, some other male would. And the thought of that was completely intolerable. He could not, would not let it happen.

      Mine, he thought, though he knew he had no right to claim her. She’s mine and I’ll never let another male touch her!

      Falling to his knees behind Whitney, he gripped her full, lush hips and lined up the head of his shaft with her slippery entrance. With a low, beast-like growl, he drove into her, filling her pussy with his cock, claiming her as his own even though he knew he shouldn’t.
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      Whitney moaned and threw back her head as Rafe finally filled her.

      God, it felt good! The ache inside her had been almost too much to bear and the throbbing in her clit had been growing until she thought it might drive her crazy. The feeling of his long, thick Kindred shaft filling her to the brim was exactly what she needed.

      Well, almost to the brim, she thought as Rafe gripped her hips and began pounding into her. The steady rhythm of his shaft stretching her inner walls, the head of it giving regular rough kisses to the vulnerable mouth of her womb as the heavy sac which held his balls slapped pleasurably against her swollen clit almost drove the thought out of her mind. But somehow she held onto it and the thought was this—what Rafe was doing felt good—incredibly good—but it wasn’t exactly what she needed.

      I need more, she thought hazily and a memory from the night before flashed into her head. The hard ridge of flesh that encircled the base of his long, thick shaft—the feel of it under her fingertips as she had explored him.

      “That’s my mating shaft,” he had told her and explained that it could somehow fit inside a woman when he made love to her and tie them both together.

      The night before, Whitney had been amazed and a little bit scared of that huge ridge of flesh. There was no way in hell, she’d told herself, that anything that big would ever fit inside her.

      And yet now it was exactly what she wanted.

      It’s more than what I want—it’s what I need, she thought deliriously as the big Kindred pounded into her from behind, sending flashes of pleasure through her entire body and making her full breasts sway like ripe fruit with every deep thrust. I need his mating fist inside me—and I need it now before he comes!

      She had no conscious idea of how she was going to get it inside her and if she had been fully rational, she never would have even tried. But she was acting purely on instinct now—and her instinct told her she had to get the big Beast Kindred all the way inside her before he filled her with his seed.

      It was the only way she could be satisfied.
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      Rafe dug his fingers into her full hips and tried to keep from thrusting too deeply. Gods, she was so tight and wet and hot and the sight of her moving against him—arching her back and backing to meet his thrusts—made his shaft surge inside her.

      But part of him knew this wasn’t right—part of him cried out that he wasn’t doing what his body needed—what hers needed too. He was holding back the most important part of himself—he wasn’t filling her with his mating fist.

      Don’t want to fill her with my fist, he told himself grimly as he continued to thrust. If I do, I’ll bond her to me. She never asked for that—we never even discussed it.

      And besides, if he did it—if he took her all the way and bonded her—he wouldn’t be able to stop himself from giving her his heart. He had to avoid that at all costs, he warned himself. He couldn’t let it happen.

      And then it happened.

      Whitney braced herself on her hands and knees and pressed backwards, meeting an especially deep thrust with a movement of her own which could only be intended to engulf him. Rafe watched with a mixture of despair and desire as her sweet, sucking pussy—well lubricated by his precum and her own honey by now—sucked the ridge of his mating fist deep inside, taking him down to the root and tying them together for as long as the Bonding should take.
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      God, yes! Whitney threw back her head and cried her triumph aloud. Finally she had what she needed—finally she had all of Rafe inside her, filling her pussy to the brim, tying the two of them together as he opened her and owned her at the same time.

      She had never felt so full before—so widely stretched. And yet she welcomed the sensation—welcomed it and begged for more. Because she didn’t just need his cock inside her—she needed his cum—his seed.

      “Whitney, no!” she heard Rafe hiss, trying to keep his voice down and speaking in English as they had been, to keep the Tuskers from suspecting them. “No, don’t move any more,” he warned her.

      “Wh…why not?” Whitney panted, once more having to force the words out. Gods, she was so needy inside still—so empty despite being filled. He needed to shoot inside her, she thought. Needed to make her his completely. Only then would the lust be satisfied.

      “Don’t.” Leaning down, he cupped her breasts and murmured in her ear. “My mating fist slipped inside you—inside your pussy. If I come in you now, I’ll bond us together for life. Don’t you understand that?”

      “Understand it? I want it!” Whitney told him recklessly, the words coming more easily now. “I’ve wanted you from the first minute you were assigned to me as my Protector, Rafe. I never stopped.”

      His golden eyes were wide with shock.

      “You really feel that way?”

      Whitney nodded and moaned, pushing back against him, trying to get him deeper inside her already-filled pussy.

      “Please,” she gasped, looking him in the eyes. “Please Rafe—take me! Fill me up with your cock and your cum. Do it now!”

      “Gods, mon’dalla, you don’t know what you’re asking,” he groaned but his hips began to move again, almost of their own volition.

      Whitney moaned and backed to meet him, eager to feel his thickness taking her completely, desperate to feel his hot seed shooting deep inside her and tying the two of the together for life.
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      Rafe didn’t know how long he bred her—or how many loads of cum he shot deep in her pussy. He closed his eyes and cupped her breasts, rolling her ripe nipples between his fingers, tugging their tender tips as he bucked inside her, letting himself fill her again and again with his seed.

      Whitney moaned in pleasure and pressed back against him—eager for every stroke of his cock, every spurt of his seed. And for his part, Rafe couldn’t seem to stop. He knew that bonding took a long period but he lost all track of time as he and Whitney melded together until at last the two of them collapsed panting on their sides.

      “My goodness—well, I suppose the show is finally over.” Mama Tusker’s voice broke through his weariness and Rafe opened his eyes to see that the huge alien was standing over him and Whitney.

      Instinctively, he drew Whitney closer. Though he hadn’t wanted it, she was now closer to him than his own skin. Even now he could feel their bond inside him.

      The knowledge of this new intimacy filled him with despair and vulnerability. Once before he had allowed himself to love a female so completely and it had led to disaster and ruin. How foolish he had been to do it again! Letting himself love so completely was like wearing his heart outside his body and being helpless to stop any attack.

      Why did I do it? he wondered to himself miserably. Why did I allow myself to bond her to me? Now we will never be free of each other.

      Whitney’s eyes opened too and she looked up at him, frowning.

      “Why would we want to be free of each other?” she murmured, speaking from the corner of her mouth. “Why would you say something like that when we just got together?”

      Too late, Rafe realized that she had heard his thoughts through the newly-forged soul-bond. And she could probably feel his emotions too.

      “Yes, I can damn well feel your emotions!” Whitney shot back, using the bond for communication this time. “I can feel how sorry you are that you let yourself be bonded to me in the first place!”

      She pulled away from him with quick, jerky motions and he felt the hurt radiating from her in waves—an ocean of pain inside her that he himself was responsible for. Gods, why had he not been more careful?

      “Whitney…” he murmured and reached for her but she pulled away from him.

      “Don’t touch me!” she sent sharply through their bond. “You’re sorry we’re bonded and you never wanted to be with me in the first place. Don’t deny it—I can feel it through this damn bond we have now!”

      Rafe didn’t try to insult her intelligence by lying.

      “No,” he sent back heavily. “I do not deny it. I never wished for a bond with you.”

      This seemed to make things even worse than if he had tried to lie. Whitney’s big dark eyes were suddenly swimming with tears and she got up and moved away from him, as though trying to put as much distance between them as possible.

      “Bastard!” she shot at him like a mental slap. “If you didn’t want me the way I wanted you, then why did you do it? Asshole!”

      Rafe didn’t dispute any of the names she called him. He felt he deserved them for hurting her so badly. But still, he wished to ease the pain he had caused somehow.

      “Whitney, please…”

      “No—stay away from me. Don’t talk to me anymore.”

      She turned her back on him and when he would have gone to her, Rafe heard Mama Tusker speaking again.

      “Well, it seems that is that. So let’s get these two back to their cages and get on with the rest of the show,” she said.

      With that, her long blue trunk curled around Whitney’s waist and she was carried away and put into her cage. Seeing her go made Rafe feel as though his heart was being torn from his chest, but there was nothing he could do about it—no way he could hide the truth.

      Though he loved her desperately, he had never wanted to be bonded to her. And she would never be able to forgive him for that, he was sure.
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      Whitney cried all the way home. The whole time they had been here, held captive in a giant world and treated as pets, she had been keeping her spirits up and telling herself that at least she and Rafe had each other.

      Now she felt she had nothing and the homesickness which she had been holding at bay through sheer force of will came crashing down on her head. She missed her mom and her sisters—all her nieces and nephews and her Grannie. She missed her friends aboard the Mother Ship—Kat and Liv and Sophie to name just a few. She missed her lab and her suite with its luxurious bathing pool.

      But most of all, she missed being treated like a person instead of a pet.

      I just want to go home, she thought miserably. I need my sisters or Kat—someone who will let me cry on their shoulder and watch bad Rom-com movies and binge on ice cream with me and tell me I’ll get over it and it’s going to be okay.

      But there was no way any of that was ever going to happen here on this horrible giant world. She didn’t know anyone here intimately except Rafe—and he was the guy she was trying to get over!

      Only…could you get over a break-up with a Kindred, Whitney wondered doubtfully? Didn’t they bond for life?

      “The bond is a life-long commitment,” she heard Rafe speaking in her head loud and clear, even though they were in two separate traveling cages. “Which is one reason I did not want to enter into it with you. I felt we had not discussed it well enough and—”

      “Shut up and get out of my head!” Whitney sent rudely. “In case you didn’t notice, you basically broke up with me and broke my heart at the same time, right after you had sex with me. So bond or no bond you do not have the right to be in my head, asshole!”

      “Understood,” he sent briefly and then there was silence from his end—though Whitney could still feel his mental presence lurking in the corner of her mind, like an obsessive thought she couldn’t quite forget, damn him!

      Never mind about him, she told herself grimly. The main thing now is getting out of here and getting home. That’s what I have to concentrate on because there is no way I’m spending the rest of my life in a cage!

      

      But there didn’t seem to be any way to get out of the cage either. After they returned, Mama Tusker put them both back in their old enclosure, cooing about how she couldn’t wait to see their litter, and there they stayed, with no way to escape.

      Whitney gave Rafe the silent treatment—both mentally and physically— meaning she didn’t speak to him with her mouth or through their bond for three whole days. They slept in separate places—she in the giant doll’s bed and he near the front of the cage on a pile of grass—and stayed in different parts of the cage during the day. They never ate together, never even sat near each other, and of course, faking sex for Mama Tusker’s benefit in the morning was completely out of the question. Whitney absolutely refused to get near the big Kindred and let him touch her in any way after the way he had treated her.

      She spent her time talking to Yancy and Yarrow but not Dood. The male tweedle with the mane of auburn hair had been moved into Beauty’s cage, on the other side of Yancy and Yarrow, so she wasn’t close enough to talk to him anymore.

      Whitney didn’t consider this any great loss. Dood had been kind of a jerk. Yancy was much nicer, but the tweedle girl had become quiet and withdrawn and she barely spoke even though she came to sit by the bars and spend time with Whitney sometimes.

      All in all, it was a dismal way to pass the days, which dragged horribly in what Whitney now considered her prison. She supposed she could have gotten high on tweedle weed, but she was afraid of the after-effects. She didn’t need a repeat of what had happened with the special food at the Tweedle Beautiful show. Not that things could get much worse than their accidental bonding. (Or so she thought, anyway.)

      It was like she and Rafe had gone to Vegas and gotten drunk and gotten married, she told herself resentfully. Only there was no way to get a divorce the next day. Because you couldn’t divorce a Kindred warrior—once you bonded with them, they moved into your head permanently and there was no way to get them out again.

      It only made her more determined than ever not to go anywhere near Rafe—unfortunately, it didn’t take long for her determination to backfire in a big way.

      After the third morning when the two of them hadn’t been seen “copulating” for some time, Mama Tusker frowned as she looked into their cage.

      “Now this isn’t right, my dears,” she remarked, seeing Rafe running on the exercise wheel while Whitney was across the cage, sitting disconsolately on the bed. “Whatever has happened to the two of you? Has your pairing been broken?”

      “Yes, it has!” Whitney shouted mentally, knowing that Rafe would hear her and not giving a damn. “This pairing is damn well over.”

      Mama Tusker gave them another long look and shook her head.

      “Such a shame when tweedles go off each other. Nobody knows why it happens but what can you do?” She sighed and looked at Whitney. “I suppose I’ll just have to move you into a cage with Brutus or Gouger.” She indicated the two mindless tweedle males whose cages were on the other side of the matching pen. “Maybe you’ll get on better with one of them.”

      What? Whitney felt panic bloom in her chest like a thorn bush as the long blue trunk opened the door to their cage and reached in to curl around her waist.

      Suddenly Rafe was in front of her, blocking the trunk, his golden eyes glowing red as he glared at the huge alien.

      Whitney didn’t know what else to do—she cowered behind him, peeking out at Mama Tusker who now had a look of surprise on her strange alien face.

      “Well, well—so you still defend your mate, do you?” she asked, speaking to Rafe.

      In answer, the big Kindred opened his mouth and growled at her—a low, rumbling sound that would have put any Pit-bull back home to shame, Whitney thought wildly.

      Through their bond, she could hear him thinking—if you could call it that, anyway. She seemed to see a red haze of Rage surrounding his mind and only one coherent word was coming through it—repeating over and over and over again.

      “MINE…MINE…MINE!”

      The world blared in her head like a claxon—a warning that if anyone tried to touch her—to take what Rafe considered to be his to protect—he would kill or die to defend her.

      His state of Rage seemed to take the giant alien aback.

      “Well!” Mama Tusker drew back her trunk quickly, as though afraid he might bite it. “Such a temper! You look positively vicious.”

      In answer, Rafe’s growl grew louder and he glared at her even more fiercely.

      “MINE…MINE…she is MINE!” Whitney heard him shout in her mind.

      “All right then—all right. But if you still want her, you have to treat her right,” Mama Tusker lectured, her huge, lipless mouth tightening at the corners in disapproval. “You’ve been neglecting her scandalously, you know! I can’t have tweedles together who won’t mate—it simply will not do!”

      With a frown, she shut the door to their cage and moved on, pushing stalks of some long, leafy vegetable into Yancy and Yarrow’s cage and telling them what good little breeders they were.

      But still Rafe didn’t relax. He held his protective position in front of Whitney until Mama Tusker had tromped back upstairs, leaving them alone again. Only when the giant alien was completely gone did his broad shoulders lower and the red glare leave his eyes.

      When he started to go to the opposite side of the cage again, Whitney caught him by the arm.

      “Wait, Rafe—we have to talk.”

      It was the first time she had touched him voluntarily since their bonding and she couldn’t ignore the tingle that shot through her, even at such limited contact.

      Rafe seemed to feel it too, because when he turned to face her, the expression on his face was like an ache in her heart. But when he spoke, his voice was perfectly flat.

      “What is there to talk about?”

      “What is there to talk about?” Whitney echoed. “What just happened! Or almost happened, anyway. Thank you for protecting me,” she added grudgingly.

      He shrugged, his broad shoulders rolling.

      “It is my job.”

      His words, as much as the bland tone they were spoken in, pissed Whitney off. They would have hurt her enough to put her off completely if she hadn’t felt the fierce possessive protectiveness radiating from him like heat only a moment ago when she had been threatened.

      He cares, she thought, staring up at the big Kindred. He still cares, no matter what he says.

      “Yes, I care.” Rafe passed a hand over his face wearily. “I cannot help caring, Whitney. We are bonded—you are my life now. I cannot stop myself from reacting when you are in danger. I cannot keep myself from caring for you, no matter how I might try.”

      His words made her think of an old Crosby Stills and Nash song—a line that had stuck in her mind the first time she heard it.

      Your love is an anchor tied to me

      Tied with a silver chain.

      The thought that he felt that way about her—that his feelings for her were an anchor, dragging him down—that he cared for her even though he wished he didn’t, somehow hurt her more than anything else.

      Whitney put a hand to her heart, feeling an ache so fierce it nearly drove her to her knees. But they couldn’t go on like this—no matter how much it hurt, they had to talk.

      “We have to get out of here,” she told him, lifting her chin. “And we have to work together to do it—there’s no other way. We have to get back to the ship.”

      Rafe gave a harsh, barking laugh—a sound with no humor in it at all.

      “It wouldn’t matter if someone was kind enough to take us directly to the ship and put us in it,” he said dryly. “Because we are never getting home, Whitney. Never.”

      “What? How can you say that?” She put a hand to her throat, feeling panic trying to choke her. “How can you take such a fatalistic view? I thought you wanted to escape as much as I do!”

      “Of course I want to,” Rafe said harshly. “But if we escape, we’ll only be running from one danger to another. We’re trillions of light years from any point in space the Kindred have charted. I didn’t see a single landmark I recognized in the star charts I studied and there are no stable worm holes either.”

      “But…the worm hole that brought us here—” she began.

      “Is what you humans call a ‘crapshoot’,” Rafe interrupted her harshly. “The chances that it would even take us back to anywhere near the Mother Ship are a trillion to one.”

      He had told her as much before, but somehow hearing him say the words again felt like a stone against her heart.

      “So what are you saying?” she demanded. “That there’s no hope—none at all?”

      “Not of getting back to the Mother Ship and Earth,” Rafe said grimly. “The universe is vast and ever expanding. You must resign yourself to the fact that in all probability, we will never see home again.”

      Whitney lifted her chin, her eyes flashing.

      “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not a girl who just resigns myself to things.”

      He shrugged. “You can do as you please. It won’t change the facts of our situation.”

      Whitney poked a finger at him. “It seems to me that you’re letting the ‘facts’ of our situation make you give up. What happened to the warrior who wanted to escape and get out of these damned cages? You’re a grown-ass man—don’t tell me you’ve decided you want to stay here and be babied by Mama Tusker all your life!”

      Rafe looked away.

      “I still want to leave but I do not see a way to do so. And as I said, getting away from here would only mean trading one danger for another.”

      “You sound like Yancy and Yarrow and Dood,” Whitney accused him. “Deciding it’s better to stay here and live in bondage because it’s safer.”

      “Well, it is!” Rafe roared, surprising her with his sudden anger. “It is safer here, Whitney! Though it would kill me to have you taken from me—that I could not bear. If you would just agree to resume our mock mating when that damn Tusker comes to check in on us—”

      “No.” Whitney put up a hand to stop him. “I’m not agreeing to anything right now,” she told him. “I just…I need to think. Let me think.”

      He threw up his hands. “Do what you like but don’t think too long. If she tries to take you again, I do not know if I can stop her, though I will give the last drop of blood in my veins to try.”

      Whitney understood what he was saying. If they didn’t put on an act for Mama Tusker and she decided to try and take Whitney away and put her in another cage, Rafe would fight—quite possibly until he died—to keep her. And given that the monstrous alien was hundreds of times bigger and stronger than they were, his death was more than a possibility—it was a foregone conclusion.

      He’s saying he’ll die to keep me, she thought shakily. Even though he doesn’t want to care for me. I don’t understand this—any of it.

      “It’s too hard to explain.” Rafe looked suddenly tired—weary beyond words.

      He turned without saying another thing and went to the other side of the cage, leaving Whitney staring after him, wondering what in the hell she was going to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirty-Two

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      She woke up the next morning and barely made it to the bathroom corner before she was horribly, miserably sick. Bright orange pieces of the bland, woody alien carrot, which had been supper the night before, pooled in a steaming mess at her feet before she covered them over with grass.

      Wiping her mouth shakily, Whitney went to the water bottle and took a drink and washed her face. She felt strange inside—a feeling which persisted even though her stomach was now perfectly empty. Was she getting some kind of a flu? That was all she needed right now.

      She put her hands to her temples and rubbed, feeling a pounding headache coming on as she reviewed her conversation with Rafe from the day before. So, the star charts revealed that they were irrevocably lost, they were stuck in a cage and were about to be separated, and there was no way home. Also Rafe loved her and hated the fact that he cared for her at the same time, which was, in itself, almost more confusing than anything else. What a horrible, horrible mess.

      What am I going to do? What am I going to do?

      The thought had been whirling around her head, pecking at her like a bad-tempered bird for days. Now it came home to roost, driving its beak mercilessly into her skull, no matter how hard she rubbed her temples.

      Trying to push it away, Whitney wandered to the other side of the cage and sat by the bars. She was glad it was too early for Mama Tusker to bring them breakfast—she wasn’t up to another scene like the one they’d had yesterday.

      Maybe Rafe is right, she thought, feeling sick. Maybe we should just pretend to mate and stay here the rest of our days, living the lives of pampered pets. Maybe all the dangers waiting out there in the uncharted universe are so much worse that this is the best we can hope for.

      “Hello, Whitney.”

      The soft voice made her look up and she saw Yancy standing on the other side of the bars, speaking to her.

      “Oh, hello,” she said dully. “How are you, Yancy?”

      “Better now,” the other girl said quietly. “Much better than I was, anyway.”

      “You are?” Whitney made an effort to perk up and forced a smile for the other girl’s sake. After all, Yancy was the closest thing she had to a girlfriend in this horrible place and it was important to support your friends. “I noticed you’d been kind of quiet lately,” she said.

      “I was…worried.” Yancy sighed. “But I’m better now—now that our future is secure.” She stepped away from the bars so that Whitney could see her more fully. At first she didn’t understand what she was seeing, but then the gentle but obvious curve of Yancy’s abdomen began to make sense.

      “You…you’re pregnant?” she asked blankly, looking from the other girl’s gravid belly to her strangely peaceful face.

      Yancy nodded. “I am. And I know how it must seem to you,” she added quickly. “But it was the only way Yarrow and I could stay together—the only way Mama Tusker wouldn’t sell us.”

      “But…but you…but he’s your brother,” Whitney couldn’t help exclaiming. “I mean, I understood the first time—the tweedle weed and the way it makes you feel but—”

      “It was the only way.” Yancy cupped her belly defensively. “We were desperate to stay together. And anyway, I think I’m only carrying two this time—two cubs, I mean. Maybe…” She bit her lip. “Maybe it will be easier to let them go since there are fewer of them. I’m going to try not to get too attached this time.”

      Whitney didn’t know what to say to that. She couldn’t imagine giving up her own babies to be sold. But then again, she couldn’t imagine getting those babies the way Yancy had. It was too awful to contemplate.

      If you can’t say anything nice, don’t say anything at all, she heard her Grannie Washington telling her when she was younger. It was old advice, but still good, even on an alien planet, Whitney found. So she simply nodded and said nothing.

      “I noticed that you’ve been quiet yourself lately,” Yancy said, stepping close to the bars to hide her belly again. “And I noticed…” She cleared her throat. “Noticed that you and Rafe haven’t been talking much. Forgive me for asking but…did something happen at the Tweedle Beautiful show?”

      “You could say that,” Whitney said blandly. “We’ve had kind of a fight and we can’t seem to get over it.” Not that the big Kindred was even trying to get over it, she thought resentfully. “Anyway, we’re going through kind of a rough patch right now,” she finished, not wanting to give too much away. Yancy might be a friend but Whitney didn’t like to start airing her dirty laundry in public.

      Besides, the situation with Rafe was really hard to explain—even to herself.

      “I hope you are able to mend the breach so that you can stay together,” Yancy said. “But you shouldn’t let the litter feelings cause a permanent rift between you.”

      Whitney frowned. “Uh, litter feelings? What do you mean?”

      Yancy’s brow furrowed. “Well, I mean the feelings that come over any female when she is heavy with cubs. Haven’t you ever had a litter before? It makes you half-crazy sometimes—first you want to laugh, then you feel like crying. Sometimes the world looks so dark you can barely see any light around you at all.” She sighed. “That’s how I’ve been feeling these past few days. But I am better now.”

      Pregnancy hormones, Whitney thought, feeling sick. She’s talking about pregnancy hormones!

      “I assure you,” she told Yancy, “That I am not having litter feelings. But it’s sweet of you to ask,” she added, realizing the tweedle girl had only been trying to be nice.

      “Oh.” Yancy’s forehead furrowed. “Dood told us that Mama Tusker gave you and Beauty both the special food at the show and that Rafe bred you afterwards. And since the food accelerates the growth of a litter, I thought…”

      “Wait—what?” Whitney stared at her. “It what?”

      “The special food accelerates the growth of a litter,” Yancy repeated patiently. “You only have to look at Beauty to see it.”

      She motioned through the bars of her cage to the one beside her where the little blonde tweedle was in sight. By looking through the bars of both cages, Whitney was able to see that Beauty, too, had a rounded abdomen. In fact, hers was even more pronounced than Yancy’s was. She must be carrying more “cubs” in her “litter.”

      “Damn,” she muttered. “I…I had no idea the, uh, special food did that.”

      Yancy nodded. “It does. And since I heard you being sick this morning when you woke up, I thought maybe…”

      “Oh my God!” Whitney jumped up, putting one hand to her belly and the other to her head. She had never been pregnant before but now she remembered how miserable both her sisters had been during their first few months of pregnancy. Morning sickness had dogged them both until about the second trimester and then it had finally settled down.

      “I…I can’t be,” she muttered to herself. “No way. No way in hell.”

      But once the awful idea crept into her head, it simply wouldn’t leave.

      “I have to go,” she blurted to Yancy although where she was going, she didn’t know. There was nowhere to run from her awful predicament—nowhere to hide.

      And that was bad, because she now had some thing big to hide—for as long as she could, anyway. She didn’t want either Rafe or Mama Tusker to know she might be pregnant. She didn’t want the big Kindred to feel obligated in any way—this baby was hers—well, if she was having one, that was. And she didn’t want the giant alien to know and start taking offers for her baby on e-Bay—or the Tusker equivalent of it.

      That’s it, Whitney thought to herself as she paced around the back of the cage, head down, trying to think. That’s it—I’m getting out of here. And I’m doing it before I start to show.

      There was no way in hell she was going to stay in this damn cage on this horrible planet and let her baby be sold. And the minute she started getting a big belly, Mama Tusker would no doubt be watching her like a hawk, since she was so “exotic” and “valuable.”

      “I’m getting out of here and I’m going home,” Whitney muttered to herself. “I don’t care how hard it is—I’m going!”

      But how?

      “Do not fear, daughter,” whispered a voice in her head. “What you need to do will be made clear. And once you have found your freedom, the way will be opened for you—this I promise.”

      Whitney looked around, startled. She had heard the voice once before and now, as then, she found herself comforted. But who was it and where was it coming from?

      “I am the Goddess—the Mother of All Life,” the voice spoke again, answering her question. “I watch over all my children—no matter how far away they are or how misguided they may be.”

      These last words sounded rather severe but somehow Whitney didn’t feel they applied to her. Was the Goddess angry at Rafe for some reason?

      “Do not worry about that—I will deal with your warrior in time, daughter,” the Goddess assured her. “For now, you must leave this place as quickly as may be.”

      “I want to,” Whitney said in a low, intense voice. “But how am I supposed to get out?”

      “The answer is right in front of you,” the Goddess whispered in her ear. And then the warm feminine presence which had filled the air around her faded and was gone.

      “Right in front of me?” Whitney asked, frowning. “I don’t understand.”

      But just then she heard thundering footsteps on the ramp leading down into the lower area of the Tuskers’ house. Looking up, she saw little Zhu-zhu standing right in front of her cage, and in her hand she held a doll.
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      Rafe sat with his head in his hands, wondering what he was going to do. Whitney hated him now and he didn’t blame her. He couldn’t explain to her how the past had warped him—how vulnerable loving her made him feel. Seven Hells, he could barely explain it to himself! And when he even thought of trying to tell her, the words got all tangled and sounded wrong in his mind.

      How can I keep her safe if she won’t even pretend we are mating? How can I protect her the next time she is threatened? I have no weapons and my strength is worth nothing here. There is no way out of here—no way home.

      “There is a way, warrior—if you will but take it.” The strong, feminine voice startled him so much, Rafe fell off the gray plastic log he was sitting on.

      “What…who…?” He looked around wildly but couldn’t see anyone near.

      “It is I, the Goddess—the Mother of All Life,” the voice informed him. “I have come to say that you must do as Whitney tells you. All who follow her lead will be saved. Those who do not, will be left to their fate.”

      Then the voice and the presence was gone. Rafe felt stunned—as though some long-held belief had been suddenly shattered. As though his life had been turned upside down in an instant.

      Follow Whitney? What did that mean? Follow her where?

      And then he heard her voice, singing high and sweet and clear, filling the air around him.

      But he wasn’t the one she was singing to.
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      “Hello, Lovely—I came to bring you breakfast. Mama said I could.” Zhu-zhu grinned at her as she began pushing slices of some blue alien fruit through the bars of all the tweedles’ cages. “She said two for each tweedle. So here you go!”

      As she pushed the fruit through the bars of the cage, Whitney leaned over and grasped one huge, chubby finger in both her hands.

      “Zhu-zhu, Zhu-zhu, Zhu-zhu,” she sang sweetly.

      “Oh!” The alien child’s eyes grew wide. “That sounded exactly like my name!”

      “Zhu-zhu, Zhu-zhu, I know your name! Zhu-zhu, Zhu-zhu, let’s play a game!” Whitney sang, making sure she was using the Tusker language, not English.

      Zhu-zhu’s eyes got even wider.

      “Oh no! The Speaking Disease! You’ve got the Speaking Disease!”

      Thinking quickly, Whitney sang, “No, no, I don’t. Because singing isn’t saying. Singing is just playing!”

      “Oh…” Zhu-zhu took a moment to think this over. It seemed to make sense to her because she nodded. “Okay,” she said at last. “Then sing some more.”

      “Let’s play a game, now that I know your name,” Whitney sang.

      Zhu-zhu nodded excitedly. “I would love to play a game!” She leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially, “Mama went out for the morning and Papa is still snoring in bed. So you can even come out of your cage, if you want.”

      Whitney’s heart leapt but she knew she had to keep her head. This was the chance she and Rafe had been waiting for and they might not ever get another one.

      She nodded and sang, “Of course I want to play! I want to play all day! But I’ll be blue, unless he can come too.”

      She nodded at Rafe, who had come to stand silently beside her. She was a little surprised that he wasn’t trying to pull her back or shield her from the inquisitive alien child, but she was determined to keep going and hoped he would play along.

      Zhu-zhu got an uncertain look on her lumpish face.

      “Uh, him too? I’m not sure about that, Lovely.”

      Whitney mimed crying and sang,

      “But I’ll cry all day, unless he can come and play!”

      “Well…” Zhu-zhu seemed to consider it, then she nodded. “You know what? I just got a brand-new toy hover cycle for my dolly.” She held up the doll she’d tucked under her arm while she pushed food into the cages. “Would you like a ride in it? Both of you?”

      Whitney nodded enthusiastically.

      “Yes, yes, yes! And can I wear your dolly’s dress?”

      Which was a rhyme she’d made up on the spot, but it would be nice to have clothes on again.

      “Sure you can!” Zhu-zhu took a minute to strip it off the doll and push it through the bars of the cage. “I’ll be right back!” she promised, and thundered up the ramp, presumably to get the toy vehicle they were going to take a ride in.

      The minute she was gone, Whitney turned to Rafe.

      “I don’t want to hear a word,” she said, pointing a finger at him. “I’m going and if you’re smart, you’ll come with me. This might be our last chance.”

      “I’m with you,” he said simply, nodding. “You’ll get no argument from me.”

      “I won’t?” She looked at him, so surprised for a moment she couldn’t think what to say next. She’d been prepared to argue in order to get him to go and now he was just agreeing. Whitney wasn’t sure what to make of it.

      “Whitney? Whitney!” The urgent voice from the side of the cage caught her attention and she turned to see Yancy and Yarrow standing there. Yancy was gripping the bars so hard her knuckles were white.

      “Yes?” Whitney ran over to them, kicking the greenish-purple grass aside in her haste. “What is it, Yancy?”

      “Take us with you.” Yancy reached through the bars and grabbed her hand. “Please—please try,” she begged urgently. “I don’t want my babies to be taken away from me again. Please, Whitney!”

      “I’ll try,” Whitney promised. She looked through the bars of their cage to the one beyond it. “What about you, Dood?” she called. “Should I try to get Zhu-zhu to take you too?”

      The auburn-haired tweedle appeared to think about it for a moment but then he shook his head.

      “Nah—I’m pretty happy here with my little Beauty.” He laughed. “Finally found a female who doesn’t speak back and she’s always in the mood for mating. What else can a tweedle ask for?”

      Whitney wrinkled her nose. No great loss there. But she was going to try her damndest to get Yancy and Yarrow free.

      “All right,” she said to the two of them. Go to the door of your cage when Zhu-zhu comes back and hold out your arms, like you want to play. I’ll do my best to get her to let you out.”

      They nodded eagerly and just then, the thundering footsteps of the youngest Tusker could be heard on the ramp once more.

      “Okay—show time!” Whitney whispered and ran back to the door of her own cage. She still had the big bunch of wadded fabric which was the doll’s dress clutched in her hands and now she took a minute to pull it over her head. It was way too big and the fabric was scratchy but it was clothing. Whitney hugged it to herself, savoring the feeling of not being nude anymore. If she got out of this, she was never taking off her clothes again, she swore to herself. She would take baths and showers fully clothed. She would—

      Zhu-zhu came into sight, a bright pink vehicle that looked not unlike the Barbie jeep Whitney had owned as a little girl clutched in her chubby seven-fingered hands.

      “Here it is—my hover-cycle!” she exclaimed proudly, displaying it. To Whitney’s relief, there were four molded plastic seats in the toy, which was about the size of an SUV with its roof cut off.

      “Take us for a ride! I want to go outside!” she sang, clapping her hands.

      “Okay!” Opening the cage door with her trunk, Zhu-zhu held the toy hover-cycle carefully, just outside the high platform the cages were located on to allow Whitney and Rafe to climb in. Before they could “blast off” in the toy vehicle though, Whitney sang quickly,

      “Oh look, Zhu-zhu—they want to come too!”

      She pointed to Yancy and Yarrow, who were holding their arms out beseechingly and begging with their eyes as hard as they could.

      “Oh!” For a moment, the alien child looked uncertain. But, as Whitney had hoped, the lure of having her toy car full of passengers was too much to resist. “Okay!” she said at last. And, opening Yancy and Yarrow’s cage, she held the bright pink vehicle steady and let them climb aboard as well.

      Once everyone was settled, Whitney sang to the little girl, “Let’s go out in the sun and have a little fun!”

      “Outside the house?” Zhu-zhu looked doubtful but Whitney sang,

      “Think of all the fun, out in the sun! Your hover-cycle can fly, up in the sky!”

      This seemed to decide Zhu-zhu because she nodded again and took them up the ramp, making “Zooming” noises all the way.

      It was a bit of a bumpy ride and Whitney felt her gorge try to rise but luckily she had thrown up everything earlier so she was able to keep from puking now. Even so, it was like the scariest roller coaster ride ever. She was very aware of the fact that the only thing between all of them and a two or three story fall to the ground was how careful a pre-schooler was with her toys but Zhu-zhu was conscientious enough to keep the toy vehicle level and none of them tipped out.

      They came to the huge front door and Whitney’s heart began to beat even faster. Were they really going to get out? Was Zhu-zhu able to manage the massive door on her own?

      Luckily, she was—although the issue was in doubt for a moment. But with a final twist of her trunk, Zhu-zhu managed to get the door open and then they were out in the open under the turquoise alien sky at last.

      The clock is ticking, Whitney thought to herself as they left the vast, blue-domed Tusker residence behind. Who knew how long Mama Tusker was going to be gone? Had she just run to the store for the Tusker equivalent of a carton of milk, or was she going to be gone all morning doing errands? There was no way to know, but Whitney didn’t intend to take chances.

      “Too much sun—in the forest is more fun,” she sang to Zhu-zhu. “Please can we go and I will thank you so!”

      Now that they were outside and playing, Zhu-zhu seemed amenable to almost any suggestion.

      “Okay, Lovely!” she exclaimed and then went zooming off, into the forest, holding the hover-cycle in front of her.

      Oh God—oh my God! Whitney held on tight, very aware that if Zhu-zhu tripped on a rock and went sprawling, all of them were probably going to crash to the ground and die a terrible death. But the little alien girl was sure-footed and soon she found a track that she seemed to know and started following it.

      Beside her, Rafe gripped Whitney’s hand.

      “I know this area,” he sent urgently through their link. “Our ship should be just a little further on in the clearing up ahead.”

      Sure enough, after just a minute Whitney saw something silver winking in the corner of her eye. When Zhu-zhu took another step, she saw their ship parked just where they had left it, looking small as a toy surrounded by all the vast trees with their green and purple leaves.

      “Here is where to stay! Here is where to play!” she sang-shouted as loudly as she could, trying to get the little girl’s attention.

      “Oh—here?” Zhu-zhu skidded to an abrupt halt, making Whitney wish that the toy hover-cycle was equipped with seatbelts. As it was, only Rafe’s strong grip on her arm kept her from tumbling out of the front of the toy vehicle and falling to the ground, twenty feet below.

      “Put us down, on the ground,” she sang shakily, hoping the little girl would obey.

      Luckily Zhu-zhu seemed perfectly willing to put them down. And, after a moment, they all climbed out on rather shaky legs.

      “You distract her while I get the ship started,” Rafe sent through their link.

      I’ll try!” Whitney sent grimly. Walking over to Zhu-zhu, who was sitting down on the grass, her knees folded, she sang,

      “You’re so sweet, you can’t be beat!”

      Zhu-Zhu grinned down at her.

      “Thanks Lovely! You’re the best tweedle ever!”

      For a minute Whitney felt sorry about letting the little girl take the blame for their escape. Then again, Zhu-zhu was the one who had captured them in the first place, she reminded herself. Also, Mama Tusker didn’t seem to be a mean or abusive parent. She would be upset with Zhu-zhu for letting her prize-winning tweedles get away, but she wouldn’t beat her or hurt her over it.

      And I can’t live my life in a cage just so an alien pre-schooler doesn’t get a time out for playing with mommy’s pets, she told herself firmly. I have to get out of here—all of us do!

      “We’re all aboard,” Rafe’s voice came through their link. “Get back here, Whitney. Find a way to make her look the other direction and run!”

      “I will—give me a minute!” Whitney sent back. She supposed she could send the little girl across the clearing to look at the brightly colored butterfly-like insect she saw fluttering there, but there was something she wanted to try instead.

      Touching Zhu-zhu’s arm, she sang to her, “My friend, Zhu-zhu, did you know tweedles are people too? They don’t belong in a zoo! To put them in a cage is bad and it makes them very sad.”

      Zhu-zhu’s eyes widened.

      “Really, Lovely?”

      “It’s very, very true—it makes them sad and blue!” Whitney sang. “And they don’t know what to do.”

      Zhu-zhu seemed to have a sudden thought.

      “Lovely,” she said uncertainly, peering down at Whitney. “Are you sad?”

      Whitney made her face as sad as possible and sang,

      “I miss my home and my friends. My sadness never ends.”

      Zhu-zhu’s eyes filled with tears.

      “Oh! I didn’t know that! I thought you were happy in your cage with Mama and Papa and me!”

      “Zhu-zhu you are sweet and you really can’t be beat,” Whitney sang. “I hate to leave you all alone, but I need to go back home.”

      “You do? Really?” The little girl sniffed and gave Whitney an understanding look. “Well…I guess if someone took me away from my home, I’d want to go back too,” she said at last.

      Whitney nodded eagerly, glad for the little girl’s empathy which was unusual in a child so young.

      “That is very, very true—that’s what I want to do,” she sang. “But you will always be my friend, until the very end. You’ll be in my heart, even though we are apart.”

      Zhu-zhu brightened. “Okay,” she said, smiling through her tears. “Then I guess we should say good-bye now?”

      Whitney nodded again.

      “Goodbye, my friend Zhu-zhu. Now you know what to do. When you grow up big and tall, remember to be kind to tweedles small,” she sang as she made her way to the ship. “Remember they are people too and don’t put them in a zoo!”

      “I won’t!” Zhu-zhu exclaimed. “I promise, Lovely!”

      And then strong arms were reaching for Whitney and pulling her inside the ship at last.

      “Hang on,” Rafe growled in her ear. “We’re getting out of here now.”

      The ship rose quickly into the air, its engines humming smoothly. Looking out of the viewscreen, Whitney could see the little alien girl waving an enthusiastic goodbye with both her hands as well as her trunk.

      She was surprised to find that her eyes were wet as she waved back, though she knew Zhu-zhu couldn’t see her. It wasn’t that she was sad to be finally leaving captivity—she couldn’t have been more relieved. But their time spent in Mama Tusker’s cages had changed so much.

      Despite their relatively short stay there, her whole life was different now and she knew nothing was ever going to be the same.
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      They couldn’t take off for space right away, of course. Rafe had never gotten to finish the repairs to the ship that he’d started before they had been taken. Until the ship was strong enough to withstand going through a wormhole, they couldn’t leave the planet. So he flew further over the vast forest, looking for a safe spot to land—preferably one where no Tuskers were anywhere near.

      “This is amazing!” Yancy, in the back seat of the shuttle, was looking around in wonder.

      “So it’s really true,” Yarrow muttered. “You have a ship that flies and you come from another planet. I thought the two of you had been sniffing too much tweedle weed.”

      “Why did you come with us if you didn’t believe our story?” Whitney asked them. She had cried a little when they took off and Rafe felt the mixture of confusing feelings coming from her. But now she wiped her eyes and turned to face the two tweedles they had managed to bring with them.

      Yarrow shrugged. “I knew Yancy wanted to go. She didn’t want to lose another litter.”

      He said nothing about the fact that he must surely be the father of said litter, Rafe thought. But he decided it was not his place to say so and kept flying, eyes straight ahead.

      “I believed what you said was true,” Yancy said. “At least I hoped it was.” She cocked her head at Whitney. “Tell me—why did you say all that to Zhu-zhu before we left? Why not just distract her and run?”

      Whitney bit her lip.

      “I’m not really sure,” she said at last. “I guess I was hoping that what I told her would stick with her and maybe someday when she grows up, she can advocate for your people. When a people are oppressed or enslaved, they need to speak up for themselves, but it also really helps if they have someone on the other side speaking up too. Maybe Zhu-zhu can become the voice of the tweedles someday.”

      Yancy sighed. “That would be wonderful. If only they would see us as people just like them. Just because we’re smaller doesn’t mean we are less important.”

      “That’s the spirit!” Whitney nodded enthusiastically. “And if you can find even one Tusker to listen to you, you can start a movement. Darkness may go on for a long time, but it can’t last forever,” she said firmly.

      Yarrow looked skeptical. “I hope you’re right,” he said. “But things have been going badly for what seems like a very long time for us. I hope that soon they will change.”

      “Oh, look!” Yancy leaned forward suddenly and pointed to something on the viewscreen. “Oh Yarrow—can it be?”

      “What? What is it?” Whitney looked at where she was pointing and Rafe hovered in place, allowing them to all see.

      There, nearly hidden in the branches of one of the vast trees, was a tiny red scrap of fabric. It was close to the ground and smaller than many of the leaves but its vivid color stood out sufficiently to make it visible.

      “What does it mean?” Whitney asked, looking at the red fabric, swaying with the leaves.

      “It means,” Yancy whispered. “That we have come home.”
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      Rafe landed the ship and Yancy and Yarrow climbed out quickly. Yancy made a strange hooting sound which echoed through the trees. After a moment, tweedles started coming out from among the leaves and underbrush.

      “They make their home in the tree, I guess,” Rafe remarked, watching as some of them climbed down the rough bark of one massive tree as easily as anyone else descending a ladder.

      “It would keep them safe from predators on the ground and keep them away from the Tuskers if they went high enough,” Whitney remarked. “Should we go out and meet their family, do you think?”

      That question was answered when Yancy stuck her head in the ship’s door and said, “Whitney, our people would like to meet you. Um…” She bit her lip and lowered her voice a little. “Could you not say anything about my litter? I couldn’t bear the shame if…if everyone knew.”

      “Of course, your secret is safe with me.” Whitney smiled compassionately. “And I’d love to meet your family. Rafe, are you coming?” she asked a bit awkwardly. Now that they were no longer in a life and death situation, she felt the distance between them yawning like a chasm again.

      “I must finish the repairs to the ship,” he answered shortly. “Enjoy yourself while I do. I should only take a couple of hours.”

      Whitney nodded and, glad to leave the awkwardness between them behind for a little while, followed Yancy out of the ship.

      

      But the Great Tree Tweedles, as they called themselves, wouldn’t let Whitney and Rafe go without giving a banquet in their honor. Apparently Yancy and Yarrow were the son and daughter of the king of their tribe. They had been captured by tweedle hunting Tuskers when they were very young and the king had despaired of ever seeing them again.

      Now he was an old tweedle—twelve years old to be exact as he proudly told Rafe and Whitney—with a snowy white beard which fell to his knees. He thanked them again and again for rescuing his children and offered to make them a prince and princess of the Great Tree if only they would stay.

      “Thank you so much for your kind offer,” Whitney said, smiling graciously. “But we have people of our own to get home to.”

      Rafe wondered darkly if they shouldn’t stay after all. The odds of them ever getting home were still slim to none. Still, it was clear Whitney was determined to try, so he kept his mouth shut and simply nodded along.

      The tweedles of the Great Tree had an entire culture that had lasted for generations. They wore surprisingly well-fitted garments made of the huge purple and green leaves sewn together with twine and kept herds of green insects, about the size of sheep, which grew a kind of fluffy wool on their shiny, iridescent shells.

      They also had pets—caterpillars about the size of small dogs with sleek pink and blue fur which curled around their necks like scarves and made a purring- cooing sound when you stroked them. These creatures didn’t have insect faces at all—indeed, with their large luminous eyes and long whiskers, they looked more like cats than any kind of caterpillar Rafe had ever seen.

      Whitney fell completely in love with one of the baby caterpillars and the chief insisted that she take it as a pet, along with one of their prize-winning sheep-beetles, as Whitney had dubbed their wool-making insects, as a gift.

      There were many other strange things to see and Rafe could tell that Whitney would have loved to stay and study all these amazing alien creatures. But there was also a deep urgency within her—a desperate need to get home which exceeded even his own. He wondered why she was feeling so desperate but when he tried to find out, attempting to get around the barrier she had somehow erected between them, she turned to stare at him, breaking off her conversation with one of the tweedles.

      “Stay. Out.” The words came through their bond loud and clear and he knew that whatever secret she was keeping from him was going to stay that way—a secret. He withdrew at once, ashamed that he should have tried to breech her privacy in the first place. She had a right to her own thoughts, of course—it was just that she was so close to him now because of the bond. So close and yet so maddeningly far away.

      His attention was turned away from whatever she was hiding when the banquet began. They were given some of the surprisingly comfortable leaf clothes to wear and seated across from Yancy and Yarrow at a long table which ran the length of one of the thicker branches. The entire tweedle tribe was able to sit here and dishes of roasted nuts, stuffed seeds, and stewed greens were passed along, with each person serving themselves.

      The main dish was an enormous insect which looked a little bit like an Earth cricket grown to the size of a prize bull. Its skin was brown and crispy from roasting all day in a pit dug at the base of the tree, its compound eyes replaced with round red berries. The chief told an elaborate story about the bravery of the tweedle hunters ambushing it and killing it before it could hop away, even though it had eaten one of their number before they could bring it down.

      At this revelation, Whitney looked strangely pale and put a hand to her mouth. She took a portion of the insect meat with the crispy skin but Rafe noticed she didn’t do more than push it around her leaf plate, though she ate the seeds and nuts eagerly.

      They listened to Yancy and Yarrow tell about their captivity, with Yancy carefully saying that they had been kept in different cages with different mates, both of whom had been Mindless Ones. Whitney and Rafe nodded along with this seriously, corroborating their story.

      Though Rafe didn’t like to lie, he also didn’t want to taint their homecoming and ruin their standing among their tribe. They had done what they thought they had to in order to survive—he could not condemn them for it.

      Dessert was served, a large, luscious bright purple berry made up of many small, juicy pods about the size of Rafe’s fist. He took one and it burst tart-sweet over his tongue and stained his fingers with its juice.

      Whitney seemed to really enjoy it as well. She had several of the pods while they listened to a tweedle poet who had made an epic rhyme on the spot about their daring escape and the time the royal prince and princess, Yancy and Yarrow, had spent in the awful house of their Tusker captors and the way visitors from the stars had rescued them and brought them home.

      But at last, it was time to go. The tweedle king rose and thanked them once again, inviting them to come back any time. An offer, Rafe thought dryly, that it might have been best to accept. It was much safer, anyway, than taking their chances on the rogue wormhole that had brought them here in the first place. But once again, he felt Whitney’s firm determination and urgent need to try and get home, so he held his tongue and simply nodded his thanks after the old tweedle’s speech.

      “But before you go,” Yancy said to Whitney. “Will you please sing us a song? One in your own language—your voice is so beautiful. It makes me sad to think I’ll never hear it again.”

      Whitney smiled at her. “Well, I don’t really have any accompaniment but I guess I could do something A Cappella.”

      Standing up from the table, she took a deep breath. Rafe thought she had never looked more beautiful and wild than she did now, wearing the gown made of green and purple leaves which accented her creamy chocolate skin.

      Truly he could never deserve such a goddess and he hadn’t even been trying to deserve her, he realized. He had hurt her over and over and had been unable to explain to her why he didn’t want the love he felt for her, which cut him like a treacherously sharp blade.

      She would be better off without me, he thought grimly. If only she would stay here as a revered guest of the Great Tree Tweedles so he knew she would be safe, he would have let her live her own life and left her alone, as difficult as that would be. But since she was determined that the two of them should try to get home, he would have to stay close to her, as much as his presence hurt her.

      It made him feel low and unworthy to be hurting her this way. He despised himself and wished again that they had never bonded, since it could only bring both of them pain.

      Whitney gave him a penetrating look and he wondered if she had caught his thoughts, though he had been trying his best to shield them. Her large dark eyes looked wounded but then she began to sing for the tweedles—a song about being friends forever and never forgetting each other, no matter how far apart they were.

      Though the tweedles couldn’t understand her words, since she was singing in English, they were clearly captivated by the power of her voice. They hummed along and even broke into song in their own language during the chorus. Whitney smiled and switched to the tweedle tongue, making up rhymes to go with the song on the spot, which the tweedles loved even more.

      After she was done, Yancy begged her to teach the song to their best bard—a young tweedle male who played an instrument made of a twig and several long pieces of tightly-stretched twine. Whitney obliged and then the king offered to let them stay the night.

      But though the sun was sinking in the sky and it had been a long, tiring day, Whitney shook her head firmly.

      “Thank you but no—we really must get going,” she told them. She hugged Yancy one more time and whispered something Rafe couldn’t hear in her ear, then turned to him. “Come on—let’s go.”

      Rafe nodded and they climbed carefully down the tree trunk to the ship waiting below. Whitney was wearing her new baby caterpillar pet around her neck like a living scarf and the bright green wool-making insect was already safely stowed in a stasis case in the ship so they were underway in no time.

      As the ship lifted off from the planet for the second and hopefully the last time, Rafe wondered where in the vast universe they would end up.

      It would almost certainly not be home.
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      “Well, there it is. The rogue wormhole that started all of this.” Rafe’s voice was neutral as they stared at the whirling blue hole in the blackness of space. “You realize it almost certainly won’t lead us back to the vicinity of Vesuvius Two, the planet we were originally meant to explore,” he said, looking at Whitney.

      Whitney lifted her chin. “No—it’s going to take us home,” she said firmly. She was thinking of the voice of the Kindred Goddess, telling her that if only she could find her freedom, the way would be made clear before her.

      “If you ask for miracles, you have to have faith to see them when they happen,” her Grannie Washington always said and Whitney believed it. She was determined to fly with both eyes open, looking for the miracle she had been promised to come true.

      “You really think that?” Rafe’s voice was flat and unbelieving. “Look, Whitney, I can feel that you have an urgent desire to get home, though you would not reveal to me exactly why—”

      “No, and I’m not going to, either,” Whitney snapped. She pressed a hand protectively to her belly, and looked straight at the viewscreen. “Now fly, Rafe. We’re going to be home in time to sleep in our own beds tonight.”

      The fact that she had said “beds” plural, couldn’t have been lost on him. Not that they’d been sleeping in the same bed since the Tweedle Beautiful Show, which seemed a lifetime ago now, but still, Whitney saw his mouth tighten as he looked at the viewscreen.

      “Very well,” he said in a low growl. “In we go.”

      And then the little ship jumped forward and was sucked into the swirling blue maw of the wormhole which had started the whole mess in the first place.
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      “I can’t believe it. I just cannot believe it.”

      Rafe was stunned. The wormhole had spit them out, but not in another strange galaxy or one of the vast, empty reaches of space as he had expected. It hadn’t even taken them to Vesuvius Two, where it had originally picked them up.

      Somehow Whitney had been right and it had taken them directly home.

      The Mother Ship was right in front of them, her vast white side gleaming like a precious stone around the Moon’s neck as she orbited it. There were other shuttles too, zipping up from Earth to land in the Docking Bay at a frantic pace. Suddenly the com-link crackled and a voice said,

      “Unidentified shuttle, state your destination at once!”

      “This is Commander Rafe of the BEGI program requesting clearance to land aboard the Mother Ship.”

      “If you’re landing, you’d better hurry,” the voice advised. “We’re expecting that solar storm any minute.”

      “Solar storm?” Rafe and Whitney looked at each other uncertainly.

      “But…weren’t they expecting a solar storm right before we left?”

      “Must be another one,” Rafe said—it was the only explanation. “Permission to land in the Docking Bay,” he said to the com-link.

      “Permission granted but make it quick,” the voice said.

      “Understood.” As they piloted into the transparent atmosphere dome which covered the Docking Bay of the Mother Ship and allowed ships to pass freely through while keeping the atmosphere inside stable, Rafe knew what he had to do.

      He had to let Whitney go.
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      The moment they landed, Whitney was already eagerly fumbling with the straps of her harness. She had to get out of here—had to go see Kat and Liv and Sophie and call her mom. No, but first she ought to get a test—she knew Liv could help her with that. Then she would call her mom. She—

      “Whitney.” Rafe’s voice was almost as heavy as the hand he laid on her arm, stopping her from getting out of the shuttle.

      A feeling of dread came over her, thick and stifling as a blanket made of lead but somehow she forced herself to face him.

      “Yes?” she made herself say.

      “Whitney…” He seemed to be trying to find a way to say something difficult but she wasn’t about to help him—she was dreading whatever it was too much for that.

      “Just…just say it,” she urged him, when he still hesitated. She felt her stomach clench like a fist. “Whatever it is, just say it, Rafe.”

      He sighed heavily.

      “Whitney, if we had been lost in the universe together, as I thought we would be, I would have stayed bonded to you for all of our lives.”

      “Would have? What do you mean would have?” she demanded.

      Rafe raked a hand through his thick, wild hair.

      “I mean, that now that we have somehow come home, there might be a way to break the bond. I have heard of a device designed by the Scourge which is able to cut soul-bonds between people. If you wish, I can seek it out and—”

      “So now you don’t even want to stay bonded to me? What do you want to do—forget about me and everything we went through together entirely?” Her voice didn’t sound like her own—it wavered and dipped and came very near to tears, though she was trying her best not to cry.

      Rafe’s golden eyes filled with pain.

      “Try to understand—I don’t deserve you. Don’t deserve to be bonded to you now that we are safe when I was too cowardly to wish to be bonded when we were in danger.”

      “So you’re saying it’s not me, it’s you—is that it?” Whitney demanded. God, she’d heard this line before from Earth guys but she’d never expected it from a Kindred!

      Rafe shrugged helplessly. “Essentially. I can’t…can’t explain it any better than that. I’m sorry—I wish I could.”

      “No, you’ve done quite enough explaining,” Whitney snapped. “I understand what you’re saying perfectly. You want to end our bond and never see each other again—I get it.”

      “Wait!” His face was stricken. “I never said—”

      “Goodbye, Rafe.” Eyes filling with tears despite her best effort, she fumbled open the door and slid out of the ship, almost falling in her effort to get away from him as quickly as she could.

      Her heart was breaking into pieces and she didn’t want to let him see her cry.
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      Rafe watched her go with a heavy heart. Though he knew he had done the right thing, offering to set her free in order to pursue her own life with a male who was worthy of her, it didn’t seem as though Whitney had been happy with his offer. Well, at least he had brought her home safely, though he knew well enough that it hadn’t been any of his doing.

      Had the Goddess herself sent them home in response to Whitney’s faith in her? Or was it simply a trillion-to-one chance—a spatial anomaly which couldn’t be explained?

      Rafe was leaning towards the second explanation. Back in the tweedle cage, he had believed that he’d heard the Goddess’s voice. Now he was wondering if that might not have been some kind of auditory hallucination, brought on by extreme stress. It sounded reasonable when he thought of it—how else could he explain such a thing?

      Sighing, he slid out of the ship and turned, only to come face-to-face with Commander Sylvan.

      “Commander,” he said, saluting. “We are back.”

      “Back?” Sylvan frowned. “But you never left. You couldn’t have had time to get through the fold yet—your ship only cleared the Docking Bay five minutes ago. Why did you come back?” He studied Rafe’s leaf trousers and shirt. “And what is that you’re wearing? Where is your uniform?”

      Rafe looked at him blankly. “Five minutes ago? Surely you must be joking.”

      “Of course I’m not.” Sylvan frowned. “Why would I joke about such a thing? Well…” He shook his head. “You’ll have to defer your mission until after the solar storm now. There’s no way the Mother Ship can fold space for you again with such imminent danger coming.”

      “But Commander, that’s what I’m trying to tell you,” Rafe said urgently. “Dr. Washington and I went through the fold. We’ve been gone over a standard week, but we never got to Vesuvius Two. We were forced through a rogue wormhole and found ourselves in an uncharted area of the universe.” He ran a hand through his hair. “We had to land on an unknown planet which turned out to be a land of giants. Whitney and I were taken prisoner and held as pets in a giant cage with an exercise wheel and a huge water bottle—much like the Earth people imprison and hold small, fluffy rodents because they think they are ‘cute.’”

      “What?” Sylvan looked at him uncertainly. “Commander Rafe, maybe you ought to report to the Med Center. This sounds…most irregular.”

      Rafe shook his head and had a sudden inspiration.

      “Come see the specimen Whitney brought back—it’s still in the stasis chamber in our ship,” he offered. “A giant wool-giving insect the size of an Earth sheep—come and see.”

      Reluctantly, Commander Sylvan allowed himself to be led back to the ship. When he saw the giant bug frozen in the stasis case, his expression began to change from one of doubt to one of wonder.

      “Gods, I’ve never seen an insect this size,” he muttered. Looking up from the sheep-sized beetle to Rafe he asked, “And you say the two of you found it on a planet where everything was on this scale?”

      “Almost everything.” Rafe ran a hand through his hair tiredly. “I’ll put it all in my report. But at this moment, I am weary, Commander. Weary beyond anything I have ever felt before. May I be debriefed later? Right now I just want to rest.”

      “Of course.” Sylvan’s pale blue eyes softened. “But this is most irregular—both the report of where you’ve been and the fact that you’ve been gone over a standard solar week and yet somehow came back only a few minutes after you left. There is much I don’t understand.”

      “That makes two of us,” Rafe growled wearily. “Thank you, Commander—with your permission I’m going to my quarters. I’ll speak to you later.”

      Then he left the ship and the Docking Bay, walking fast despite his weariness to try and put what had happened with Whitney behind him. He walked faster and faster until at last he was almost jogging.

      But try as he might, he couldn’t outrun the pain.
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      Whitney almost ran headlong into Kat and Sophie and Liv as they charged down the hallway leading to the Docking Bay.

      “Here she is!” Kat exclaimed, gripping her by the shoulders. “I told you we wouldn’t miss her, girls!”

      “We…we came running as soon as Sylvan bespoke me and told me…told me he was sending you out early,” Sophie exclaimed, puffing for breath between the words. “Wow—that’s a pretty dress,” she added, looking Kat up and down. “Where’s your lab coat?”

      “We wanted to tell you goodbye and good luck—and to make it back before the Halloween party,” Kat added. “There’s going to be a karaoke machine you know—I got it just for you.”

      “I’m so glad we were in time,” Liv added, smiling at her. “We got to you just before you and your Protector blasted off!”

      “What?” Whitney stared at the three of them. “What are you talking about? Rafe and I already left and came back. Hell, we were gone over a week and got taken prisoner and held in cages as pets. Then we escaped and came back here—but not without a whole hell of a lot of trouble.”

      “What?” Kat stared at her blankly. “What are you saying, doll? If you don’t mind me saying so, that sounds like crazy talk.”

      “It felt even crazier to live through it,” Whitney assured them. Suddenly the words came pouring out of her and she couldn’t stop them. “We were held by these huge blue elephant-looking aliens called Tuskers and Rafe and I were put into a kind of pet show. Then Mama Tusker—the one who captured us—gave me a special food that made me, uh, kind of crazy. And after that Rafe had to…we, uh…we kind of bonded and oh, Liv,” she said, turning to the blonde woman who was looking at her anxiously. “I’m so afraid I’m pregnant—can you please give me a test? Right now? Right away?”

      Then she broke down crying and her knees buckled as she sank to the ground with her three friends surrounding her anxiously.

      

      “When will we know?” Whitney looked at the tiny machine which looked a little like a miniature coffee-pot sitting on the counter in Liv’s office. She had cried herself out and now she only felt a cold sense of anticipation—a feeling of being resigned to knowing the news, no matter what it was.

      Kat and Sophie had tried to talk her out of taking the pregnancy test right away but Liv had overruled them both.

      “She needs to know and I’m going to help her find out,” she’d said firmly. As a former nurse and now currently a doctor, her word carried more weight and they all trooped over to her office as soon as Whitney had been able to stand.

      Liv had drawn a vial of blood and placed it into the little machine on her desk. Now they were all just sitting around, waiting for the news.

      It only took five minutes but Whitney felt they were the longest five minutes of her life. Finally, after it seemed like an ice age had past, the machine made a soft chiming sound and something fell out of its slot.

      Then something else fell out. And then again.

      “Oh my!” Sophie exclaimed, as Liv caught the machine’s results and cupped them in her hands. “One…two…three blue flowers.”

      Kat looked at her, eyes wide with sympathy.

      “Three little boys. Well, you’re going to be busy, doll, I can promise you that.”

      “Three?” Whitney couldn’t believe her ears. “Did you really say three?”

      “Well, yes—but so far they’re all healthy,” Liv offered as she handed Whitney the three perfect blue flowers. “But you say Rafe is the father? It’s very unusual for a Beast Kindred to father triplets—that only usually happens when you’re bonded to Twin Kindred like Kat is.”

      Whitney’s head was spinning. “It must have been the special food,” she muttered, staring down at the flowers. “It seemed to cause the tweedles to conceive multiple babies—it must have done the same thing to me.” She rubbed her temples. “God, what am I going to do? I was prepared to raise one baby on my own but three…”

      “Wait a minute—tweedles?” Liv asked, frowning.

      “And why would you raise the babies on your own?” Sophie demanded. “I thought you told us you were bonded to Rafe?”

      “I am—but he doesn’t want me.” Whitney’s voice wavered and the three blue flowers grew fuzzy as her vision blurred. “He…he said he’s going to try to find a way to break our bond. Something about a machine made by the Scourge—”

      “What?” Kat demanded. “Let me tell you, doll—I went through that with my guys and it’s horribly painful. You can’t seriously be considering it!”

      “I don’t know what I’m considering,” Whitney whispered. “I only know he doesn’t want me. And now I have three babies to raise on my own and what am I going to do?”

      Then she broke down crying again and this time she couldn’t seem to stop.
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      “I’m glad you’re coming to the party tonight,” Kat said, smiling at her in the 3-D viewer they were sharing as they got ready to go. Her two husbands, Deep and Lock, had taken their three boys out trick-or-treating up and down the halls of the Mother Ship, leaving Kat time to get ready for the big party.

      “I thought it was a good way to say goodbye to the Mother Ship.” Whitney sniffed and dabbed at her eye-make up. Rather than going as a cat, as she had first planned, she had traded costumes with Kat and was wearing a Cleopatra outfit instead. It came complete with a golden asp headpiece, a flowing white gown, sandals that laced up to her knees, and elaborate make-up. Which she was not going to cry off, she swore to herself. No matter how crazy the pregnancy hormones were making her.

      “Wait…what? Say goodbye to the Mother Ship? What are you talking about?” Kat gave her a startled look in the mirror as she adjusted her own cat makeup. “Where are you going?”

      “Kat…” Whitney sighed and put a hand on her friend’s arm. “You and Liv and Sophie are wonderful and I love being here but I can’t raise three babies on my own! I mean, you have two husbands to help you and still you’re always telling me what a handful three is.”

      “But the Mother Ship is a great place for single mothers!” Kat protested. “We have free health care, free daycare, paid maternity leave for the whole first year—”

      “Yes, but what you don’t have is my mom and my sisters and my Grannie,” Whitney interrupted her. “I’m going to need all the support my family can give me to get through this.”

      “But…what about your job?” Kat protested. “You love being part of the BEGI—Sylvan recruited you specially.”

      Whitney sighed. “Yeah, I’m going to miss it,” she admitted. “But there’s just no way I can stay here and keep going on dangerous missions when I’m raising three babies all by myself.”

      Kat frowned and put a hand on her hip.

      “I don’t think you’d have to raise them by yourself if you’d just tell that big stupid Beast Kindred of yours about them! I mean it, Whitney—tell Rafe you’re pregnant times three and he’ll come running back in a heartbeat.”

      “Which is exactly what I don’t want,” Whitney exclaimed. “I don’t want him coming back because he feels obligated.”

      “Well he is obligated!” Kat said indignantly. “He had a little something to do with putting those buns in your oven too—you didn’t get preggers all by yourself!”

      Whitney sighed. “I know but he didn’t want to bond me to him in the first place. He only did it because the special food Mama Tusker had given me was going to kill me if he didn’t, uh, you know, service me.” She had picked up that much through their bond—it made her a little less angry at Rafe for bonding her to him when he really didn’t want to—though no less sad.

      “Too bad—it was still his sperm that made those babies,” Kat said stubbornly. “And if he tells you he didn’t enjoy the act of bonding, that’s a big fat lie. Bonding sex is the best sex going so it’s not like he didn’t have some fun. It’s like the two of you enjoyed a really expensive fancy dinner and now he’s sticking you with the entire bill!”

      Whitney shook her head. “It’s not like that.”

      “Oh no?” Kat put a hand on her ample hip. “What’s it like then?”

      “I…can’t explain it.” Whitney couldn’t even explain it to herself, let alone her friend. How could it be that she felt such intense love coming from Rafe’s side of their bond, and yet such intense regret at the same time?

      It wasn’t just that he had broken his oath as a Protector, either. She had inquired discretely of Sylvan and found out this wasn’t the first time a Protector had fallen in love with the female he was protecting. It wasn’t considered optimal but when the two of them ended up bonded, it wasn’t looked down on either. So Rafe would have been forgiven for breaking his vow—which made her think something else was behind his confusing feelings for her.

      Well, he’s going to have to stay up here and figure them out himself, she told herself firmly. After the party tonight I’m taking the first shuttle down to Earth and I’ll probably never see him again.

      The idea of never seeing the big Beast Kindred again for the rest of her life caused desolation to well up and threaten to suck her under like quicksand. Taking a deep breath, Whitney braced herself She was going to have a good time at the party with her friends tonight and she was not going to spare a single thought for Rafe.

      “There,” she said, putting the final touches on her elaborate blue and gold eyeliner. “How do I look?”

      “Fabulous, doll.” Kat put an arm around her and gave her a squeeze. There were tears in her eyes as she admitted, “I’m really going to miss you around here! And Liv and Sophie and all the rest of our bunch are going to be devastated too. Are you sure you can’t just bring your family to live up here?”

      Whitney gave a little laugh that was really more than half sob.

      “I would if my sister’s husbands didn’t have jobs down on Earth. But my mom will never go so far away from all her grandbabies and since my sisters are stuck down there, she is too.”

      “Makes sense,” Kat admitted nodding. “Oh shoot—I’m ruining my eye makeup!” she exclaimed, dabbing at her watery eyes.

      “Don’t you dare start crying,” Whitney warned her. “These crazy accelerated pregnancy hormones already have me on edge. I don’t need to start bawling myself.”

      “I wished for an accelerated pregnancy when I was carrying my three,” Kat remarked, touching up the damaged makeup. “Considering that Kindred buns usually take an entire year to bake. By the time my fourth quadmester rolled around, I wanted to die.”

      “Liv and Commander Sylvan say it won’t take that long for me,” Whitney said. “Apparently I’m due in six months.” Which was why she had asked to trade costumes with Kat. The tight black cat suit that went with her original costume clearly showed her already-pronounced baby bump.

      “That is so unfair,” Kat grumbled. “I mean, not that I’m not happy for you,” she added. “But the fact that you only have to go through six months of the preggy blues instead of an entire year just doesn’t seem fair to those of us who already went through it.”

      “Everybody says the same,” Whitney agreed. “But to me, it gives me less time to prepare for the babies. And with three, there’s a lot to prepare for.”

      “You don’t have to tell me,” Kat said dryly. “Although if they’re anything like my three, they should get along pretty well,” she added, clearly trying to cheer Whitney up. “Oh, look at the time! People are going to start arriving soon and I have to help Lock put the boys to bed.” She sighed. “If I can get them to bed now that they’re all sugared up that is.” She turned to go but Whitney just stood there, looking in the mirror. “You coming, doll?” she asked, a note of concern in her voice.

      “In a minute.” Whitney sighed and put a hand on her belly, glad that the flowing white Cleopatra gown hid her bump. “I just…don’t feel like facing people just yet,” she admitted to Kat.

      “I understand.” Kat squeezed her arm gently. “Take your time—no one will bother you. But I hope you’ll sing for us before you go—I’ve got the karaoke machine all set up.”

      Whitney smiled. “We’ll see.”

      “All right, see you in a few minutes.” Kat closed the door quietly behind her and Whitney looked at her own reflection in the viewer and promised herself that she would not cry.

      No matter how much she wanted to.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Warrior—come here!”

      The voice was so loud and sudden that it made Rafe, who had been sitting slumped on the couch in his quarters, jump.

      “What?” he asked, looking around wildly. He had been contemplating a tall glass of fireflower juice he had poured for himself but hadn’t started to drink yet. He was going to have to soon, though. Only the stupefying effects of the strong liquor helped block out the terrible emotions inside him—both the ones he was feeling himself, and the ones he was getting from Whitney through their link.

      It had been days since they had come back from the Mother Ship, inexplicably appearing only minutes after they had left. Commander Sylvan had said he thought it was some kind of space-time anomaly and since no one else had a better explanation, that was how it was noted in the official expedition logs of the BEGI. And now it had been days since he had seen Whitney or even tried to contact her.

      He kept telling himself he would look into the Scourge machine which cut the ties between a bonded couple but somehow he hadn’t gotten around to it. In fact, he hadn’t gotten around to much of anything except feeling miserable.

      I should go to her and beg her forgiveness, he thought to himself a dozen times a day. But the knowledge that he didn’t deserve her—that he was too much of a coward to love her the way she ought to be loved—stopped him. For her part, Whitney never contacted him either and it was his distinct impression that she wanted nothing more to do with him—not that he blamed her.

      “Come here,” the strangely familiar voice demanded again and Rafe found himself getting up and wandering into the sleeping chamber, which was where it seemed to be coming from.

      “Yes?” he asked uncertainly. “Goddess, is that you?” In the days since their escape from the giant world he had somehow managed to convince himself that hearing the Mother of All Life speak to him had been some kind of waking dream, brought on by stress. Now he knew he had been fooling himself. There was no one else it could possibly be.

      “Yes, it is I and I am not pleased with you, warrior!” The Goddess’s voice seemed to be issuing from the 3-D viewer across from his sleeping platform. Indeed, a brilliant light was pouring from it—so bright he could barely see. Rafe shaded his eyes and went over to it cautiously, knowing that he was in a very dangerous position indeed.

      “What have I done to anger you Goddess?” he asked the light.

      “You have flouted my gift—the female I have given you has been left alone without help or protection!” the Goddess exclaimed.

      “The female?” Rafe asked, feeling stupid. “Do you mean…Whitney?”

      “Is she not the one you are bonded to?” the Goddess demanded. “And yet now you talk of cutting the tie between you—a sacrilege of the highest order. I am most seriously displeased, warrior!”

      “But…but I don’t deserve her,” Rafe protested. “I couldn’t protect her on the giant planet, just as I couldn’t protect…”

      He trailed off but the Goddess finished his sentence for him.

      “Tenda.” She spoke the name of his lost love with gentleness. “Warrior, I know how her loss hurt and embittered you—I felt every bit of your pain, tasted every drop of your bitterness.”

      “Then why did you not stop it from happening?” Rafe was suddenly roaring, so angry he could barely see. “Why did you take her from me? Why did you let her die?”

      “My son…” The Goddess’s voice was gentler still, despite the fact that he had committed blasphemy by raging at her. “We do not live in a perfect universe,” she told him. “I cannot stop every tragedy from happening or keep my children from every pain that occurs, though I wish that I could. I can only help you bear it and be near you when it hurts the most.”

      “I loved her. She was my life.” Rafe’s voice was a whisper now and when he looked into the viewer the light had softened.

      “I know the agony you have gone through,” the Goddess assured him. “Which is why I wanted to give you a second chance. But you must be brave enough to stretch out your hand and take it.”

      The viewer cleared but instead of showing Rafe his own face, it showed Whitney’s. Her long black braids had been piled on top of her head in an elaborate up-do and she was wearing a lot of gold and blue make up which emphasized her lovely dark eyes. She was beautiful—gorgeous, he thought yearningly. But her face was sad and withdrawn.

      “Go to her,” the Goddess whispered. “I put the two of you together for a reason. You will never lack for laughter in your house if you will only take the love that I offer you. If you will only go to her before she leaves forever—which she is planning to do tonight.”

      And then she was gone, as suddenly as she had appeared. The image of Whitney took a little longer to fade but when it did, Rafe blinked his eyes.

      He shook himself, feeling like a male waking from a trance. What had just happened? What was he doing standing here when the woman he loved was missing him? Especially when the Goddess had said she was leaving tonight if he didn’t make things right between them?

      Quickly, he straightened his red uniform shirt and made certain it was tucked into his black flight leathers. He ran his fingers through his wild black hair and decided it would have to do—he needed to go see the woman he loved.

      He needed to get to Whitney before it was too late and she left the Mother Ship forever.
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      He had forgotten it was the Earth holiday of…Weeny-Howls? Ballow-steen? Anyway, he had forgotten all about it, Rafe thought ruefully as he dodged around children dressed in outlandish costumes as they went up and down the halls of the Mother Ship banging on doors and demanding sweet treats. Who had made up such a strange tradition?

      Then he remembered that Whitney was, herself, supposed to be going to a party given by her friend Kat that very night. Luckily he knew where Kat’s suite was because he was friends with her mates, but ducking and dodging down even more crowded corridors was irritating in the extreme.

      He finally got to the right suite but as he waited to enter the busy party, he couldn’t help noticing that everyone who went in had on a costume. Would he be turned away for not wearing one?

      “It’s time to go to bed now, Kendrick—you know it is. Just because it’s Halloween doesn’t mean you don’t have school tomorrow,” a woman was saying to her young son just in front of him.

      “Aww, Mom!” The little boy was wearing a red cape and an oversized black mask which outlined his eyes and kept slipping down over his nose. “All the other kids got to do the other side of the ship too—some of them even got to go to the Sacred Grove! I heard the priestesses give out the best candy on the whole ship. And it’s blessed by the Goddess,” he added virtuously.

      The corners of his mother’s mouth twitched.

      “Nice try, buddy,” she remarked. “Maybe next year when you’re older. For now, I happen to know someone who has a test on his nine times tables tomorrow and needs his sleep.”

      “I do not!” Kendrick protested and yawned hugely, giving the lie to his statement.

      “Come on, champ—time for bed.” His mother started to pull him down the corridor but Rafe stopped them.

      “Excuse me,” he said awkwardly. “But if you have no more use for your mask, could I use it?”

      “You wanna wear my mask?” The boy called Kendrick looked up at him uncertainly.

      Rafe nodded. “I must go to a party—there is a female there I have to speak to. But everyone else has a costume and you see, I do not.”

      He nodded at the door to Kat’s suite where people in costumes continued to pour in while he himself had none.

      “Well…” Kendrick looked undecided for a moment. Then he shrugged and slipped off the black mask, which only covered the eyes. “Have fun, mister,” he said, handing it to Rafe.

      “Thank you!” Rafe took it and put it on. “Thank you very much!”

      “’s’all right.” The boy grinned at him. “Happy Halloween!”

      “Happy Weeny-howls to you as well,” Rafe said sincerely, which made the boy laugh and his mother smile.

      They went on up the long metal corridor and left Rafe to put on the mask and join the party.

      He just hoped he was in time.
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      “I can’t do it—-my heart’s not in it,” Whitney protested, trying to give the microphone back to Kat.

      “Oh come on, Whitney—you can’t leave without letting us hear you sing one more time,” Liv protested. She was dressed as an angel with fluffy white wings and a halo and her husband Baird was wearing a red devil tail and horns.

      “Yeah, Whitney—just one song,” Sophie begged. She had on a t-shirt with a large black P painted on it and had used makeup to give herself a black eye. “I’m a black-eyed P, get it?” she’d said when Whitney asked. “Please,” she said again. “Please—just one song?”

      “Well…” Whitney sighed. She was used to being asked to sing at parties and she usually didn’t mind. But tonight she just wasn’t feeling it. Still, she hated to disappoint her friends. “All right,” she relented, taking the microphone back at last. “One song.”

      “Goody! And I get to pick it! I’m coming up with you—but not to sing,” Kat said hastily. “I couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket.”

      “Works for me.” Whitney was glad to have some support. “Come on.”

      The two of them went up on the small karaoke stage and Kat began flipping through the selections.

      Whitney sighed and looked down at the assembled crowd…and that was when she saw him.

      Golden eyes looked up at hers through the holes in a black mask and she felt a surge of emotion coming through their bond. Her heart throbbed and she forced herself to look away as she grabbed Kat’s arm.

      “Change of plans,” she whispered, barely able to get the words out. “I’m picking the song.”
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      Rafe knew she had seen him. He had felt the surge of recognition through their bond. He wanted to go to her at once and tell her how sorry he was, but she was up on the small stage with Kat and he couldn’t interrupt her. All around him people were having fun, laughing and joking—all dressed in outlandish outfits, most of which meant nothing to him. But he only had eyes for Whitney as she raised the microphone and began to sing.

      “If I…should stay…I would only be in your way. So I’ll go…but I know I’ll think of you, every step of the way…”

      Rafe’s heart clenched. Gods, she was singing to him. Singing a farewell that made him ache inside.

      “Bittersweet memories…that is all I’m taking with me. So goodbye…please don’t cry. We both know I’m not what you need…

      But I will always love you! Oh, I will always love you!”

      The words made his eyes hot and his heart burn in his chest. Gods, he didn’t deserve her! But unworthy as he was, he couldn’t help himself.

      “Whitney,” he said hoarsely, coming up to take her hand as she finally descended the stage. “Can we talk?”
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      “All right—here we are. What do you want to talk about?” Whitney was on her guard—afraid to hope for too much as they finally entered her suite. Had Rafe somehow learned that she was pregnant and now he had come to talk about the babies? But surely not—only Kat and Liv and Sophie and Commander Sylvan knew and they had all been sworn to the strictest secrecy. So then why had he come?

      “I wanted to tell you…to try…to try and explain,” he began. “About how…why I acted the way I did.”

      Whitney pulled her hand away at once.

      “Save it,” she said flatly. “I already heard your ‘it’s not you it’s me’ speech— once was enough for me.”

      “No, damn it!” Rafe burst out. “I came to tell you that I love you!” He took a deep breath and ran a hand through his wild black hair. “I love you…even though I know I don’t deserve you,” he ended, almost in a whisper.

      “You…you do?” Whitney tried not to get her hopes up. After all, she had already known that he loved her—but she also knew he didn’t want to love her either.

      “I didn’t want to love you because I was afraid,” Rafe admitted in a low, harsh voice. “I was afraid of losing you…of losing the woman I loved for the second time.”

      Whitney shook her head. “I’m sorry, Rafe—I don’t understand.”

      “Which is why I must explain.”

      “Please do.” Whitney sat on the couch and watched as the big Kindred started pacing in front of the fireplace, running his long fingers through his hair and looking down at her carpet as he spoke.

      “Over ten years ago now, I was bonded to another,” he said, his voice still low and filled with pain. “Her name was Tenda and I loved her more than my own life. We lived on Rageron, the home planet of my people, just on the edge of the Deep Blue.”

      “The huge jungle you told me about,” Whitney said.

      He nodded. “The same. The Deep Blue is full of predators but I had cleared the field around the back of our home and I did not think any would dare to come within our boundaries.” He took a deep breath. “In that, I was wrong.”

      “Oh,” Whitney murmured, but was afraid to say more. Clearly it was hard for Rafe to tell her this—he had a look on his face like a man choking up nails—but just as clearly he was determined to get through it.

      “One day when Tenda was heavy with our first born son, she strayed to the edge of our boundaries, gathering jinja blossoms. A xenox saw her—they are big feral felines with deep blue fur and fangs as long as my finger.”

      He demonstrated by hooking two fingers in the air and Whitney shuddered.

      “It carried her away,” Rafe said. “Before she could even scream—though I heard her screams well enough as I followed her.” He bowed his head, his broad shoulders hunched with the unbearable pain of loss. “I chased the beast and fought it—those are where the scars on my chest and abdomen came from. It nearly disemboweled me.”

      Whitney put a hand to her mouth.

      “Oh Rafe no—I’m so sorry.”

      He shrugged, obviously trying to rein in his emotions, though she still felt them loud and clear through their bond.

      “I lived. Tenda did not. She and our unborn child died in the attack.” His hands clenched into fists. “The attack I was too slow to prevent. I couldn’t save them, Whitney. And I vowed to myself never to love a female again.”

      “I understand,” she whispered and she did. His feelings of love and longing for her, mixed up with feelings of regret were clear now. “You were afraid to love me because you didn’t want to lose me the way you lost her,” she murmured.

      Rafe nodded. “As I said, I was a coward not to tell you before. But somehow the words…would not come.”

      “I can understand why. Some things are too awful to talk about,” Whitney told him gently. “And if you don’t want to be together because that memory is too painful, well, I understand that too.”

      “No!” he said fiercely, looking up at her. “No, I want you, Whitney. And I love you. I just don’t deserve you.”

      “Yes, you do.” Whitney got up and went to him. Reaching up, she put her arms around his neck and pulled him down. “You protected me, Rafe—that whole time we were on that awful planet. You were willing to be killed if it would save my life—you stood by me the whole time. You do deserve me and both of us deserve happiness. So we deserve each other.”

      “Truly?” His golden eyes were hopeful. “Do you really feel that way, mon’dalla?”

      His use of the tender nickname which he hadn’t called her in so long seemed to melt Whitney’s heart…and heat up her blood at the same time.

      “Come over here on the couch with me and I’ll show you how I feel,” she murmured through their link.

      Rafe’s golden eyes grew half-lidded and he allowed her to lead him over to the broad, black leather couch which was warm from the heat of the fire burning in the grate. But when she would have sat beside him, he shook his head and drew her down into his lap, straddling him.

      “No, sit here with me, mon’dalla,” he murmured, reaching up to cup her cheek and bring her down for a kiss. “Let me show you how grateful I am that you have forgiven me.”

      Whitney could feel the hard bulge of his shaft through the tight black leather trousers he wore and she wiggled against it eagerly. Her hormones were surging and she suddenly felt almost as needy as she had after eating the special food or sniffing the tweedle weed.

      “Mmm…you have too many clothes on,” she accused him breathlessly as he kissed her and ran his big, warm hands up and down her sides.

      “I could say the same for you, you know,” he murmured. “What if we disrobe together?”

      Whitney nodded, grinning a little.

      “You know, after spending days in that cage butt-naked, I swore I would never be nude again. But I think I could make an exception right now.”

      “Good.” Rafe got up and stripped off his trousers and shirt and boots until he was as bare as he had been their whole time on the giant planet.

      Whitney was about to get undressed too but then she remembered her baby bump and felt suddenly shy.

      “What is it, Whitney? I feel your uncertainty through our bond.” Rafe settled on the couch again and patted his lap. “Come sit with me again and tell me what is wrong.”

      Whitney straddled him again—very aware of the long, hard shaft poking up between his thighs—and looked into his golden eyes, trying to think how to explain.

      “It might be better if I show you rather than telling you,” she said at last. “It’s…hard for me to say out loud.”

      He nodded. “All right—show me then.”

      Taking a deep breath, Whitney untied the top of the loose Cleopatra gown and let it slip from her shoulders and pool around her hips. Her full breasts—which had gotten considerably bigger and more tender—were exposed, but so was her gently rounded abdomen with its baby bump.

      “Gods, mon’dalla—so beautiful,” Rafe groaned, taking her in. “But…” he stopped, his eyes lingering on the way her abdomen was rounded outward. “Goddess,” he murmured. “Are you…?”

      “Pregnant,” Whitney finished for him. Lifting her chin, she added, “It must have happened at the Tweedle Beautiful show, when we bonded. Liv thinks the special food Mama Tusker gave me accelerated the growth—that’s why I’m showing so much already.”

      “Gods,” he murmured again and placed his big, warm hands carefully on her belly. “I had no idea.” He looked up at her suddenly. “This is what you were hiding! This is why you wanted so desperately to come home.”

      “I wanted to get a test done and find out for sure if what I suspected was true,” Whitney admitted.

      “But…why not tell me?” He shook his head in apparent confusion. “Why hide it from me?”

      “I didn’t want you to feel obligated to stay with me just because I was carrying your baby. Well, actually babies,” she corrected herself.

      “Babies? Plural?” His golden eyes grew wide. “You’re having twins?”

      Whitney shook her head.

      “Triplets—all three boys,” she confessed. “Again, probably because of the special food. But they’re all perfectly healthy,” she added.

      “Gods—sons! Three sons.” Rafe’s face was filled with wonder. “This is amazing, Whitney! I don’t know how you concealed it from me.”

      “Well, I won’t be able to conceal it from anyone for very much longer,” Whitney told him. “Because of the special food accelerating the pregnancy, I’m due to give birth in six months.”

      “Only six months!” Rafe exclaimed. “But we have so much to do! We must get a nursery ready, think of names, call all of your kin and invite them to the birth celebration, and so much more!”

      Whitney bit her lip.

      “Then…you’re not upset? Because I’m not going to lie, most guys who found out they were on the hook for three babies after only one night of sex would not be happy.”

      “I am not ‘most guys’,” Rafe growled indignantly. “I am your mate. And I will be your husband too, if you want to have a Joining Ceremony before our boys are born. We are going to raise these children together, Whitney, as a family the way the Goddess intended.”

      “Oh, Rafe!” Tears of joy filled her eyes and she threw her arms around his neck and hugged him tight. Her last fear—the worry that he wouldn’t want the babies—finally evaporated and now she felt completely happy and comfortable with him.

      Rafe put his arms around her and pulled her close, the tender tips of her breasts pressing against the hard wall of his chest as he ran his big, warm hands up and down her back. His gentle touch sent shivers down her spine and Whitney moaned and pressed against him.

      “Mmm, that feels so good!” she murmured, lowering herself more into his lap to feel the broad head of his shaft brushing between her legs. “I love being close to you.”

      “I love being close to you too, mon’dalla,” Rafe murmured in her ear. “But I suppose this is as close as we can get for a little while—at least until the babies are born.”

      “What? Why?” Whitney pulled back to look at him, laughing. His face was completely serious. “You’re afraid you’ll hurt the babies if we make love?” she guessed.

      “Well…won’t we?” Rafe asked, frowning. “I mean, they are still so small and vulnerable…” He put a hand on her stomach again, caressingly.

      “They’ll be fine,” Whitney told him firmly. “Liv said as much the last time she examined me. Though of course at that time I didn’t think there was any way I’d be having sex while I was pregnant.”

      “How can it be safe?” Rafe argued. “They are tiny and I am…not small, though I do not like to brag.” He nodded down between his legs, where his shaft rose long and thick between them.

      “You certainly are not small, but you still won’t hurt them,” Whitney premised him. “Look, what if we did it very gently and very slowly and I stayed on top of you like this the whole time, just to make sure? Would that make you feel better?”

      Rafe still looked uncertain but when Whitney threatened to call Liv on the Think-me and ask her to repeat that everything would be okay, he finally consented.

      “All right,” he said at last. “But very slowly and very gently. You can take me into you but I won’t move unless you tell me to.”

      Whitney thought privately that he had more self-control than any man she’d ever been with—and certainly more control than she had herself. Her hormones were surging and now that they were finally back together, she wanted to feel her man inside her, bonding the two of them together all over again.

      “I want that too, mon’dalla,” Rafe sent through their link. “More than I can say. Come down on me now—take me deep into your sweet, wet pussy.”

      Whitney was more than happy to comply. As he filled her all the way until his mating fist swelled in her pussy and tied them together, she knew she was in for a long night of bonding.

      “You’re right about that,” Rafe informed her. “Come, mon’dalla—let me suck your sweet nipples while you ride my cock.”

      His hot words excited her and Whitney thrust out her breasts, giving him access to her tender nipples, now so sensitive that even the brush of his tongue over them sent sparks of pleasure down between her thighs.

      “So full, so sweet,” Rafe sent through their link, as he lapped and sucked her tender buds. “Gods, I love filling you with my shaft and my seed. Love knowing that I made you pregnant.”

      “I…I love it too,” Whitney admitted breathlessly. “God, Rafe, I’m getting so close…But I need…need something more.”

      “I know what you need.”

      Still sucking her nipples, he reached down to where they were joined and the broad pad of his thumb found the swollen bud of her clit.

      Whitney moaned and threw back her head as he stroked gently inside her and slowly rubbed her to orgasm. It was the sweetest, most tender love-making session she had ever had—and the most intense. It was made even better this time knowing that they were alone and she wasn’t out of her head on drugged alien food, too.

      “I agree—this time is better,” Rafe murmured through their link. And as her orgasm swelled to overtake her, he added, “Gods, mon’dalla—can’t hold out any longer now that I feel your sweet pussy clenching around me. I need to come inside you—are you ready for my seed?”

      “Yes!” Whitney moaned. “Oh God, yes, Rafe—take me—fill me up!”

      He pulled her even closer and she felt his shaft swell to stretch her inner walls to the limit as something hot and wet spurted inside her.

      Coming…he’s coming inside me and we’re never going to be apart again, she thought deliriously.

      “No, never again!” Rafe echoed her thought. “I’ll love and protect you and our sons forever, mon’dalla. And we’ll never be parted again.”

      And as she was held in the arms of her mate and Rafe bonded her to him again and again, Whitney knew her whole life had changed and she would never regret…Pairing with the Protector.
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      Want more Kindred? Of course you do! Never fear, there are always more Kindred Tales on the way. In the meantime, if you have enjoyed Pairing with the Protector, please take a moment to leave a short review. The e-book market has become incredibly crowded so good reviews are like gold for an author—they let new readers know it's okay to take a chance on a new series. Plus they give me the warm fuzzies.

      Thanks for being such an awesome reader and happy Weeny-Howls, as Rafe would say!

      ; ) Hugs and Happy Reading,

      Evangeline
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        And now read on for a sneak peek of TANDEM UNIT, available November 9, 2019.
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        Available November 9, 2019

      

      

      From strange alien encounters to futuristic science to wild sex, it’s all in there. Blakely and Holt are heroes to die for, alpha males with a sensitive side.

      Bound together by the tandem chips implanted in their skulls–they feel each other’s emotions, share each other’s memories, and share the same desires.

      Yet that’s not all they share, the chip makes it impossible for them not to share the same woman.

      Still there’s only a one in a million chance that they’re ever going to find one who can handle the intense pleasure their bond creates when they share her. Enter Sadie, a spunky heroine with a repressive upbringing, who wants what they offer but is afraid to reach for happiness.

      Note: This books has previously been published as Take Two.
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      “We’ll take that one.”

      Sadie knew she was in trouble when the dark, curly haired man pointed straight at her, despite her attempt to hide behind the cybernetic prostie-borg in front of her. Pasting a blank look on her face, she tried to remain calm and look like all the other girls in the line-up.

      There were prosties with small breasts, some with large, and some sported racks any porn-vid queen would be proud of. Some were so short they were practically dwarf size and some were so tall they could have played for any Zero-G team in the league. Their measurements ranged from anorexically slender to downright Junoesque. They sported skin tones from ebony to golden tan to peaches and cream pale, and hair ran the gamut from blond to redheaded to brunette and every shade in between.

      Every face was plastically perfect and completely blank. “A Girl For Every Taste—Cybernetic Sex Made Delightfully Easy” was the motto of the Prostie Palace. Every possible combination of attractive female features and attributes was represented in the silent ranks of the assembled prosties and this joker had to pick her.

      Hidden inside her outrageous scarlet wig she could feel the bargain Overlook-Me chip flicker for the last time, fizzle, and die. The noninterference field she’d been wearing like a protective halo for the past two weeks faded into nonexistence. Damn it, she’d known it was a bad idea to buy her main protection from Big Bob’s Bargain Basement Chips, but what was a girl on a budget supposed to do?

      It was hard enough financing the ticket from Io to Titan in the first place.

      In the end she’d had to ride on an ore transport that was far from luxurious. Insinuating herself into the Pleasure Dome Prostie Palace had required several bribes to the right people, both to get inside in the first place, and to add herself to the database of resident prostie-borgs. Add that to the cost of her outfit, make-up, and wig, and she barely had any credit left at all.

      My whole life savings spent paying for this trip and now I’m screwed. Literally and figuratively. She stared blankly, as the man pointed her out to the mechanical madam who nodded in her direction. It was the same panicky feeling she had experienced when she first walked into the Prostie Palace and saw the kind of outrageous sexual practices that went on here. Having been raised on the morally uptight colony of Goshen on Io, the scene at the prostie brothel was an education to Sadie in more than one way.

      She had financed the trip on her own for the ultimate payoff, a juicy scoop on the nitty-gritty, hard-boiled life of a prostie-borg in the Outer Rings.

      Prostie-borgs were cybernetic organisms grown in flesh tanks on Mars.

      They were a variation on the more common flesh-bots that were used for manual labor all over the solar system but instead of being fitted for heavy lifting and tasks no human laborer could do, prostie-borgs were crafted specifically for sex. Despite a simple synthetic brain that put them on the mental level of a ten-year-old child, they were very popular, especially with the sex-starved men that mined the outer rings of Saturn. Intellectual stimulation wasn’t high on the must-have list of female attributes for most Ring miners, and real women were few and far between at this cold, dark end of the solar system.

      Sadie was tired of covering joining ceremonies, baby showers, golden anniversaries, and all the other human interest crap that a junior reporter got saddled with at the Io Moon Times. Problem was, her senior editor, a grouchy, chauvinistic man by the name of B. F. Fields, thought that was all she could do. Sadie had set out to prove him wrong.

      Taking all of her yearly vacation in one big lump, she had hopped an ore transport to the most notorious prostie-brothel in the System, located on Titan, Saturn’s largest moon. There she had planned to spend her free time gathering facts for a blistering tell-all exposé that would blow the top off the barely legal prostie-borg industry. She even had a title for her article all picked out: “Pain and Suffering in the Pleasure Dome: A Prostie-Borg’s Daily Life in the Outer Rings.”

      When she got back to Io, Fields would have to recognize her reporting prowess and promote her out of the human interest section once and for all. Hell, she might even go freelance and sell her story to one of the intergalactic news vids.

      Her plan had been working like a charm, too, until the bargain Overlook-Me chip began to die. When the other prosties began noticing her, Sadie knew she was in trouble, but she kept hoping the chip would last just one more week until her transport for Io left. Now the chip was good and dead and she didn’t even have a repair kit to try and get it working again. She was about to find out first hand exactly what the prosties went through and she was afraid it wasn’t going to be a pleasant experience.

      At least he looks cleaner than most of the clientele you see around here. Sadie eyed the dark man carefully. He had very tan skin and his hair was the color of bitter chocolate, curly and thick, cut short but not too close to his scalp. Any woman she knew would kill for that kind of natural curl, she thought absently, taking in the indigo eyes fringed thickly with black lashes and the narrow but sensual mouth of the man pointing her out. Broad shoulders covered in a black leather jacket tapered to a narrow waist and powerful legs. There was a heavy bulge outlined by his tight black pants that made Sadie bite her bottom lip nervously as she felt those deep blue eyes sweep over her body.

      “That one,” he said again, and Sadie had no choice but to step forward. Maybe it won’t be so bad. Maybe it’ll add realism to the story, she thought desperately, trying to nerve herself up for the act. She felt horribly exposed in the tiny gold mesh dress that showed her breasts and sex plainly, but, after all, she’d been wearing it and outfits like it for two weeks. While the Overlook-Me chip had remained functional, no one had really seen her in them. From the look in the dark man’s eyes, he liked what he saw.

      Sadie was suddenly aware that her nipples were erect with fright against the scratchy gold mesh fabric. She squeezed her thighs tightly together, trying to keep her knees from shaking.

      “Which one for the other gentleman?” the silver-skinned, mechanical madam asked, giving a jerky nod to the man’s right. Standing beside him, hidden partially by the dark man’s broad shoulders was another client. He stepped out from behind his friend with a nod to the madam and Sadie could see he was almost the exact opposite of the other man.

      Tall and muscular with a runner’s build, he had hair the color of beaten metal and the clearest sapphire eyes she had ever seen. The dark man wasn’t short, but the blond was at least two inches taller with a full mouth that seemed naturally red against his pale golden skin. He was dressed in the same style as his colleague in tight black pants and a white shirt with the ubiquitous mining company symbol stitched in red on the collar. He was also wearing an identical black leather jacket.

      Sadie couldn’t help noticing that the bulge outlined by his pants was no less impressive than the dark-haired man’s. Did they work for some mining company that only hired well-hung men? What was their motto—Less than nine inches need not apply?

      These two were so different from the typical grimy, disheveled specimens who usually patronized the Prostie Palace that they might have come from Stud Miners R Us. Sadie felt a hysterical bubble of laughter rise in her throat at the thought and forced it back down. Prostie-borgs did not laugh.

      “My friend and I prefer to share,” the blond man said, to Sadie’s horror. “That one will do fine.”

      Two at the same time…? She couldn’t stop her eyes from widening.

      Merciful Goddess, she didn’t have all that much experience in the first place and she’d never done anything even remotely kinky. Certainly nothing like this.

      “I…” she began and shut her mouth fast as she felt both sets of blue eyes boring into her. A prostie-borg wasn’t supposed to have opinions about the clients she serviced, Sadie reminded herself. She simply went with the men the madam matched her with and did as she was told. But still…

      “Is there a problem…?” The madam stepped forward and scanned Sadie’s ID number which hovered like a small holo-star over her right hand with glowing red eyes. “Number 217?”

      Sadie shook her head mutely, thankful that she hadn’t depended completely on the failed Overlook-Me chip for security. The disguise and the fake ID number had seemed like a luxury, but it was a good thing she had them now.

      The madam stared at her closely for a minute, clearly processing her personal data, then the blinking slits of her eyes turned green. Sadie knew she was in the clear—as long as she could take whatever these two men dished out. She shivered involuntarily and tried to contain her dread.

      I got myself into this; I’ll have to get myself out. That was fine, she was an independent girl, but she couldn’t do anything, in front of the madam. One more security check and a supervisor would be dispatched to see to the problem—a human supervisor who wouldn’t be as easily fooled as the mechanical madam.

      “Go with the nice gentlemen, number 217.” The madam made a creaky shooing gesture with her silver, tentaclelike arms. “Be sure to give satisfaction.”

      “Yes, madam,” Sadie submissively bowed her head. She followed the two men meekly to one of the many pleasure cubicles that lined the long steel corridor to the left, her heart galloping madly in her chest. Could she really do this? As she was trying to answer that question, they reached the room the madam had indicated and the dark-haired man produced a scanner card and reached down to pull up on the sliding steel door, which disappeared obligingly into the ceiling when he yanked.

      “After you.” He nodded mockingly to his blond companion and made a flourishing gesture with one arm.

      “Ladies first,” the tall blond man said quietly, gesturing for Sadie to enter before them.

      Sadie looked despairingly at the door. It was solid steel–titanium alloy and once she was locked inside the tiny pleasure cubicle anything at all could be done to her. There was a strict noninterference policy at the Pleasure Dome, which was why the customers had to put up a sizable damage deposit before renting the services of any of the prostie-borgs. The deposit was in case the prostie was rendered nonfunctional. In other words, killed, Sadie thought, trying to breathe past the sudden lump in her throat.

      Sadie swallowed hard. She looked at both sets of blue eyes, indigo and sapphire staring expectantly at her and then looked at the monitoring device on the wall to their immediate left. Someone was watching right now, probably a bored guard who would like nothing better than to sound the alarm and add some excitement to his monotonous day. Sweet Goddess, she was going to have to go through with it. She swallowed again and edged reluctantly toward the doorway.

      The fear she was feeling must have shown in her own amber-brown eyes because the dark man who had picked her out in the first place stepped forward and took her elbow gently, looking at her intently as he spoke.

      “Hey, it’s okay, sweetheart,” he said gruffly. “We’re not gonna hurt ya.”

      She noticed for the first time that he had a strong New Brooklyn accent and wondered why anyone would come all the way from Old Earth to be a miner in the Outer Rings of Saturn. It was a hell of a long trip to do a dirty and dangerous job even if it did pay fairly well.

      “My friend here is correct,” the blond man put in quietly, taking her by the other elbow. “We have no interest in hurting you in any way.” His voice was softer and more cultured than his friend’s, but no less deep and commanding for all of that.

      In spite of her fear, Sadie found herself propelled into the tiny steel room.

      Breaking their hold on her arms with a convulsive effort, she turned around just in time to see the dark-haired man slam the rolling door closed with a muffled bang.

      She was trapped.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Want more? Of course you do!

        Tandem Unit releases November 9, 2019.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Give a Hot Kindred Warrior to a Friend!

          

        

      

    

    
      Do you love the Kindred? Do you want to talk about wishing you could go live on the Mother Ship without your friends thinking you're crazy? Well, now it's super easy to get them into the Kindred universe.

      Just share this link, https://bookhip.com/HLNPTP, with them to download Claimed, the first book in my Brides of the Kindred series for FREE.

      No strings attached—I don't even want to collect their email for my newsletter. I just want you to be able to share the Kindred world with your besties and have fun doing it.

      Hugs and Happy Reading!

      Evangeline
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      Sign up for my newsletter and you'll be the first to know when a new book comes out or I have some cool stuff to give away. Don't worry—I won't share your email with anyone else, I'll never spam you (way too busy writing books) and you can unsubscribe at any time.

      As a thank-you gift you'll get a free copy of BONDING WITH THE BEAST delivered to your inbox right away. In the next days I'll also send you free copies of CLAIMED, book 1 in the Brides of Kindred series, and ABDUCTED, the first book in my Alien Mate Index series.
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        You've read the book, now listen to the audiobook.

      

      

      My Kindred series is coming to audio one book at a time. Sign up for my audiobook newsletter. Besides notifications about new audio releases you may also get an email if I'm running a contest with an audio-book prize. Otherwise I will leave you alone. : ).
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        Below you'll find a list of available and upcoming titles. But depending on when you read this list, new books will have come out by then that are not listed here. Make sure to check my website for the latest releases and better yet, sign up for my newsletter to never miss a new book again.
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        Brides of the Kindred series

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        CLAIMED (Also available in Audio)

        HUNTED (Also available in Audio)

        SOUGHT (Also Available in Audio)

        FOUND (Also Available in Audio )

        REVEALED (Also Available in Audio)

        PURSUED (Also Available in Audio)

        EXILED (Also Available in Audio)

        SHADOWED (Also Available in Audio)

        CHAINED (Also Available in Audio)

        DIVIDED (Also Available in Audio)

        DEVOURED (Also Available in Audio)

        ENHANCED (Also Available in Audio)

        CURSED (Also Available in Audio)

        ENSLAVED (Coming Soon to Audio)

        TARGETED

        FORGOTTEN

        SWITCHED

        UNCHARTED

        UNBOUND

        SURRENDERED

        VANISHED

        IMPRISONED

        TWISTED

        DECEIVED

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME ONE

        Contains Claimed, Hunted, Sought and Found

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME TWO

        Contains Revealed, Pursued and Exiled

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME THREE

        Contains Shadowed, Chained and Divided

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FOUR

        Contains Devoured, Enhanced and Cursed

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FIVE

        Contains Enslaved, Targeted and Forgotten

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SIX

        Contains Switched, Uncharted and Unbound

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SEVEN

        Contains Surrendered, Vanished, and Imprisoned

      

      

      
        
        All Kindred novels are now available in PRINT.

      

        

      
        Also, all Kindred novels are on their way to Audio, join my Audiobook Newsletter to be notified when they come out.
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        Kindred Tales

        The Kindred Tales are side stories in the Brides of the Kindred series which stand alone outside the main story arc.

        These can be read as STAND ALONE novels.

        MASTERING THE MISTRESS (Also Available in Audio)

        BONDING WITH THE BEAST (Also Available in Audio)

        SEEING WITH THE HEART (Also Available in Audio)

        FREEING THE PRISONER (Also Available in Audio)

        HEALING THE BROKEN (a Kindred Christmas novel)  (Also Available in Audio)

        TAMING THE GIANT (Also Available in Audio)

        BRIDGING THE DISTANCE (Also Available in Audio)

        LOVING A STRANGER (Also Available in Audio)

        FINDING THE JEWEL (Also Available in Audio)

        BONDED BY ACCIDENT (Also Available in Audio)

        RELEASING THE DRAGON

        SHARING A MATE

        INSTRUCTING THE NOVICE

        AWAKENED BY THE GIANT

        HITTING THE TARGET

        HANDLING THE HYBRID

        TRAPPED IN TIME

        TIME TO HEAL

        PAIRING WITH THE PROTECTOR

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 1

        Contains Mastering the Mistress, Bonding with the Beast and Seeing with the Heart

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 2

        Contains Freeing the Prisoner, Healing the Broken and Taming the Giant

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 3

        Contains Bridging the Distance, Loving a Stranger and Finding the Jewel

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 4

        Contains Bonded by Accident, Releasing the Dragon, and Sharing a Mate

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 5

        Contains Instructing the Novice, Awakened by the Giant, and Hitting the Target
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        Born to Darkness series

        (Paranormal / Action-Adventure Romance)

        CRIMSON DEBT (Also available in Audio)

        SCARLET HEAT (Also available in Audio)

        RUBY SHADOWS (Also available in Audio)

        CARDINAL SINS (coming soon)

        DESSERT (short novella following Scarlet Heat)

        (Also in Audio)

        BORN TO DARKNESS BOX SET

        Contains Crimson Debt, Scarlet Heat, and Ruby Shadows all in one volume
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        Alien Mate Index series

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        ABDUCTED (Also available in Audio)

        PROTECTED (Also available in Audio)

        DESCENDED (Also available in Audio)

        SEVERED (Also available in Audio)

        ALIEN MATE INDEX VOLUME ONE

        Contains Abducted, Protected, Descended and Severed all in one volume

      

        

      
        All Alien Mate novels are now available in PRINT.
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        The Cougarville series

        (Paranormal / Action-Adventure Romance)

        (Older Woman / Younger Man

        BUCK NAKED  (Also available in Audio)

        COUGAR BAIT (Also available in Audio)

        STONE COLD FOX (Also available in Audio)

        BIG BAD WOLF (coming soon)

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        The CyBRG Files with Mina Carter

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        UNIT 77: BROKEN

        UNIT 78: RESCUED
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        The Institute series

        (Daddy-Dom / Age Play Romance)

        THE INSTITUTE: DADDY ISSUES

        (Also available in Audio)

        THE INSTITUTE: MISHKA’S SPANKING
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        The Swann Sister Chronicles

        (Contemporary Fairy / Funny / Fantasy Romance)

        WISHFUL THINKING (Also available in Audio)

        BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU WISH FOR (Also available in Audio)
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        Detectives Valenti and O’Brian

        (1980s M/M Romance)

        THE ASSIGNMENT

        I’LL BE HOT FOR CHRISTMAS

        FIREWORKS

        THE ASSIGNMENT: HEART AND SOUL
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        Compendiums and Box Sets

        ALIEN MATE INDEX VOLUME ONE

        Contains Abducted, Protected, Descended and Severed all in one volume

        BORN TO DARKNESS BOX SET

        Contains Crimson Debt, Scarlet Heat, and Ruby Shadows all in one volume

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME ONE

        Contains Claimed, Hunted, Sought and Found

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME TWO

        Contains Revealed, Pursued and Exiled

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME THREE

        Contains Shadowed, Chained and Divided

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FOUR

        Contains Devoured, Enhanced and Cursed

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FIVE

        Contains Enslaved, Targeted and Forgotten

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SIX

        Contains Switched, Uncharted and Unbound

        HAVE YOURSELF A SEXY LITTLE CHRISTMAS

        Contains Kidnapped for Christmas, Cougar Christmas and Season’s Spankings

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 1

        Contains Mastering the Mistress, Bonding with the Beast and Seeing with the Heart

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 2

        Contains Freeing the Prisoner, Healing the Broken and Taming the Giant

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 3

        Contains Bridging the Distance, Loving a Stranger and Finding the Jewel

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 4

        Contains Bonded by Accident, Releasing the Dragon, and Sharing a Mate

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 5

        Contains Instructing the Novice, Awakened by the Giant, and Hitting the Target

        NAUGHTY TALES: THE COLLECTION— Volume One

        Contains Putting on a Show, Willing Submission, The Institute: Daddy Issues, The Institute: Mishka's Spanking, Confessions of a Lingerie Model, Sin Eater, Speeding Ticket, Stress Relief and When Mr. Black Comes Home.

        ONE HOT HALLOWEEN

        Contains Red and the Wolf, Gypsy Moon and Taming the Beast
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        Stand Alone Titles

        (Sci-Fi OR Paranormal Action-Adventure Romance)

        ANYONE U WANT

        BEST KEPT SECRETS (Step-Brother romance)

        BLIND DATE WITH A VAMPIRE

        BLOOD KISS

        CEREMONY OF THREE

        DEAL WITH THE DEVIL (Also available in Audio)

        DEFILED

        EYES LIKE A WOLF (Foster Brother romance)

        FOREVER BROKEN (M/M romance)

        GYPSY MOON

        HUNGER MOON RISING

        MARKED

        OUTCAST

        PLANET X (Also available in Audio)

        PLEASURE PLANET

        PLEDGE SLAVE (M/M romance)

        PURITY (Now available in Audio)

        RED AND THE WOLF

        SECRET THIRST

        SEX WITH STRANGERS

        SHADOW DREAMS

        SLAVE BOY (M/M romance)

        STRESS RELIEF

        SWEET DREAMS

        TAMING THE BEAST

        TANDEM UNIT

        THE COVENANT

        THE LAST BITE (M/M romance)

        THE LAST MAN ON EARTH

        THE LOST BOOKS (M/M romance)

        THE PLEASURE PALACE

        THE SACRIFICE (Also available in Audio)
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        Stand Alone Titles

        (Contemporay Romance)

        A SPANKING FOR VALENTINE (BDSM)

        BOUND AND DETERMINED, anthology with Lena Matthews, includes The Punishment of Nicollett

        COUGAR CHRISTMAS (Older Woman / Younger Man)

        DANGEROUS CRAVINGS (BDSM)

        DIRTY GIRL

        FULL EXPOSURE (with Lena Matthews)

        KIDNAPPED FOR CHRISTMAS (BDSM)

        MASKS, contains The Man in the Leather Mask and Masks (BDSM)

        MORE THAN FRIENDS (BDSM)

        PICTURE PERFECT (Step-Brother romance)

        STR8TE BOYS (M/M romance)
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        Naughty Tales

        (Short Reads to Get You Hot and Bothered)

        CONFESSIONS OF A LINGERIE MODEL

        PUTTING ON A SHOW (Step-Brother romance)

        SIN EATER

        SPEEDING TICKET

        THE SWITCH (An erotic interlude with the characters of DANGEROUS CRAVINGS)

        SEASON’S SPANKINGS

        WHEN MR. BLACK COMES HOME

        WILLING SUBMISSION

        NAUGHTY TALES: THE COLLECTION— Volume One

        Contains Putting on a Show, Willing Submission, The Institute: Daddy Issues, The Institute: Mishka's Spanking, Confessions of a Lingerie Model, Sin Eater, Speeding Ticket, Stress Relief and When Mr. Black Comes Home.
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      Evangeline Anderson is the New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of the Brides of the Kindred, Alien Mate Index, Cougarville and Born to Darkness series. She is fourty-something and lives in Florida with a husband, a son, and two cats. She had been writing erotic fiction for her own gratification for a number of years before it occurred to her to try and get paid for it. To her delight, she found that it was actually possible to get money for having a dirty mind and she has been writing paranormal and sci-fi erotica steadily ever since.

      
        
        You can find her online at her website www.evangelineanderson.com

      

      

      
        
        Come visit for some free reads.

        Or, to be the first to find out about new books, join her newsletter.

        She’s also got a mailing list for updates on audio books.
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