
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    [image: ]


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Zekke 
 
      
 
    By 
 
      
 
    Hannah Davenport


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Copyright January 2016 Hannah Davenport 
 
    Title:  Zekke by Hannah Davenport 
 
      
 
    ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal, except for the case of brief quotations in reviews and articles.  
 
    Criminal copyright infringement is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.  
 
    The characters and events in this book are not real and are figments of my imagination.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Book Description 
 
    This book can be read as a standalone book. 
 
      
 
    A military male at heart, Zekke wants no part of having a mate.  Mates make one weak, vulnerable; he would rather be on his warship, fighting the enemy.  When King Mallik orders that Earth be protected, Zekke doesn’t hesitate.  He was born to command a fleet of ships; it’s what he lives for.  But what he finds on Earth is the very thing he’s trying to avoid. 
 
      
 
    Ava Thompson, a sergeant with the United States Army, barely escapes the initial attacks that destroy most of the military.  A few like her have survived, and now she is second in command of the ragtag group of six who try to protect the city each night from the Tureis.  Every night is the same guerrilla warfare for her—until she comes face to face with a white-haired alien, and her world is turned upside down… again.
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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    Azziar 
 
      
 
    Everyone sat around the ridiculous-looking tree. Chloe had an insistent look on her face as she handed Zekke a gift, almost daring him to refuse.  He was slow to reach for it; she smirked and then shoved it into his hands.  A smile threatened to tease his lips, but he held it at bay.  Of all his brothers’ mates, he liked Chloe the most.  She was a fighter.  At one time, she had saved his brother’s life.   
 
    While on Earth, Sydney had also saved Takkeo’s life, but she didn’t fight to do it.  It was her courageous spirit and kind heart that led her to help his younger brother. 
 
    Looking down at the elegantly wrapped present, he turned the box over, feeling the weight.  It was an odd tradition.  On Azziar, they did not wrap presents in shiny paper; they just presented the gift.   
 
    Taking his time, Zekke flicked one end, which was secured by tape, and then the other.  The paper fell away, and he gently opened the box.  With one eyebrow raised, Zekke stared at the dagger before palming it in his hand.  He was instantly impressed with the choice of the gift.  The weight was perfect in his large hands, the cold steel sharp. He traced the edge with his finger and knew he held a deadly weapon.  Oh, the things he could do with it. The handle was made of fine wood and had the royal crest engraved into it.  A fine choice for a gift. 
 
    He placed the weapon next to his thigh and watched the others talk and laugh.  His eyes slid lazily to Jakke and Sydney.  They were expecting a youngling any standard day.  His brother couldn’t be happier, but Zekke believed Sydney diminished Jakke’s power.  He shifted his eyes from Jakke and Sydney, only to land on the quiet Risshi and Mara.  Risshi loved her immensely, and they suited each other.  
 
    Kollin had been kidnapped and handed over to the Tureis.  He hadn’t chosen Krista for his mate—the Tureis made that choice for him.  Thankfully, Krista and Kollin fell in love.  Sliding his eyes to Dazz and Chloe, Zekke contemplated the strong couple.  She was the only mated female who knew how to fight well, for a human, at least.  She couldn’t outfight an Azziarin, but she could hold her own until help arrived, and that counted for something. 
 
    Watching the loving couples, he wondered what it would feel like to have someone of his own, someone to depend on… trust… love. He almost snorted at the thought as he shook his head slightly in annoyance.  Love and trust went hand in hand and made you vulnerable—weak!  He curled his lip in disgust.  
 
    He had watched his father mourn his mother’s death.  They weren’t true mates, but he did love her.  Chassita, Meullan, and Rowanna, the king’s consorts, also mourned his mother’s death.  His father’s good spirit became muted after that.  Family gatherings became a thing of the past as each of his brothers and his sister dealt with her loss in their own way.   
 
    His mother wasn’t the only female whose death was mourned at that time.  When the Tureis attacked Azziar, good males were brought to their knees when faced with the loss of not only their mates, but also daughters, mothers, friends.  No, he didn’t want or need a mate.   
 
    His eyes shifted to the tree once again.  His brothers’ mates had adorned it with lights and decorations that hung from the branches.  They had never really explained the purpose of the tree.  It was a puzzle he couldn’t figure out.  What race would dream of cutting down a healthy tree just to drag it inside the dwelling?  How could they even think it was a good idea?  He briefly wondered what their Earth looked like.  Probably treeless, he mused.   
 
    The sound of laughter tickled his ears, bringing him back to the gathering. Enjoying the sound of his family’s happiness was the only thing he would silently admit to.  Long ago, he had enjoyed these family gatherings when his mother still lived.   
 
    They would gather at least once a standard week to share a meal.  Laughing had at one time come easily for him, but not now.  Now he focused on making sure the Tureis never again got the chance to cause such devastation to Azziar. 
 
    When the Christmas feast ended, Zekke thanked the females for the gift and the wonderful meal, and headed to the training fields, a large grassy area just outside the castle, where he spent the better part of every standard day.  Training with his males took up the majority of his time.   Unlike his brothers, Zekke was a hardcore military male who preferred to live on his ship.   
 
    That night, when he entered his rooms, Briella and Shanna were waiting for him.  Azziarin females were much different than humans.  Just like the males, they all had white hair, tan skin, and blue eyes.  Human females, at least the ones he’d seen, had dark hair, round dark eyes, and large breasts with curvy hips.  They were unlike the females from his planet, who had fewer curves and were flat-chested, except while they were carrying young, when their breasts temporarily became larger.   
 
    Briella stood three standard inches taller than Shanna, and she often wore her hair up, while Shanna let hers cascade down around her shoulder.  He had briefly thought about taking them to the festivities today just so he wouldn’t be alone, but he knew that it would upset the humans.   
 
    Not that his consorts were that important to him—they were just a way to relieve his pent-up energy.  They knew that.  He never hid it or made them believe otherwise.  It was their choice to stay or not.  Unlike his mated brothers, Zekke didn’t form emotional ties.  He visited his consorts’ rooms, and after they’d all enjoyed themselves in bed, he’d go back to his sleeping chambers to rest. 
 
    He didn’t fool himself into believing that they cared for him, either.  They loved the prestige that came with being a consort to a prince.  The other females looked at them with envy.  Most people believed that he was easily bored, thus changing consorts often, and he said nothing to correct this belief.  When his consorts realized they couldn’t change him, they sought other relationships, ones that offered emotional ties. 
 
    He entered his suite of rooms; Briella sat on the couch with her legs tucked underneath her.  Looking up at him, she smiled. “How did it go today?” 
 
    “Fine,” he replied as he headed to his sleeping chambers.  
 
     He quickly removed his form-fitting black uniform and donned a pair of loose trousers.  Barefoot and shirtless, he headed to the living area and poured a mug of Fire’s Breath.  After taking a seat on the couch, he sipped his strong drink and thought about his brothers.  He didn’t envy them, didn’t want a mate, but he did muse over the idea of having someone love him for who he was, not where he came from.  It was obvious to anyone near the human females that they loved their mates, and his brothers loved them. 
 
    All the females on Azziar were curious about the human mates, but not in a good way.  Many were angry at them for ruining their chances of mating a prince.  Sydney took the brunt of the anger.  She’d mated Jakke, the next in line to lead Azziar.   
 
    He took another sip before Shanna took a seat and snuggled up next to him.  “So, what are they like?” she asked as her fingers drew circles on his bare chest. 
 
    He took another sip before giving her a questioning glance.  “Who?” 
 
    “The humans.  Are they like us?”  He could her the curiosity in her voice. 
 
    “No.”  Maybe it was a mistake for Jakke and the others to keep their mates from other females on Azziar.  It only caused more dissent.  
 
    “Please, tell us,” Briella asked, snuggling up on his other side. 
 
    He swallowed another sip with annoyance and then answered, “They argue, talk back to their mates, and have minds of their own.” 
 
    The horrified looks on both Shanna’s and Briella’s faces made his lips twitch slightly.  Maybe it was best to keep the humans away from the other females, lest they change their way of life. 
 
    “We can make you feel better than any human.”  Briella spat the word human with such distaste that Zekke slightly raised one eyebrow, but he said nothing.  He could feel the dislike for his sisters-in-law rolling off his consorts in waves. 
 
    Just as he took another drink of Fire’s Breath, he felt a hand grab his shaft and squeeze.  Shanna rubbed his bare chest while Briella gripped his shaft through his trousers.   
 
    “We can make you feel really good—so good, you’ll never want a human,” Shanna whispered seductively in his ear. 
 
    “Not tonight,” he said as he continued to sip his drink.  After watching the happy couples this morning, the last thing Zekke wanted was to join with someone.     
 
    His consorts were beautiful, and every male (besides his brothers) envied him, but he felt only vaguely friendly towards them.  Not that they didn’t try.  Every now and then a little thread of doubt would slip in, and he’d wonder if maybe he was emotionally defective.  
 
    After draining the last drop, he said, “Good night.”  And with that, he left them sitting on the couch while he stalked off to his sleeping chambers, closing the door behind him.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Azziar 
 
    (Two Standard Weeks Later) 
 
      
 
    Zekke walked purposefully down the corridor, heading to King Mallik’s office.  When he entered, he took up a post on the far wall, keeping the door and all his brothers in sight.  His eyes quickly scanned the room.  Jakke and Kollin leaned against the other wall. Dazz sat casually in the chair, and Risshi and Takkeo took up the couch, the two of them talking quietly to one another.  
 
    King Mallik’s office was impressive, even to him.  Large tapestries adorned the walls, adding just enough color.  The massive desk was made with the rarest, most expensive wood; intricate etchings lined its edges and legs.  Their father’s jeweled mug rested on the table where he’d left it.  Even the polished floor with its plush rugs was something to behold.   
 
    King Mallik walked in and took a seat at his heavy wooden desk; he let his gaze touch on everyone present before he began speaking.  “It has been brought to my attention that the human females are worried about their home planet, as is expected.”  He leaned back in his chair and laced his fingers together.  “I don’t know how it’s possible, but humans are proving to be true mates to our species, and thus it is our responsibility to help and protect them.”  Zekke shifted his weight from one leg to the other.  
 
    “Is it possible that one of our ancestors visited Earth a long time ago?” Kollin inquired.  
 
    “Anything is possible.  Just look at how often they can bear young…” King Mallik shook his head, “and you realize anything is possible.  Any suggestions on how to protect their planet?”  
 
    Zekke felt excitement flow through his veins.  He lived for missions, and this was right up his alley.  He waited, giving the others a chance to state their ideas. When nobody offered a solution, Zekke spoke.  “I will lead a fleet to Earth.  Since the others are mated, and Takkeo is not yet old enough, I recommend that Kavven, Kassim, and Kainn take command in Jakke’s, Dazz’, and Kollin’s place.  They are very capable.  I also recommend that Sukku command his own vessel, as well.” 
 
    Kavven had served as Jakke’s second in command on the Victory, Kassim had served on the Conqueror with Kollin, and Kainn and Sukku had served on the Defender with Dazz.  They were the best and most trusted officers, and the obvious choice for replacements.   
 
    “Agreed,” Jakke said.  “Kavven and the others will make fine commanders.” 
 
    Dazz and Kollin nodded their agreement while Risshi and Takkeo sat silently, not offering any suggestions. 
 
    “Then it’s settled.”  King Mallik looked to Zekke. “How much time do you need to prepare?”   
 
    Zekke held his gaze while he thought about the situation.  The Triumph and the other ships needed to be fully stocked with enough supplies to last for several standard months, maybe up to a standard year.  “Two standard weeks should suffice.”  
 
    King Mallik pursed his lips and raised his eyebrows.  Zekke knew his father doubted he could get everything ready that quickly, but time was of the essence.  He could feel it somehow—anticipation hummed throughout his body, and it unnerved him. 
 
     The King addressed Jakke, Dazz, and Kollin.  “Inform your seconds in command that they are now commanders, and help them prepare the vessels as though it were your mission.”  To Zekke, he said, “Decide which other ships you wish to join you on this mission.  You’re in charge.” 
 
    “Yes, Father,” Jakke replied.  Zekke and the others nodded.  They filed out one by one.  Zekke left the meeting as Fleet Commander by order of his father, the king, bearing the ultimate responsibility for the safety of all ships and the success of the mission itself. 
 
    Zekke took long strides, quickly heading to the training fields to find his second in command, Rhett.  The sound of swords clashing drew his attention, and he found Rhett sparring with Kassim, a worthy opponent.  Even though time was of the essence, Zekke crossed his arms and watched the match.  They were both fine officers, skilled in hand-to-hand combat and deadly with a phaser.  Zekke heard the harsh grunts as they attacked and retreated.  Two steps forward, two steps back.  When Rhett swung his sword, the power behind the swing took Kassim to his knees.  Zekke’s lips twitched as he watched.  He had to give Kassim credit, though; he never once let go of his sword. 
 
    Rhett stood victorious over Kassim, his sword hanging by his side as he breathed hard.  He extended his hand to Kassim and helped his fellow soldier to his feet.   When he spotted Zekke, he trotted over.  A sheen of sweat covered his naked torso and dripped from his brow.  That also spoke volumes about the difficulty of besting Kassim. 
 
    “Commander,” Rhett bowed slightly. 
 
    “We have a mission.”  Zekke’s excited eyes bored into Rhett.  They had worked together often, and Rhett knew what needed to be done.  “We leave in two standard weeks.” 
 
    “Understood,” he replied as a grin spit his face.  Rhett never cared much for being planetside.  “How long will we be gone?” 
 
    “Unsure, but plan for a standard year.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander.” 
 
    Zekke left Rhett on the training fields.  He needed to notify other soldiers, order supplies and make sure the ships were readied for the mission, everything needed to make it a success.  Rhett would be the one to oversee the actual work. 
 
    When he finally made it to his quarters that night, the suns had already set.  Briella and Shanna met him naked at the door.  They were both beautiful, and he loved looking at them.  But tonight he wasn’t interested.  Ever since the Christmas dinner and seeing his brothers happily mated, he hadn’t been interested in joining with his consorts.  
 
    Not wanting to hurt their feelings, he smiled at them as he entered his quarters, kissing them on one cheek and then the other.   He headed to the wooden table that held the decanter of Fire’s Breath and poured a mug full.  After taking his first sip, he turned to face his consorts. 
 
    “I need to talk with you both,” he started and then waved his hand toward the couch.  Dread showed on Briella’s face, while Shanna just looked confused. He’d thought about this all day and knew it was the right thing to do.  After the two females sat down, Zekke continued.  “I have undertaken a mission and will be gone for an indeterminate amount of time.  I will not have you waiting on my return, so I think it’s best we part ways now.” 
 
    He watched as they absorbed the information, giving them time to process what he’d just said.  Although other consorts had come and gone, these two had stayed at his countryside home while he was away.  They had been with him the longest (which was not really that long by Azziarin standards).  Briella was the first to speak.  “You do not want us as your consorts?”  Being a consort on Azziar was not shameful; it was expected, even when a male had a mate.  That was their way of life.  At least it had been until the humans came and changed the rules.  Humans refused to be with a male who had consorts. 
 
    “It is not fair to have you wait for me.  I may be gone as long as a standard year.” 
 
    Shanna glared at him with knowing eyes.  “You never cared before.”  She cocked her head and studied him.  Dawning showed on her face when she hissed, “You want a human as a mate!” 
 
    Although he didn’t understand his need to send them away or his enthusiasm for the mission, he did not take kindly to being yelled at.  He held her glare and calmly said, “No.  I do not want a mate.  You know this.” 
 
    She swallowed hard before huffing under her breath, “Fine.” 
 
    Even though he’d never formed ties with them, he didn’t wish to blatantly hurt them, either.  When Shanna stood, he set the mug on the table and held his arms open.  She rushed into them and wrapped hers around his waist.  As he looked at Briella’s disappointed face, he opened one of his arms to offer her comfort.  She accepted and rushed forward to join the two of them in the embrace. 
 
    After a few standard minutes, they broke apart.  “I leave in two standard weeks.  You’ll need to find somewhere before then.”  He knew they didn’t like it, but what else could he do?  They were temporary, and something deep inside insisted that he not ask them to wait for him.  He would be gone a long time.  Having them move on seemed like the most logical conclusion.  
 
    The next morning, he woke to the silence of the rooms.  He usually heard Briella and Shanna talking and laughing, but now there was nothing.  The silence pressed down, making his chest tight.  His quarters sounded as isolated as he felt most of the time.  His consorts wasted no time finding other homes.  Needing to get out of there, he dressed in his standard black military jumpsuit and headed to the dining hall. 
 
    Sitting down next to Rhett, he asked, “Are we on schedule?”   A servant leaned over his shoulder and set a plate of food in front of him. 
 
    “We are.  I’ve made several people angry in the process, but we’re getting there.” 
 
    “Good.  I expect to leave on time.”   Zekke took a bite of his food. 
 
    “What is the mission?” 
 
    “We are heading to the Dreama Sector to protect the humans’ planet.” 
 
    Rhett grinned, showing his fangs.  “We get to kill some Tureis!”  He almost sang it with glee. 
 
    Zekke grinned, too, holding Rhett’s gaze.  “Yes, we do!”  His eyes sparkled with excitement.   
 
    The two standard weeks passed quickly, and he barely made his deadline.  Briella and Shanna found dwellings that were happy to take them in.  Not that Zekke had had any doubt; any male but him would love to have them as consorts… even mates.  Now he had only one thing left to do before departing for Earth. 
 
    He stood outside the closed office door.  Before he got a chance to knock, his father called out.  “Enter.”  How he always knew when someone waited outside his door was still a mystery to Zekke. 
 
    “King Mallik,” the prince acknowledged with a slight bow of his head. 
 
    “Zekke,” he smiled.  “I was just thinking about you.  Is everything ready for your departure?” 
 
    “It is.  We leave at first light.”  Zekke stood with his hands laced behind his back. 
 
    “Good.  I know as Fleet Commander you will make Azziar proud.”   
 
    “I will do my best.”   
 
    King Mallik chuckled, “Of all of my sons, you are the one most suited for this mission.” 
 
    “Thank you, Father.”  He would never admit it, but his father’s approval meant the world to him.  He wanted to do a great job and make him proud. 
 
    “How long do you plan to be gone?”  King Mallik asked as he came around to stand in front of his son. 
 
    “As long as it takes.  I have enough supplies to last a standard year.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “If I find that we are needed there longer, I will send one or two ships back at a time, depending on how everything is progressing.  I need to make sure we keep enough soldiers on the ground to defend the human population, if there is any left to defend.” 
 
    A sad look briefly appeared on king’s face as he took a deep breath, and then he smiled. “Be safe, my son.” 
 
    “Always,” Zekke grinned as they clasped forearms.  With one last look at his father, he turned on his heels and quickly walked away.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Earth  
 
      
 
    “Shit!  I’ve been hit!  I repeat, I’ve been hit!”  A voice ripped through Ava’s handheld transceiver. 
 
    “Hang on, Andrews!” she answered.  She threw the transceiver to her side and gripped her rifle with both hands as she hunkered down against the fire-scorched brick wall.  They were under attack, and she needed to provide cover for Andrews, who had just gone around the corner.  
 
    It was dark. The only light shone from the moon, casting everyone into silhouette.  Sometimes it was hard to tell who was who.  Ava, like the others on her team, wore a lighted helmet, but most of the time she kept it switched off.  No reason to give the enemy a target.  The damned aliens were everywhere.   
 
    Ava quickly peered around the corner, and after finding that side of the building empty, she ran to the other side.  With her back against the wall, she quickly glanced around the corner and spotted Andrews lying face down in the alley.  She could see his chest still moving although he lay deathly still.  At the far end, a large green trashcan blocked her view.  The enemy could be hiding there, waiting for movement before firing again.   
 
    In the beginning, they had assumed that they were smarter and faster than the invaders.  How arrogant they’d been!  The pasty-gray aliens were proving to be a devastating adversary.  
 
    “Andrews, can you move?” She kept her voice low, hoping only he could hear.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “On three, I want you to crawl to my location as quickly as possible on your hands and knees.  Understand?”   
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “One, two, three!”  Ava quickly pivoted, faced the alley, and aimed her rifle over his head.  Her gunfire rained down on whoever stood at the end of the alley.  It wasn’t any of her guys, she was sure of that.  When Andrews made it around the corner, she jerked back around and lowered her weapon.  The adrenaline that pumped throughout her body had her panting for breath.  “Let me see,” she said as she hunkered down to check Andrews’ injuries. 
 
    A phaser blast had nicked the top of his shoulder.  It looked painful and bloody, but it wasn’t life threatening.  “You’re fine, Andrews,” she said before standing once again with her back to the brick wall and checking her surroundings.   
 
    Ava’s unofficial military team consisted of a ragtag group of soldiers.  Most of the military, especially the higher-ups, had been killed during the first attacks.  They still followed rank, albeit loosely.  She was a sergeant, while most of the others, except Jamison, were privates first class (PFCs).  Staff Sergeant Jamison was her superior.   
 
    “Fall back!” a voice came across the transceiver.  
 
    “Andrews,” she called,  “let’s go!”  She led the way until they met up with the rest of the team two klicks away.   
 
    They quickly hastened their steps until they made it to their makeshift headquarters, which was actually an old, underground military bunker made of rock and metal, which always left the air damp, like a cave.  It came equipped with an antiquated but effective communications system, cots, ammunition, and a small gym.  There were also enough MREs to last them a while.  After the attack, a few of the others had hit the local stores, stocking up on alcohol and cigarettes.  They had everything they needed.  Talk about hitting the jackpot.   
 
    After climbing down the metal steps, actually a ladder, Ava walked into the main area, tore off her helmet and removed her face-mask beanie.  Her short blonde hair stood on end when she ran her hand through it.  She liked it short—it was easier to take care of, and it used to be mandatory in her army days.    
 
    “Good work out there, Thompson,” Jamison said as he walked past her.   
 
    “Thanks.” She shot him a grin over her shoulder. 
 
    The adrenaline rush drained away, which left her feeling hungry and tired.  She grabbed a bottle of water and an MRE before heading to her room, not letting the guys snag all the good ones before she changed clothes.   Her small room contained two cots, one for her and one for her roommate, Kim.  They had a small chest for storage, not that they had many clothes.  Ava’s squad of six went on night missions, while Kim’s went out during the day, even though daylight hours were more dangerous.  They did the best they could with the few people who were left. 
 
    She shrugged off her jacket and then stripped out of the body armor, letting it drop onto the hard floor.  She put on a fresh pair of BDU pants and pulled a green tee-shirt over her head before chugging half of the water.  She grabbed the MRE and joined the other guys at the table in the main area.   
 
    “How’s the shoulder?” she asked as she rounded the corner and spotted Andrews. 
 
    “It’s fine.  Thanks for covering my ass back there.” His shoulder sported a clean bandage.  At least it wasn’t that serious.  
 
    “Any time.” She grinned as she plopped down in the only available chair and opened her MRE.   
 
    “Is it just me, or were there more of them ugly bastards out there tonight?” Rick asked as he took a bite of his food.  Rick had sandy-blond hair, blue eyes, and when he smiled, one of his front teeth was turned slightly, making it unique.  Like the others, he worked out often and had the muscles to show for it. 
 
    “Nope, I thought there were more of them, too.  It almost felt like we were ambushed,” Ava replied just before she took her first bite. 
 
    “It felt that way to me, too.”  Jamison pulled up another chair since all the others were taken.  “I had Jenkins relay that message to the other squad leader.”   
 
    Jenkins was a small, wiry guy with a buzz cut and glasses.  He didn’t go on missions; he was more of a computer nerd.  He was also the one who’d known about the underground bunker.  Great to have around, but not much for combat.    
 
    “Do you think we’re making any progress?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Haskell, but after what those gray bastards did to our Earth, I’m just enjoying killing them,” Andrews chimed in. 
 
    Haskell was the youngest.  Brown hair, brown eyes, freckles, and when he smiled, he had a dimple in his right cheek.   
 
    “Me, too,” Matthews said.  Like Ava’s roommate, Kim, he had red hair, fair skin, and an attitude to match.  She often wondered if they were related. 
 
    “Can we have one conversation that doesn’t end with how much you enjoy killing those things?”  Ava gave them a look that screamed, Just stop already!    
 
    After a moment of uncomfortable silence, Haskell asked, “Hey, what happened to those other aliens?  Did they leave?”   His eyes touched on her and Jamison. 
 
    Jamison glanced at Haskell and shrugged.  “They must have.  I haven’t seen them, nor have I had any reports that anyone else has.”  
 
    “Well, damn!  I think they were on our side.”  Rick huffed out in frustration. 
 
    A few months before, there had been different aliens, and they thought those aliens were helping them kill off the pasty-gray monsters.  It had taken them a while to realize that the white-haired aliens were on their side, and it had given them all hope to finally have some help in the war.  And then one day they’d disappeared, taking that hope with them.  
 
    Ava was angry.  It didn’t make any sense, but she felt abandoned… and almost betrayed.  That was stupid, she knew it, but she couldn’t help how she felt. 
 
    Everyone sat around the table chatting, everyone but her.  She just listened to them while she ate.  Jamison was one year older than her twenty-four.  His brown hair was a little longer than the others guys’ but still considered short.  He had a strong jaw that sported a five o’clock shadow.  With his large muscles, he was sexy to look at, and at one time they had dated.  It wasn’t long before they realized they were better off as friends, and being close in age, they were great friends. 
 
    Andrews, Haskell, Matthews, and Rick were all privates.  They ranged in age from nineteen to twenty-one.  They were a fun group to be around, but being in the Army longer than them, she felt much older. 
 
    She’d just finished her MRE when Haskell lit a cigarette and then passed the pack to Andrews, who also took one.  Jamison headed to the cabinet, grabbed some shot glasses and a bottle of Jack Daniels.  Ava smiled as he filled her glass.  After a mission, she was thankful for the outlet it provided, a way to calm down and get some rest.   
 
    With one gulp, she downed the drink.  “Aww, that’s good.”  She smacked her lips together. 
 
    “Want another?” Jamison asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Sure,” she smiled.  Sitting quietly, she listened to the others talk and laugh.  They speculated on how many alien species were out there, who would have won the World Series if they still had baseball—anything to keep their mind off the here and now.  Nobody ever talked about their families, even though hers crossed her mind constantly.  What would they be doing if they still lived?   
 
    Ava had been vacationing on the east coast when the aliens came.  She was lying on the beach trying to get some sun when the sky suddenly darkened—a sight unlike anything she’d seen before.  Several spaceships came from nowhere.  Ava watched helplessly as they dropped one bomb after another.  The sounds were deafening as smoke rose in the distance.  Frozen in fear, she watched them destroy her world.   
 
    By the time she came to her senses, Ava scrambled as fast as possible to her car.  She needed to get to her mother’s house.  Pushing the limits of her little Ford Fiesta, she drove as quickly as possible to her parents’ house outside Washington, DC.   
 
    Buildings and houses had collapsed on top of each other, leaving rubble in their place.  The buildings weren’t the only problems she encountered.  She had to dodge several holes in the road. Ava wouldn’t have recognized the neighborhood if she hadn’t been so familiar with the roads.   
 
    When she pulled into her parents’ driveway, tears ran down her face as she looked at the carnage.  The entire house had collapsed.  She threw open the door and raced for the destroyed house.   
 
    “Mom?” she yelled as she tossed debris to the side.  All she could do was cry and silently pray as she threw one board after another out of the way.  An hour had passed when Ava finally gave up.  Exhausted, she plopped down on the rubble, hid her face in her hands and cried.  She didn’t know how long she’d sat there, but when she finally looked up, she spotted a hand several yards away. 
 
    “Mom!” she screamed and scrambled to her feet.  With strength she never knew she had, she ran to her mother and tossed boards aside.  When she’d freed her body, her mother lay lifeless.  Ava dropped to her knees and pulled her close, hugging her while she cried for everything she’d lost. 
 
    With that thought, she downed her second shot, shoved the memories from her head, and tried to listen to their lively conversation.  It didn’t help; the memories still lingered in the back of her mind. 
 
    When Haskell finished his cigarette and then reached for another one, Ava grabbed the empty MRE package and announced, “I’m hitting the hay.  See you in a few hours.”  She threw her trash away and headed for her room.   
 
    “Hey, Thompson, wait up.” 
 
    She slowed her steps, letting Jamison catch up to her.  Leaning against the wall, she asked, “What’s up?” 
 
    Jamison looked over his shoulder to make sure nobody could hear, placed one hand on the wall above her shoulder and leaned in close.  “Want some company tonight?”  he asked in a deep, sexy voice. 
 
    She grinned.  Even though they didn’t work on an emotional level, they both enjoyed sex occasionally. He was great in the sack, and she didn’t see why they couldn’t enjoy themselves at times.  However, they kept that bit of information to themselves.  No need to let the other guys in on their secret.   
 
    “Not tonight.  I’m beat.” She gave him a sleepy smile.  “But thanks for the invite.”  She slipped out from under his arm and left him standing there as she headed to her room. 
 
    She tossed and turned all night as dreams of her childhood plagued her sleep.  She missed her parents, especially her mother.  Her mom was her best friend, and Ava could talk to her about anything.   Her dad was a military man, and being a military brat, she followed his career path.  He was also killed when the Tureis attacked. 
 
     When her alarm blared, she slammed her hand over the clock and muttered, “Well, that was a useless night’s sleep.”  Hastily, she threw the covers aside and jumped out of her single cot.  She ran her fingers through her hair, bent over, picked her discarded shirt up off the floor and pulled it over her head, and then grabbed her pants.    
 
    After dressing, she slowly walked to the main living area.  The guys were already sitting at the table.  Andrews looked up just as she walked in.   
 
    “Bad night?” he asked. 
 
    “No, why?” she lied as she walked over to the counter.  
 
    “’Cause you look like shit.” 
 
    “Shut up.” She gave him a disgruntled looked and grabbed a bottle of water. 
 
    After eating a light breakfast, she headed to the gym.  A good workout would make her feel better.  She jacked out some push-ups, did a few pull-ups and sit-ups before running two miles on the treadmill.  She needed to stay in shape. 
 
    Just as she grabbed the towel to wipe the sweat from her face, Matthews and Rick walked in.   
 
    “Hey, Sarge,” Rick said as he stood on the mat and started stretching.  Ava nodded. “You working out?” he asked. 
 
    “Just finished.  It’s all yours.”  She threw the towel in the basket as she left.  A nice hot shower would feel good on her tired muscles. 
 
    Later that day, while Ava was lying on her bed reading an old magazine, Kim strolled in. 
 
    “You look like you’ve been to hell and back,” Ava said with a grin.   
 
    “I feel like it.  If I didn’t know better, I’d swear they were gunning for us.”  Kim took off her body armor and stripped out of her sweaty clothes.  It didn’t matter how cold it was outside; the body armor and constant running made you sweat. 
 
    “That’s exactly what we thought last night.  What happened?”  Ava sat up on the side of her cot, giving Kim her full attention. 
 
    “They were waiting for us at the old hardware store.  I don’t know how we escaped with our lives, but luckily, no one was badly injured.”  Kim pulled a clean tee over her head and plopped down on the cot. 
 
    Ava couldn’t help but admire her roommate.  She had fiery red hair, green eyes, and a don’t-mess-with-me attitude.  She had a lithe body that allowed her to move quietly.  
 
    “They must know that we are hunting them.” 
 
    Kim shrugged.  “I guess.” 
 
    “Why else would they target us?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” She blew out a long breath.  “I just feel like we are losing, you know?” 
 
    “Yes, but we have to keep trying.”  Ava could tell that Kim was discouraged.  They had all been there at one time or another, and sometimes you just wanted to give up.  But then what?  Everything was destroyed, and there was nothing else to do but hunt the aliens. 
 
    “I know,” Kim sighed.  “I’m just tired.  These long shifts are getting to me.  We should talk to Jamison and Stuart about better shift rotations, giving us days off every now and then.”  Stuart was the other squad leader, and Ava knew Kim was right.  They rarely took days off, and after almost a year, it was too much. 
 
    “You’re right.  I don’t think any of us can keep up the pace forever.  I’ll talk to Jamison.”  She gave her a reassuring smile. 
 
    A loud knock startled them both.  Jamison stuck his head in.  “Five minutes, Thompson.” 
 
    “Shit!” Ava cursed as she jumped up,  quickly pulled her gear out and started to dress.  Time had gotten away from her.   
 
    When she finished dressing, Kim teased, “You look like a ninja.”   
 
    “Whatever!” She shot her a grin.  Unlike Kim or the others, Ava preferred the full-face mask, showing only her eyes and lips.  The body armor hid all her curves, making her look more manly.  She didn’t need to give the aliens any reason to single her out.  All the reports that she’d read said that the gray aliens kidnapped women, and she refused to be a victim.  She fought like a man, and she’d die like a man, even though she was very much a woman. 
 
    She grabbed her knives, sliding one inside each boot, then grabbed her gun and joined the others.  It would be a long night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Zekke 
 
    (Somewhere near the Dreama Sector) 
 
      
 
    Sitting at his desk and looking at the holo-pad, Zekke went over tactical plans.  His was one of ten warships heading to Earth, and he needed to be ready when they arrived.  Kavvan had been an asset, filling Zekke in on what he knew about the planet.  When he and Jakke had first arrived, the Earthers had flooded the airways with cries for help.  Now all was silent, which had Zekke a little worried.  The Tureis could have left Earth, leaving it an empty rock floating in space.  That wasn’t uncommon.  They destroyed everything they touched.  Why the species was allowed to exist was beyond him.  Zekke would annihilate every last one of them if he could. 
 
    He grabbed his comm unit.  “Rhett.  Report to my ready room.” 
 
    “On my way, Commander.” 
 
    When Rhett entered, Zekke addressed his second.  “Make sure these plans are sent to each commander.  I want soldiers on the ground within one standard hour after arrival.”  He handed Rhett the holo-pad.   
 
    “Yes, Commander,” Rhett replied as he glanced over the orders.  Zekke leaned back in his chair and waited.  He knew it was coming.  “Commander, I have to object to these plans”. 
 
    “Duly noted,” Zekke said as he clasped his hands, his elbows resting on the chair arms. 
 
    “But you are still going.”  It wasn’t a question.  Rhett knew that once Zekke had made up his mind, it was difficult to change. 
 
    “Yes.”  He wanted to see Earth.  The humans had piqued his interest, and he wanted to see their home, maybe find some clues as to how they could be true mates. 
 
    “It would be wise to take Tullan with you, Commander.”  Tullan was his head of security.   
 
    “We will see.  You are dismissed.”  
 
    Rhett kept his face expressionless and then turned on his heels and walked out.  Zekke wondered about Earth.  He had seen many worlds before, but curiosity about this planet had him constantly speculating what it was like. The female humans had laughed at the Azziarin cold season, talked about the lavender-colored water, and marveled at the height of the trees.  What could their Earth be like if these things enticed them? 
 
     His comm unit beeped just before Sazze’s voice came across.  “Commander, we are entering the Dreama Sector.” 
 
    “Understood.”   
 
    Zekke headed to the bridge.  The large view-screen would give him a good look at the planet.  When he walked through the door, his crew snapped to attention.  “As you were,” he said absently before sitting in the captain’s chair.  There is was, the humans’ planet.  “Sazze, magnify image.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander.” 
 
    The magnification gave him a better, more detailed view.  It was small and blue.  He knew the human females were always in awe of the lavender-colored water on Azziar.  Earth water was blue and covered much of the planet.  What will I find down there? he puzzled.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    “Thompson, location?”  Jamison’s worried voice came across the transceiver, but Ava ignored him.  “Thompson?”  She reached over and shut it off.  Ava had gotten separated from the team, and the enemy was everywhere.  The last thing she needed was Jamison’s voice giving away her location.  
 
    Phaser fire hissed by, barely missing her head.  “Oh, shit,” she quietly exclaimed, then quickly turned around and automatically shot back before dodging behind the building.   She didn’t know or care if she’d hit her mark; right now, she needed to escape the area or find a good hiding place.  After a second of deliberation, she decided to hide. 
 
    Taking advantage of the darkness that somewhat concealed her position, she darted inside a long-since-destroyed building, a shell of what it once was.  The stairwell looked sturdy enough, and after testing it to see if it would bear her weight, she took her chances and climbed several flights.   
 
    On the fourth level, Ava found the darkest corner and slid down to the floor.  She sat with her back against the wall, legs curled to her chest, forehead resting on her knees.  The pounding of her heart echoed in her ears. At least she knew she was still alive.  If any Tureis had followed, she would be hard to spot without the light of the moon.  Being dressed in all black also helped.   
 
    Her arm stung from the phaser fire that had struck her earlier, and blood trickled onto her shirt.  Body armor was great, but it didn’t protect arms, legs, or the head.  
 
    Earlier, when the enemy had attacked her team, she darted behind one building while the rest of her team scrambled in the other direction. She should have paid more attention. The enemy cut her off from them, and she was lucky to be alive. 
 
    Dawn was fast approaching.  She needed to get out of there.  At the very least, to find a safer location to hide until night came. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, not hearing any noise or any indication that someone other than her was in the building, Ava decided on a plan.  Getting to her feet, she headed to the rooftop.  The building was ten stories high.  Surely the damned aliens wouldn’t be up there, and she’d have a safe place until nightfall.   
 
    When she cautiously pushed open the door to the roof, she peered around it, and finding the roof area empty, she pushed it open the rest of the way and looked for something to secure it. She wasn’t stupid enough to think she could stay there all day and not rest.  Running through the city all night had left her hungry and tired.   
 
    In her search for something to jam the door, she spotted a long metal pole.  “Perfect!”  She scooped it up and jabbed it through the double handles, effectively locking the roof off from the lower floors.  Now she could rest in peace. 
 
    She sat down in the center, straightened her legs, and leaned back on her hands.  The sun had just peaked over the horizon, sending rays of pink to mix with the blue sky.  It reminded her of all the times she’d sat on her porch in years past.  
 
    “How is army life?” her mother would ask as they sat on the porch sipping hot coffee. 
 
    Ava shrugged.  “It is what it is.  You know what I’m talking about.” 
 
    “I do,” her mother sighed.  “I never wanted that kind of life for you.” 
 
    “Mom, let’s not start this again.  I’m very happy with what I do,” Ava said as she watched the sun rise. 
 
    “I know.  And if you’re happy, then I’m happy.  I love you, Ava.” 
 
    She smiled at her mother.  “I love you, too, Mom.” 
 
    Quit thinking about that!  Those days are over! 
 
    Remembering her transceiver, she grabbed it and tried to contact Jamison.  “Jamison?”  When there was no reply, she tried again, “Jamison, can you hear me?”  No reply.  “Jamison?”  She tried once more, with no response.  “Crap!”  She threw the transceiver down. 
 
    She lay down flat on her back with her hands behind her head and looked at the few clouds that sprinkled the sky.  It looked normal, like any other day except for the space ships coming and going, which didn’t occur as often now.  The body armor was uncomfortable, but she left it on.  It was about thirty-five degrees outside, so the armor at least provided some warmth to her mid-section.  Maybe she could rest for a while and then search for the day squad.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Zekke 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure this is a good idea, Commander?”  Rhett asked. 
 
    Zekke shot his second in command a glare, then continued with his task.  That one look was enough.  Rhett pressed his lips tightly together.  Dressed in the standard black military jumpsuit, Zekke grabbed his sheathed short swords.  The thin leather crisscrossed his back, the swords’ silver hilts peeking above his shoulder blades.  He holstered a phaser on his hip and stood ready to see the new planet.  Tullan and Macce flanked him as he walked past an unhappy Rhett. 
 
    Everyone they passed moved out of the way as they headed to the cargo bay.  He knew he intimidated others.  He wasn’t as big as Kollin, but he was just as deadly.  
 
    The cargo bay was a bustle of activity.  Other shuttlecraft were filling with soldiers, preparing for their departure.  Zekke looked on with satisfaction.  Soon they’d give the Tureis a fight. 
 
    Before he entered the shuttlecraft, he turned and faced his second.   
 
    “Commander, let the others go first and check out the situation.  You don’t know what you’re walking into,” Rhett tried once again, which irritated Zekke.  
 
    Zekke knew Rhett was right and that he was acting irrationally.  Heading down to earth with the first teams was not standard procedure, but Zekke wasn’t weak; he could fight better than most of his soldiers. 
 
    “Enough!” His command echoed in the cargo bay as it bounced off the walls.  Rhett snapped to attention.  Zekke eyed his second and then said, “You are in charge until I return.”  
 
    “Yes, Commander.”   
 
    As they descended to Earth, he could feel the anticipation hum through his body.  He didn’t know why; this was just another mission.  He would never admit it, but he was anxious to see this new planet.   Anticipation changed to trepidation, though, when he spotted the large buildings in the distance. Some were missing roofs; others were half-destroyed by fire.  It was the mark of the Tureis.  Destroy everything.  
 
    After the Tureis’ attack on Azziar, the Azziarins had developed new technology to locate and fight them, and this was helping Zekke now.  Once they discovered the average Turei body temperature, it was easy to scan for them.  The initial heat signature scans showed several highly-populated Turei areas scattered across the planet.  Zekke had chosen this area to declare war on the them; he just hoped he and his crew didn’t end up having to defend themselves from humans. 
 
    When the shuttlecraft landed, Macce popped the hatch, and chilly air rushed in.  It was cold!  He remembered the human females laughing at Azziar’s cold season, and now he understood why.  He shivered before shaking the coldness off. 
 
    He followed five of his soldiers out, glanced at the other shuttlecraft that were landing, and then began his inspection of the planet.  The ground was covered with a hard, gray material.  He tested it with his foot.  There was no give in it; the surface was unforgiving.  Why would they do that?  He lifted his eyes to the blue sky and spotted one lonely sun hanging there.  That explains the coldness. 
 
    When the last shuttlecraft landed, and all the soldiers had disembarked, Zekke gave the order, and they started their practiced sweep of the area.  The Azziarin soldiers trained hard and knew their enemy well.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Zekke 
 
      
 
    As they moved between buildings, Zekke noticed even more destruction and shook his head.  Death and destruction were all the Tureis knew.  They would rob a planet of anything they deemed valuable, whether people or resources.  Most of the time, both.   
 
    They split off into groups of five, covering as much ground as possible.  Smaller groups were smaller targets.  Tullan, Macce, Durrak and Nollan traveled with him. 
 
    They trekked over the flat, hard terrain, and it wasn’t long before they found the enemy.  Zekke reached over his shoulder, grabbed the handle of his short sword, and sliced the Turei before he could draw his phaser.  Within standard minutes, all four of the Tureis lay dead at their feet.  Zekke grinned wickedly at the sight.  This was what he lived for. 
 
    They kept moving forward, and the deeper they moved into the city, the more Tureis they encountered.  Some they shot, some they fought. This would not be as easy as he’d first thought.  The city provided too many places to hide.   
 
    Right after killing six more, Zekke lowered his head, let out a big breath, and leaned against the side of the building.  It had been standard hours of hunting and fighting, moving from one group to the next.  The Tureis were very organized, something uncommon for them. 
 
    “Commander?” Macce raised an eyebrow in question. 
 
    Zekke shook his head.  “The Tureis have a stronghold on this planet.  This will not be easy.” 
 
    “No,” Tullan said as he, too, leaned against the wall to rest.  “They’ve been here a long time.  But we’ve seen and fought worse.” 
 
    “That we have.” 
 
    After a short time, Zekke stood up straight and said, “Let’s go.”  He glanced up at the sun.  “It won’t be long until dark.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    Ava woke up cold and hungry.  Her body ached from sleeping in the body armor.  She rolled to her side and pushed up to a sitting position.  The sun was half hiding behind a building.  Darkness would soon descend.  She’d slept longer than she’d intended to, but it was a restless sleep.  It was all but impossible to get comfortable lying on concrete.  She grabbed her transceiver and switched it on.   
 
    “Jamison?”  It crackled with static.  She shook it hard and grinned a little.  That was her answer to a lot of things.   “Jamison?” she tried again. 
 
    The transceiver crackled and popped before a voice flowed out, tinged with a mix of worry and relief.  “Ava, where are you?  Are you okay?”   
 
    “I’m okay.  I spent the day on top of a building, but I’m not sure which one.”  She jumped to her feet and quickly stretched her arms over her head and arched her back. She rolled her head from side to side, trying to relieve her stiff muscles.  Her arm still hurt from the phaser wound, but it wasn’t too bad.  Thank God it was more of a graze than a direct hit. 
 
    “Give me an idea of your location, and we’ll come and find you.” 
 
    She walked over to the edge of the building.  It was hard to get her bearings; so many buildings were damaged and so many others destroyed.  She sighed.  “I don’t know where I am, exactly.  Things look much different from up here.  Just meet me at the Old Bakery.  I’ll find my way there.” 
 
    “Ava,” Jamison’s voice warned, “It’s not a good idea to be out alone.  That’s why we work in groups.” 
 
    It was true.  But she wouldn’t sit here and hope they found her.  “See you at the Old Bakery,” she said, then switched off the transceiver and clipped it to her belt.  The battery was almost dead.  “Time to go,” she muttered as she grabbed her rifle and slung it over her shoulder.  She grabbed the pole that secured the door, pulled it out, and gently laid it down.  The last thing she needed was to make a lot of noise and draw the Tureis to her location. 
 
    Grabbing the metal handle, she pulled the door open and listened for any sound before stepping through.  She swung her rifle around, clicked the safety off, and pointed it in front of her as she silently headed down the stairs.   
 
    Outside in the alley, the sun had dropped behind a tall building, and darkness was quickly descending around her.  The cold, crisp air stung her eyes, and Ava could see the rush of steam as she exhaled.  Heading to the end of the alley, she peeked around the corner and spotted two gray aliens heading her way.  She jerked back, plastered her back against the wall, and raised her weapon.  With a quick move, she spun around the corner and fired twice, killing them both.  She needed to get away from there!  Without a silencer, she knew that more would quickly descend on her location. 
 
    Sticking to the back alleys, she cautiously turned one corner and then another.  She recognized the area, and the Old Bakery wasn’t very far away. 
 
    Just as she was about to turn another corner, Ava stopped dead in her tracks—she could hear the sound of fighting grunts close by.  It had to be one of the teams or a vigilante human.  Either way, she would help. 
 
    With her rifle raised, she spun around the corner and froze.  Five sets of eyes jerked her direction.  Five white-haired aliens stood over several dead gray ones.   
 
    Her eyes locked with the one she sensed was in charge.  Authority wafted from his muscled body.  His sharp, cold gaze trapped hers.  His blue cat-eyes reminded her of shards of glass, beautiful to stare at, but they could easily cut.  Warmth blossomed, starting at her middle and spreading outward.  Ava somehow felt connected to him, and it was both sensual and terrifying.  The roaring of her beating heart echoed in her ears.  
 
    He stood like a mountain over a dead, gray alien, blood dripping from the tip of his sword.  The other four looked to him, waiting for their cue.  He sniffed the air and growled.  Her eyes widened in fear and her legs slightly quivered as his fangs lengthened.  The cold faded from his eyes, and heat took its place.  Hot desire shone as bright as the summertime sun.  When he briefly closed his eyes, the connection broke.  Ava did the only thing she could think of… she ran! 
 
    The Old Bakery wasn’t very far, so she pumped her legs and ran faster, uncaring of the gray aliens.  But if any stepped in her path, she’d shoot them.  Part of her wanted to turn around, run back to him.  It didn’t make sense.  She ran faster.  When she rounded the corner, she spotted Jamison down the street, standing outside with the rest of her squad. 
 
    She quickly stopped in front of him, gasping for breath. She kept checking over her shoulder, but they hadn’t followed her.   
 
    Jamison placed a hand of each of her shoulders, trying to get a read on the situation.  “Ava, what’s wrong?”  
 
    Her hammering heart and labored breathing kept her from answering his question.  She just shook her head instead. 
 
    “Let’s head back.  Everyone…move out.”  Jamison placed one arm around Ava, helping her walk as they headed back to the bunker.  With one last backward glance, Ava spotted fierce, ice-blue cat eyes staring at her. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Zekke 
 
      
 
    “Commander, watch out!”  Zekke spun—a Turei stood behind him with a long knife raised above his head.  Zekke drove his sword through his foe’s stomach with practiced, flawless effort.  The Turei fell lifeless to the ground.   
 
    He heard a noise and immediately identified the source.  A small human stood frozen not far from them.  Tilting his head up, he sniffed the air, and his shaft hardened instantly.  Her scent was powerful.  His fangs lengthened, and he wanted to curse the fates.  This little female was his true mate.  With his sharpened eyesight, he could see round blue eyes and luscious pink lips.  Everything else was hidden from view, covered by a mask and clothes.  She was smaller in stature than the other human females he’d met, and she had no visible curves.  He closed his eyes in aggravation.  He didn’t want a mate… he didn’t.  Encountering her was an unfortunate accident. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, he grinned as he watched her run away.  With his eyes on her retreating back, he said to the rest of his team, “I’ll be right back” and then trotted after her.  Every time she glanced over her shoulder, Zekke hid from her view.  A game of cat and mouse.   
 
    The female joined her team, and when one male put his arm around her, Zekke stepped out of hiding.  A surge of jealousy hit him fast and hard.  He crossed his arms, and his gaze bored into their retreating backs.  That male was lucky he didn’t rip him apart.  Planting his feet firmly in place, he refused to go after her.  When she glanced back, their gazes locked, and Zekke hoped she could see and feel his anger.  He spun and walked away. 
 
    As he tracked back to his team, his mood took a dive.  Finding his true mate was not in his plans, and it set him on edge.  Seeing her with someone else made his blood boil, which didn’t make sense.  Zekke hissed out in aggravation, “What a mess!” 
 
    He needed to calm down before he got back to his team. They waited just around the corner, so he stopped dead in his tracks.  His chest was heaving from anger and the need to claim what was his.  He shook his head; she was not his.  He didn’t even know what she looked like.  “Agh!” he growled and kicked the rubble, sending it flying against the side of the building.   
 
    When he turned the corner, his team was waiting for him.  “Let’s go,” he said as he stalked by.  They never said a word as they silently followed him.  It was dark, and the air was colder now.  Zekke shivered.  This was not how he’d intended the mission to go.  Rhett was right; he should have stayed on the ship.  
 
    As they headed for the shuttlecraft, he spotted two Tureis up ahead.  Zekke never slowed his steps.  He just drew his phaser and fired, killing them both.   
 
    Some of the shuttlecraft had headed back to the ship while others were landing to take their place.  It was a bustle of activity.  Zekke got to his shuttlecraft, but he didn’t board immediately.  He turned and looked around at the planet again.  The moon was bright, giving some light to the darkness.   It was an uninviting planet.  He couldn’t believe the female humans now living on Azziar actually missed this place.  Everything was made from hard materials and what few trees he saw were small—smaller than the saplings back home. 
 
    He felt a twinge of guilt for leaving his mate here, wondering if she and her team made it back safely.  She is not my mate!  he angrily thought before he climbed inside the shuttlecraft. 
 
    Rhett met him in the cargo bay.  “Commander.” He bowed slightly.  Zekke glanced at him as he walked by.  He wasn’t in the mood for idle chitchat.  Everyone he passed in the corridor stepped out of his way; the scowl on his face warned them away. 
 
    When the door to his quarters slid open, Zekke stalked over to the table and poured a mug of Fire’s Breath.  Instead of sipping, he drank it straight down, trying to take the edge off his explosive mood.  The memory of her in another male’s arms replayed over and over in his mind.  “Sish!” he shouted as he slammed his fist on the table. 
 
    The Fire’s Breath didn’t help.  Every time he thought of her, his shaft hardened, making the standard black jumpsuit miserably uncomfortable.  He shucked it off and donned a pair of loose pants.  When he looked up, he caught his reflection in the mirror.  His eyes zeroed in on the scars that marred his chest and side.  Trophy scars, the day he got them forever etched into his brain. 
 
    Everyone had mourned the death of his mother.  The family changed forever, especially his father.  The once lively king became a solemn, quiet male.  Even his brothers had spread out to mourn in their own way.  Risshi, the one closest to his mother, headed to the beach.  Of all his siblings, Risshi most reminded Zekke of their mother.  His features, his mannerisms… he even had their mother’s personality.  Kattlyn was a close second. 
 
    When Jakke and the others took on border control and trade missions, Zekke had hunted down the Turei ship responsible for his mother’s death.  Simply destroying the Tureis was not good enough.  The Triumph damaged their ship until it was a floating hunk of bolts.  They’d boarded the disabled vessel, and Zekke had faced the captain.  He’d taken his time, inflicting as much pain as possible before plunging the knife deep into his chest.  Zekke had held his gaze while his life force faded away, pulled the knife out of his chest, and wiped the blood on the captain’s own shirt.   
 
    His eyes rested on the scars.  They were a reminder of the victorious fight, and he’d refused to let the healer erase the evidence.  None of his brothers knew that he had killed the one responsible for their mother’s death.   
 
    Zekke pulled open a dresser drawer and grabbed a box.  Removing the lid, he stared at the knife that lay within, the one he’d used on the captain.  No other weapon would ever mean more to him.  If was a simple weapon.  No fancy woodwork on the hilt, a straight-edged blade.  It was a common knife, but to him it was worth more than the finest sword.  
 
    He put the lid back on the box and carefully placed it back in the drawer, then slammed it shut.  Why was he even thinking about this?  He’d never taken the knife out before, just kept it safe, carrying it with him wherever he went.  A sinking suspicion filled his mind.  He knew the answer even if he refused to say it aloud.  He’d left the female on the planet with the Tureis, left her vulnerable.  Guilt filled his soul.  What if the Tureis killed her, too?    
 
    He pushed those thoughts aside and poured another mug of Fire’s Breath.  He needed a shower, a good hot meal, and some rest. 
 
    After his second mug, his shaft was still hard.  He turned on the hot water and stripped out of his clothes.  The hot spray felt good on his tired muscles.  With one hand on the wall, Zekke took his shaft with the other one, working it vigorously up and down.  He didn’t know what his mate looked like, but her scent still tickled his nose.  The smell would be forever etched into his brain.  It didn’t take long until he jetted his release.  Resting his forehead against the wall, he silently cursed.  It had helped some, but his shaft was still hard. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The next morning, after a restless night’s sleep, Zekke tossed the covers aside and got out of bed.  Dreams of her kept playing in his head every time he drifted off to sleep.  He hastily donned his black jumpsuit and headed to the dining hall for first meal. 
 
    Rhett was already there.  Zekke grabbed a tray and sat in his usual spot.   
 
    “Commander,” Rhett acknowledged.   
 
    “Any problems I should know about?” Zekke asked in a stern voice without looking at him. 
 
    “No,” Rhett said slowly, no doubt wondering what was wrong.  
 
    Tullan sat down across from the two of them.  
 
    “What was the planet like?” Rhett asked as he glanced at Tullan.  It was obvious that no answers would be coming from the commander. 
 
    “Just like any other Turei-infested planet.  Everything destroyed,” he replied and then shoved a bite of food into his mouth. 
 
    “Did it look anything like Azziar?” 
 
    “No.  And with only one pale yellow sun, it was extremely cold down there.” 
 
    Zekke could feel his anger rise.  He didn’t want to talk about the mission and didn’t want to hear them talk about it, either.  All he could think about was intense blue eyes staring at him… and he’d let her go.   
 
    Rhett turned back to Tullan and asked, “Was it like any of the other planets we’ve visited?” 
 
     Zekke stood abruptly, startling the two males sitting at the table.  He discarded his tray and swiftly left the dining hall. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” Tullan asked. 
 
    Rhett stared suspiciously at the empty dining hall door. “I don’t know.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    When Ava saw the fierce blue eyes staring at her, she shuddered with the force of his anger.  Why was he angry?  She stepped away from Jamison, and he dropped his arm from around her shoulder.  She was a big girl and didn’t need any help. 
 
    “Are we not patrolling tonight?” she asked as they headed back to the bunker, just outside the city.  Looking carefully at her squad, she noted that they all looked haggard.   
 
    “No.  We’ve been out half the day looking for you.  We’ll start again tomorrow night.” 
 
    Ava felt guilty.  They’d been out looking for her as she lay asleep on the roof.  They must have taken only short naps.   
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said quietly, but he didn’t respond. 
 
    When they arrived back at the bunker, she headed to her room and grabbed some clean clothes. The hot spray from the shower felt wonderful to her chilled bones.  As she stood under the water, letting it run down her back, Ava closed her eyes. Her thoughts turned back to the alien with those fierce blue eyes.  He was tall, well over seven feet of rugged muscles.  At the time, she’d been too stunned—scared—to do anything but run.  Now that he dominated her thoughts, though, she found him wildly sexy in an untamed way.   
 
    The way her body reacted to him hadn’t escaped her attention.  Warm desire flooded her core, and she could feel the dampness of her panties.  How could he have caused her body to react that way?  He was an alien.  Albeit a sexy, muscled, scary alien.  
 
    Pouring some shampoo into her hand, she washed her short hair before scrubbing her lean body.  After turning off the water, Ava grabbed a towel and quickly dried.  She donned a pair of BDU pants and a green tee before pulling a sweatshirt over her head.  Now she was warm. 
 
    Everyone was sitting around the table when she rounded the corner.  She grabbed an MRE and took a seat next to Andrews. 
 
    “Glad you’re back, Thompson,” Haskell said with a grin.  She glanced at him and smirked. 
 
    “Yeah, Sarge—what happened?”  Andrews asked.  
 
    Everyone stared at her, waiting for an answer.  She shrugged.  “I got separated from you guys and spent the day on the roof of a ten-story building.” 
 
    Jamison’s eyes narrowed as he zeroed in on her arm when she reached for a bottle of water.  “What’s wrong with your arm?” he asked. 
 
    “I got grazed with phaser fire.”  Her arm still hurt; she’d meant to dress it after the shower.   
 
    He came over and kneeled next to her chair.  “Let me see.”  He took her wrist with one hand and gently started to push her sleeve up. 
 
    Ava twisted her face in annoyance and jerked her wrist out of his hand.  “It’s fine, barely a cut.  After I eat, I’ll put some cream on it.”  His head snapped up with her tone.  He nodded, and understanding shone from his eyes.  She didn’t want him to treat her like a fragile female, and he needed to cut it out.  The last thing she wanted or needed was to lose the hard-earned respect of her squad.   
 
    Indecision plagued her as she thought of the white-haired aliens. She needed to tell her comrades that they were back—it was her job, her duty.  They needed the most up-to-date information to remain safe.  She would tell them, but she’d keep her interaction with the leader out of it.  The last thing she wanted was five protective men treating her like a girl. 
 
    “I saw the white-haired aliens tonight,” she said in a low, nonchalant voice. 
 
    “No shit!” Matthews exclaimed. 
 
     When she looked up, all eyes were staring incredulously at her.  “They had just killed several gray aliens.” 
 
    “So, they are helping us,” Jamison mused. 
 
    She shrugged.  “It seemed that way.” 
 
    “Did you get a good look at them?” Haskell asked, curiosity shining in his bright eyes. 
 
    Only one of them, but Ava refused to divulge that piece of info.  She was hardly going to describe in detail how sexy that one had been.  Instead, she said, “Not really.  They were all big with white hair.  I did notice the dead gray aliens lying at their feet, though.”  That wasn’t a lie.  They were all giants compared to her five-feet-six, and all the gray aliens were dead. 
 
    “That’s what I’m talking about!”  Andrews grinned as he smacked the table with excitement.   
 
    Everyone else began talking, but Ava kept thinking about the newcomer alien.  There was just something about him that drew her to him, and she couldn’t get him off her mind. 
 
    “Hey, girl, you made it back!”  Ava looked up to a grinning Kim standing next to her.     
 
    She grinned back. “You know it.”  The two fist-bumped before Kim grabbed an MRE.  Ava watched as the two teams mingled together.  “I guess we’re all in for the night?” 
 
    “Yep.  It doesn’t happen often.  Maybe we can get some girl time,” Kim said while waggling her eyebrows. 
 
    Ava chuckled.  “That’d be awesome.”   
 
    As Ava waited for Kim to eat, she watched the guys as they sat around laughing at one another’s antics.  Some shared a drink while they talked about different missions they’d been on.  This had been family her for the last year.  The ones she counted on… trusted to have her back. 
 
    “Are you ready?”  Kim asked.   
 
    “Yes.”  Ava pushed up from the chair, and the two of them headed to their room. 
 
    “So what happened?”  Kim asked in a serious tone.  They sat on their cots facing each other.   
 
    “We were ambushed.  I went one direction, and they went the other.  I decided to wait—and rest—on the roof of a ten-story building.” 
 
    “I’ll never admit it to the guys, but I was worried.  I’m glad you’re back.” 
 
    “I’d never admit it to them, either, but I was terrified.  They had me surrounded and almost got me.”  Ava pulled her arm from the sleeve of her sweatshirt.  The wound was painful, but she played it off as nothing in front of her squad. 
 
    “Oh, shit, Ava!”  Kim jumped up.  She grabbed some antibiotic cream and some clean gauze to bandage the arm.   
 
    The wound looked red, swollen and angry.  “I know, but it could’ve been much worse.” 
 
    Kim applied the cold antiseptic ointment and then covered it with a white bandage, saying “It could always be worse.  You could be dead.” 
 
    When she finished, Ava smiled as her friend sat back down on her cot.  “Thanks.”  
 
    “You are welcome.”  After a brief silence, Kim admitted, “Jamison was a mess.  He never went to sleep; he just spent the morning pacing.  He gave his squad a short time to eat and nap, and that was it.  They’ve been out most of the day looking for you.” 
 
    Ava grimaced.  She’d caused a lot of trouble.  
 
    “Do the two of you have a thing?” Kim asked, eyes boring into hers.  “It’s okay if you do.  Really.” 
 
    “No.  We did at one time but decided we worked better as friends.” 
 
    “Friends with benefits?” 
 
    Ava didn’t need to answer; the blush that raced up her neck and face told Kim everything she wanted to know. 
 
    “So, how is he?  You know, how is he in the sack?” 
 
    With a sheepish smile, not wanting to be overheard, Ava whispered, “Good enough to keep sleeping with him even after we stopped ‘dating’.” 
 
    “I knew it!” 
 
    “Shut up,” Ava said in a friendly bit of banter. 
 
    When the two of them stopped laughing, Kim asked, “Did I overhear you say that the white-haired aliens were back?” 
 
    “Yep,” Ava said as she twisted her hands together nervously. 
 
    Kim noticed the change immediately. “Okay, girl.  Spill it.” 
 
    One side of Ava’s mouth tipped upward.  Being the only two women here, she and Kim were great friends.  Although she didn’t tell Kim everything, she told her most.  “One of them stared at me.  I couldn’t look away, and now I can’t stop thinking about him.” 
 
    Kim giggled.  “Was he sexy?” 
 
    Ava chuckled at Kim’s enthusiasm.  “Yes,” she admitted, “and all man… or alien.”  The two girls laughed together.   
 
    “Do tell!”  Kim sat there facing her, excitement flaring in her eyes. 
 
    “I only saw him for a minute or so.  I was stunned when I rounded the corner and saw him standing there.  He looked like a fierce warrior standing over his prey.  His face looked strong, as if it were made of chiseled stone.  He wore a black jumpsuit that looked like it was vacuum-sealed on his ripped body, but the most intense thing about him was his eyes.  They were ferocious, and I swear,” Ava shook her head and swallowed, “they were deadly cold, and when he looked at me, I could see heat rising in them.” 
 
    “What do you mean?”  Kim asked with a puzzled look. 
 
    “I mean…” Ava blew out a breath, “by the look in his eyes, he wanted me.” 
 
    “You mean to have sex?” she exclaimed. “Ooh…that would be interesting.” 
 
    “Interesting—and a bit scary.  He was freaking huge!” The two girls giggled.  “I don’t understand why, though; I was covered from head to toe.  For all he knew, I could be a man.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s gay,” Kim said absently.   
 
    Ava shook her head.  “I doubt it.  Maybe he has some kind of power we don’t know about.” 
 
    “Maybe he has x-ray vision and can see through your clothes.” 
 
    Ava smiled and shook her head.  “You have watched Superman one too many times.” 
 
    “Shut up.  It’s possible,” Kim defended.  She looked down at her watch. “Sooo…” she started.  “I think I’ll join Carlos tonight.” 
 
    “You and Carlos?  You never said anything about that before.” Ava was a bit surprised.   
 
    “Like you, it’s just something I enjoy from time to time.  And you’re never here.”  Kim stood, grinned at Ava and said, “Don’t wait up.”  Then she sashayed from the room. 
 
    Ava grinned while watching Kim’s retreat.  Deciding that rest was a good idea, she shucked off her pants and climbed into bed, sleeping in only her green tee and a pair of panties. 
 
    She was still awake when she felt Jamison crawl in behind her.  When he wrapped his arm around her waist, she froze.  “I was so worried about you, Ava,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    Most of the time, she would have gladly accepted the comfort of his arms, but now, it just felt wrong.  She didn’t want him there.  It didn’t make sense, but she wanted him to leave.  Ava bit her lip.  Her behavior felt odd even to her.  She kept quiet.  After being up all night and all day, it didn’t take long for him to fall fast asleep.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Zekke 
 
      
 
    Zekke stalked down the corridor.  He hadn’t slept well in several standard days.  Because of his hard shaft, he wore loose trousers instead of his military uniform.  He was ill-tempered.  Everyone avoided him.  Every little thing caused him to growl irritably.  How could he do his job if all he thought about was some tiny, shapeless human?  The guilt of leaving her on the Turei-infested planet kept him up at night.  When he did manage to sleep, her round blue eyes haunted his dreams.   
 
    Before rounding the corner, voices drifted to his ears.  He stopped and listened as Rhett questioned Tullan. 
 
    “What happened while you were on the planet with the commander?  Rhett asked. 
 
    “Nothing.  We fought several Tureis, just as we always do.” 
 
    “Something else must have happened,” Rhett insisted. 
 
    Tullan paused, seemingly trying to remember. “A female.” 
 
    “Explain,” Rhett demanded, his voice betraying a sinking feeling. 
 
    “We had engaged the Tureis, and just as we finished dispatching the last one, a female rounded the corner.  She’d covered everything but her eyes, and when she fled, the Commander went after her.  I know she was female only because of her smell.” 
 
    “Sish!”  Rhett cursed. 
 
    Zekke rounded the corner and faced the two of them.   
 
    “Commander,” Rhett acknowledged.  They both stood at attention. 
 
    While looking at Rhett, Zekke said, “Tullan, you are dismissed.”  He nodded, turned on his heels and quickly fled.  Zekke glanced at his retreating back before turning his attention to Rhett.  In a stern, commanding voice, Zekke said, “Rhett, if you want to know something about me, ask.”  He mirrored Rhett’s stance, crossed arms, legs slightly parted.  His eyes bore into Rhett’s.  It was a standoff. 
 
    Rhett lowered his eyes in submission.  “My apologies, Commander.  But you have been… unapproachable.” 
 
    Unapproachable was one word for it.  Only a few males on board weren’t afraid of Zekke, and Rhett had been one of them… until now.  He took a deep breath and pursed his lips while he tried to decide what to say. 
 
    The silence grew until Rhett finally suggested, “Let’s spar.” 
 
    That sounded like a great idea to Zekke.  He needed to get rid of some pent-up energy.  He nodded, turned, and led the way to the training room. 
 
    Barefoot, they circled each other on the black training mat.  A kick here, a punch there, but nothing too hard.  “What happened?” Rhett asked, still circling. 
 
    “I should’ve heeded your warning,” Zekke said and then landed a blow to Rhett’s side with his foot. 
 
    “Explain,” Rhett’s foot caught Zekke’s thigh. 
 
    “One fauk’n female and she’s my mate!  Sish!” 
 
    Rhett raised an eyebrow in surprise at Zekke’s choice of crude words.  Zekke caught his opponent unaware and landed a hard blow to his jaw.  Rhett felt the force of his rage but quickly righted himself.  “You need to find her before you go mad.” 
 
    Another kick.  “You think I don’t know that?” he growled.  His face twisted in anger.  
 
    “Then what’s the problem?”  Rhett kicked Zekke’s shin and then threw a punch.  Zekke dodged.  
 
    “The problem is,” Zekke growled in a deadly voice, “I don’t want a fauk’n mate!”  Zekke barreled toward Rhett, tackling him to the ground.  The two wrestled on the mat, each holding his own until Zekke pinned Rhett down and screamed out his frustration.  He rolled off Rhett and lay on his back. 
 
    Rhett pushed up to a sitting positon and wiped the sweat from his brow and tried to catch his breath.  He finally looked over at Zekke and said, “You have got to find her.” 
 
    Zekke threw his arm across his eyes and finally admitted, “I know.” 
 
    Rhett jumped to his feet and extended his hand down to Zekke, who grabbed it. Rhett helped him up.  “Let’s go have first meal.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Zekke, Tullan, and the rest of his original team were dressed in battle gear.  Zekke faced Rhett before climbing into the shuttlecraft.  “No objections this time?” Zekke raised his eyebrows after asking the question.   
 
    His ill-tempered mood had lifted somewhat when he made the decision to seek out the female and bring her back to the Triumph.  That was the only plan. 
 
    Rhett grinned, “Not this time.  Good luck, Commander.” 
 
    They clasped forearms.  “You are in charge while I’m gone.”  
 
    “I’ll take good care of it,” Rhett said as Zekke and the rest of his team climbed onto the shuttlecraft heading for Earth.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    Jamison kept acting weird.  He was overly attentive, treating Ava as if she were a little girl in need of protection, and it was pissing her off.  She had tolerated him lying beside her that night she rejoined her team.  Then she slipped out from under the covers and climbed into Kim’s empty bed.  The cots were too small for two people, anyway. 
 
    Every morning since then, he’d waited on her, bringing her coffee. If was just odd.  Different.  Little touches here and there.  She didn’t like or appreciate it. 
 
    When she dressed for night patrol, Jamison knocked on her door.  After pulling her shirt over her head, she threw it open, letting him in.   
 
    “What?” she asked as she grabbed her knives and checked her rifle, looking everywhere but at him.  She hoped he’d get the hint that she wasn’t interested and would leave. With her knives sheathed and her rifle loaded, she finally faced him.   
 
    “Maybe you should stay in tonight, Ava.”  His face and tone were soft, loving.  She knew he worried about her, and even though it was a thoughtful gesture, she needed to put an end to it, once and for all.   
 
    She said in a tight voice, “What is wrong with you, Jamison?”  She crossed her arms. 
 
    “Ava,” he started as he came forward to stand right in front of her.  He lifted his hand and touched her cheek.  “I was wrong,” he admitted. 
 
    She squinted in confusion and cocked her head to the side.  What was he talking about?  “Wrong about what?” 
 
    “Ava,” he clutched her hands in his.  She looked down at them in surprise before catching his gaze again.  “When you were missing, I couldn’t stop thinking about you.  I thought I’d lost you forever, and it made me realize how much I love you.” 
 
    Oh, shit!  This couldn’t be happening.  She slowly withdrew her hands from his and carefully said, “Jamison, you don’t really feel like that.” 
 
    “I do, Ava.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” she said slowly and precisely and then swallowed hard.  “You would have felt the loss if it had been one of the guys or Kim.  You just think you love me because we have history.” 
 
    He shook his head.  “That’s not true.”  
 
    “It is.”   
 
    He shook his head in denial, but Ava knew in her heart he didn’t really love her like that.  “Jamison…” She softened her tone to lessen the blow, but he needed to understand. “I love you as a friend.  Nothing more, and if you had gone missing, I would be devastated.” 
 
    “Ava…” He pressed his lips together, halting whatever he planned to say. 
 
    “Listen,” she sighed, “You have got to stop treating me like some fragile female.  If you don’t show me the respect I’ve earned, the other guys will lose all respect for me, as well.” 
 
    He didn’t say anything, just leaned down and kissed her cheek and then quickly left her room. He left Ava standing there, her mouth gaping in frustration.  All she could do was hope he got the message.   
 
    When she came to her senses, she closed her mouth, grabbed her gloves and helmet, and then joined her squad. 
 
    “You ready for this, Thompson?”  Rick smirked.  She returned his smirk and flipped him the bird.  He laughed and put on his own helmet. 
 
    She grabbed her rifle by the sling and threw it over her shoulder.  “Let’s go.” 
 
    They climbed up the metal steps one by one before fanning out in formation, rifles at the ready.  The sun had just set, and each exhalation of breath showed in the chilly air.  The moon was bright, and an eerie calm surrounded them.   
 
    Jamison took point while Ava brought up the rear, defending their backs.  They swept one street before moving on to another.  It took a while before they encountered any of the ugly gray aliens.   
 
    Jamison and the others let loose a spray of gunfire.  Ava turned to guard the rear and came face to face with one of them.  She kicked out, knocking his phaser out of his hand, then whipped a knife from her boot.   
 
    He threw his body on top of hers, but before they hit the ground, she managed to point the knife at him.  The impact of the fall shoved the knife deep into his chest.  His weight knocked the breath out of her.  She grunted, then gave him a big shove and rolled him off her.  When she withdrew her knife, she wiped it off on his clothes and then sheathed it in her boot. 
 
    “You okay?”  Jamison asked.  The rest of the squad were breathing hard, but they were okay, too.  The other aliens were dead. 
 
    “Yeah, great,” She grabbed her rifle. 
 
    “Okay.  Let’s move out.”  Jamison ordered. 
 
    There were fewer aliens out tonight, and she puzzled over the idea that the white-haired ones were helping.  She automatically looked for the sexy alien everywhere, hoping for another glimpse.  
 
    A few hours later, they rounded a building, and she froze.  There he was. Her breath hitched and her stomach muscles tightened as she watched his body twist, his muscles flexing with every move.  There were five of them fighting at least ten gray aliens.   
 
    Jamison gave a hand signal, and they joined the fray, making the fight even.  The gray aliens were too close to the others, so Ava quickly slung her rifle over her back, out of her way, and grabbed the knives from her boots.  With one in each hand, she advanced, small in stature compared to the others, but deadly with a knife.   
 
    She engaged the closest one to her.  Dagger in hand, the alien swung straight at her head. She ducked and swiped at his stomach.  Her knife barely penetrated before she jumped out of the way.  He was large and slow, giving her the advantage.  Dodging out of the way before diving back in, Ava got in several good licks.  He sported several gashes on his arms and torso.   
 
    The anger flared in the gray alien’s eyes, and he let out menacing growl.  As he barreled toward her, she ducked quickly aside and leapt onto his back, bringing him hard to the ground, face first.  Ready with her knife, Ava grabbed his hair, lifted his head, and sliced a deep gash in his throat, letting the orange blood run free.   
 
    Ava jumped to her feet and spun around to face another attacker.  She froze mid-step, encountering fierce blue eyes staring back at her.   
 
    Desire flared in her core; her belly clenched.  She wasn’t afraid this time.  She circled him like a predator.  He turned with her, never losing eye contact.  When he sniffed the air, her breath hitched.  Why did he do that?  She sniffed, but smelled only the death that surrounded them.  Something about him pulled at her.  She wanted him.  Neither of them said a word as she held his heavy gaze.  
 
    “Ava, come on!”  Finally, reluctantly, she broke away from his gaze and looked over her shoulder.  Jamison and the others waited right behind her with rifles in hand.  The weary look on Jamison’s face said not to test him.  He didn’t trust the white-haired aliens.  She turned back to the sexy alien and gave him a mischievous grin before quickly retreating with her squad. 
 
     When they were out of sight, Jamison sounded irritated when he asked, “What were you doing?”  
 
    “Nothing,” she supplied.  Before rounding the corner, she looked over her shoulder for one last glimpse and caught his fierce eyes staring straight at her.  


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Zekke 
 
      
 
    Zekke cursed silently when his mate arrived.  She could get hurt.  He doubled his efforts to kill the Tureis, but before that happened, the humans had joined the fight.   
 
    His mate was quick, lithe, and great with a knife.  She had skills.  He couldn’t help but admire her.  A few times he wanted to intervene—to save her—but he held back.  He grinned when she sent the Turei sprawling to the ground.  He felt pride when she slit his throat without hesitation. 
 
    She jumped to her feet, then spun around expecting more Tureis but faced him instead.  She didn’t cower under his stare; she faced him with the courage of a leader.  She circled him as if she were the predator and he the prey.  He wanted to laugh at the absurdity.  He sniffed the air, and his shaft hardened instantly.  His breathing was labored, not from the fight, but from the strength it took to hold himself back.   
 
    He wanted to strip her down and take her against the wall, claim what was his in the streets of the destroyed city.  His emotions and energy were heightened from the from the fight, and if she stayed here… 
 
    “Commander, you are letting her leave?”  Tullan asked.   
 
    Yes, he was, lest his soldiers see him take his mate for the first time.  He needed to calm down, control himself.  “Yes.” 
 
    “But why?”   
 
    He threw his head of security an irritated glare. “If I take her now, we would have to fight her team.”  He knew that was also true. The human male who called after her didn’t enjoy the sexual tension between him and his mate.  Zekke knew possessiveness when he heard it.  He also smelled the human male’s jealousy when the female’s full attention was focused on Zekke. 
 
    He sent two soldiers ahead of the human group to dispatch any Tureis heading toward his mate.  She may have fought well, but he would not hide while she fought the enemy.  He plotted in his head, discarding several ideas until a plan formed.  One she might not like, but he couldn’t see any other way.  Not unless he wanted to fight her team. 
 
    “You stay here, I’ll be back.”  Zekke absently told his team and then headed after the humans.  His heart pounded with excitement, and he felt more alive now than at any other time he could remember.  Not that he wanted a mate—it was the thrill of the hunt. 
 
    He watched and waited for the right moment, staying close by but out of sight.  Stealth mode.  Watching their direction of travel, he grinned in triumph.  Taking a different alley, Zekke got in front of them and waited in the shadows for them to pass by.    
 
    His mate brought up the rear, and after everyone else had passed, Zekke snatched her up, covering her mouth with his hand; he quickly darted back in the shadows. 
 
    She fought hard, but he never wavered.  With her back to his front, he had one arm around her waist, holding her up so her feet dangled.  It didn’t matter; she used her feet to kick at his shins.  Her body wiggled against him, and he silently cursed as his shaft grew harder with the friction.  When nothing worked, she opened her mouth slightly and bit down hard on his finger.   
 
    “Stop, female!” he hissed in her ear.  But she didn’t.  His mate would not give up easily.  She was determined and courageous!   
 
    When her group was out of earshot, he threw her over his shoulder and headed back to his soldiers.   
 
    “Let me go, you barbarian!” she shouted while pounding on his back with her fist. 
 
    “Quiet,” he said and smacked her ass.   
 
    She quieted for a moment and then said furiously, “Don’t touch me!  Let me go!” 
 
    Zekke ignored her shouts and the blows to his back. His steps were sure as he walked with unwavering purpose.  He found the three members of his team in the same place.  Without slowing down, he said before walking past them, “Notify the other two that we are leaving.  Have them meet us at the shuttlecraft.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander,” Tullan said as he and the others flanked Zekke. 
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They landed in cargo bay six.  The ride to the ship was smooth, but the threats from the female were grating on his nerves.  She didn’t like being restrained, and he couldn’t let her go on the shuttlecraft.  She was furious, and who knew the damage she would inflict on the pilot?  He understood her unhappiness.  He would feel the same way if their situations were reversed.  But this was the only way.  Without a translator, he couldn’t talk to her down there, couldn’t explain things. 
 
    He scooped her up and tossed her over his shoulder again before exiting the shuttlecraft.  Still shouting her protest and pounding on his back, Zekke had to tighten his grip around her legs.  Rhett was waiting as he descended the steps.  His eyes glanced to the female and then back to Zekke.   
 
    “Commander,” he said with a gleam in his eyes.  Rhett looked like he wanted to laugh, but he held it in.  Smart male. 
 
    Zekke leveled his eyes on Rhett and said, “Not a word.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander.” 
 
    “Is everything under control?” 
 
    “Let me go, you son of a bitch!” the female’s voice bounced off the walls of the cargo bay.  He could barely hear Rhett, who stood right in front of him. 
 
    “Yes.  It’s just as you left it,” Rhett replied.  Zekke noticed his lips twitch and shot him a warning look. 
 
    “Put me down, asshole!  What is wrong with you?  Are you deaf or stupid?” the female screamed as she kept trying to work her body off his shoulder.   
 
    Zekke tightened his grip on her legs and smacked her ass again.  Since she couldn’t understand his words, maybe she would understand that he just spanked her like a youngling.  It didn’t work. 
 
    “Good.  I will…” he stopped mid-sentence and pursed his lips.  “We will be in my quarters.  Send the healer with a translator.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander.” Rhett finally burst out laughing.  Zekke glared and then headed out of the cargo bay. 
 
    He carried his mate down the corridor.  At least she had stopped pounding on his back.  She placed her hands on his ass and lifted her head to get a good look around. 
 
    When the door to his quarters slid open, he stepped inside and lowered her to her feet.  It was a stare-off.  She’s not afraid. Not that he ever believed she was, not with all the threats she yelled at him.   Zekke could smell only anger wafting off her, which was understandable.  She stood with her hands on her hips while he crossed his arms. Neither one moved. 
 
    She finally huffed out a frustrated breath and looked around.  His quarters were standard with a few non-standard features.  The living area held a small black couch and two black chairs that sat opposite each other, a small table in the middle.  A half wall separated the living area from the sleeping chambers.  A very large bed dominated the space.  Off to the right was a door that lead to the bathing area. 
 
    He watched her intently, glancing at everything she looked at.  She spotted the small wooden table that held a decanter of Fire’s Breath.  Zekke watched with fascination when she headed over, sniffed the contents, and then poured some in the mug.  His eyes zeroed in on the way she held her arm.  It was injured. 
 
    He raised one eyebrow in surprise when she drank down the Fire’s Breath and poured a little more.  He still didn’t know what she looked like, but that would soon change. 
 
    The door chimed.  “Enter,” he called out. 
 
    The healer came in, carrying a small black medical bag.  Zekke absently glanced at him before turning back to his mate. 
 
    “You wished to see me, Commander?”  Cannin asked, his eyes darting between him and the female. 
 
    “The female needs a translator.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander.”  Cannin reached into the small medical bag and took out the injector.  “We need to remove the covering from her head.” 
 
    The female held the mug of Fire’s Breath as she watched them intently, scrutinizing their every move.  She took a sip, and when he and Cannin advanced while holding the injector up, she said, “Oh, hell no,” in a low, dangerous voice. 
 
    They took another step closer.  With her eyes locked on them, she set down the mug, slowly bent forward, and pulled two knives from her boots, one in each hand.  She took a fighting stance and pointed one at him and the other at Cannin. 
 
    “Commander?”  Cannin questioned.  He wasn’t a fighter, he was a healer. 
 
    “Just stay back for now, Cannin.  I will take care of this.” 
 
    With a mischievous grin, Zekke advanced.  He liked her courage and defiance.   He respected her for them.  Some males might like a compliant female, but he was quickly finding out that he did not.  She was a challenge that he was determined to conquer. 
 
    He held his hands up, palms forward as he stepped closer.  Still pointing the knife at him, she cocked her head to the side, watching every move he made.  When he got close enough, he lunged at her.  She quickly spun under his arms, and kicked his leg in the shin.  “Sish, that hurt!” he grumbled.  She kept aiming at the same spot every time, and it was sure to eventually leave a mark. 
 
    “Are you all right, Commander?”  Zekke glanced at the healer, annoyed, but didn’t respond.  Of course he was all right!  When he tried again, she ducked under his arms.  Cannin couldn’t keep his comments to himself.  “Commander, are you sure you want her on board?” 
 
    “Silence!”  His whip-crack voice froze Cannin in his tracks.  Even the female stood still. 
 
    He lunged at her again.  She took off toward the sleeping chambers, and Zekke gave chase.  He was close, and when she dove across the bed to get away, his hand closed around her ankle.  With her arms outstretched over her head, she dropped the knives and fell face first onto the bed.  She twisted quickly onto her back, but he crawled up her body before she could land a kick, her legs now trapped between his thighs. 
 
    She froze.  So did Zekke.  The feel of her underneath him was almost more than he could handle.  He lowered his face close to hers and said, “Female, no one will hurt you.” 
 
    He could smell her desire, could see it in the darkening of her blue eyes.  Her lips parted slightly and her breath hitched.  His gaze locked onto her small pink tongue as it slowly licked her lips.   
 
     “Commander, are you ready?”  Cannin asked with hesitation. 
 
    Zekke closed his eyes in frustration.  He had forgotten all about Cannin and the translator.  “Yes,” he blew out. 
 
    Maintaining eye contact with the female, Zekke slowly removed her helmet and tossed it to the side of the bed.  A little weary, she let him do it without a fight.  Next, he went for the hem of her face covering.  Ever so slowly, he peeled it away, giving him his first look at his true mate.   
 
    Short light-yellow hair and creamy smooth skin met his surprised gaze.  His shaft hardened even more as he fought the urge to rip her clothes off.  He had seen her eyes many times, at least in his dreams, but she was delicate and breathtakingly beautiful.  And he wanted her.  Wanted to feel her tighten around him as he thrust inside her moist channel.  And with the smell of desire, Zekke had no doubt she was dripping wet for him. 
 
    “Commander?” 
 
    Zekke closed his eyes in frustration.  Getting his emotions under control was harder than he expected.  When he finally opened them again, he said, “Go ahead, Cannin.”  Turning back to the female, he said, “Hold still.”  Of course, she didn’t understand him. 
 
    When she spotted the healer with the injector, her eyes widened in fear, but she didn’t scream.  Trapped under his heavy body and unable to fight, her face took on a defiant look.  When the healer came closer, she tried to thrash her head from side to side, but he injected the translator behind her ear anyway, and then she passed out. 
 
    Zekke wasn’t worried.  He knew that the other earth females had reacted in the same way.   
 
    “Is that all, Commander?” 
 
    “No.  She is protective of her arm.  I want you to have a look at it before you leave.”   
 
    Zekke pulled out a knife and sliced her sleeve from wrist to shoulder.  The material fell away, revealing the injury.  He carefully removed the gauze and let out a low growl at the site.  She’d been hit with phaser fire, and the wound looked red and angry. 
 
    “Let me, Commander.”  Cannin retrieved his handheld medi scanner and held it over the wound.  It didn’t take long until the wound disappeared before his very eyes.  Not even a trace was visible. 
 
    “Thank you, Cannin.  You are dismissed.”  Cannin gathered his things and placed them back in the bag. 
 
    Zekke heard him leave, but his eyes never left the female.  Not knowing how long she would be unconscious, he flicked the buttons of her jacket open.  Body armor covered her chest.  A grin split his face.  He should have known.   
 
    Taking his time, he released the straps under her arms that secured it and then tossed the body armor aside.  Her shapeless body transformed into a delicate female right before his very eyes.  Using his knife, he sliced her shirt down the middle and then did the same with her pants, letting them fall away.  Starting with the short yellow hair, delicate skin, and luscious lips, her slender neck led the way to the curve of high, perky breasts covered with a lacy garment.  They weren’t large, but they would fill his hand. 
 
    He tore his gaze from her breasts, letting it travel to her slender waist. His eyes caressed every inch of her.  A triangle of matching lace cloth covered the junction between her thighs, and he desperately wanted to tear it off, to see what treasures hid behind it, but he wasn’t that kind of male.  He never took what wasn’t offered; he didn’t have to.  Females threw themselves at him all the time.    
 
    “Sish!”  His shaft strained painfully against his pants.  Needing relief again, he headed to the bathing area.  Zekke couldn’t remember a time when he had to take care of his own needs so often.  As he palmed his large shaft, working his hand up and down, he tilted his head back and closed his eyes.  He thought about all the things he wanted to do to the beautiful female lying on his bed.  As one image replaced another, he worked his shaft harder until he jetted his release. 
 
    After cleaning up the mess he’d made, Zekke quickly dressed and headed out of his quarters.  Never had he felt so out of control.  This mating fever was taking over his life and it angered him.  After the door closed behind him, he ordered, “Computer, seal the door.  Authorization code 11218756.” 
 
    When he stepped onto the bridge, Rhett looked surprised to see him.  “Is everything all right, Commander?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said in clipped tones.  But it wasn’t.  He was aggravated that he needed the female near.  Aggravated at his lack of control and needing to relieve himself so often.  His fangs grew, but he didn’t know if it was from the anger or the mating fever. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    Ava slowly opened her eyes.  She blinked a few times, bringing everything into focus.  She felt behind her ear.  They had injected something, but she didn’t know what.   
 
    Goosebumps made her shiver.  Rising up, she cursed.  The big alien guy had stripped her down to her bra and panties.  What the hell?  Ava wanted—needed—to know what was going on.  Why did he kidnap her?   
 
    Noticing that the pain in her arm was gone, she glanced at the wound and found it completely healed.  “Wow, that’s some technology,” she murmured to herself.  “We could definitely use that on Earth.” 
 
    Quietly slipping off the bed, she tiptoed to the edge of the half wall and peeked around the corner.  The living area was empty.  She checked the bathroom, which was also empty.  Alone in the apartment, or whatever it was called, she looked for her gear and weapons.  She let out a big sigh.  Someone had taken everything. 
 
      Looking through drawers and even his closet, she examined every nook and cranny.  In one particular drawer, she found a small rectangular box covered with blue, green, and red jewels.  They looked rare and expensive.   With a hesitant hand, she scooped it up and removed the lid.  She frowned.  It was a plain knife.  Why was it in such an opulent case?  Turning it one way and then the other, she couldn’t find anything unusual about it.  “Huh...” she said and then carefully placed the knife back in the case, put it back where she found it, and shut the drawer.  Just knowing the knife was there would come in useful, that she was sure of. 
 
    Not wanting to be dressed only in her bra and panties when he came back, she headed to the closet and grabbed one of the black jumpsuits.  When it conformed to her body, she gasped in surprise.   
 
    She stood in front of the door, but it refused to open.  There was no button, no control panel.  With nothing else to do, she spun around and headed for one of the chairs in the living area and waited for her captor.  Spotting the alcohol, she decided a good stiff drink would be useful right about now.  With the mug half full, she headed back to the chair, leaned back, and sipped her liquid courage.  
 
    **** 
 
    The door swooshed open, and her captor filled the entrance.  Her breath hitched as power radiated from him.  His presence was overwhelming yet addictive.  Desire flooded her body as her core creamed.  Ava clenched her thighs in response and swallowed hard.  She should be terrified of him, what his plans were for her, but oddly she wasn’t.  Not at all.  He eyed her, taking everything in until he casually strolled over and took a seat opposite her.  
 
     Even though her body quivered with desire, she regained some semblance of control.   Hoping to pull off the charade, she quirked an eyebrow and asked, “Well, you went to a lot of trouble to kidnap me and bring me to your ship.  Why?” 
 
    Zekke eyed her for a moment.  She didn’t think he understood until he answered.  “It is… complicated.” 
 
    His voice was deep… husky.  A jolt shot through her body at the sound.  And, she understood his words!  Ava wanted to grin, throw herself into his arms, but she acted nonchalant about the entire situation.  That explained the injection behind her ear.   
 
    “Give it a try.  Neither one of us is busy at the moment.  I have time.”  She took another sip.  “Nice liquor by the way.  It tastes like a mixture of scotch and moonshine.”  She hoped that she sounded confident, because she felt anything but.  She knew his type.  Being a woman in the military, you had to stand up to the alpha males to earn their respect, a lesson she’d learned a long time ago.    
 
    “It is called Fire’s Breath,” he supplied. 
 
    Neither one was willing to break eye contact.  In the wild, the one that looked away first was the less dominant, and Ava wasn’t giving up that easily. 
 
    “Fine,” he finally said in a low, leisurely tone.  “On my planet, there is one female made specifically for each male.  A true mate.  When we first encounter them, it triggers the mating fever.  If affects some more than others and can eventually drive a male mad.”  He took a sip and casually added, “Or so I’ve heard.”  
 
    Oh, shit!  Was he saying what she thought he was saying?  No way was she some alien’s mate!  Was that the reason she didn’t fear him?  At over seven feet tall, he would make any normal person tremble.  Images of him and her together swirled through her mind, the air now thick with sexual tension.  She closed her eyes and pushed the images of him and her together out of her head.  “Go on,” she choked out. 
 
    The door chimed, and without breaking eye contact, he called out, “Enter!”  A large man walked in carrying a tray.  “Just put it here,” Zekke said, pointing to the table between them.   
 
    As the man set the tray down, he stared at Ava and then sniffed.  In a whip-crack voice, her captor said, “Leave, now!”  Ava watched as he scrambled quickly from the room.  Looking at her, he said, “I thought you might be hungry.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  When he lifted the lid, Ava picked up something long purple cylinder shaped and tried a little bite.  “This is good, although the taste is odd.  A little salty.” 
 
    Zekke nodded and then took a deep breath and started again.  “Like I said before, there is one female created for each male.  A true mate, and you are mine.”  Her eyes popped open at the tone of his voice. 
 
    She cocked her head to the side and studied him, his actions.  The sexual tension drained away as realization hit.  “But you don’t like it,” she said. It was a statement. 
 
    “No.  I neither want nor need a mate.” 
 
    “And yet you kidnapped me.”  She pursed her lips.  His words hurt, which was stupid.  No alien could make her his mate.  It was her choice. 
 
    “It makes me feel better to have you near,” he shrugged. 
 
    She laughed humorlessly.  “Well, as long as you feel better.”   She swallowed another bite of food and washed it down with a sip of the Fire’s Breath. She tried to speak again without sarcasm. “So, what are you?” 
 
    “I am Zekke, commander of this vessel and prince of Azziar.”  Pride laced his sexy voice. 
 
    “And the gray aliens on our planet?” 
 
    “Tureis.  Enemies to almost everyone in the galaxy.”   The Tureis.  At least now she had a name for the ones that had killed her family and destroyed her planet.   
 
    She set her empty mug down and said sarcastically, “Look, this has been fun and all, but I need to get back to my team.” 
 
    “No.”  His voice was absolute.  Stubborn.   
 
    “What do you mean, no?”  she asked incredulously. 
 
    He shrugged.  “You heard me.  I feel better when you are near.” 
 
    She took a couple of deep breaths.  How could this alien elicit so many emotions from her at once?  The sexual energy coated the air and made her want to jump his bones and pleasure herself.  Run her hands over his bare chest, caress his muscles.  But she also wanted to punch him as hard as she could.  He had basically told her that she was his mate and that he didn’t want her.   
 
    She jumped up and stomped angrily to the table and refilled her mug, needing a lot of alcohol to put up with him.  She glanced over her shoulder at him and gritted her teeth.  Why was he so unreasonable?  There had to be a way to make him understand.  Surely, she could somehow make him see reason. After a couple of drinks, she strolled back to the chair. 
 
    Staring at him, she started with the only thing she thought he would understand.  “Look, you’re a military man. You must understand that my squad will be worried.  They don’t know what happened, and I can’t just abandon them.”   
 
    “I understand.”  Relief washed over her.  Maybe she’d gotten through to him.  “But it’s of no consequence to me.  Every instinct I have demands that I keep you safe, and there is nothing safe on that planet.”  He grimaced.  “I do not understand why you even want to go back.  The ground is covered with something that prevents foliage from growing.  Why would humans do such a thing?” 
 
    She bristled on the inside. He didn’t want her, but he didn’t want her to leave.  Not only that, he was a military man but thought nothing of kidnapping her from her unit.  They were her family and one way or another, she’d find a way back to them.  They deserved to know what had happened.  It was clear, however, that nothing would change his mind.   
 
    Ava took another sip and let her eyes slide to his.  Somehow, some way, she’d find a way off this ship.  Until then…. she took another sip and answered his other questions. 
 
    “I want to go back because it’s my home.  I may not care for the city, but that’s where we made our headquarters.  There is a high Turei presence there.  Probably because it’s the capital.” 
 
    “The capital of what?” 
 
    “Of the United States.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand.”  When she started to explain, he waved her away and changed the subject. “Why do you cover everything?”  At her confused look, he continued, “The ground is covered.” 
 
    “You mean concrete and pavement.”  He shrugged.  “It’s mostly just in the cities.  We have plenty of parks, national forest, and so on.”  She could tell he didn’t understand, so she tried changing the subject.  “So, what are you all doing here?”   
 
    Zekke leaned back in his chair, taking a more comfortable position.  He studied her briefly and then answered.  “A few of my brothers have humans for mates.  Their mates were worried about their planet, so we agreed to help Earth fight the Tureis.” 
 
    “I knew it!” she said excitedly and almost spilled her drink.  “Sorry,” she righted herself even though she could greatly feel the effects.  “How long do you think it will take?” 
 
    “I do not know.  They have a stronghold here.”  That was an understatement.  
 
    “Are there other ships here besides yours?” 
 
    “Of course. I command the fleet.”   
 
    A fleet!  That sounded promising, and Lord knows they needed all the help they could get.  If she could tell her squad, it would lift their spirits.  Not that they were depressed, but everyone felt the weight of the war.  Soon, she thought. 
 
    Now that that was out of the way, she addressed his other statement.  “Your brothers have human mates?” 
 
    “They do.” 
 
    She pursed her lips.  “You don’t talk much, do you?” 
 
    He shrugged.  A mischievous thought took root.  Maybe if she talked him to death, he’d let her go.  Drive him crazy, now that was a plan!  Ava didn’t talk a lot, but she would, if it would help her cause. 
 
    “How many humans are on…” She drew her eyebrows close in concentration. 
 
    “Azziar.  There are currently four humans on my planet.” 
 
    “Four.  Wow.  That’s a lot,” she said sarcastically.  “How are they adjusting?” 
 
    “I suppose all right.  They just celebrated some holiday called Christmas.” 
 
    Ava laughed.  “I guess that’s close enough.  Christmas was a month ago.”  When he didn’t respond, she asked, “How many brothers and sisters do you have?” 
 
    “I have five brothers and one sister.” 
 
    “Wow.  Your parents were busy.”  He never made eye contact, just looked down at his drink.  The topic of his parents must have hit a sore spot with him. 
 
    “Do you have…” 
 
    “Enough, female!”  He pushed up from the chair.  “I am exhausted, and it is time to rest.” 
 
    Ava crossed her arms, an involuntary way of comforting herself.  “And where will I sleep?” 
 
    “In the bed, of course.”  He shot her an aggravated look.   
 
    “Fine.  Then you can take the couch.”   
 
    He rolled his eyes, but she didn’t wait for a response.  Before she made it to the bed, she felt him behind her and rounded on him.  With her hands on her hips, she asked, “What do you think you are doing?” 
 
    “Going to bed.” 
 
    She stabbed her finger at him and said, “I am not sleeping with you.” 
 
    He grinned and said, “Fine.  You can take the couch.” 
 
    Her eyes slid to the couch and back.  It was smaller than her cot.  “I am not having sex with you.” 
 
    The grin dropped from his face.  He lowered his head until his lips almost touched her ear.  Her breath hitched with his nearness.  Her heart pounded with excitement when she felt his warm breath as he spoke. “I do not force females to join with me.  I do not have to.”  Then he walked past her, shucked off his trousers and climbed into bed. 
 
    She stood stock still.  What did that mean?  He didn’t have to.  Ava tightly clenched her jaw when she thought of him with other women.  Jealousy was something new to her, and she didn’t like it. 
 
    The effects of the alcohol weighed heavily on her.  She left the jumpsuit on, crawled into bed, and scooted as close to the edge as possible.  No way he could take her actions as an invitation. 
 
    Her last thoughts before sleep claimed her were of her team and the naked male next to her in bed, who hadn’t even bothered to ask her name.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Zekke 
 
      
 
    As they left the bridge together, Rhett asked, “Why are you avoiding her?”  
 
    “I am not avoiding the female.” 
 
    “That is good.” 
 
    Rhett was right; Zekke was avoiding his mate.  So many emotions churned inside him, and he didn’t like it at all.  Raising his chin slightly, Zekke looked at his second in command and said, “I will be in my quarters if you need me.  Also, have Iann deliver a tray of food.” 
 
    He spun on his heels and stalked away.  When he entered his quarters, he found her sitting on the couch in a black military jumpsuit, drinking Fire’s Breath.  She was stunning.  Easily the most beautiful female he’d ever laid eyes on. 
 
    He joined her in the living area.  When she asked, “Well, you went to a lot of trouble to kidnap me and bring me to your ship.  Why?”  he wanted to grin.  She wasn’t cowering even though he could smell her fear, anger, and desire swirling together.  When she held his gaze, he was impressed with her courage. 
 
    The more she talked, the more he liked her, which in turn put him in a foul mood.  “Enough!” he finally said and headed to bed. 
 
    Now he lay naked on his back while the female hugged the edge of the bed.  He sighed as he stared at the ceiling.  This wasn’t the way he meant for things to go. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Female, you need to stop,” Zekke grated out.  At some point, he had finally fallen asleep only to be awoken with the female nearly on top of him.  Her arm was strewn across his waist, her head on his chest, and she kept wiggling her hips, which rubbed his hard shaft.    
 
    Her eyes popped open, and she scuttled away, putting distance between the two of them.  “Sorry.” 
 
    Zekke stared at her in fascination as she sat up and clutched the blanket to her chest.  Her short yellow hair stood on end, very messy.  Her eyes were clear blue and warm.  He stared at her soft pink lips as her tongue darted out to moisten them.  She was beautiful—stunning.  He wanted to take her, as evident by the tent below his waist, but he knew that now was not the time. 
 
    “It is all right.”  He grinned as he placed one arm behind his head.   
 
    She turned toward him.  They both had their guard down.   
 
    “You look so different,” she said as she attentively reached for his hand.  She stopped mid-way, so Zekke stretched his hand out for her inspection.  Her eyes darted to his before she reached out and touched his hand.  “Five fingers,” she said as she traced them, “and one long thumb.” 
 
    “Is it really so different?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, I did have a cousin who had six toes on one foot, but that was a birth defect.”  Zekke chuckled and she grinned.  “I like you better like this.” 
 
    “Like what?”  he asked as he turned his hand and took hers, giving it the same inspection. 
 
    “I don’t know.  More open.  Less military.”  She looked at his mouth.  “Why do you have fangs?  Do you drink blood?”  He grinned and bared them for her.  “Stop it!”  He could smell the start of fear, and that was the last thing he wanted. 
 
    “No.  Relax.  I do not drink blood.” 
 
    “That’s a relief.”  She blew out a breath.  “Then what are they for?” 
 
    He shrugged, “Nothing important.”  Why he chose not to tell the truth puzzled him greatly.  His fangs were very important and used for only one thing, to make someone his mate.  To change her chemical makeup so she could carry his young. 
 
    Her stomach rumbled loudly, and he laughed at her horrified look.  “Let’s get dressed and have first meal.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said but never moved. 
 
    He slid out of bed and stood facing her.  When her eyes zeroed in on his shaft, Zekke wanted to laugh.  “I am taking a shower.” 
 
    “I need one, too,” she called after him. 
 
    “You are free to join me, but I’m not sure there is room.”  He silently chuckled when her curses reached his ears.  Five standard minutes later, he strolled out of the bathing room naked and headed to the small closet.  His backside tingled with the weight of her gaze. 
 
    “It’s all yours,” he said while dressing in the standard black jumpsuit. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said.  In that one word, he could hear how much his nakedness affected her. 
 
    “Hey,” she shouted as she leaned her head out the door.  “I can’t get the water to turn on.” 
 
    Zekke headed to the bathing room.  It was small, and after he turned the water on, he spun around, and his body brushed against hers.  He froze.  So did she.  He smelled her desire and was sure she could feel his hard shaft against her stomach. 
 
    “Ah…” she swallowed hard.  “Thanks.” 
 
    He leaned down and put his mouth to her ear.  The small hitch of breath made him smile.  “You are welcome,” he said and smelled her desire skyrocket.   
 
    With a grin, he left her standing in the bathing area.  Maybe this mating fever affected her just as much as it did him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    This was terrible!  Ava was in big trouble.  From the moment she woke, her guard was down.  His playful nature was irresistible, and she loved his laugh.  He looked so sexy lying in bed, so relaxed.  She couldn’t remember the last time she had felt that way.   
 
    When he got out of bed, he stood naked in all his glory.  His shaft was thick, long, and hard.  She unconsciously licked her lips and clinched her core.  Resisting him would be hard.  Much harder than she had first realized.   
 
    When he walked away, she reached down and touched herself.  Dripping wet.  She quickly withdrew her hand.  The last thing she needed was for him to catch her pleasuring herself. 
 
    When he turned the water on for her, their bodies brushed together and her insides tingled with want.  It had been awhile since she had had sex, and Zekke was driving her crazy.  Her core creamed even more when he leaned down to her ear and whispered, “You are welcome.”  The sexy tone of his voice was an aphrodisiac. 
 
    The shower was the diversion she needed.  The sound of the hot spray, along with the privacy of the shower gave her confidence as she reached down and touched her sensitive nub.  She needed relief.  Her release was quickly approaching when the door slammed open against the wall, and Zekke stepped in. Her hand quickly left her nub as she watched him through the clear glass door.  He looked… feral, his fangs protruding even lower than before.  His chest heaved.  “Female, you try my patience,” he growled in a guttural voice. 
 
    What was he talking about?  Ava couldn’t think straight.  She wanted…needed something.  Her body demanded it.  Her eyes found his wild ones yet again.  Maybe just once… 
 
    She opened the door and stepped out of the shower.  Zekke’s eyes followed the drops of water as they ran down her naked body, dripped from the ends of her dusky nipples. 
 
    Fast as lightening, he licked one of the drops before it fell to the floor.  Ava couldn’t breathe.  She tilted her head backward and moaned.  Zekke took his cue and sucked the hard bead into his mouth, lavishing it with his tongue.  Ava’s legs quivered, but he wrapped one arm around her waist, holding her up. 
 
    Before the fog cleared from her lust-filled mind, he scooped her up and carried her to the bed.  She watched anxiously as he stripped down.  Like a predator, he crawled up the bed and covered her with his body. 
 
    “I want you,” he said.  His voice was laced with need.  His shaft lined up with her entrance, he surged forward, stretching her as he went. 
 
    “Oh, God!” she cried, arching her back and closing her eyes. 
 
    The slight pain of being stretched quickly turned to mind-altering pleasure unlike anything she had experienced before.  He set a hard, fast rhythm as he pounded into her, but she matched him with every thrust.  With her hands on his shoulders, her nails dug deep, leaving claw marks.  It took only minutes for her to scream out her release as waves of pleasure pulsed through her body.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Zekke 
 
      
 
    He could hear the slight moans as her strong scent drifted through the door.  He knew she was pleasuring herself, and he lost control. 
 
    When he plunged into her core, he was shocked that she took every standard inch of him.  She was tight and soft; her moist channel gripped his shaft.  It was pleasure unlike anything he had ever felt before.  No other female compared. 
 
    He didn’t think; he let instinct and desire take over, at least for a while.  She screamed out her release, and he felt her walls contract around him.  She was so tight it was almost painful, but in a good way.  His release was near.  His fangs distended even farther.  When he felt the familiar tingle at the base of his spine, he grunted his release and lowered his mouth to the junction between her neck and shoulder.  Just as he was about to sink his teeth deep, the fog lifted long enough for him to sink them into the pillow right above her shoulder.   
 
    That sobered him up.  Just like that, he was almost mated.  It didn’t matter that they’d just had mind-altering sex—the fact that he’d almost mindlessly mated her scared the sish out of him.   He withdrew his shaft from her channel and rolled off her until his feet hit the cold metal floor.   Without a word, he headed to the bathing room.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    What the hell just happened?  Ava blew out a harsh breath as she watched Zekke walk away.  She felt… dirty.  He never said anything, he just left.  It hurt, not that she would ever admit it to him.  She shook her head in annoyance.  She thought they both had enjoyed it. 
 
    She jumped up and quickly headed to the small closet.  She needed clothes, and fast.  The last thing she wanted was to be naked when he came out. She pulled the jumpsuit down and angrily put it on while fussing under her breath.  “Who does he think he is?” she grumbled. 
 
    “Are you ready?” he asked.  Ava jumped.  She hadn’t heard him come up behind her. 
 
    She turned and faced him.  His face was devoid of all emotion.  His eyes were guarded and indifferent now.  She schooled her features and said in a flat voice , “Yes.”  Two could play this game. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Breakfast, or first meal as they called it, was busy.  Zekke showed her where to get the food but didn’t offer any help.  What was his problem?  Ava’s emotions were all over the place.  She wanted to scream at him, but she held her tongue. 
 
    They sat down, and soon another… male joined them.  Apparently, they liked to be called male instead of men.  Whatever. 
 
    “Commander.”   
 
    “Rhett,” Zekke answered.  At least now she knew the officer’s name. 
 
    The two talked about the ship and how things were on the “small planet,” a term that ticked her off.  She tuned them out and thought about her squad.  How were they making it without her?  She couldn’t imagine how worried everyone must be.  It the tables were turned, and Kim went missing, Ava would worry herself sick. 
 
    Her attention turned back to the two males just long enough to notice Rhett sniff and then glare at Zekke.  Ava rolled her eyes.  She’d had enough of alpha males to last her a lifetime. 
 
    “Can I speak to you in private, Commander?” 
 
    Zekke looked sharply at Rhett, and after what looked to be a stare-off, he stood.  Rhett followed. 
 
    Ava was finished eating and wanted to head back to the room.  She walked up behind the two males, intending to let Zekke know, but when she heard part of the conversation, she kept her mouth shut, crossed her arms, and listened. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Zekke said in an annoyed voice. 
 
    “Commander, she is your mate.”  Zekke shrugged.  “Are you not planning to mate her?” Rhett asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Rhett snarled, “but you will bed her as though she is one of your consorts.” 
 
    Zekke glared and said, “This is none of your concern.” 
 
    All the air rushed out of Ava’s lungs.  She thought they were already mated, even though she didn’t like the idea.  But he said he had no plans to mate her, just bed her like… what did Rhett say?  Oh, yeah, one of his consorts.  Did that mean he had a lot?  He’d said the night before that he didn’t force females, he didn’t have to. 
 
    Tears welled up in her eyes.  He thought of her as nothing more than a prostitute.  She forced the tears back down, stiffened her spine and raised her chin.  She was strong. She was Ava Thompson. 
 
    As she walked past the two of them, Zekke called after her.  She ignored him as she hurried out the door.  The corridors all looked the same as she tried to find her way back to his quarters.  She tried to enter one room after another, but the doors wouldn’t cooperate.  Trying one last time, she stood in front of a small door and it slid open.  “Yes!” she said in triumph.  
 
     It was a laundry room of some kind.  Maybe a place to dispose of garbage.  Ava really didn’t know, but she grinned when she spotted her uniform and body armor laying in a heap on the floor.  She searched her belongings.  The knives and other weapons were missing, but she found her bundle of zip ties in the inside pocket of her jacket.  She grinned as she clutched them in her fist as a plan of escape started to form. 
 
    Walking down the corridor once again, she rounded the corner and hit a wall.  Not a wall—an angry Zekke.  “Where have you been?”  His voice was hard. 
 
    Ava batted her eyes and took on the helpless female role.  “I was trying to find my way back and got lost.” 
 
    “This way,” he said as he turned and headed down the corridor.  He didn’t even wait to see if she followed.  What an ass! 
 
    Alone in his quarters, she ate the lunch and dinner he had delivered.  They called them second and third meal, which was very practical.  She ate it all, needing to keep her strength up. She hoped to execute her plan later that night.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    When Zekke came walking in, Ava sat on the couch with an empty mug.  She pretended to sip the strong drink.  He glanced her way and then grabbed his own and sat in the chair facing her.  Déjà vu, she thought with a grin. 
 
    He never spoke, just sipped his drink.  Every now and then she would catch a glimpse of his eyes darting her way.  After some uncomfortable silence, Ava slowly placed the mug on the table and got to her feet. “I’m going to bed,” she announced as she strolled to the bed.   
 
    Modifying her plan, she quickly stripped naked, climbed onto the bed and lay on top of the covers.  She knew the affect she would have on him.  Like it or not, he had the same effect on her.  Why not have a little fun before she left? 
 
    Zekke came in shortly after and stopped mid-step, a statue frozen in time.  Ava watched him through the slits in her eyes.  She wanted to laugh but lay unmoving instead.   
 
    He undressed and crawled in on the other side but never said a word.  His actions hurt her, but she pushed those feelings aside.  This would all be a distant memory soon enough. 
 
    The lights were dim when she turned over to face him.  He lay on his back, his hands behind his head. He never looked her way.  She wanted to bang her head in frustration, but instead she said, “You just lie there and enjoy.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Zekke 
 
    “You just lie there and enjoy,” she said.  Zekke arched an eyebrow.  What was she up to? 
 
    He watched intently as she crawled over to him with a sultry smile.  She bent down and nipped his chest, eliciting a passionate growl that rumbled from his chest.  She grinned and then threw one leg over his chest, straddling him.  He had a great view of her backside as he cupped her ass with his hands.  He wondered at the odd position and was about to ask… “Ahh!” he moaned when he felt her lips encase his hard shaft.  She worked her head up and down as her tongue swirled around the head.  Nothing had ever felt so good.  It was pleasure beyond his wildest imagination.  When he finally opened his eyes, her glistening core was staring at him.  He plunged one finger deep inside her moist entrance and set a pace that mimicked her mouth. 
 
    He was almost there.  She sucked him hard, and he threw his head back and arched his hips.  His release jetted from his shaft into her mouth.  When he finished, she turned, licked her lips, and said, “You liked that, didn’t you?”  Yes, he had, but he couldn’t speak.  She had literally made him speechless. 
 
    He watched as she faced him.  Aligning her entrance, she slid down his shaft, taking him to the hilt.  The sight of them joined together was too much.  He felt his second release drawing near as she started riding him like a kul.  Her pace was too slow.  Grabbing her hips with his hands, he pounded into her from below while his eyes darted from her bouncing breasts to the sight of them joining as he thrust with vigor.  His shaft disappeared inside her moist channel.   
 
    When his eyes darted to her breasts, he held himself deep inside her as he sat up and sucked one into his mouth.  His tongue swirled and nipped the pebbled peak before releasing it with a pop and then moved on to the next one. 
 
    Needing to dominate her, he quickly pulled out, flipped her over on her hands and knees, and surged inside, sheathing himself to the hilt.  With one hand on her shoulder and one on her hip, he grunted with every thrust.  The pace was punishing as he worked himself in and out. 
 
    “Oh, God!” she screamed, and she tightened around him.  Her voice was loud enough to be heard by anyone near his quarters. 
 
    A few grunts later, he held his shaft deep inside and exploded into her. 
 
    She fell to her stomach; he fell to her side.  Zekke was still enjoying the sensations when she gave him a sad smile and crawled over to the other side of the bed, presenting her back to him.  What the sish just happened? It truly puzzled him.  After this morning, he knew he had treated her coldly, indifferently.  That’s why he was surprised to find her naked and waiting for him.  And then she did that with her mouth and tongue.  No wonder his brothers gave up their consorts.   
 
    As his eyes grew heavy, he made a vow that tomorrow he’d talk to her.  He wasn’t ready to take a mate, but things would be different.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    Ava lay with her back to Zekke.  She knew what she needed to do, but her head was telling her one thing while her heart was screaming another.  She had originally planned to wait until he fell asleep, zip-tie his hands to the metal headboard, and then escape.  But she couldn’t do it.  For one, she was terrified that he’d wake if she followed through with her original plan. And two, she couldn’t bring herself to do that to him.  It would hurt his pride if one of the other males had to free him. 
 
    When his breathing changed to a slow, rhythmic lullaby, she knew it was time to go.  With a heavy heart, she slowly slipped out of bed and tiptoed to the dresser.  As quietly as possible, she opened the drawer.  When it creaked a little, she froze.  Her heart pounded with fear and excitement.  What if she failed?  What if she succeeded?   She glanced over her shoulder, but Zekke hadn’t moved.  Her face softened.  He looked so peaceful when he slept.  Taking a regretful breath, she turned back to the task at hand.  The opulent box that held the plain knife beckoned her to it.  With slight hesitation, she grabbed the box, took out the knife, and quickly placed everything back the way she’d found it. 
 
    Looking back at Zekke again to make sure he hadn’t roused, she openly admired his muscled physique.  Ava had no doubt the mating fever was real; she could feel the way her body reacted to his.  Her heart protested the need to escape.  Tears filled her eyes, but she had to go.  She couldn’t stay with any man or alien who didn’t love her.  She would never be that girl. 
 
    Once she rounded the half wall and was out of sight, she donned the standard black jumpsuit and headed for the door.  Relief washed through her when the door slid open. 
 
    Stepping into the corridor, Ava let out a breath.  Just getting out of Zekke’s quarters unnoticed felt like victory.  One more hurdle and she’d be home free. 
 
    The corridors were empty as she rounded corner after corner looking for someone, anyone who could help her, although unwillingly of course.  She didn’t delude herself into believing she could walk up and ask, “Can you please take me to Earth?”  Nope, not that easy.  That’s why she had the knife.  Not a knife—more like a ticket to freedom.  When she spotted a male heading away from her, she grinned wickedly.  Now was her chance.   
 
    Ava quickened her steps until she stood right behind the unsuspecting male.  With a voice of icy steel, she said, “Stop!”  The tip of the knife poked his side, and the male froze.  With a quick move, Ava grabbed his holstered phaser, backed away, and aimed it at him.  “I need you to take me to Earth.  Do you understand?”  
 
    “Yes,” he answered. 
 
    “Let’s go.”  Ava followed him down one corridor after another.  Even with the phaser aimed at him, she made sure to stay far enough away.  No doubt he’d get the jump on her if she wasn’t smart about it.   
 
    They entered the cargo bay, the one she’d seen only upside-down while draped over Zekke’s shoulder.  Standing in front of the shuttlecraft, the hatch opened, allowing them entrance.  Using the phaser, she waved him in first and then followed, taking a seat behind him. 
 
    “Take me to where the commander kidnapped me.  Do you know the place?” 
 
    “Yes,” he supplied, but he didn’t move.  He just sat like a statue, looking straight ahead. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?”  Panic was starting to set in.  She couldn’t kill him, even injure him.  That had never been her nature, but she had to get back to the planet.  Now!  In her heart, she knew this was her only chance.   
 
    “The commander will kill me,” he said.   
 
    She grimaced, hating to put him in that position, but there was no other choice.  “If you won’t take me, then get out.  I’ll do my best to figure it out.  But one way or another, I’m leaving in this shuttlecraft.”  The determination dripped from each word, leaving no doubt she wouldn’t hesitate to try. 
 
    To her utter relief, he nodded. 
 
    The ride down was quick, but the farther she traveled away from Zekke, the worse she felt.  She pushed those unwanted feelings aside and tried to concentrate on her squad.  They deserved to know what had happened; she owed them that.  If the circumstances were reversed, she’d expect no less from her team.  They were family. 
 
    When they landed, Ava put the zip ties to good use.  She didn’t need him sounding the alarm.  Waving him to the back of the shuttlecraft, she zip-tied his wrists to one of the seats.  “Sorry about this, but I’m sure another shuttlecraft will be landing soon.” 
 
    He never responded, never struggled.   She felt bad for just leaving him there, but he’d be fine, she hoped. 
 
    Darkness had descended on Earth, just as she’d thought.  Looking at the moon, she knew she had several hours before sunrise.  Carefully and quickly, Ava took off in search of her team. 
 
    There weren’t nearly as many Tureis, but she had to avoid the Azziarins, as well.  Zekke had said they were there to help, and Ava could already see the difference, at least in her city. 
 
    It took most of the night, but she made it back to familiar territory.  Instead of searching any longer for her squad, she headed toward the bunker.  She was almost there when she heard someone say her name sotto voce.  
 
    “Ava?” 
 
    She slowly turned.  There stood Jamison, along with the rest of her squad.  Emotion clogged her throat, and she was unable to answer.  Jamison shoved his weapon to Andrews, sprinted to her, and instantly wrapped her in a huge bear hug.   With her face pressed into his chest, she heaved out, “I… can’t… breathe.” 
 
    He let go but kept his hands on her shoulders. “Sorry,” he grinned.  Seeing his reaction was worth the risk.  Especially since Zekke didn’t want her. 
 
    The others gathered around the two of them.  “Where you been, Sarge?” Haskell asked.   
 
    “It’s a long story.”  As happy as she was to see them, she didn’t want to tell them about Zekke.  But she didn’t really have a choice.  They were already eyeing the black jumpsuit with suspicion.  
 
    “Let’s head in.  It’s been a long night,” Jamison said as he took his weapon from Andrews. 
 
      
 
    As they walked into the bunker, Kim squealed, “Oh my God!” as she ran toward Ava and threw her arms around her shoulders.  “Girl, I’ve been so worried about you!” 
 
    Ava grinned.  What happened to the nonchalant attitude they always maintained in front of the guys?  Kim had just thrown that to the wind.  “I’m fine,” she said as she patted Kim’s back. 
 
    “Ava,” Jamison called, getting both girls’ attention.  “I need to debrief you.”   
 
    She could see the worry etched in his face.  This was why she needed to come back.  Not only for Jamison, but for all of them.  She knew firsthand how hard it was to always worry and wonder what had happened to someone you loved.   
 
    When the Tureis first attacked, she knew for certain that her dad had been killed.  She’d searched for her mother and eventually found her broken body.  She had been killed by falling rubble when the roof of their house collapsed.   
 
    She’d never found out what happened to Hayden, her boyfriend of two years, though.  At one point in her life, she’d thought they would marry.  After the attack, she searched endlessly until she ran out of options.  There were still times she lay in bed and wondered what happened.  Was he dead, or could he be alive?  What if he was out there searching for her?  Every night thoughts of him tormented her until she finally convinced herself he was dead. 
 
    When she’d tried to form a relationship with Jamison, she knew she was trying to fill a void that couldn’t be filled.  A protective wall had formed around her heart, shielding her from the wrenching pain that had brought her to her knees. 
 
    “Ava, are you listening?” 
 
    She lifted her eyes to Jamison’s concerned ones.  “Yes,” she smiled.   
 
    “Let’s go,” he said in a soft, comforting voice. 
 
    Sitting in the small office, Jamison faced her with concern.  Grabbing her hands in his, he said, “God, Ava, I’ve been worried sick.  What happened?” 
 
    She didn’t want to tell him… she didn’t!  But she had to.  They had been friends and comrades for too long.  She owed him an explanation. 
 
    She pulled her hands out of his and blew out a harsh breath.  “I was kidnapped by the white-haired aliens.”  When his face twisted in anger, Ava said, “Just listen, Jamison.” 
 
    “Fine.  Go ahead,” he said as he rocked back in his chair and crossed his arms.    
 
    “I found out that they are called Azziarins, and the ones we have been fighting are called Tureis.  The Azziarins are here to help.” 
 
    Some of the anger drained from his face.  “So, we were right.”  He let out a long breath.  “Why did they kidnap you?  How did they kidnap you?  We were all together, and then you were gone.  What happened?” 
 
    She could see the suspicion on his face as he studied her closely, so Ava chose her words carefully, wisely. “I was in the rear.  They waited for everyone to pass and then snatched me.” 
 
    “But why you?” he asked as he leaned forward. 
 
    This was the tricky part.  After what Jamison had told her earlier—when he said he loved her—she just couldn’t tell him.  She didn’t need him going off half-cocked, trying to pick a fight with them. 
 
    “I don’t know.  Maybe because I’m the smallest of the group.  Or maybe because I was convenient, since I was last.”  She shrugged and threw up her hands.  “Who knows?”  
 
    “And that’s all they wanted?  To talk?”  He cocked his head to the side and studied her. 
 
    “I guess.  They gave me a translator so I can understand them.  And now I’m back.”  Did that sound convincing enough?   
 
    “Okay, then,” he said slowly.  “It’s reassuring that they are here to help.” 
 
    “It is great news.”  She gave him a big smile.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Zekke 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Zekke awoke with a grin on his face, something uncommon for him.  Scenes from last night replayed in his mind.  The things she did… He turned his head, only to find the other side of the bed empty.  A frown replaced his smile.  He slid out of bed and searched the living area and then the bathing area.  His mate was nowhere to be found.  Grabbing his comm unit, he called Rhett.   
 
    “Yes, Commander?” 
 
    “Have you seen my mate?”  Zekke hurried to the closet and pulled out a jumpsuit. 
 
    “Ah… no, Commander.” 
 
    He dressed quickly, grabbed his portable comm unit, and headed toward the bridge.  “Have the ship searched.  I want her found.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander.” 
 
    He stalked past everyone until he reached the bridge.  “Any luck?” 
 
    Rhett met him with a grim face.  “None yet, Commander.” 
 
    As he sat in the captain’s chair, his outward appearance was cool and collected, but on the inside, his thoughts were a jumbled mess.  What happened?  He never heard her leave.  Was she all right?  Where was she?   
 
    Unable to sit and do nothing, Zekke pushed up from the chair to search for her himself.  She could be hiding in a closet, maybe even the one she’d found the standard day before.  He quickly left the bridge without saying a word. 
 
    He searched everywhere with no luck.  With every passing minute, his mood turned more volatile.   
 
    His comm unit beeped, and Rhett’s voice came across.  “Commander, the night squad has just returned, and I have information about your mate.”  
 
    “I’m on my way.” 
 
    Zekke changed directions, and when he entered the meeting room, Rhett stood at the end of the table while Laaul sat with his hands folded together. 
 
    “Tell him what you told me,” Rhett ordered. 
 
    “Commander, I was making my nightly rounds when an unknown human female slipped up behind me.  She pressed the tip of a knife into my side, and took the phaser from my holster.  She ordered me to take her back to Earth.” 
 
    “And you complied?”  Zekke asked, a deadly chill in his tone. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Zekke took a couple of deep breaths and tried to control his rage lest he tear this male apart.  “The female you took to that enemy-infested planet is my mate.” 
 
    Laaul’s widened eyes met Zekke’s.  “Forgive me, Commander.  She said that if I didn’t take her, she’d try to make it on her own.  I was afraid she’d kill herself in the process.”   
 
    Zekke made a fist and slammed it on the table and then spun around and stormed out of the room. 
 
    As the day passed, his mood darkened from volatile to deadly.  The look on his face dared anyone to speak to him, unless it was about… he tightened his lips and clenched his jaw.  The fact that he hadn’t even bothered to ask her name had not escaped his attention.  Yesterday he’d thought nothing of it.  He also realized that he treated his consorts better than he had treated her.   
 
    After third meal, Rhett caught up to him as he headed out of the dining area. Treading carefully, he said, “Commander?” 
 
    Zekke stopped mid-step and turned sharply to face a tentative Rhett. 
 
    Rhett swallowed hard and then said, “You need to see Cannin.  Have him give you something to calm the mating fever.”   
 
    Zekke stared at his second in command while mentally evaluating the situation.  With one quick nod, he turned swiftly and headed to medical. 
 
    “Commander, what can I do for you?”  Cannin said, smiling as he came forward, but one look at Zekke’s face changed that. 
 
    “Have a seat,” the healer said as he grabbed the handheld medi scanner.  He thoroughly examined Zekke and then said with concern, “Commander, you are in full mating fever rage.  I’ve never seen it, but it is not good.  I’m going to give you a double dose of medication to help suppress it.” He grabbed the injector and placed it against Zekke’s neck.   
 
    “How long until it works?” Zekke growled. 
 
    “You should feel some relief soon.  I have to warn you, Commander, this is not a cure—it’s a temporary fix.” 
 
    “I understand.”  Zekke rubbed the injection site with his hand.  He knew he was out of control; he could feel the rage burning inside him.  “Thank you.” 
 
    “You are welcome.”   
 
    Cannin placed the equipment back in the drawer while Zekke headed out of the medical bay.  He needed a mug of Fire’s Breath while he thought of a plan.  From the little he knew about his mate, she was cunning.  Next time, she would not be so easy to catch.  
 
    Sitting on the couch and drinking his third mug, he felt a little more relaxed, even though information rapidly sifted through his mind.  Just as he lifted the mug to his lips, he remembered something Laaul had said.  Where did she get the knife? He placed the mug on the table and headed over to the drawer.  He swallowed hard as dread pooled in his gut.  Slowly, he reached for the handle and pulled the drawer open.  The ornate box stared back at him.  When he removed the lid, he saw that his most treasured possession was missing.  She had stolen his prized knife!  Zekke slammed his fist against the wall, leaving a dent in the metal. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    Almost two weeks had passed, and Ava was a mess.  Her disappearance and kidnapping had shaken things up, so the two squad leaders decided it was time for a break.  A two-week vacation, they called it.  Jamison had tried to talk to her about the kidnapping, but she’d given him a lame excuse.  It started with, “I don’t want to talk about it,” and later became, “I don’t feel well.”  Okay, that last one was the truth; she didn’t feel well.   Lying to him didn’t sit well, but telling the truth would hurt him more.  It was best to keep her distance. 
 
    Zekke was constantly on her mind.  Did he miss her?  She had no doubt that leaving him was the smart choice to make.  He didn’t want her there, and she couldn’t let her squad, her friends, grieve for her, always wondering what had happened, whether she was alive or dead.  No, she had made the right choice, even if it didn’t feel like it right now. 
 
    Some of the guys didn’t like the constant togetherness, so Jamison, along with the other squad leader, Stuart, had led a few men on missions.  Ava chose to stay in.  She was exhausted and could barely get out of bed.  When she slept, she dreamed of Zekke.  It took all her willpower not to run back to him.  What is wrong with me? 
 
    Ava was still lying in bed, sleepy, when Kim flopped down on her cot and faced her.   
 
    “You have been different these past two weeks.  What happened when you were kidnapped?” 
 
    Ava rolled to her side and sat up so she faced her roommate.  She gave her a halfhearted smile but didn’t readily reply.   
 
    “Come on, girl, spill it.” 
 
    Ava glanced at the door.  Kim took the hint and walked over and shut it, giving them privacy. 
 
    “I didn’t tell Jamison the truth.”  Ava stared at her bare feet for a moment and then faced Kim once again.  “Their…” she squinted, “commander.  His name is Zekke.  He told me that they have one true mate, and when he smelled me, it set off his mating fever.” 
 
    “He smelled you?”  she raised her eyebrows. 
 
    Ava chuckled slightly, “I know, right?”  She sighed, “The problem is—well, there are actually a lot of them.  The biggest one,” Ava shrugged, “is that Zekke doesn’t want a mate.  Hell, he didn’t even ask my name.  The funny thing is, I know that the mating fever is a real thing.  I feel the pull.  It’s taking all of my willpower not to run back to him as fast as I can.” 
 
    “Oh…”  Kim’s mouth froze in a circle. 
 
    “Yeah.”  Ava took a deep cleansing breath and told her friend the rest.  “I had sex with him.” 
 
    “Get out!” she said excitedly.   “How was it?  Is he made like a human?” 
 
    Ava grinned at her enthusiasm.  “Incredible.”   
 
    “Come on, girl, you’ve got to give me more than that!” 
 
    “Okay, okay…” Ava licked her lips as memories tumbled through her mind.  “He is made the same, but different.”  Ava looked up and laughed at Kim’s eagerness.  “He’s a little over seven feet tall, has white hair and mesmerizing blue eyes.” 
 
    “Fine. Fine.  He’s nice to look at.  But what about the rest?”  Kim was biting her nails as she sat, waiting impatiently. 
 
    “He’s huge!  I thought it wouldn’t fit!” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah.  And if that wasn’t enough, there are ridges at the base of his shaft that…” she shook her head.  “I can’t even describe how great it felt.” 
 
    “Oh, man!” she sighed. “Can I have one?” 
 
    “I don’t know how that works.  I really don’t know much at all, except maybe they are all dominant.” 
 
    Kim grinned sheepishly and said, “What’s wrong with that?” 
 
    The two of them laughed together.  When it was silent again, Ava played with the hem of her shirt, twisting it in her fingers.  She finally looked up at her friend with tears glistening her eyes and said, “I’m late.” 
 
    Kim squinted.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You know… late,” she emphasized. 
 
    “Oh, like pregnant late?”  
 
    “Maybe.  I don’t know.  I’m never late, but Zekke is the only one I’ve slept with.” 
 
    “What about Jamison?” 
 
    Ava shook her head.  “It’s been a least two months or longer, and we always used condoms.” 
 
    “Can you even get pregnant by an alien?  And isn’t it too early to tell?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  He said his brothers had human mates, so maybe, and I don’t have a clue about their pregnancies.”  Ava shrugged.  She felt numb from the shock of the situation.  Having an alien baby on earth was the last thing she needed.  It would always be in danger.  She would have to leave here and hide somewhere.  There was no way to provide for her or the baby. 
 
    “Maybe the stress is too much for your body, and you just didn’t start.  I’ve heard that’s possible.” 
 
    Hope flared in Ava’s eyes.  “You think so?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, why not?” 
 
    “Thanks, Kim.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.  Whatever happens, we’re in it together.” 
 
    Ava felt more connected to Kim than ever when she said, “Thank you.  That means a lot.” 
 
    As she lay back down on the cot, all kinds of scenarios raced through her mind.  What if she was pregnant?   What would her baby look like?  With her blonde hair and his white, it would have light-colored hair.  Definitely blue eyes, but would they be round like hers or shaped more like his?  And fangs!  How would she ever breast feed?  Okay, bottles it is.   
 
    Kim broke the silence.  “I wonder what their world is like?” 
 
    Ava turned a startled look at Kim, who was now lying on her cot, hands behind her head, staring at the ceiling.  “I don’t know.”  She couldn’t even imagine.  “What do you think?” 
 
    “I bet they have flying cars,” she mused.  They both chuckled. 
 
      
 
     


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Zekke 
 
      
 
    “Commander, we have a lead on the female.”  Zekke leaped from his chair, sending it crashing backwards.  It had been almost two standard weeks, and at times, he questioned his sanity.   
 
    His males feared him even more and avoided him as much as possible.  The only one who would speak to him openly was Rhett. 
 
    He’d had time for a lot of reflection since losing her.  He was angry with himself over the way he’d treated her.  Now he understood why his brothers cherished their mates.  He also understood why they’d agreed to give up their consorts.  
 
    She was his for one night, yet the time they had spent together dominated his every thought.  He scrutinized his treatment of her and vowed that when he got her back, things would be different.  Not only did he need her, now he wanted her. 
 
    Zekke had visited Earth every day.  He’d searched for her and any humans who might know of her whereabouts, but they never encountered any.  He’d almost given up hope. 
 
    “I’m on my way,” he responded as he walked quickly with purpose.  When he entered the meeting room, he looked to Rhett and tried to wait patiently. 
 
    “Commander, the ground team just reported in.  They saw a group of humans dressed in uniform clothing.” 
 
    “Where?” Zekke ground out.  He didn’t care how they were dressed.  All he wanted was to find someone who might lead him to the female. 
 
    “A hidden entrance that leads underground.”  Rhett grinned.  “They want to know your orders on the situation.” 
 
    “Tell them to wait for me.”  He spun around and headed for the cargo bay.   
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    Zekke joined the team of five outside the hidden entrance.  They were huddling behind a few tiny trees just outside the city.  He wasn’t sure what he was looking at as he stared at an empty space.  At least until his eyes latched onto a circular metal hatch with a handle.  “Any activity?” 
 
    “No, Commander.  We were fortunate to catch the group leaving.  There’s been no activity since.”   
 
    Zekke studied the area where this entrance was located.  There was no way to hide their arrival.  They had to go through the hatch located on the ground.  He wasn’t even sure she would be in there, but he had to find out. 
 
    “All right, let’s go.”  
 
    With his phaser pointed in front of him, he led the way.  They took their time, trying to be as quiet as possible as they headed toward the underground entrance.  The round metal door lay flat on the ground.  He never would have found it if his soldiers hadn’t caught the humans leaving. 
 
    He made eye contact with the others, telling them to be ready.  Zekke reached for the handle and pulled.  The door creaked slightly when he pulled it open.  Metal steps descended straight down into a looming black hole.  A faint glow could be seen at the bottom, so he knew someone was down there, at least part of the time. 
 
    Climbing down the ladder would leave him vulnerable, but he had no other choice.  He holstered his phaser, looked at his males, and then started the descent.  The others quickly followed.   
 
     When he reached the bottom, shouts rang out as the humans ran for their weapons.  Zekke pulled his phaser with one hand and grabbed his short sword with the other.  He wasn’t looking for a fight, but he’d give them one if they wanted. 
 
    Six humans aimed weapons at them; their phasers were pointed at the humans.  It was a standoff.  Intense quiet cloaked the room. She was not there. 
 
    A door jerked open.  “What’s going on out here?” his mate said irritably.  When her eyes locked with his, the volatile mood disappeared as relief washed through him.  She was a balm to his battered soul.  Her eyes darted between the two groups.  “Stand down,” she ordered in a voice of steel. 
 
    He watched in awe as the humans followed her orders. 
 
    One of them slightly lowered his weapon but kept a wary eye on Zekke. “Sarge?” 
 
    “It’s okay, Rick.  I know him.” 
 
    “Sarge, Jamison won’t like them being here.” 
 
    She crossed her arms and said in a stern voice, “Jamison’s not here, and these are our allies.” 
 
    “Sarge…” he tried again. 
 
    Zekke watched with fascination as his mate got in this Rick’s face. They were almost nose to chin when she said in a deadly quiet voice, “Are you questioning me?” 
 
    “No, ma’am!” 
 
    She quickly glanced at Zekke.  “Good.  I know them.  They are not here to harm us.”  Rick fell silent, then, but kept a wary eye on the newcomers. 
 
    When his mate rounded on Zekke, he grinned.  Watching her take control of the situation made him proud.  It also made him hard.  She looked at him sharply and said, “Stop smiling.  Your fangs are even longer now, and you’ll scare everyone even more.” The only answer was a big, boisterous laugh.   
 
    “What is wrong with you?  Why are you here?” she hissed. 
 
    “Nothing is wrong, now that I’ve found you.  I have missed you, mate.” 
 
    “I am not your mate,” she said quietly, not wanting the others to hear.  “Remember, you didn’t want me.  The way I heard it, I was nothing more than a consort.  Maybe less.” 
 
    Her words stung, but he knew they had been true at the time.  But not now.  He took a step closer and said, “I am sorry, Sarge.” 
 
    She drew back in confusion, pulled her eyebrows close together, and asked, “What did you call me?” 
 
    “Sarge.  That’s what the other male—this Rick—called you.  Is that not your name?” 
 
    Her lips twitched a little in bitter amusement, a reminder that he’d never asked her her name.  “No, it’s not my name.  It’s my rank.”   
 
    The distance swelled between them. The wall between them felt almost impenetrable, and this was his fault.  The air tasted thick with tension, and he needed to fix it.  “I need to speak with you in private.” 
 
    She crossed her arms, cocked her head to the side, and studied him.  He stiffened his shoulders and mimicked her stance.  Just because he wanted her didn’t mean he would beg.  The commander never begged. 
 
    After a short showdown, she glanced over her shoulder.  The entire room was focused on the two of them.  “Fine,” she said and then turned and walked away.   
 
    He followed her into a small room.  The meager supplies drew his attention as he looked around the tiny space.  It had two small cots, a chest of drawers, and not much more.   She fastened the door behind him and crossed her arms once again. He reached for her, but she took a step back.  “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I am here for you.”  She arched one eyebrow.  “I am sorry for the way I treated you.” 
 
    “You were upfront with me from the beginning.  You said you didn’t want a mate, and that’s okay—I don’t need someone who treats me the way you did,” she shrugged.  
 
    “I apologized for that.”  This would be harder than he’d thought.  She’d tried to act unaffected, but he could smell her hurt.  He could also smell her desire for him as the two scents mixed and swirled together.  An explosive combination.  He needed to tread carefully.  If he took her against her will, he and his soldiers would have to fight the other humans, which would make things much worse. 
 
    “Yes, you did.”  Her face was closed off, but he could hear the defiance in her tone. 
 
    He reached for her hand, but she jerked it away and put it behind her back.  Zekke sat down on one of the cots and sighed loudly.  He held up his hand, gesturing for her to join him.  She heaved a sigh and took a seat on the other cot, facing him. 
 
    “I do not want to fight the humans, but I will if it comes to that.” 
 
    “Now you threaten my friends?  All for a mate you don’t want?  Go home, Zekke.” 
 
    They sat in silence for what seemed like forever.  He stared at his feet.  How could he possibly make her understand?  Raising his head and meeting her eyes, he settled for telling the truth.  If that didn’t work, then he would take her by force. 
 
    With his elbows resting on his legs, and his hands clasped together between his knees, he started.  “We were caught by surprise when the Tureis attacked our planet.  Unlike you, we have the means to protect ourselves from such attacks.”  He blew out a breath.  “Before we could stop them, they had destroyed many populated areas.” 
 
    “Just like here,” she said quietly.  At least he had her attention. 
 
    “Yes.”  He held her eyes, needing her to hear what he had to say.  “My mother was visiting a nearby market when it was destroyed.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said with a softer tone.  
 
    “She wasn’t the only one killed.  Many of my people suffered the loss of a loved one.  I watched my father grieve for the loss of his mate.  Other males were brought to their knees from the loss of theirs.  But it wasn’t just mates.  They were mothers and daughters.  Losing my mother was the first time I experienced true pain.  After that, I vowed never to make myself vulnerable.   I watched as strong males suddenly became weak.  I watch my brothers with their mates, and I know,” he covered his chest with his hand, “I know they would be destroyed if anything happened to them.  Love makes you weak, and I never wanted that.” 
 
    He saw water in her eyes and frowned.  How odd.  She quickly swiped it away and said, “Love does not make you weak.  If anything, it makes you strong.  You fight harder when all hope is lost.  You stay alive when it seems impossible.  You do it because you have something worth fighting for.  Someone to come home to.”  When he shook his head in disagreement, she continued.  “Think of your brothers.  What would they do to save their mates?” 
 
    “Everything!”  Zekke said with conviction.  
 
    “Exactly,” she said with determination. 
 
    Zekke studied the delicate female.  The one who’d just ordered the entire room to lower their weapons.  Maybe he should just start over.  “Our meeting wasn’t the most amicable.  Let’s start over.  I am Zekke Ga’Darinan, prince of the planet Azziar.” 
 
    He waited for her to respond.  She grinned a little and stuck out her hand, “It’s nice to meet you, Zekke.  I am Ava Thompson, Sergeant in the US Army of the planet Earth.”  He stared at her hand until she reached down and grabbed his, giving it a good shake.  “That’s how we greet people here.” 
 
    He nodded.  “What should I call you?” 
 
    “Ava.” 
 
    “It is nice to meet you, Ava, of planet Earth.” Her name rolled off his tongue. Now, for the reason he was here.  “You are my mate.  The past two and a half standard weeks have been… difficult… without you.” 
 
    “But you still don’t want a mate,” she supplied. 
 
    “I’ll admit, I’m… conflicted.  My mind tells me no, but my heart yearns for you.”  He could smell her hurt, but she was a master of disguises.  Her outward appearance was cool and collected.  
 
    She laughed humorlessly.  “I can tell this entire conversation makes you uncomfortable.” 
 
    He grinned.  “It is true.  I do not talk about feelings.”  He never talked about feelings.  He did what he wanted when he wanted.  This was uncharted territory.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    When Ava spotted Zekke standing in the bunker, the air rushed from her lungs, leaving her breathless and gasping.  She wanted to run to him, throw her arms around his neck and never leave his side.  It didn’t last but a second until she regained her composure.  What was he doing here?  How did he find her?   
 
    Her shock was short-lived as her eyes swept the entire room.  There was an intense standoff as both species faced each other.  Someone was bound to get hurt.  “Stand down!” she ordered.  After they lowered their weapons, he gave the hand signal, and his team also lowered theirs.  She then turned and faced Zekke.  He seemed different, somehow.  When he laughed aloud, she didn’t know what to think; she’d hardly even seen him smile.  The only thing she knew for sure?  She wouldn’t run into his arms, no matter how badly she wanted to. 
 
    Now they sat facing each other.  Her soul longed for him; he made her want things that she’d long forgotten.  A family, a husband.  But things had to change.  He told her why he felt the way he did, but it wasn’t enough.  Was he willing to change for her?  She didn’t need much, only someone to love her.  Another thought came quickly on the heels of that one. 
 
    “What about your consorts?  I don’t know much, but I did overhear you talking about that.” 
 
    “I do not have consorts at this time.” 
 
    “At this time,” she murmured, the bitter words leaving a bad taste in her mouth.  “Does that mean you plan to have them later?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he admitted. 
 
    Although she admired his honesty, she would never openly admit how badly those three words crushed her soul.  A knife through her heart would hurt less.  She smiled sadly and said, “Goodbye, Zekke.” 
 
    “I am not going anywhere,” he ground out.  “I am sorry, I just don’t know what I plan to do.  It is our culture.”  
 
    He pleaded with his eyes, but Ava was just too tired.  It was an impossible situation.  She’d barely slept since she had escaped, but the way he described his culture was no way to live.  Culture be damned.  Just as she opened her mouth to speak, the door burst open, and Jamison filled the entrance.  He looked pissed, his jaw hard, his muscles flexing with every step as he stalked over. 
 
    Ava sat deathly still.  Zekke stood like a predator about to pounce, slow and focused.  The testosterone in the room was thick enough to choke them all.  Jamison placed a hand on the back of Ava’s neck, his eyes trained on Zekke.  “Is everything okay, Ava?” 
 
    She could see death glaring in Zekke’s eyes.  His fangs grew longer, and his top lip curled.  A low growl escaped.  Ava swallowed hard. “Yes.  Thank you.”  She looked up at Jamison.  When he dragged his eyes from Zekke and looked at her, she gave him a half-smile and said, “Can you give us a few minutes?” 
 
    His gaze swept back from Ava to Zekke.  “I don’t like this, Ava.” 
 
    “Just a couple of minutes, Jamison.” 
 
    With his eyes focused on Zekke, he said, “Fine, but if you need me, I’ll be right outside.”  
 
    She smiled.  “Thanks.”  He squeezed her shoulder, shot Zekke a death glare, and then quickly left the room. 
 
    Rage marred Zekke’s face as he stood there.  His eyes swept past her to the doorway and back.  “Who was that?” he growled in a low voice. 
 
    Feeling emotionally raw and a little mean, especially after the consort comment, she used the situation to her advantage.  She knew he wouldn’t hurt her.  With a wave of her hand, she casually said, “Oh, don’t worry about him.  He’s just my consort.”  She frowned.  “If I leave with you, I can bring him, can’t I?” 
 
    Zekke took a step forward and towered over her.  Through gritted teeth, he said, “Lucky for him, I know that Earth females do not have consorts.  Otherwise, he would be dead right now.”   
 
    Ava swallowed hard at the anger glaring from his eyes.  She was tired.  Confused.  She had been since escaping his ship.  “I’m tired, Zekke.  Just go.”       
 
    Remembering the knife she stole, Ava pushed up from the cot, stepped around him, and retrieved it from the chest of drawers.  She extended it to Zekke, handle first.  “This belongs to you.  Please take it and leave.” 
 
    Zekke’s eyes landed on the knife.  His long fingers wrapped around the handle.  When his eyes met hers once again, he said, “I am not leaving you here.” 
 
    Ava took a seat on the cot.  She heaved a defeated sigh and decided on another tactic.  “Are your brothers happy?” 
 
    Zekke lowered himself to the other cot. His eyes found hers.  “Yes.” 
 
    “Do they have consorts?”  She couldn’t imagine any woman allowing her man to have a mistress, and she really hoped to make him see reason.  This was a deal-breaker for her, even if she had to live the rest of her life in misery, always wanting him.   
 
    “No.  Their mates demanded they give them up.”  Zekke crossed his arms and scowled. 
 
    “And what would their lives be like if one of them decided to take a consort?” 
 
    He sat in silence.  Ava could see every possibility running through his mind.  It was then she realized how much of a military man he really was.   Forming scenarios, calculating outcomes.  He finally met her eyes and said, “Their human mates would be heartbroken and leave.  Chloe would probably kill someone in the process.”  Ava waited in silence.   His face softened.  “I understand what you are saying…”   
 
    “Listen, I don’t know you.  You don’t know me, and yet you expect me to give up everything just to be with you.  And you won’t do the same.” 
 
    “Maybe a compromise, then.” 
 
    “What do you propose?”  Her heart soared with hope.  She desperately needed him, and in more ways than one.  But she schooled her features and showed none of it.  If he would only meet her half way, she was willing to try. 
 
    “We are here to help Earth.  Stay with me.  I’ve heard that when a true mate is found, they will want no other.” 
 
    “We can get to know each other first?”  He nodded.  “If you decide you still want consorts, then know that we are finished.  I don’t care how badly it hurts me, I will leave.” 
 
    “There are no females on my ship.” 
 
    Ava swallowed hard.  This was a huge step, and she risked getting her heart trampled at the end.  But what if it worked out?  This was a life-changing decision.  At least he’s giving me a say in this.  Another thought hit her.  “What about my squad?” 
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    “Would you leave your soldiers shorthanded in a war?  Just abandon them?” 
 
    “No.  And even though I know you are capable, it goes against everything in me to let you fight the Tureis.” 
 
    She didn’t want to fight anymore, she was physically tired and mentally exhausted.  But she wouldn’t be selfish.  “What do you propose?”  
 
    He laughed. “This feels like we are negotiating a peace treaty.”   
 
    She grinned. “Maybe we are.” 
 
    He blew out a deep breath that sounded like victory for her.  “We will give your squad translators so we can communicate and can coordinate our efforts.  Is that satisfactory?” 
 
    Yes, it is!  She wanted to shout for joy and cry at the same time.  Those were terms she could live with.  With a slight nod, she agreed. 
 
    He engulfed her in his strong arms, and she didn’t resist.  She just soaked up the much-needed comfort and prayed it worked out as she wrapped her arms around his waist.  The relief washed through her, taking away the pain and fear that had plagued her while they were apart.  With his arms around her, she knew she was home.  She just prayed it lasted.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Zekke 
 
      
 
    Clarity hit like a punch to the face.  With her in his arms, he never wanted to let go.  As long as he had her in his arms, he didn’t need consorts.  How could he have ever considered keeping them around?  The intense feeling that encased his body was unlike anything he’d ever experienced, and he wouldn’t give that up. 
 
    When she stepped back, he entwined his fingers with hers and smiled.  “I’ve missed you,” she finally admitted.  He squeezed her hand in reply.  “I need to talk to Jamison, though. Explain things.  Can you wait here while I talk to him?” 
 
    The change was instant.  His soft face suddenly became serious.  Focused.  “Why?”  When the other male had come bursting in, Zekke could see the possessiveness in his eyes, in his actions. 
 
    “I never told him—any of them—what really happened when I went missing.”  She pleaded with her eyes for his understanding.  He was not a patient or understanding male.  Earlier, it had taken all his restraint not to draw his sword and smite his rival where he stood. 
 
    He didn’t like it.  Not at all, but he wouldn’t risk losing her again.  Not now. Against his better judgement, he said, “I will wait for a short time, and then I’ll be out.  Hurry.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  The relief was easily heard in her voice. 
 
    His eyes followed her as she rushed from the room, closing the door as she left.  Zekke snarled to himself and quietly muttered his distaste.  He should be at her side, protecting her.  Instead, he was following her lead. 
 
    Zekke’s head shot up when he heard shouts through the door.  “No!  You are not going with them!” 
 
    “Jamison.  Listen to me.  I want to go!”  she pleaded, hoping he could understand. 
 
    Zekke jumped to his feet and yanked the door open, almost ripping it from the hinges.  He stalked up behind Ava and placed a hand on her shoulder while his eyes bored into Jamison’s.  “Everything all right?” he asked, holding the male’s hard gaze. 
 
    Ava glanced over her shoulder at him.  “Yes, it is,” she said and then looked back to Jamison. 
 
    “Ava…” he started and then clamped his mouth shut. 
 
    “Jamison, I’m sorry.” She softened her face.  Hurting Jamison was the last thing she wanted to do.  “I want to go with him.” 
 
     His eyes glanced back and forth between the two, and then to the rest of the squad, standing around listening.  “You lied to me,” he said quietly.   
 
    “I didn’t…” but she knew she had.  “I just didn’t tell you everything.”  That was an understatement. 
 
    “Fine,” he said.  
 
    “Zekke will provide you and the others with translators.  The Azziarins want to work with you to defeat the Tureis.”  At his defiant look, she continued, “Don’t do that.  You know it’s a good idea to work together.  Please, Jamison.”  When he barely nodded, Ava said, “Good.”  She then turned to Zekke and asked, “Do they need to visit the ship, or…” 
 
    “We can bring the translators here.”  Not sure he could trust the human males, he didn’t want them on board his ship.  
 
    As everything calmed down, Zekke sent orders for the healer to bring the equipment.   Everyone was milling around, all still leery of one another, when a voice cut through the low murmuring.  “Ava?”  Zekke turned toward the sound and spotted a red-headed female heading toward them. 
 
    He stepped in front of Ava, who quickly stepped around him.  “She’s my friend.” 
 
    Kim’s eyes sheepishly slid to Zekke and then back to Ava’s.  “Is this him?”  Kim looked happy and a little cautious. 
 
    “It is.” Ava smiled.  “Zekke, this is Kim. Kim, this is Zekke, the one I was telling you about.” 
 
    Zekke leaned down, letting his lips skim her earlobe as he whispered, “You told someone about us.”  Goosebumps dotted her neck and arms.  Ava shivered with desire. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Zekke.”  With a mischievous grin, Kim turned to Ava and said, “You weren’t kidding.  Can I have one?”  Ava laughed and just shook her head in amusement. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    As the shuttlecraft drew closer to the Triumph, Zekke held her hand.  When they landed, he escorted her out.  A smiling Rhett met them in the cargo bay.   
 
    “Commander.” Rhett bowed slightly.   
 
    “Rhett,” he acknowledged and then glanced at Ava.  “Ava, this is my second in command.  Rhett, this is Ava.” 
 
    “It is nice to see you again, Ava.”  She remembered him from before.  He seemed much more amiable than the others. 
 
    “Thank you,” she smiled.  Now that she wanted to be there, everything looked different.  She glanced around the room with different eyes.  The huge cargo bay held several different shuttlecraft.  Gray metal coated the entire space from floor to ceiling.   She was eager to explore the ship now that it was an adventure instead of a kidnapping.   A decision she prayed she could live with later.  
 
    “Would you like me to show you around?”  Zekke was trying, so she would do the same. 
 
    “I would love it.” 
 
    Hand in hand, they walked down the corridor.  Everyone they passed glanced at her and at their joined hands.  A few sniffed the air.  She made a mental note to ask him about that later.  
 
    When a door slid open, the first thing she noticed was a large view screen with Earth displayed in the center.  It was amazing to see earth from space.  As she walked toward it, she didn’t notice the silence of the room, nor the stares as everyone tracked her every step.   
 
    Zekke placed a hand on her shoulder, breaking the trance.  “What do you think?” he asked. 
 
    “It is beautiful,” she said.  “I can’t believe I’m looking at it from space.” 
 
    “You will get to see many more worlds as we travel to and from Azziar.” 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder at him.  “Does that mean I get to go where you go?  You won’t leave me behind?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I mean.  I do spend some time on Azziar, but I prefer my ship.” 
 
    Her gaze returned to the screen.  “I could get used to this,” she said in awe. 
 
    “Good.”  He took her hand and spun her toward him.  For the first time, she noticed everyone staring.  Embarrassment raced up her neck and face, making her blush.  “Are you all right?  Do you need a healer?” 
 
    The concern in his voice made her blush even more.  “No, I’m fine.” 
 
    “If you are sure,” he said cautiously.   
 
    Rhett stood beside another male.  He looked familiar.  As she scanned the room, they all looked similar.  Same hair color, eyes, and skin tone, but different musculature, height, and hair styles.  As sexy as they all were, she didn’t feel the attraction for any of them that she did for Zekke.  
 
    “Ava,” Zekke said, getting her attention.  “This is Tullan, my head of security.” 
 
    Now she remembered.  He was with Zekke when she was kidnapped.  “Nice to meet you,” she said.  
 
    He smiled. “It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Come, I’ll show you the observation room, the dining hall, and we even have a gathering room where the males relax and share a drink.” 
 
    “Like a bar?” 
 
    “No.  A gathering room.”  She smiled at his confused look. 
 
    “As much as I want to see everything, I’m very tired.  Can we do it later?”  The tiredness worried her somewhat.  Every day that passed left her with less energy.  In her heart, she knew something was wrong.  She still held hope that it could be a passing virus, but in the back of her mind, she fretted. 
 
    “Of course,” he smiled down at her.  “Let me show you where our quarters are.”  She didn’t miss the fact he said our quarters. 
 
    Everything was just as she remembered.  She stared at the bed as memories tumbled through her mind.  A red blush splashed once again across her face and neck. 
 
    “Why do you do that?” 
 
    She slowly tore her gaze from the bed and turned confused eyes to Zekke.  “Do what?” 
 
    “Turn red.  It is most curious.” 
 
    “It is called blushing.  Humans do it when they are embarrassed.” 
 
    “What could you be embarr…” his eyes followed her gaze.  She was staring at the bed.  He closed the distance and pulled her to him.   
 
    His hard shaft pressed against her belly.  All thoughts of rest were forgotten as desire flooded her body, and she melted against him.  Trying to think through the lust-filled haze, she breathlessly said, “I thought we were going to get to know each other.” 
 
    His lips barely touched her ear when he said, “We are.”  He skimmed her neck with light kisses.  “We will.”  Another light touch to her jaw with his lips.  “I need you, Ava.” 
 
    Her body quivered involuntarily.  Goosebumps covered her arms and neck. The light kisses to her ear and neck made her breath hitch.  “I have missed you,” he whispered in her ear, the warmth of his breath causing the same reaction as the kisses. 
 
    Still a little guarded, she knew that if this was to work, she had to give, too.  All or nothing.  A lesson she learned a long time ago.  “I missed you, too,” she said honestly. 
 
    When he lifted her into his arms, she wrapped both legs around his waist.  His hard shaft pressed against her core, causing sensations to shoot through her body.  Oh, God, she needed him. 
 
    She sucked and bit his lower lip, needing more contact.  When he growled, she grinned, loving the fact she could elicit such a response.  He came down on top of her, and using both hands, he ripped her shirt down the middle, exposing her lacy bra. 
 
    “I love this,” he said as he flicked the bra strap.  “It’s a temptation that leaves me wanting more.”  Her tore the straps, letting the bra hang down, exposing her breasts. 
 
    “Zekke!”  It came out in an excited, breathless whisper when he sucked one dusky peak into his mouth.  Her hands wove through his hair as his tongue lavished her taut nipple.  “Oh, God!  That feels so good,” she moaned.  With a pop, he moved to the other breast and gave it the same attention.   
 
    Raining light kisses down the valley between her breasts toward the waistband of her BDUs, Zekke flicked open the button.  She raised her hips, letting him slide them down.  “I love this, too,” he said as he tore off her matching lace panties.  “I love this patch of curls that hides your entrance.”  
 
    “Take your clothes off,” she said, needing to see him again. 
 
    “As you wish,” he stood.  Holding her gaze, he slid the black jumpsuit down until he stood naked in all his glory. 
 
    Ava raised herself up on her elbows and licked her lips.  “I don’t think I can wait much longer.” 
 
    “I want to taste you first,” he said, as his hands spread her thighs, giving him access.  One swipe of his tongue had her groaning with want.  Zekke licked and nipped before plunging his tongue deep inside her moist channel.  “You taste so good…” he said as he fucked her with his tongue.  Before she came, he pressed his thumb against her sensitive nub.   
 
    Ava screamed as she clutched his hair.  It had to hurt.  Her hips bucked with every swipe of his tongue.  Blinded by her intense orgasm, she could only gasp as sensations of pleasure saturated her. 
 
    Crawling up her body and with one hand under her thigh, he hitched her leg up and around his waist, opening her up to him.  He surged forward, his hips working overtime as he set a punishing pace.  Ava’s nails dug into his shoulders, and she gripped him tight.  “Oh, God, Zekke!” she cried when another release exploded around him.  Her core clenched tight around his shaft.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Zekke 
 
      
 
    The feel of her soft body underneath his was incredible.  For the first time since she had disappeared, everything felt right.  When her core clenched around his shaft, he knew he would soon follow.  Holding himself deep inside her, he grunted with every pulse as his release flooded her tight channel. 
 
    Lying next to her afterwards was a balm to his battered soul.  The mating fever was not very well understood.  He’d heard only rumors from times past.  He knew that it affected each Azziarin differently.  The effect it had on Jakke was different than the way it affected Dazz.  Even Risshi believed that Mara was his true mate.  
 
    They lay there facing each other.  “That was great,” she said with a smile.  With one finger, she traced each scar on his chest.  He liked the feel of her hands. “How did you get these?” 
 
    Of all the things she could’ve asked!  He’d never told anyone what had happened.  His brothers had tried several times to pry the information from him, but he held his memories close.   Something of this must have shown on his face, because she coaxed, “Come on.  You said we would get to know each other.” 
 
    “I haven’t told anyone.” 
 
    “I can keep a secret.” 
 
    He looked deep into her big blue eyes and could see her need.  She wanted to know him, and she was trying.  Something inside him shifted, and for the first time in a long time, he took a chance; he trusted her.  “It’s not really a secret,” he started.  “After the Tureis attacked my planet, I hunted down the ship responsible for my mother’s death, killed the Captain, and destroyed the ship.  These scars are trophies from the fight.” 
 
    “Did you kill him slowly?  Make him pay?” she asked, her round eyes open and concerned. 
 
    Zekke gauged her reaction as he said, “I did.  He died a slow, painful death.” 
 
    Ava held his gaze.  “Good.  That’s good.”  Her answer surprised him.  Most females would be repulsed to think he took great pleasure in killing anyone slowly, even a Turei.  Killing was a necessity, not something to be enjoyed.   
 
    “What about your family?” he asked. 
 
    “My dad was a high-ranking military man.  He was killed in the initial attack.” 
 
    “They do target all military installations first.” 
 
    Ava nodded her head in understanding.  “When I made it home, I found my mom dead.  The roof of our house had collapsed on top of her.  I can only hope she died instantly,” she choked out in a broken voice. 
 
    As tears ran down her face, Zekke caught one on his finger.  “The other humans occasionally leak water.  Why?”  He tasted the tear with his tongue.  “It’s a little salty.” 
 
    Ava laughed through the tears.  “It’s like blushing.  It’s just something we do when we are extremely happy or extremely sad.” 
 
    They talked about home, their families, her military squad, their lives in general.  It was new ground for Zekke, but once he’d told her about killing the Turei captain, he felt the wall around his heart shatter.  The more they talked, the more his uncertainty fell away, leaving no doubt he wanted her as a mate.  She was an incredible, strong female.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Zekke 
 
      
 
    With each passing standard day, they had seen progress.  They had all but eradicated the Tureis in the one city and were now moving on to others.  Collaboration with Ava’s old squad was almost nonexistent, though—the human leader, Jamison, limited contact as much as possible. 
 
    Walking into the dining hall, Zekke stopped short at the sight.  Ava sat with Rhett.  The sound of her laughter drifted to his ears as he watched the two of them talk.  He took in the sight for a mere second and then headed over.  He placed his hand on her shoulder; she looked up and him and smiled.  “I thought you were busy?” 
 
    “I have to eat sometime!” He grinned.  “Let me get some food, and I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Okay.”  Still smiling, she watched him walk away. 
 
    “You really care for him, don’t you?”   
 
    Ava turned her attention back to Rhett as he spoke. “Yes, I do.”   
 
    “It shows.” 
 
    Zekke placed his tray on the table beside his mate and took a seat.  Ava smiled at him while looking at his food.  “Umm…that looks good.”  She grabbed a piece of fruit from his tray and popped it into her mouth.  “I was right. It is good.” 
 
    At times, Zekke worried about her.  Each standard day her appetite increased, and she needed more rest.  “Would you like me to get you some more?” 
 
    “Nah, you eat.  I’ll go get it.”  Ava pushed up from the chair, leaving Zekke with Rhett. 
 
    “You still haven’t mated her?” Rhett accused, glaring at him.  
 
    “No.”   
 
    “What are you waiting for?” 
 
    As he turned the question over and over in his mind, he didn’t know what was holding him back.  He cared for her, enjoyed her company, even missed her when he was on duty.  He couldn’t imagine his life without her. 
 
    “I am not sure,” he said honestly.  Rhett raised one eyebrow.  Zekke opened his mouth to speak, but he never got the chance.  An outburst of gasps sounded around him.  He turned and spotted Ava lying on the floor with a small amount of blood in her light hair.  
 
    Zekke erupted from the chair, raced to his mate, and scooped her up.  Her head flopped against his arm.  “Ava?” 
 
    Her eyes remained closed as Zekke hurried to medical.  Everyone scrambled to get out of his way as he rushed down the corridor.  What happened?  She’d just gone for food, nothing dangerous. 
 
    The doors to medical slid open as Zekke barreled through.  “Cannin!” 
 
    The healer came rushing out of his office.  “Commander, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “My mate fell and hit her head!” 
 
    “Lay her down over here.”   
 
    Zekke followed Cannin to the examining table where he placed his unconscious mate.  His worried eyes met Cannin’s.  “What is wrong with her?” 
 
    Cannin ignored Zekke and grabbed his handheld medi scanner.  Holding it two standard inches away, he started with her head and then scanned her entire body.  When Cannin frowned, Zekke demanded, “What?  What is wrong?” 
 
    Rhett, along with Tullan and Macce came rushing in.  “What happened?” Rhett asked. 
 
    Zekke just shook his head and turned back to Ava.  Unconcerned about what the others might think, he clutched her hand in his and cast worried eyes on the healer.  “Cannin?”   
 
    Cannin ignored his question.  Opening a drawer on the metal table, he pulled out another medi scanner and repeated the exam.  “Commander, I must speak to you in private.” 
 
    Zekke looked over his shoulder at the others. “Leave,” he commanded, which they promptly did.  “Now tell me,” Zekke demanded. 
 
    “The results are confusing, and…” 
 
    “Just tell me!”  
 
    “She is with young.” 
 
    “Wait… what?” he asked, shaking his head in confusion. 
 
    “She is with young.  That’s why she fell.” 
 
    Young!  How could she be with young? How is that even possible? 
 
     He dropped her hand and staggered backward as one scenario after another played out.  He hadn’t mated her.  Who else had bedded her?  An image of Jamison quickly formed in his mind, and jealousy consumed him. His face twisted in rage.  The male had been so possessive of his mate, and by the look in his eyes, he knew they were more than comrades.   He should have killed him then, but now he’d hunt him like an animal and deliver a slow, torturous death.  He glanced at his mate and felt soul-wrenching pain.  Without a word, he stormed out of medical.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    Ava slowly regained consciousness.  She blinked rapidly and tried to clear the haze from her eyes.  The healer stood next to the bed or stretcher; she didn’t really know what she lying was on.  Her aching head felt warm, and as she started to touch it, he said, “Don’t.  I am healing your wound.” 
 
    “What happened?”  The last thing she remembered was getting more food, and then, “I got really dizzy.” 
 
    “You lost consciousness.  You wounded your head in the fall.” 
 
    He finished, and then slid the scanner in a drawer and pulled up a chair.  Ava didn’t enjoy the way he scrutinized her.  “What?” she finally asked. 
 
    “You fell because you are with young.” 
 
    “What?”  Her head was still a little fuzzy.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know how to make it any clearer.  You are with young.  My medi scanner is showing some inconsistencies, though.” 
 
    Ava sat up a little.  He wasn’t making much sense.  With young.  With young.  “You mean I am pregnant?” 
 
    Now the healer looked confused.  He placed a hand on her stomach and said, “You carry your young here.” 
 
    Ava’s hands flew to her belly.  “Oh, shit!  I’m pregnant!”  She had worried often enough that she might be pregnant but had kept dismissing the idea.  Now that she and Zekke had worked things out, she felt… happy.  A baby, I’m going to have a baby! 
 
    “There is an anomaly with my scanner,” he frowned.   
 
    “What’s wrong?”   
 
    Her worried eyes turned surprised when he said, “It is showing duplicate copies.  I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “Duplicate copies,” she murmured while twisting her face in concentration.  “Twins!” she shouted in stunned surprise.  Her grandmother had been a twin, so it ran in the family.   
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Twins.  I’m having two babies.”   
 
    “Two young?”  he asked, shocked.  She nodded.  “How is that possible?”  
 
    “I don’t know, it just happens,” she shrugged. 
 
    “This is all so…” He shook his head and tried again. “I need to run some tests.  I’ve never seen anyone carry two young.  They are growing at a very rapid rate, and you are not eating enough to supply your body and the young with enough nutrients.  Any other symptoms?” 
 
    “I’m just tired all the time.” 
 
    “That is also due to the rapid development of the young.  And now your body is doing twice the work.” 
 
    Looking around, Ava asked, “Where’s Zekke?” 
 
    The silence was deafening.  Ava watched the healer closely while he avoided eye contact, shifting his gaze to some other gadget in his hand.  She asked again in her authoritative military voice.  “Where is Zekke?” she demanded. 
 
    “He left.”   
 
    Dread pooled in her belly, but she needed to know.  “Why?” 
 
    Cannin sighed.  “When he found out you carried young, he stormed out in rage.” 
 
    Tears filled her eyes as she shook her head.  “He doesn’t want a baby?”  She sniffed. 
 
    “He is angry.” 
 
    “Because he doesn’t want a baby.” 
 
    Cannin looked confused.  “He is not mated to you.” 
 
    Surprised eyes shot to his.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”  Zekke kept calling her his mate.  She swallowed hard, now dreading this important conversation.  What hadn’t he told her? 
 
    “What has he told you about matings?” 
 
    “Nothing much.  Just that I was his true mate.” 
 
    “I see.”  He pulled out some other strange looking piece of equipment.  “Let me do a few other tests and make sure everything is all right.” 
 
    “No!” She threw her legs over the side of the bed and sat up.  Something wasn’t right.  The healer wasn’t telling her something, something important and she wanted—no, she needed to know. 
 
    “But I need to…” 
 
    “You need to tell me what the hell is going on!”  Laser-sharp eyes pierced Cannin as Ava waited for answers.  “Now!” 
 
    Her commanding tone made Cannin step backward.  He finally relented.  “Zekke hasn’t mated you…” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “How do you mate someone?”  She nodded.   “His teeth.  When sunk into the neck, they release a chemical that readies the female body for her mate’s seed.” 
 
    Ava shook her head and clenched her jaw.  Zekke had left that tiny part out.  She even remembered asking about his fangs, and he lied!  Something Cannin said snagged her attention.  “What do you mean by ‘readying the female body for her mate’s seed’?” 
 
    “Only a mated female can conceive.” 
 
    Dawning shone on her face as the picture finally became clear.  The missing piece.  “Zekke doesn’t think it’s his baby?” 
 
    “No, he never mated you.” 
 
    She watched Cannin closely and said, “You don’t think it’s Zekke’s baby?” 
 
    His eyes shifted away, his expression easy to read.  “I must do tests.” 
 
    “To find out if my babies are human or Azziarin?”  She cocked her head to the side and waited for the answer she knew was coming. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “No.”  She stood from the table.  “Thank you, healer,” she said as she walked past him, heading out the door. 
 
    Ava was pissed.  More than pissed, she was steaming mad.   If it was possible, steam would be coming out of her ears.   At least that feeling overshadowed the hurt that tore at her soul.  She headed away from familiar pathways, deciding to tour the ship on her own.  The last thing she wanted was to run into Zekke.  He should have been by her side.  He should have trusted her, given her the chance to talk to him, but no, he stormed out the minute he heard she was pregnant.  Mating be damned!  She’d raise her babies, and he could shove the mating thing up his… she hit a solid wall. 
 
    Looking up, she saw a familiar face.  “Rhett, what are you doing?” 
 
    “Looking for you, actually.  I stopped by to check on you, but Cannin said you’d just left.  What are you doing in this part of the ship?” 
 
    She shrugged, “Just looking around.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes.  “I can smell the lie.” 
 
    “What?”  She placed her hands on her hips and shook her head in anger.  Something else he’d conveniently forgotten to tell her. 
 
    “I said, I can smell your lie.” 
 
    “I heard you the first time, I just didn’t believe you,” she shot back, annoyed.  “I do not lie!”  
 
    She glanced up at him.  It didn’t matter how much she liked Rhett, all men lied—as evidenced by Zekke, and he was supposed to be her mate.  And now, it turned out she wasn’t even mated to him. “Bullshit.”  She tried to step around him, but he stepped in front of her.  She closed her eyes and said through clenched teeth, “Please, move.” 
 
    “No.  Not until you tell me what is wrong.  Where are you going?”  He stood with crossed arms staring down at her. 
 
    “Fine.  I’ll tell you if you find me quarters of my own—and you don’t tell Zekke.”  She crossed her arms.  Those were her terms.  After a brief intense stare-down, he nodded. 
 
    He led the way until they came to an ominous door that loomed at the end of a dark corridor.  “This is the best you could do?” she asked as they stood in front of the door. 
 
    “If you don’t want Zekke to know, yes.”  He smirked. 
 
    “You’re an ass,” she said as she walked past him and through the door.  Her new quarters were adequate, though.  A small chair, a small coffee table, and a full-size bed.  It was more than she’d had on Earth. 
 
    He followed her in.  “Now tell me why Zekke is heading to Earth in full-on rage and you are wandering around, wanting new quarters.”   
 
    He took a seat on the table while she sat in the chair. 
 
    “Why is Zekke heading to Earth?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  He stormed out of medical, grabbed his weapons, and headed to the cargo bay.  He wouldn’t tell me anything, and to be honest, I was afraid to ask him.  So, now I’m asking you.” 
 
    “I’m pregnant.”  He got the same confused look that Cannin had had.  “I’m with young,” she clarified.  
 
    His eyes widened in alarm.  “How is that possible?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I am.” 
 
    “I have to ask, does the young belong to Zekke?” 
 
    A humorless laugh escaped.  “You’re the first one to ask, and yes, my babies belong to Zekke.” 
 
    “Babies?” he questioned. 
 
    “Babies, young, twins,” she shrugged.  “I’m having two babies.” 
 
    “Two!  Is that even possible?” 
 
    “Sure.  Some humans have three or four at one time.  My grandmother was a twin, and it normally runs in families.” 
 
    “What does twin mean?” 
 
    “Having two babies at one time.  They can look identical.” 
 
    “Wow,” he said.  “So, what is wrong with the commander?” 
 
    “According to Cannin, as soon as Zekke found out I was pregnant, he stormed out.  I guess he doesn’t think the babies are his, and I sure as hell ain’t telling him.  He lied to me, and I had to hear from Cannin that I wasn’t really mated to him.   Doesn’t that make me a consort?”  When he didn’t answer, she leveled a hard glare at him.  “Answer the question.” 
 
    “Yes,” he finally admitted. 
 
    “That’s what I thought.”  She looked at Rhett with pleading eyes.  “Will you help me?” 
 
    “I cannot lie to the commander.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to.  If he doesn’t ask, just don’t tell him, please,” she begged.  He nodded.  His face softened as tears welled up in her eyes.  He opened his arms. 
 
    She didn’t hesitate when she accepted the hug, needing the comfort. Her tears freely flowed, wetting his black jumpsuit.  “Thank you, Rhett.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.  Do you need anything?” 
 
    She leaned back and looked at him.  “Yes.  I need my weapons.  If something happens, I need to defend myself.” 
 
    “If I get your weapons, do you promise to stay here?  Not escape back to Earth?”   
 
    She thought about it and knew she couldn’t raise her babies on earth.  If anything happened, she would need Cannin’s help.  “Yes.  I promise.” 
 
    “All right, then.” 
 
    An uneasy truce had been formed.  Rhett was now her ally.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Zekke 
 
      
 
    The ride to the planet was long and torturous.  Confronting the human male consumed his thoughts.  Images of laying Jamison’s throat open and watching him die a slow death played in his mind.  When they finally landed, the unwanted group of five flanked his every move.  He didn’t want them there but knew Rhett had ordered them to accompany him.  He vaguely remembered Rhett saying something about needing numbers in a battle. 
 
    He strode through the destroyed city, not seeing any of it.  With the Azziarin presence, the Tureis had moved on to different territory.   
 
    Just as he approached the hatch, luck was on his side.  The door opened, and several humans came out, ready for patrol.  Zekke crossed his arms and waited for his prey.  When Jamison exited, Zekke barreled forward, hitting him with a right hook.  He staggered back and cupped his bleeding jaw with his right hand.  “What’s your problem?” Jamison yelled as he rubbed his jaw. 
 
    Zekke never said a word as he swung again.  Jamison was ready this time.  He ducked and then landed a punch on his own.  They exchanged blow after blow, both of them evenly matched in anger, if not physical size.   Zekke hadn’t expected Jamison to be a formidable opponent.  After a long fight that left both of them exhausted and bleeding, Zekke stood facing Jamison.  Through clenched teeth, Zekke spit out, “Ava is with young!” 
 
    Jamison spat blood on the ground and said, “And?” 
 
    “I haven’t mated her, so it must be human.” 
 
    Jamison bent at the waist and placed his hands on his knees.  His breathing was labored.  “No way.  It’s been too long. Not possible.” 
 
    What?  Some of the anger disappeared.  Zekke looked around for the first time and saw that his males and the other humans had weapons leveled on each other.  Taking a deep breath, Zekke said, “I don’t believe you,” but he did.   
 
    Jamison turned angry eyes on him and spat, “I don’t care what you believe.” 
 
    Zekke staggered back as though he’d been struck.  “What are you saying?” 
 
    Jamison faced the surprised Azziarin and said, “If she is pregnant, it’s not by me.  It’s been too long, and is not possible.” 
 
    “Someone else here?” he accused. 
 
    “No.”  Jamison finally caught his breath enough to stand up straight. 
 
    This left Zekke with more questions than answers.  Could it be his?  Did he leave her alone in medical to deal with this on her own for no reason?  As dread pooled in his belly, a terrible feeling encased him.  He needed to get back, and fast.  He’d never acted impulsively before, but there he stood having fought one of her squad members.  What had he done? 
 
    He nodded to an angry Jamison and walked away. 
 
    When the shuttlecraft landed back on the ship, Zekke stalked out, heading toward medical.  He needed to talk to Ava, and to the healer.  Scenarios soared through his mind.  If the young wasn’t human, then it must be Azziarin.  But how was that possible?  Hopefully, Cannin could provide the much-needed answers.  
 
    When he entered medical, Ava was nowhere to be seen.  “Cannin?” 
 
    “Commander.  How can I help you?” 
 
    “I need to know about the young.  Is it Azziarin?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Commander.  She would not consent to more tests,” Cannin answered.   
 
    “Is it possible that she carries my young?”  He needed to know. 
 
    “Anything is possible.  The fact that she carries two young instead of one is a mystery unto itself.”  Zekke stood speechless.  Cannin had managed to stun him twice in one standard day.  Two young!  Could her small body handle it?  Sydney was having a hard time carrying one due to the rapid growth.  
 
    “Where is she?” he demanded. 
 
    “I do not know.  The moment she realized that you stormed out and had not mated her, she left.” 
 
    “You told her?” he demanded. 
 
    “Yes.  She can be as scary as you.”  Zekke wanted to feel proud, but he only felt dread.  He’d just gotten her back, and already he’d messed up once again.  How had his brothers handled their earth mates?  They were so different than Azziarins.   If felt like playing a game and learning the rules as you went. 
 
    Zekke headed for his quarters.  How would he explain his way out of this?  Walking in, he searched, but she wasn’t there.  Puzzled, he headed to the dining hall.  Others were there eating, but not Ava.   
 
    “What happened to you?”  Nollan asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You are bleeding.” 
 
    His hand covered his swollen cheek.  He and Jamison had truly unleashed their anger on each other.  “It’s nothing.  Have you seen Ava?” 
 
    “No, Commander.”  With one nod, Zekke left. 
 
    He searched the observation room, the gathering room; he even looked for her on the bridge.  Standing in his ready room, he grabbed his comm unit.  “Rhett, my ready room.” 
 
    “On my way.” 
 
    Zekke leaned against the front of his desk, and when Rhett walked in, he asked, “Have you seen my mate?” 
 
    Rhett took a military stance.  Hands behind his back looking straight ahead.  “She is not your mate.” 
 
    Zekke straightened his spine and spoke softly. “What did you say?” 
 
    At the deadly tone, Rhett swallowed hard but remained silent. 
 
    Nose to nose with Rhett, Zekke hissed, “Where. Is. She?” 
 
    “Commander, she asked for new quarters.”  Zekke stepped back.  Somehow, Ava had managed to gain the loyalty of his most trusted officer. 
 
    “Why?” Zekke asked, his tone a little more concerned and less deadly. 
 
    “I could smell her hurt.  It was… brutal.”   
 
    Heading toward Ava’s new quarters, ones reserved for the lowest ranking on the ship, Zekke seethed.  If she thought he would just let her move in there, she needed to think again.   
 
    When the door opened, his anger drained away.  She was lying on the bed, her knees drawn up, and water running down her face.  Her skin was red and blotchy.  She looked so vulnerable lying there. 
 
    “Ava,” he called to her in a soft voice. 
 
    Her head jerked in his direction, and her sad eyes changed instantly. 
 
    “Get out!” she screamed. 
 
    “Ava, please…” 
 
    She got to her feet, and screamed, “I said get out!”  
 
    He wasn’t having it.  He closed the distance and pulled her into his arms.  She squirmed, trying to get loose.  “Let me go!” 
 
    “No,” he said as he held her tightly.  And then in a calm, soothing voice, he said, “You are going to listen to me.” 
 
    He waited until she ran out of steam and then scooped her up and set on the bed.  Holding her in his lap, he said, “I’m sorry.”  No response.  He hugged her close and chose his words wisely, words from the heart. 
 
    “I’m sorry I left you alone in medical and didn’t talk to you first.  This is still new for me.  I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about the mating.  For Azziarins, we get one mate, and that’s it.  I wanted to make sure you wanted to stay with me, and… if I’m being honest… I was still worried about a mate making me vulnerable.  Not that it matters anymore, because I already love you.” 
 
    “You love me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You lied to me,” she accused. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    They sat in silence with him holding her on his lap.  He didn’t know where things stood between them.  The only thing he knew for sure was that he was heading home.  He wanted her away from Earth, and with her carrying two young, they needed the better medical facilities of Azziar.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    She understood what Zekke said, but she trembled with hurt.  It bothered her most of all that he’d lied about the mating. 
 
    Her emotions were heightened due to the pregnancy, and that made it hard for her to think straight.  He said he loved her.  Did he? 
 
    “You’re only telling me you love me because of the babies.” 
 
    “I’m not.  I do love you and want nothing more than to be your mate.” 
 
    “I can’t.  Not now.  You’ve hurt me, and I need time.”   
 
    “You’re not staying here.” 
 
    She looked at his worried face and knew he was just being protective.  Right now, she was too tired to fight about it. 
 
    “Fine,” she reluctantly agreed. 
 
      
 
    Day after day passed, and according to Zekke, they were heading for Azziar.  Azziarin pregnancies advanced much more quickly than human ones, and she needed to be closely monitored.   
 
    Slowly, things were getting better between them.  She stayed in, never leaving their quarters, now that she knew that others could smell if she was mated.  That’s why they sniffed.  Embarrassment kept her hidden away.   
 
    Standing in front of a mirror, she turned one way and then the other, looking at her protruding belly.  Every day there was a noticeable difference.  She smiled; the storm cloud had finally lifted, and she was happy.   
 
    “You two are going to make me so big.”  She rubbed her belly while talking to her babies.  She was finally going to be a mother.  She would have a family again. 
 
    “You are beautiful.” 
 
    She turned to the sound of Zekke’s voice and smiled warmly.  “What are you doing back so early?” 
 
    “I just wanted to see you.”  
 
    He slowly walked over and ran his hands over her hair.  “It’s getting longer,” he mused. 
 
    “I haven’t cut it lately.” 
 
    “Don’t.  You have beautiful golden hair.” 
 
    She smiled up at him, loving the feel of his hand.  She turned her face into his hand.  “I’ve missed you,” she admitted. 
 
    That’s all it took.  Zekke carried her to bed.  His touch was gentle, and the sensations sparked throughout her body with each nip and caress.  It was more about needing the emotional connection, at least for her. 
 
    Staring into his eyes while he was deep inside her, she said, “I love you, Zekke.”  As they both found release, he sank his teeth deep, making it official. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Zekke 
 
      
 
    Ava and Zekke sat with Rhett in the dining hall.  Her appetite was growing daily, along with her size.  He feared that she couldn’t carry the babies and was anxious to get her home.   
 
    She finally agreed to tests, and Cannin assured them both that the pregnancy was progressing normally. 
 
    Zekke smiled at her happy expression as she talked to Rhett.  “I can’t wait to see your planet.” 
 
    “It is much better than yours.” 
 
    “But you didn’t get to see Earth before the Tureis came,” she said defensively. 
 
    “The Tureis didn’t change the weather.  It is cold on your planet.” 
 
    Ava laughed.  “It’s not cold everywhere.  Some places are very warm year-round.” 
 
    “If you had two suns like us, the entire planet would be warm year-round.” 
 
    Zekke listened in amusement at the back-and-forth banter between the two. 
 
    He’d just finished eating when his comm unit beeped.  “Commander, there are three Turei ships fast approaching.” 
 
    “On my way.” The playful demeanor gone, he and Rhett stood at the same time. 
 
    “I’m going with you.” Glancing at Ava’s determined face, Zekke nodded, and the three of them headed for the bridge. 
 
    “Durrak, report,” Zekke said as he entered the bridge. 
 
    The ship rocked as the Turei ships fired upon them.  “Return fire.”  He looked at his mate and said, “Ava.” He held out his hand.  When she took it, he directed her to the captain’s chair.  “Sit here.  I don’t want you falling.” 
 
    The ship rocked as all three of the Tureis’ ships fired at them.  The Triumph returned fire and did some damage, but three was too many.  The outcome looked grim.  He glanced at Ava and knew she thought the same. 
 
    “Commander, there’s another ship approaching.”  They watched as it fired on one of the Turei ships.  “It is the Curazins, Commander.” 
 
    The Curazins were long-time allies, and with their help, the Triumph took out one Turei ship while the Curazins dealt with the others. 
 
      


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    When the Curazin captain appeared on the view screen, Ava stared in awe.  Another alien species.   Even though he looked odd, he was still handsome.  Light blue in color, he had three hard ridges on his forehead and round, solid black eyes.  His muscles mirrored the Azziarins’.   
 
    Her eyes slid to someone who stood behind him.  A human was staring back at her.  “Zekke,” she said with concern.  Her heart pounded.  What was he doing there? 
 
    “I see,” Zekke said quietly. 
 
    “Thank you for your help, Commander,” Zekke addressed the Curazin, who stared at his mate. 
 
    “You are welcome.  I am Toran.” 
 
    “I am Zekke, prince of Azziar.”   
 
    Toran glanced at Zekke, but most of his focus remained on Ava.  “As payment for our assistance, an invitation to visit your ship would suffice.” 
 
    They were an honorable race, or Zekke would never allow them to board.  And now he owed them a debt.  “Will you join my mate and me for refreshments?” 
 
    “Accepted.  We will see you soon.” 
 
    As soon as the screen went dark, she asked, “Who are they?  Why was that human with them?” 
 
    “Rhett, you have the bridge.  Tullan, Macce, you’re with us.” 
 
    Zekke took Ava’s hand.  “Come on, let’s greet our guest.” 
 
    “Who are they?” she asked again as they headed to the cargo bay. 
 
    “The Curazins are a dying race.  They are advanced in technology, but their planet remains primitive.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.  Why are they dying?  How is it primitive?” 
 
    “Something happened to change their biology.  Now one female Curazin is born for every hundred males.   To keep the males in line, they organize fights, train, anything that helps them burn off the aggression.  They use their technology only for space travel.” 
 
    “How awful! Why can’t they find another species, if humans can breed with Azziarins?” 
 
    “I’ve heard rumors that they have tested many different species, and although they can join with them, they can’t have young.” 
 
    She felt sorry for them, going through life without hope of marrying or having children.  Her hands flew to her baby bump. 
 
     They waited in the cargo bay.  When the shuttlecraft landed, three Curazins and one human disembarked.  They all stared at her.  Zekke stepped in front of her, shielding her from the intense scrutiny.  Facing the newcomers, he said in a stern voice, “You will show my mate respect.” 
 
    Toran’s eyes shot to Zekke’s, and then he bowed his head.  “My apologies if we made your mate uncomfortable.  We have much to discuss.” 
 
    His eyes landed on the human male.  “I agree.” 
 
    They escorted the newcomers to the meeting room.  Refreshments were served as the two groups sat down at the table and faced each other. 
 
    Ava couldn’t stop staring at the human.  She finally broke the ice and said, “I’m Ava.  I was living near D.C. when everything happened.” 
 
    It was then she noticed that silence filled the room.  Everyone wanted to hear the two humans. 
 
    “My name is Alan.  I’m from Nashville.” 
 
    “How did you end up with the Curazins?” 
 
    His smile was so sad; it tugged at her heartstrings.  “I might ask you the same question.”  His eyes darted to Zekke and then back to Ava. 
 
    “I don’t mind.  I’m a Sergeant in the army.  Only a handful made it out alive when the Tureis attacked.  I patrolled with my squad each night.  The Azziarins showed up to help,” she smiled at Zekke, “and here I am.”   
 
    “You’re happy?” 
 
    “Yes, I am.  Now it’s your turn.” 
 
    “My sister and I retreated to a cabin when the first attacks came.  For months, we isolated ourselves.  One day we decided to drive into town, see if they were still there.”  He shook his head and swallowed hard.  “It was my fault; I knew better.  The Tureis were everywhere.  I crashed the car and knew that it was the end of the line for me.  I was dead.”  He drew in a ragged breath.  “I woke up on one of the Tureis’ ships and was later rescued by the Curazins.  I know the Tureis took my sister, and Toran has agreed to help me search for her.” 
 
    Toran finally spoke up.  “The Tureis had started a new breeding program.  There was one other human there, a female.  She was held in a separate area.  We think they were trying to impregnate her.”   
 
    “Did they?” Zekke inquired. 
 
    “No.”  Toran leaned back and crossed his arms. 
 
    Zekke leveled his gaze on Alan.  “Your sister, what is her name?” 
 
    “Krista.  She looks like me.  Same hair color, eyes, light skin.  Have you seen her?” 
 
    Zekke studied the human male.  Finally he said, “She thinks you’re dead.” 
 
    Tears filled Ava’s eyes as she watched the strong man fight back his own tears.  “You know her?” he asked Zekke. 
 
    “I do.  My brother rescued her from the Tureis.” 
 
    “Thank God!” he exclaimed.  “I’ve been so worried about her.  Can you take me to her?” 
 
    “We are headed there now, and you are welcome to join us,” Zekke offered. 
 
    “I have a request,” Toran interjected. 
 
    Zekke turned his attention to him.  “I’m listening.” 
 
    “Although he is from planet Earth, he cannot tell me its location.” 
 
    “You want Earth females?” 
 
    “The Earth female we rescued is living with a male of her choosing.  She carries his young.” 
 
    Zekke smiled. “You have found a compatible species.” 
 
    “Yes.  Do you have the coordinates?” 
 
    “Yes.  But know that the Tureis are still there, and our fleet is there to help the humans fight.” 
 
    Toran laughed.  “We will also send ships.  If the Tureis want a fight, we will give them one.” 
 
    “The planet is located in the Dreama sector.  I’ll send the exact coordinates over to your ship.” 
 
    “The Dreama sector?  I didn’t think any life existed there.” 
 
    “Neither did we.”  
 
    Both groups stood, and Zekke and Toran clasped forearms.  “Thank you for the information,” Toran said warmly. 
 
    “Thank you for your assistance,” Zekke added. 
 
    Ava stood in front of Alan.  “Do you need to get anything before we leave?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “I don’t have anything.”  He hid his emotions well, but Ava could see how shaken up he was—his hands trembled slightly, and he swallowed hard.  “I can’t believe I’ve found her.”  He looked to Zekke, “Are you sure it’s the right Krista?” 
 
    “No.  But the story sounds familiar, and you do resemble her.” 
 
    “I’ll have to wait and see.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Azziar 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe we’re finally here!” 
 
    Ava and Zekke stood on the bridge as they stared at Azziar on the view screen.  “What do you think?” he asked.  
 
    Her excited eyes met his.  “It’s beautiful.  Where our planet is blue, yours has a lot of lavender.” 
 
    “The color of our water.” 
 
    She leaned into him.  “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too.”  He kissed the top of her head. 
 
    “Let’s go see if Alan is ready.” 
 
    Alan didn’t socialize often; he kept mainly to himself.  Who knew the horrors he’d endured at the hands of the Tureis?  Finding his sister would be a blessing.  After all the death and destruction, it would be nice to see at least one family reunited. 
 
    They stood outside Alan’s door and waited while she rubbed her rapidly growing belly.  It worried her a great deal, but she never voiced her concerns to Zekke.  He worried enough.  Not that he said anything, but she caught his apprehensive expression when he thought she wasn’t looking. 
 
    When the door slid opened, Alan filled the entrance.  He wore the same standard black jumpsuit as the other males on board.  “I’m ready,” he announced.   
 
    The ride to the surface was scary and exhilarating at the same time.  Normally, Ava handled situations better, but nervous energy made her tap her foot and bite her nails at the same time. 
 
    “What is wrong with you?” Zekke laughed as he grabbed her hands. 
 
    Her anxious eyes met his.  “What if they don’t like me?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Your family.  This is just so…  It’s a…” 
 
    He laughed and hugged her close.  “Ava, I’ve never seen you like this.” 
 
    “It’s a new planet!” 
 
    “Come on.”  He took her hand and pulled her out of the shuttlecraft.  Warm air brushed her face, eliciting a smile.  Two suns hung high in the sky.  Huge trees stood off in the distance.  Descending the steps, she grinned at the springy ground. 
 
    “Your planet is beautiful.”  Her voice was laced with wonder. 
 
    She looked to Alan, who also took in the surroundings but didn’t comment.  His only concern was finding his sister.  If the situation were reversed, Ava imagined she’d be exactly the same. 
 
    “This way,” Zekke said as he pulled her toward a shiny black castle that looked out of place on this untouched planet.  A medieval castle made with modern technology.     
 
    Inside, the castle was immaculate.  Ava turned in a circle, looking up at the high white marble walls.  “What is this?  It looks like marble, but not really.” 
 
    Zekke just laughed.  “Come on.”  He tugged on her hand until she gave up on identifying the materials. 
 
    Sounds of female laughter reached her ears.  When they walked through the double glass doors, Ava grinned.  Humans and Azziarins sat together at one end of a massive table, sharing a meal. 
 
    Ava grinned up at Zekke.  “Your family?” 
 
    He smiled down at her.  “Yes.  And now yours.” 
 
    At the sound of their voices, Jakke spotted them first.  “Zekke, you’re back!”  He pushed up from the table and headed their way.  
 
    “I am.” The two clasped forearms. 
 
    All the others joined them.  Sydney explained, “We all missed second meal.  Mara had her baby!” 
 
    Zekke looked down at Sydney and noticed her belly.  “She’s not the only one.” 
 
    Sydney laughed. “I had Alexx right after you left.”  Sydney’s eyes shifted to Ava.  “Who did you bring back with you?” 
 
    “My mate, Ava.”   
 
    “It nice to meet you, Ava.  I’m Sydney, that’s Chloe, and the one coming late to the party is Krista.” 
 
    Krista had just come out of a room carrying a plate stacked high with cookies.  “What? I wanted more.  These are so good!” Krista said in a playful tone. 
 
    “Whatever,” Sydney laughed and turned back to Ava.  “This is my mate—” 
 
    “Krista?”  Alan stepped around Zekke.   
 
    Krista froze when she heard his voice. Looking up, she saw him standing there.  “Alan?” she dropped the plate of cookies on the floor and sprinted toward him.  He caught her in his arms and lifted her off the ground in a bear hug. 
 
    “I was so worried about you!” he said, not bothering to hide his tears. 
 
    “I thought you were dead, and it was all my fault.”  After a long embrace, she leaned back and wiped the tears from her eyes.  “How can you be here?  I watched you die!” 
 
    “It’s a long story.  What about you?  What happened?” 
 
    Kollin walked up behind her and placed his hand on her shoulder.  She smiled lovingly at him and said, “This is Kollin, my mate.  He was taken by the Tureis, and when he escaped, he took me with him.” 
 
    “Your mate?” Alan raised one concerned eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes, my husband.”  She smiled up at Kollin and told him through her happy tears, “My brother’s alive!” 
 
    Krista turned her attention to Zekke and his new mate.  “Glad you’re back, Zekke.  Welcome to the family, Ava.” 
 
    “Thanks,” they both said in unison, and shared a quick, loving look. 
 
    “I think we will head up to our rooms.  I have a lot of catching up to do with my brother,” Krista said. “Come on, Alan!” 
 
    Ava watched the three of them walk away.  Krista had one arm around Kollin’s waist and one around Alan’s. 
 
    “Wow!”  Sydney wiped away the one tear that escaped her watery eyes.  “Where were we before that wonderful reunion took place?  Oh, yes, this is my mate, Jakke,” she pointed to another male, “and that’s Chloe’s mate, Dazz.” 
 
    “We were heading back up to see Mara and the baby.  Want to come?” Chloe asked. 
 
    “Risshi isn’t doing so well,” Dazz added.  Concerned for his brother, Zekke and Ava joined the others.  
 
      
 
    As they entered Rissshi and Mara’s room, they found Risshi pacing the floor, looking frazzled.  “What’s wrong with him?” Zekke whispered to his brothers. 
 
    “Mara had the human baby early,” Jakke supplied. 
 
    “How early?” Ava asked. 
 
    Sydney answered this time.  “It’s hard to tell, but it wasn’t that early.  She was just small, but she’s very healthy.” 
 
    “Then why is he acting like that?”  Ava nodded to Risshi. 
 
    Sydney and Chloe both chuckled.  “Come on, we’ll show you.” 
 
    Ava and Zekke followed them into Mara’s room.  “You’re back!” Mara spoke from the bed, where she half-sat with the baby in her arms. 
 
    “I told you we wouldn’t be long.”  Chloe walked out and straightened the pillows behind Mara’s back.  “Is that better?” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks.”  Her gaze was on Ava when she asked, “Who’s that?” 
 
    “I’m Ava, and I’m with him.”  She nodded toward Zekke and grinned. 
 
    Sydney stretched out her arms.  “May I?” 
 
    “Sure,” Mara smiled at her baby and passed her to Sydney, who then handed her to Ava. 
 
    She was tiny.  “What is she, about five pounds?”  She looked just like her mother.  Same eyes and hair color. 
 
    “Our best calculations with their measurements is five pounds, one ounce.” 
 
    Ava grinned up at Zekke and noticed the horrified look on his face.  “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “It is small,” he gulped. 
 
    “She’s beautiful.”  Looking up at Mara, she asked, “What’s her name?” 
 
    “Faith,” she smiled.   
 
    Ava smiled down at the sleeping baby and then handed her to Zekke, not taking no for an answer.  “Just support her head and you’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Support her head?  She fits in the palm of my hand.”  Ava and the others chuckled. 
 
    Ava watched Zekke as he stared in awe at the tiny baby sleeping peacefully in his grasp.  Soon, her husband would be holding their babies.   
 
    After a few minutes, Sydney reached for the baby.  “Here, I’ll take her.”  
 
    Zekke wrapped his arm around Ava.  “Ready to go see our suite of rooms?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ava said, and looking at the other females, “It was nice to meet you all.”  To Mara she said, “Your baby is beautiful.  Congratulations.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Mara smiled. 
 
    As they walked out of the bedroom room, Zekke cuffed Risshi on the neck and said, “Congratulations, brother.” 
 
    Scared eyes turned to him.  “The baby is so small.” 
 
    Zekke laughed.  “You’ll adjust.”  Addressing everyone else, he said, “We’ll see you all for first meal.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Zekke 
 
      
 
    It was so tiny.  He literally held a life in the palm of his hand.  The weight of the baby was less than half of an Azziarin baby.  His head was spinning.  Soon he would have two babies.  How would they manage? 
 
    When Sydney took the baby, they said their goodbyes and headed out.  Poor Risshi still looked frazzled.  From the moment he saw his younger brother’s frightened eyes, he felt closer to Risshi.  Not that Risshi had changed, but Zekke had.  Letting someone into your life would do that. 
 
    He worried about Ava.  The babies were causing a great strain on her body.  Every standard day required increasingly more rest for her.   Tomorrow, they’d visit the healer.   
 
    They walked hand in hand until they stood in front of a heavy wooden door.  “This is it.”   
 
    “The grain on the wood is so intricate.  I’ve never seen anything like it before.”  Ava ran her hand over the door while Zekke chuckled. 
 
    The suite of rooms was nicely decorated with plush rugs, heavy drapes, and large tapestries.  It smelled of old money. 
 
    Zekke tugged on her hand, she spun around, and he pulled her into his arms and whispered, “Welcome to your new home.” 
 
    With her cheek pressed against his chest, she said, “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “It is, with you here.” 
 
    The exhaustion was etched in her eyes; he could see it in her smile.  “Let’s get ready for bed.” 
 
    “I am tired,” she admitted. 
 
    “I know.  Tomorrow we will visit Rykker.” 
 
    That night, he held his mate as she slept, but anxiety kept him awake.  He worried for Ava.  Worried for the babies.  Worried how to care for two babies.  What if he couldn’t tell them apart? 
 
    Zekke was still awake when the first sun made an appearance, its warm rays bursting through the slits in the drapes, lighting the room.  He let her sleep.  When the second sun came up, he slipped out of bed. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Ava asked with a sleepy voice. 
 
    He looked over his shoulder and smiled.  “I didn’t mean to wake you.” 
 
    “You didn’t,” she lied. She climbed out of bed.   
 
    “How do you feel?” he asked. 
 
    “Good.”  She grabbed a blue robe off the chair and slipped it on.  “How about we see the doctor—I mean healer—now.  Think he’s up?” 
 
    “If he’s not, he will be.  I’ll check while you get dressed.” 
 
      
 
    “How is she, Rykker?  Are the babies all right?”  Zekke dragged a frustrated hand through his hair.  Rykker was taking his sweet time examining Ava.  The silence grated on his nerves.  He could at least say something! 
 
    When Rykker finished the exam, he faced both Zekke and Ava.  “She and the young are healthy.  I am a little concerned that she carries two, though.” He shook his head.  “It’s hard to believe that such a thing is even possible.  But with plenty of rest, supplements, and food, I think everything will be fine.  I will monitor her closely.” 
 
    Zekke heaved a sigh of relief.  The word healthy was music to his ears.  “Thank you, Rykker.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Ava’s stomach protested with a loud rumble.  Zekke smiled as he asked, “Ready for first meal?” 
 
    “Yep.  I’m starving.”  Her bright smile lit the entire room. 
 
    He extended his hand.  She placed hers in his.  “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    First meal was a lively affair.  Sydney and Jakke had Alexx with them, a beautiful baby who looked more like a toddler.  Azziarin babies grew quickly, unlike the tiny thing Mara had given birth to.  Zekke glanced at Ava and knew that Mara’s tiny baby would easily worm her way into all their hearts.  She would invoke their protective instincts.   
 
    Everyone except Risshi and Mara was present, including Takkeo, which was a rare occasion.  When he had introduced Ava to his youngest brother, Takkeo had stared at her hair.  It was much different than that of the other human females, more like the females of Azziar. 
 
    “How are you liking our planet?”  King Mallik asked Ava. 
 
    “From what I’ve seen so far, it’s beautiful.” 
 
    King Mallik gave her a warm smile.  After the debacle with Sydney, Jakke’s mate, he had warmed up to the human females.  And now with two grandchildren, Zekke was sure he had no objections. 
 
    “I see you are with young.”  He glanced at her belly. 
 
    “I told you, they are babies.”  Sydney chimed in with her two cents.  King Mallik gave his first daughter-in-law an amused smile. 
 
    “I’m actually having twins,” Ava supplied. 
 
    “No way!”  Sydney shouted.   
 
    “What is twins?”  King Mallik asked.  Jakke, Dazz, Kollin, and Takkeo silently waited.  They wanted to know, as well.  Even Kattlyn looked interested. 
 
    Chloe answered for Ava.  “She’s having two babies.” 
 
    They were stunned, all of them.  King Mallik shook his head and said, “Is that even possible?”  When Ava nodded, he continued, “Does it happen often on your planet?” 
 
    Ava shrugged, “Often enough.  Especially in families.”   
 
    Zekke looked around the room.  His family talked and laughed while they ate.  This was the feeling of happiness he remembered before the death of his mother.   Even Alan looked happier as he sat beside Krista.  And Zekke didn’t miss the fact that his sister, Kattlyn, kept sneaking glances at the human male.  When Zekke saw Alan sneaking a glance back at his sister, he just smiled. 
 
    “What is it?”  Ava asked. 
 
    He looked lovingly into her eyes.  “Nothing.  I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too.”  She leaned over and tenderly pecked his lips with hers.


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sitting on a bench in the garden with the other women, Ava grimaced as she rubbed her huge belly.  The babies had dropped lower that morning, making her even more miserable than usual.  If Ava followed Sydney’s time table, she still had a month to go before the twins would make their first appearance.  No way she could carry them another month.  It wasn’t humanly possible for her belly to stretch that much. 
 
    “Mama,” Alexx called out, holding his arms up and wanting Sydney to pick him up.  Ava still couldn’t believe how fast Azziarin kids grew.  Alexx was six standard months old, but he looked and acted more like one and a half, talking and walking.  It was amazing how fast he developed compared to little Faith, who lay there kicking her arms and legs in laughter.  She’d stolen the hearts of everyone who saw her, especially Risshi, who was now very comfortable cradling the little girl.  King Mallik and Takkeo often fought over who would hold Faith, but Risshi rarely let go of his little girl. 
 
    “Are you okay?”  asked a worried Chloe. 
 
    “Yes, fine.  Why?” 
 
    “You just looked lost in thought, and no offense, but you look like you’re in a lot of pain.” 
 
    Ava chuckled and then grimaced.  “Maybe a little,” she supplied and then shrugged.   
 
    “Should we take you to see Rykker?”  
 
    “No, I’ll be…” Ava doubled over as water gushed, soaking her pants.   
 
    “Ava!” Chloe knelt beside her, placing a comforting hand on her back. 
 
    Ava turned her scared eyes to her friend.  “It’s too early!” 
 
    Chloe tightened her lips.  “Come on, let’s get you to medical.” 
 
    When the palace guard noticed Ava’s distress, he stepped forward.  Chloe glanced at him and said, “Let Zekke know that Ava’s in labor, and we’re headed to medical.”  He nodded and then rushed off. 
 
    Sydney scooped up Alexx, and Mara picked up Faith.  “Everything will be fine,” Sydney said with a little smile. 
 
    “Come on!” Chloe slung Ava’s arm over her shoulder and then wrapped her arm around Ava’s back, helping her to stand. 
 
    It was slow going. Ava’s contractions were close together, and the two women stopped frequently.  She tried to breathe through the blinding pain, panting through it as best she could. They hadn’t even made it halfway when Ava spotted Zekke heading toward them.  He stalked with determination, his steps quick and purposeful.   
 
    Without a word, he scooped Ava up as though she weighed nothing and headed for medical.  The others hurried after them. 
 
    Just as they entered medical, Ava screamed in pain while Zekke yelled, “Rykker!” 
 
    Rykker came rushing out of his office, and with just a glance, he directed Zekke to a table.  “Put her down there!” 
 
    He laid her gently on the table. In a scared voice she spoke his name and reached for his hand. 
 
    “I am here, mate,” he said as he lightly brushed her hair away from her sweaty face. 
 
    She held Zekke’s gaze, not caring what Rykker was doing until cool air touched her bottom.  She glanced down; Rykker had cut her pants away.  Before she could ask another question, the hardest contraction yet struck like lightning. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Zekke held Ava’s hand and tried to give her a reassuring smile even though he was panicked on the inside.   
 
    “Ava, how long have you been in labor?” Rykker asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she panted.  “My lower back has been hurting for a couple of days.” 
 
    “Just as I suspected.  That lower back pain was actually labor pains.  You are fully dilated, so with this next contraction, I want you to push with everything you have.” 
 
    When it hit, Ava screamed so loudly that Zekke thought his left eardrum would burst.  The force of her grip left his hand aching.  He gulped.  Where had that strength come from? 
 
    When the contraction passed, Rykker looked up and smiled.  “All right, Ava.  You’re doing great.” 
 
    “Here comes another one,” she grunted while squeezing his hand again.  If she had been Azziarin, Zekke was positive his hand would be broken right now.  Several more contractions passed, and Zekke raked a haggard, shaky hand through his hair.  He couldn’t stand hearing the pained screams from his mate.   
 
    His head shot around when he heard the sound of a baby crying.  “You have a little boy,” Rykker said with a smile as he handed the baby to Zekke.  He was beautiful, with his light-colored hair and blue cat eyes.  Glancing down at his little, squirming body, Zekke smiled when he noticed the four fingers and one thumb, just like his mother.  He wasn’t as big as Alexx, nor as small as Faith. 
 
    “Oh, God, it hurts!” Sydney screamed, making the baby cry even louder.  Zekke glanced around just in time to witness his other baby being born.   
 
    Rykker smiled and then placed his other child in his father’s left arm.  Pride filled Zekke’s soul as he glanced down at his younglings… babies.  They looked identical.  Lowering himself to his knees, he let Ava see their babies. 
 
    “They are beautiful,” she smiled as she reached out and touched one baby and then the other. 
 
    “They are,” Zekke glanced down at the babies before meeting her eyes.  “But how will we ever tell them apart?” 
 
    “By their mischievousness, I’m sure.” 
 
    He grinned at the truth of her words.  “I love you, Ava.” 
 
    “I love you, too.  Thank you for giving me a family.” 
 
    The rest of the family rushed the room and surrounded them, happy to welcome the two new babies. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End! 
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    Thank you for reading Zekke.  If you enjoyed the book, don’t forget to leave a review.  If you would like to be notified of upcoming books, visit Hannah’s website, and sign up for notifications at hannahdavenport.com  You can also like her Facebook page or follow her on Amazon.  It’s so easy! 
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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Somewhere Above Earth 
 
      
 
    “Commander, I’ve just received word that a shuttlecraft was shot down,” Padda, one of the bridge officers, notified Kavven.   
 
    Kavven had previously served as Jakke’s second in command but now commanded his own ship.  As one of the most trusted officers of the royal family, he was in charge of the whole Azziarin fleet. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked as he rounded the desk and took the holo-pad from Padda’s hands. 
 
    “Not sure.  All the vids show that something struck the shuttlecraft and sent it spiraling out of control toward Earth.  Nikkul is investigating it further, trying to find what caused the damage.” 
 
    “I see.” Kavvan stared at the holo-pad with trepidation.  Aydan, a long-time friend and second in command, wanted to see Earth; he was aboard the shuttlecraft along with seven others.  A quick trip down and back, he said.  Just this once, he said.  Kavven needed him on the ship, but he had reluctantly agreed this one time.  What a nightmare! “Did any survive?”  He turned hopeful eyes to Padda. 
 
    “We have a team on their way to the crash site.” 
 
    “Thanks, Padda.  Keep me informed.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander.”  As Padda left the office, Kavven leaned back in his chair and let memories of himself, Jakke, and Aydan play in his mind.  As younglings, they were always up to something, inseparable until it was time to start training.  Even then they sparred together.  The three of them grew up and had remained the best of friends.  


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Earth 
 
      Aydan 
 
      
 
    “Brace for impact!  I repeat, brace for impact!” the computerized warning blared. The female voice filled his ears, drowning out the shouts of the others.  Aydan tightened his harness and grabbed hold of the handle above his head.  The rest of the soldiers did the same. 
 
    His first trip to Earth, and something had struck the shuttlecraft and knocked out the navigation system.  There was no way to maneuver the shuttlecraft as it spiraled out of control, heading toward Earth.  
 
    He cursed the fates that brought him to the end.  All the wars he’d fought, all the enemy troops he’d slain, and now he would die in an accident.  Gritting his teeth, he gripped the metal bracing bar tighter as he thought about his poor mother.  He was all she had left.  Several standard years ago, his father died in a shuttle accident during a simple trade arrangement.  There were no siblings, no aunts or uncles left.  It was just him, and when she heard the news, there would be no one there to comfort her. 
 
    While the shuttlecraft hurtled out of control, he glanced out the window.  This is it, he thought as he stared at the Earth below. He had maybe a standard minute or two until the shuttle crashed and exploded on impact.  Closing his eyes, Aydan let forgotten dreams float through his mind.  The one thing he desired the most in life was a mate.  He dreamed of filling his mother’s house with the sounds of laughter from his offspring.  Growing up without siblings was lonely, even though he’d had Kavven and Jakke to play with. 
 
    The shuttlecraft hit the ground hard and bounced several times as it scooted along the hard terrain.  The metal groaned in protest, the stressed hull twisting at the seams.  Parts flew everywhere as the craft tossed Aydan around, his head whipping back and forth.  The impact was so great, his harness broke and threw him hard, his head smacking the wall with mighty force, knocking him unconscious. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Riley was out hunting when she saw the shuttlecraft spiral out of control.  When it hit the ground, smoke rose from the carnage.  This shuttlecraft was different than the others, and Riley laid down her bow and raced toward the wreckage.  It was doubtful that anyone survived, but there might be something useful she could salvage. 
 
    The smoke hung think in the air, making her cough.  Grabbing the collar of her coat, she pulled the end up over her mouth.  “You can do it,” she reassured herself while she tiptoed over shards of metal and glass while she looked for anything she could use.  There’s no way anyone survived this, she thought as she stared at the damage.   
 
    An empty space, an opening, led into the craft.  She dropped to her hands and knees and crawled inside.  The gruesome site made her gag a couple of times, but she never threw up.  White-haired aliens lay dead, blood pooled around them from gashes, their eyes frozen open in horror. 
 
    Ugh, nothing in here is worth crawling around in this mess, she said to herself.   
 
    Just as she started to leave, a low groan startled her, making her quickly scuttle backward, trying to get away.  When she didn’t hear anything else, she eyed each alien until she spotted the one who had made the sound.  Slight movement of his chest induced her to crawl over to him. 
 
    Staring at his unusual, handsome face, she used her index finger and carefully traced the edges of his cheekbone.  Puzzled by the fact she wasn’t afraid, she murmured, “There is just something about you…”  A large lump on the side of his head drew her attention, breaking the trance.  Looking around the wreckage, Riley knew she couldn’t leave him there.  That would be a death sentence. “I’ll be back,” she said as she stared at him for a mere second before crawling out.    
 
    Riley didn’t understand the odd attraction she felt for the alien.  If she were smart, she’d leave him there, but something inside her tugged at her heart, and she felt a soul-deep desire to help this alien man.   
 
    She ran as hard as she could, needing to get help. “Belle?” she yelled as she neared the house. 
 
    Arabella, her sixteen-year-old sister, hurried outside.  “What’s wrong?”  she asked as she swiped her sandy blonde hair from her face. 
 
    “I need some help.  Tell Cassidy to watch the kids and grab some old blankets.  Hurry, we don’t have much time.” 
 
    Belle’s eyes widened as she vigorously shook her head once and then ran back inside. 
 
    A minute later, Belle came rushing out again. “Okay, let’s go.” 
 
    As they hurried back to the scene, Riley was panting with exhaustion.  She hadn’t exerted that much energy in a long time.  Belle seemed fine. 
 
    The two of them trekked back to the shuttlecraft.  “What is this?” Belle asked. 
 
    “It crashed, and when I looked around, I found an alien still alive.” 
 
    Belle halted her steps, before turning fearful eyes to her older sister.  She grabbed Riley’s arm and gasped, “We can’t!”  
 
    Riley knew it didn’t make sense, but she had to help.  “Yes, we can.  We are not leaving him here to die.  Mom didn’t raise us that way.”  With one hard swallow, Belle nodded slowly. 
 
    They found the alien exactly where Riley had left him.  The two sisters tried to lift him, but he was too heavy.  Riley huffed out a tired breath and said, “Let’s try to roll him. 
 
    It took every ounce of their combined strength to roll the alien on his side, but after a lot of pushing and pulling, they finally got the blanket underneath him. 
 
    Trying to get catch their breath, Belle looked to Riley and said, “Jeez, his bones must be made of steel.” 
 
    Riley just smiled at her younger sister and shook her head.  Belle was right, and this would be harder than she thought.  Getting back on her hands and knees, she asked, “You ready?” 
 
    “No.” Belle threw her a grin and grabbed the end of the blanket.  It took both of them, but slowly, they pulled the alien from the wreckage.  “Are we taking him home with us?” 
 
    Riley glanced at her sister and said, “Well, we can’t just leave him here.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” 
 
    No.  No, she wasn’t sure.  But she didn’t want to explain to her sixteen-year-old sister that she had this overwhelming need to help him.  Something deep inside tugged at her.  A few times while pulling him out, she found herself staring at his face. 
 
    Riley didn’t worry about others finding her.  Her family lived in the mountains of North Carolina, well hidden by mountains and trees.  It was so secluded, you had to know the location to even find it.  That’s the way her parents had liked things to be.  They had a small farm near an apple orchard, and they were mostly self-sufficient. 
 
    Riley’s mother had died the year before after battling cancer.  At the age of twenty-three, Riley had moved back home to help take care of the house and her younger sisters.  She had been the only one her mother could depend on since her dad’s death three years before, right after the twins were born.  Her mother never got over the loss of her husband, and Riley often wandered if she just gave up.  In any event, their deaths left her to raise the kids. 
 
    It left a bitter taste in her mouth, but she loved her sisters.  Belle helped out a lot, and Riley depended on her immensely.   Cassidy, at age ten, would also pitch in and help take care of the three-year-old twins.  They were a handful most days. 
 
    They spent the summers raising a garden and canning vegetables.  They kept a few chickens for eggs, along with a cow, so they had milk to drink—everything you’d find on a small farm.  They hunted and fished to provide protein for the family.  Her parents had always said they needed to be self-sufficient.  As they watched the alien invasion on TV before the satellites were knocked out, Riley was grateful her parents taught them how to live independently.   
 
    It took most of the day, but they finally made it back to the house with the injured alien.  Cassidy came rushing outside, excited to see the new guest.  Even the twins tried to help get him in the house.  Living life sheltered from the evils in the world, her sisters were not afraid of anything.  
 
    When they reached the living room, Riley and Belle let go of the old blanket and collapsed on the floor from exhaustion.  Belle looked at her sister and said, “I can’t believe we did it.”   
 
    “Neither can I.” She leaned back and sprawled out on the floor, vowing to get in better shape.   
 
    “Are we going to leave him there?”  Cassidy asked as she stared at the alien with white hair. 
 
    “Unless you have a better idea,” Belle said as she sprawled out beside Riley.  Both of them were spent.   
 
    “I guess he’s okay there as long as we don’t trip over him.”  Riley and Belle both chuckled.  Cassidy looked back at her two older sisters and announced, “I made supper.” 
 
    Riley closed her eyes and smiled.  Yes, she acted as their mother, but they all did their part, took up the slack and helped when things needed to be done.  All of them got along great and made the most of the situation. 
 
    “As soon as I can muster enough energy to eat,” Riley said with her eyes still closed. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    His head hurt.  What had happened?  Why did his head hurt so much?  Everything escaped him, and he couldn’t even remember his name.  His mind was a blank slate. 
 
    The light behind his eyes drew him from sleep, but when Aydan opened his eyes, he gasped.  Almost nose to nose, big blue eyes stared back at him.   
 
    “Haley,” a female yelled, “Get off him!”  The little youngling giggled as she touched his face.  The female scooped her up and gasped when she saw that his eyes were open.  She was beautiful.  Brown, shoulder-length hair framed her delicate face.  Soft, round, blue eyes studied him.  His eyes were drawn to the brown spots sprinkled across her delicate nose.  
 
    “You’re awake,” she smiled.  Who was she?  For that matter, who was he? 
 
    Another little female came over and straddled his body, giggling as she pointed at his eyes.  “Wook, mama, kiddy.” 
 
    “Kaley!” she exclaimed as she set the one youngling down and grabbed the other.  “He is not a kitty.” 
 
    The youngling looked serious when she pointed at him and said, “Kiddy Kiddy.” 
 
    The female threw her hand over her face, dragging it down in a haggard gesture.  She looked at him and said, “I don’t know if you can understand me, but I’m sorry.  They are young and curious.” 
 
    He spotted the two little younglings and noted they looked identical.  Curly yellow hair bounced as they jumped up and down.  He smiled as warmth spread throughout his body.  The female spoke, getting his attention once again.  “I promise, you are safe here.  I’m Riley,” she pointed to the little females, “the one on the left is Haley, and the other one is Kaley.  My other sisters will be back soon.  Their names are Cassidy and Belle.” 
 
    Riley, he thought as darkness claimed him once again.  
 
      
 
    How long was he out?  Where was he?  As one thought after another floated through his mind, he slowly opened his eyes and blinked a couple of times, trying to clear the fog from his head. 
 
    Rays of sunshine cascaded into the room through a window covered by thin flowered curtains, but the heat he felt came from the opposite direction. 
 
    Slowly, he turned his head to see a massive stone fireplace.   He closed his eyes and basked in the warmth of the crackling fire.  Memories still escaped him as he tried to recall something—anything—about his life.  Who was he? How did he get here?   
 
    “You ’wake?” he turned his head to see a little youngling standing over him.  He tried to speak, but only croaking noises came out.  He carefully pushed up to a sitting position, and the youngling plopped down on his lap.  “Kiddy ’wake,” she grinned. 
 
    Aydan stared in awe.  She was missing some teeth, and the ones she had were very tiny.  How did she eat? 
 
    “Mama, Kiddy ’wake!” another identical youngling yelled from his left.   
 
    He whipped his head around and then immediately regretted it. “Aww…” He grabbed his head and felt the knot.  Why did he have it? 
 
    A female rounded the corner and stopped short.  “Haley, get off him,” she ordered.  The little one moved away and stood by the …. he couldn’t remember.  Sish! 
 
    The female squatted down in front of him.  “I’m really sorry about that,” she smiled.  Her face looked soft and warm, and he wanted to reach out and touch her cheek, tell her that it was all right.  The little ones were not bothering him.  Instead, he smiled back and regretted it instantly when her eyes widened in fear.  Not knowing what had scared her, he turned his face away. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said.  When he glanced at her once again, her face held the same warm smile as before.  “Can you understand me when I talk?”  He nodded.  “Okay, good.  You’ve been out for a few days, and I know you have to be hungry.  I’m going to get you something to eat and drink; I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Watching her retreating back, he was startled when the two younglings plopped down on his lap.  “Are wou a kiddy?”  Not understanding anything the youngling said, all Aydan could do was stare.  “I haf a kiddy.  An’ dog. An’ cow. An’ bees.”   
 
    As the youngling held up a finger for each item she had, Aydan looked at her and laughed.  The other little female bent her head to see inside his mouth, and then stuck her finger against his lips, trying to pull them away from his teeth.  “Wou got big tees.”  Now the other little female joined in, trying to see in his mouth.  With them sitting on his lap, he leaned back and turned his head. 
 
    The other female, Riley, that was her name, came strolling in, carrying a tray.  When she spotted the three of them, she sighed loudly.  “Girls, what have I told you?”  They scrambled away just as she knelt beside him.  “I am so sorry.  I can’t watch them 24/7, and I hope they won’t bother you too much.” 
 
    She handed him a cup, which he gladly accepted.  “It’s water,” she supplied.  The cold liquid slid down his throat, moistening his dry mouth.  When he handed the cup back, she handed him a bowl.  The aroma was different, strange, but enticing.  His stomach rumbled loudly.  “See, I knew you were hungry.”  She nodded to the bowl, “It’s vegetable beef soup.  If you tolerate that, I’ll make you some real food.” 
 
    The favors tasted odd on his tongue as they mingled together before sliding down his throat.  He’d just finished the entire bowl when the door burst open.  Aydan jumped to his feet, an automatic response. 
 
    Two other females came strolling in, one younger than the other. 
 
    “It’s your turn to milk the cow,” the younger one said. 
 
    “I did it yesterday, so it’s…” They both spotted him standing there.  The older one grinned.  “Glad you’re finally awake, alien man.  Did you know that you’re heavy?  I’m still sore from that day.” 
 
    Aydan frowned.  What is she talking about? 
 
    “Belle, I know it’s my turn to milk the cow, but I’m kind of busy.  Be a sweetheart and do it for me while I fix breakfast,” Riley pleaded. 
 
    Belle sighed loudly, gave her a look, then grabbed a bucket and left the house.  When Riley looked back at him, she said, “That was my sister Belle, and this is Cassidy.” 
 
    Cassidy stood wide-eyed, staring at him.  Not understanding the reason, he frowned.  What was wrong with him?  “Cassidy, quit being rude.” 
 
    Cassidy’s eyes reluctantly slid from his to Riley’s, “Sorry, sis.” 
 
    “It’s okay.  Come on, help me fix breakfast.”  To him, she smiled and said, “Just rest.  You’ve been through a lot.” 
 
    He watched them walk away, still wondering what the sish was going on. 
 
      
 
    The end for now 
 
    Aydan (Spring 2017) 
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