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      Jesse Sampson and her two younger sisters have lived a hard life on the streets of Seattle, Washington for the past several years. Four years before the Earth received its first visitors from space causing mass fear. Alone in a world gone mad with just her sisters, Jesse has learned to use the darkness and the remains of the city to survive and keep what was left of her family alive. She has seen the savage side of human nature and finds they are not much different from the aliens who conquered the Earth.

      

      The Trivators have taken control of the Earth to prevent the humans from destroying it in their fear. A world of warriors, they are sent out by the Alliance of Star Systems to seek out new worlds. Their mission is first contact. They are to establish communication with the leaders of the new worlds they find and bring them into the Alliance. Any resistance is to be quickly subdued to prevent unnecessary death of the inhabitants of the new worlds they find. Their payment comes from the success of their mission.

      

      Hunter is what he is called. A hunter, one of the elite clans of the Trivators who seek out those who resist. His abilities to track, capture and eliminate those who try to harm any warrior is renowned. He finds the tables turned when he becomes the one captured by a group of ruthless humans.

      Hunter is shocked when a strange human female risks her life to help him escape only to disappear into the ruins of the city. He now has a new mission, finding the female who saved his life. He is determined to find her before she is damaged by others of her kind.

      

      What he finds is a reward beyond comprehension to a Trivator warrior, a family. Can he convince Jesse that he can give her and her younger sisters a better life on his world? Or will fear keep her from accepting what he has to offer?
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      Jesse moved quietly through the deserted streets. The black backpack on her back contained the prize from her outing this night. She had been able to steal enough to keep her and two younger sisters fed for several days as long as they kept the portions small. She needed to get back to the collapsed rubble that hid the underground parking garage which was their temporary home.

      She had found that shelter almost two months ago by accident when she had needed a place to hide from the group of men roaming the street. She had crawled under a fallen slab of concrete for protection only to find it was slanted at an angle. Unable to stop her descent, she had slid to the bottom where she discovered herself in the remains of a parking garage. After exploring the area, she thought it would be the perfect place for her and her two younger sisters to hide from the roaming gangs who looked for unsuspecting victims to rob or rape.

      She and her sisters’ lives had changed a lot over the last four years since the death of their father. Hell, Earth had changed a lot over the past four years. Gone was living in a nice house in the suburbs. Gone was making sure her sisters did their homework and got to school on time. She had taken over the job of being ‘mom’ to her two younger sisters when their mother died shortly after Taylor’s third birthday. Everything she knew was gone since that November day four years ago when the skies had filled with spaceships from another world.

      The President had issued a state of emergency, but it hadn’t done any good. People had poured out of their homes in fear. The war, if you could call it that, lasted only a few days.

      The aliens had weapons that neutralized the nuclear weapons some countries tried to use. Communications systems around the world had been taken over as well. Messages for calm had been transmitted over and over, but it was useless. Even messages from world leaders that the aliens were not there to harm the population did nothing to calm the riots.

      Zealots and anti-government groups rose up and overpowered the local law enforcement. Jesse, Jordan, and Taylor’s dad had been one of the Seattle police officers killed on the first day of rioting. Soon, bombs exploded and neighborhoods were overrun.

      Jesse was just arriving home from picking her sisters up at school when the news broke of the alien ‘invasion’ as it was being called. They had watched the news in terror. Their father had called to tell them to barricade the house and to gather as many supplies as they could in case they had to leave in a hurry.

      They were supposed to go to the cabin up near Wenatchee if it got too bad. That was the last time any of them heard from him. By that night, roaming groups had overturned cars and set fire to homes and businesses throughout the area. Jesse, Jordan, and Taylor had gathered as much as they could and hidden in the old cellar behind the woodpile when rocks and bricks had been thrown through the windows of their home. They had barely made it to safety, climbing from the second story balcony into the tree that was next to it, as their house was overrun. They had been running and hiding ever since.

      Jesse stopped to adjust the black scarf she had tied around her nose and mouth. She didn’t want there to be any sign of her, including the slight fog of her breath in the freezing air. There was too much riding on her not getting caught, namely Jordan and Taylor, her seventeen and fifteen-year-old sisters. At twenty-two, she was their mom, dad, and protector.

      Tonight, she had been fortunate to come across a small convoy of Trivators. They had set up a ration station almost ten blocks away. She had grabbed a box that had been dropped as they unloaded supplies into one of the distribution centers they had set up for the humans like her who refused to trust them. She had found other packages before and while the food was bland, it was edible. She had disappeared into the dark alley before anyone saw her.

      Hiding behind an overturned trash bin, she had emptied the small box into her backpack and disappeared. She had been terrified at first she was about to be caught. She had never been so happy about the stench of decaying garbage as she had a short while ago.

      She knew the Trivators had an excellent sense of smell. Well, some of them did. She had watched from a distance as a small group of the massive males discovered several human men hiding in ambush a little over a year ago. One of the Trivators had held up his hand and sniffed the air like the dog they used to own.

      Shortly after, the men were taken out with a clean shot to the chest. She hadn’t stayed after that. She just knew she needed to avoid all contact with both species of male, Trivator and human, if she and her sisters were to remain safe.

      Jesse froze when she heard the sound of trucks moving slowly down the street with no headlights on. A worried frown pulled at her brow as she glanced frantically around for a place to hide. The only ones out this late at night were those who were like her, searching the shadows for food or those who she didn’t want to find her.

      Other humans and the Trivators, the alien species that had come to Earth four years before supposedly in the name of peace, were to be avoided at all cost, she thought bitterly as she thought about her younger sister, Jordan.

      The Trivators may have wanted peace with the humans of Earth, but what they had found was war and hatred. They would have their work cut out for them if they thought the humans would welcome them with open arms, she thought as she squeezed between two pieces of ripped corrugated steel panels. She hissed when a jagged piece cut her forearm, leaving a long but shallow line. She scooted between several large sections where the ceiling had collapsed and slid the backpack off her shoulder.

      The sound of the truck’s engine echoed loudly as they drew to a stop outside the building. Jesse leaned her head back and groaned when the large loading door was unlocked and pushed open. She slid further into the shadows, drawing her knees up to her chest to make herself as small as possible. A moment later, a moving van backed through the doors followed by a pickup truck. The area grew dark again when they pulled the door closed and she heard the sound of the chains being run through the bars again. This time from the inside of the doors.

      “Make sure those damn doors are secured well,” a raspy voice muttered. “Those fucking aliens are all over the place. I hate this shit. We should have been out of here yesterday.”

      “It took longer than we expected to capture one of the bastards alive,” a woman’s voice said coldly.

      “Why do you need one alive? Aren’t you just going to kill him anyway?” Another voice asked, puzzled.

      “I told you, I need to study one of them closely to see just how powerful they are,” the woman bit out. “If we are going to take control of this area and eventually the western half of the United States we need to know how to kill the bastards. If we can kill them, we can rule the world ourselves,” she laughed.

      “They are mean bastards. Did you see how protective he was of you?” The first man chuckled. “If you hadn’t acted all girly on his ass we never would have caught him.”

      “Yeah,” another man said as he walked over. “But that isn’t going to save his ass. Mitch is dead. That son-of-a-bitch ripped his stomach wide open when he thought he was trying to rape you. I want his balls hanging from the back of my truck.”

      “Shit! That is the fourth man we’ve lost in the past month,” the first man said. “It’s getting harder to find anyone anymore. Since those bastards started providing food, shelter, and medication to the people in this area, more and more people are turning to them.”

      “It won’t matter if I can find a way to kill them all,” the woman said. “Keep him inside the van for now. We can’t take a chance of any of his friends hearing or smelling him. We can move out tomorrow morning after curfew is lifted. I want to begin dissecting that bastard by tomorrow night at the lab we’ve set up.”

      Jesse wrapped her arms around her knees and buried her face in them. Dread washed through her as she waited for the small group to walk away. Their laughter was filled with cold hatred. These were the types of people who gave humans a bad name. If she was an alien, she would have washed her hands of humanity within hours after meeting them.

      She sat back and rested her head against the metal that made up the wall of the old warehouse. She would need to make sure they were gone before she could safely move. She closed her eyes and felt fatigue pull at her, encouraging her to give into the darkness. She brushed the cut on her arm, letting the salt from her fingers get into the wound so it would throb. She needed the pain to help keep her awake.

      Her thoughts drifted to her two sisters. She was worried about Jordan. Three nights before, she and Jordan had gone out together. Jordan had startled two men in one of the back alleys they were cutting through on their way back to the parking garage. She had gone ahead of Jesse in her excitement to share what they had found with Jordan.

      Jesse had stopped briefly to rearrange their stash for the night when she felt it shift. Seconds later, Jordan’s screams had chilled Jesse to the bone. She had to force herself not to rush to her sister’s aid which had been her first instinct. She would not do either of them or Taylor any good if she was captured. Instead, she had pulled the large hunting knife that had belonged to her father out of her boot and quietly snuck up behind the men who were attacking Jordan.

      Jesse fought back the nausea as she thought of what she’d had to do to save her sister from being raped and murdered. She had killed the man who was on top of Jordan. Her father had always told them that a wounded man was like a wounded bear or mountain lion, extremely dangerous and unpredictable.

      The other man had run as soon as he saw his bigger friend was dead. Jesse had pushed the man off her younger sister and gathered her in her arms. She wish she could have spent more time comforting her, but it was too dangerous. They had left without the food they had stolen. It had been three days since any of them had eaten and now Jordan was sick. She had to make it back with the food she had taken tonight or none of them would make it much longer.

      She pulled the scarf up over her nose and mouth to help keep in the warmth as she waited. The coldness of the floor and the metal were sending shivers through her body. In some ways it was a blessing as she knew she wouldn’t fall asleep if she was cold and uncomfortable.

      No, now it is just a waiting game until I can escape from the mad humans, she thought as she listened to the woman and three men talk about how they were going to slice up the alien they had captured.
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      Hunter strained against the chains holding him to the metal bed. His head fell back against the hard surface in frustration. They had bound him with multiple chains from his shoulders down to his feet. He jerked his head sideways trying to dislodge the rag they had put in his mouth, but it was useless with the tape covering it.

      He clenched his fists in rage as he thought of the deceit of the humans. Even their females were not to be trusted. He had heard talk among the other warriors of how primitive and hostile this world was. He cursed at his own instincts to protect the female of any species.

      He had been returning from bringing in several humans who had set off bombs close to where they were establishing a support center for the humans living in this area. This was to be his last tour before being deployed back home. Now, he would never see the beautiful valleys, mountains, and oceans of his world again.

      The only regret he had was that he had not killed the traitorous woman who had tricked him. It burned against his pride that he had been tricked even if it turned out to be a good thing. These were the humans they had been searching for before he had encountered the ones setting bombs. They had heard of a group of humans who were trying to capture a Trivator warrior and take him to a lab. He had just not expected a female to be involved.

      He knew how devious human women could be. He had seen some of the things they were capable of many times over the past three years he had been on this planet. He had reacted on instinct when he saw the males attacking her. Her terrified cries had pulled at the protectiveness of his species.

      He lay still as the door to the transport he was in opened and the large human male who had hit him in the back of the head walked forward with a grin. A low rumble of warning exploded from his chest as he stared back into the cold blue eyes of the human. His own dark yellow eyes burned with hatred and a promise of death the first opportunity he got.

      “You can growl all you like,” the man said with a nasty grin as he leaned over Hunter. “I’m going to be using your balls if you have any as a decoration on the back of my truck by tomorrow night. Let’s see how much growling you do when Betty cuts off your little jewels for me.”

      The man jerked back a step when Hunter strained again. He gave another laugh when he saw there was no way Hunter was going to be able to break the chains. With a salute, he turned and jumped out of the back of the van leaving Hunter alone in the dark again.

      Hunter lay back, trying to think of a way, any way, he could possibly escape. The first thing he would do once he was free was hunt down the man who was in here; the second would be the woman. He would show them what happens to anyone who attacks and threatens a Trivator warrior.
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      Jesse rolled stiffly to her knees before using the side wall to help her stand. She had been frozen in one spot for almost three hours before the lights in the other room had finally gone out. She bit back a groan as her stiff muscles protested. She wasn’t sure if the three men and one woman were ever going to settle down. The one huge guy had come out every thirty minutes to climb into the back of the van before leaving again.

      She bent to pick up her backpack before releasing a sigh of resignation. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t just leave the alien to die. She had listened to the others talk about what they were going to do to him. She would just as soon shove her dad’s hunting knife into his heart if he had one than leave him to those crazy lunatics.

      Straightening up once again, she drew in a deep breath behind the black scarf covering most of her face. She would release him. Well, she would release most of him if she could and leave him the means to finish the task while she ran like hell. She ran her hand over the universal key set her dad had shown her how to use. It would be a huge loss, but she wouldn’t have much choice.

      Jesse set the black backpack just inside the opening that she had squeezed through before. She might have to run like hell, but she couldn’t leave the food behind this time. Her sisters desperately needed it.

      Pulling her father’s hunting knife out, she glanced around the fallen debris before quietly stepping out. She let her eyes sweep the area before she swiftly jogged over to the side of the moving van. Pressing her back up against the cold metal, she waited for several long seconds, listening. Sweat beaded on her brow even though the air was frigid. She could even feel the dampness as it slid down between her shoulder blades, a testament to her fear.

      She refused to give in to the terror threatening to choke her though. She couldn’t just leave him to die, even if he was an alien. No one deserved to die the way the men and woman were planning. If she couldn’t release him, the least she could do was end his life in a more humane way.

      Jesse moved slowly, pausing to listen in case anyone came out to check on the van again. Her heart was pounding in her chest as she reached over and carefully slid back the bar locking the back of the van. Her hands shook as she pulled the door open just far enough for her to slip through the opening.

      The silence and darkness inside the moving van caused her to start panting. She had never seen one of the aliens up close before. She had always done everything in her power to stay as far away from them as possible so she had no idea of what she was about to see.

      She fumbled in the front pocket of her black cargo pants for the small penlight that she always carried. She turned it on and moved it along the floor until she saw the leg of a metal bench. Taking a timid step forward, she ran the light up along the bench until she encountered the huge boots of the alien.

      She stepped forward on silent feet until she was even with his feet. She frowned when she saw the thick chains holding him to the metal bench. She moved up his body, staring at the chains that were threaded through every few inches up his body. She flashed the light down to the corners and saw that there was a master lock on each corner. She turned to look at the top of the metal bed to see if there were additional locks there as well.

      She froze when her eyes locked on a pair of glowing yellow ones that were watching her with silent rage. Her hand began to shake so badly that she had to use both hands to hold the beam steady.

      “I…,” she began in a muffled whisper. She licked her dry lips behind the scarf before impatiently pulling it down below her chin when she felt like she was about to suffocate. “I… oh hell.”

      Jesse stared at the beautiful features of the man lying on the table. Even with the gag in his mouth, she could tell he was handsome in an exotic kind of way. He had long, thick black hair that was pulled back. His eyes were the shape of a lion or tiger’s. They were a deep yellow, almost gold color and glowed in the reflection of the flashlight. He had high cheekbones and small ridges along his nose, which was flatter than a human’s. Her eyes moved down over his shoulders and chest. He had very little hair on him, considering he looked like he was part feline. One thing stood out above all others, though. He was huge! He had to be close to seven feet tall and she had never seen any man outside of the movies that muscular.

      Her eyes jerked back to his when she felt more than heard the slight rumble of a growl coming from him. That was when she realized that she had dropped her left hand down to rest on his stomach. Blushing, she pulled her hand away quickly and took a step closer to his head. She needed to make him realize she was there to help him.

      “Please, be quiet,” she whispered next to his ear. “They will kill me or worse if they catch me and I can’t be… I have to leave. I’m going to remove the gag from your mouth. Nod twice if you understand what I am saying.”

      She pulled back just far enough to see if he understood her. Satisfied that he did when he nodded twice, she carefully picked one corner of the tape loose. With a look of apology, she ripped it off his mouth. The moment the tape was gone, he turned his head and spit the rag out of his mouth.

      Jesse almost ran when he turned his hostile gaze back on her and bared his teeth. Her eyes widened and she bit her lip in indecision. A sense of panic began to sweep through her at the crazy decision she had made. If the humans outside the van didn’t find and kill her, the alien inside it looked like he would do it without any hesitation.

      “Please, listen to me,” she begged desperately, glancing at the door before looking at him again. “They want to kill you in a very horrid and painful way. I… I can’t let them do that, but I can’t let you kill me either. Please, please understand me. I can undo the locks holding you down. I’ll undo all of them but one.”

      Her hand trembled as she reached out to touch his face. She needed him to believe her. She needed to know that he wouldn’t snap her neck or, her eyes moved to his sharp teeth, tear her throat out as she leaned close to him. She gently touched his jaw so he could see she meant him no harm.

      “I’ll show you how to use the keys I have to undo the lock. When you are free, you will need to go to the left. There is a door on the far side of the building that will lead you outside. Ten blocks to the west are some of your people. They will help you,” she whispered looking into his eyes intently as she gently rubbed his jaw with her thumb. “Do you understand what I’ve told you?”

      “Yes.”

      Jesse gave him a shaky smile before she moved to one of the locks near his head. Setting the penlight down, she pulled the universal key set out of her pocket and went to work. It took her several minutes to undo the lock. Once it was unlocked, she pulled it free of the loop as quietly as she could and set it down on the floor of the van before moving to the next one. Within minutes, she had his arms free.

      “Wait,” she whispered when she saw him start to pull the chains from his upper body. “We need to be as quiet as possible until I can get at least one of your feet undone. Can you lift the chain off quietly while I work on the other lock?”

      “Yes,” he hissed.

      Jesse nodded in relief. She was beginning to feel a glimmer of hope that maybe she would be able to pull this off and both of them could escape and go their own ways. She was more familiar with the locks now and it only took her a few seconds to undo the third lock holding him captive. She was about to explain how to use the keys when the sound of footsteps outside the van drew their attention.

      Jesse looked fearfully at the huge male sitting up on the table now. Her eyes flew to the last lock. She had to undo it or he would be an easy target for them. She scooted between the wall of the van and the table and frantically worked at it. They would know something was wrong when they saw the doors unlocked. Her hands shook so badly she almost dropped the key several times.

      I should have left him, she thought as the lock finally sprang open. I’ve killed my sisters and myself to rescue those responsible for us being in this position.

      Jesse fell back and slid between the bench and the wall of the van as the huge male jerked the last of the chains off of him and wound them around his thick palms. She bit her lip as she watched him lean forward for a moment, as if waiting to attack. That was exactly what he did when they heard the muttered curse outside the door. All she saw was a blur of shadowy movement before the doors to the back of the van exploded outward.

      Jesse didn’t wait to see what happened next. She had done what she could to save the huge alien. Now it was up to him to run back to his people. She had her own family to protect. Jumping from the back of the van, she rolled under it before sliding out the opposite side near where she had been hiding. She grabbed the black backpack and squeezed through the ripped sheet metal, ignoring the pain as it cut a deep slice across her stomach.

      She ran as fast as she could away from the loud roars and the bloodcurdling screams that filled the night air behind her. She had finally come face to face with one of the aliens and it had left her shaken and confused. In the back of her mind, she hoped he survived and was able to get back to his people. Maybe he could convince the others of his kind that the Earth was better left to its own self-destruction.
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      Hunter listened carefully, waiting to see when the human would return. He had worked a small blade out of the hemline of his vest. He was trying to break the metal band around his wrist when he heard the hushed sound of the latch on the door. Relaxing, he hid the blade in the palm of his hand.

      It had been several hours since the last man had come out to check on him. He had hoped they felt confident enough in their chains and locks to wait a while, but it would seem they were rightfully paranoid. He would have to work fast once the male left again if he was to save himself.

      He frowned when the door barely opened before it closed again. He sniffed the air to see which of the humans had come in this time. He barely controlled his reaction when a delicate, sweet scent washed over him.

      He fought the urge to growl in frustration at not being able to taste the air with his tongue. He wanted to know if the air held the same sweet taste as the smell. He did not recognize this scent or understand why he felt such a need to know more about the human who carried it.

      A moment later, a small beam of light illuminated the darkness. He could not see the figure of the human because of the way he was strapped down, but he knew from the scent and breathing patterns that it was a female. It didn’t take long before the figure moved far enough to the front of the van for him to see.

      Vivid dark brown eyes stared back at him in fear. He couldn’t see much of the female’s face because of the dark cloth that she had over most of her face, but he swore he had never seen so much emotion in one set of eyes before. He wasn’t sure what this human wanted. She had not been with the others. He would have smelled her sweet scent if she had.

      A dark thought crossed his mind that she might belong to one of the males. He had not gotten close to the one that had driven the transport that he was in. He had only heard the male’s voice. A low rumble of rage swept through him that any female, much less the one staring back at him, would belong to such a male.

      He listened as she spoke in a voice that was barely audible. She paused before ripping the cloth down from her nose and mouth. Her words were soft and it took a moment for the translator embedded in his ears to understand what she was saying.

      His whole body tensed when she unwittingly rested her left hand on his stomach. The vibration of the purr that escaped him at her touch shocked him. The purr turned to a growl of anger when she jerked her hand off of him.

      His eyes narrowed when she leaned over him to whisper in his ear. Her voice was very soft and held the faint tremor of fear. Her warm breath fanned over his cheek as she explained that she was in danger from the other humans as much as he was if she was caught.

      His fists clenched as a fresh wave of rage washed through him at the thought of this female putting her life in danger for him. He forced himself to listen carefully as she explained what she was going to do and asked if he understood what she was saying. He nodded twice to show her he did.

      Her fingers were icy cold and shaking as she carefully picked one side of the tape free. He never looked away from her, unsure of what she intended to do next. He hated being defenseless. He was at her mercy and that did not sit well with him as either a male or a Trivator warrior.

      Her face creased into a look of apology before she ripped the tape from his mouth. He ignored the burning sting as the tape pulled his skin. Turning his head, he spit the rag out of his mouth with a low snarl of hatred. Turning his head, he glared at the small female and flashed his teeth in warning should she try to harm him.

      “Please, listen to me,” the female begged nervously as she glanced at the door before looking at him again. “They want to kill you in a very horrid and painful way. I… I can’t let them do that, but I can’t let you kill me either. Please, please understand me. I can undo the locks holding you down. I’ll undo all of them but one.”

      Hunter stiffened as she stepped closer and reached out to touch him. She barely touched his jaw, but it was as if she had suddenly held him in a paralyzing hold. The sensation of her thumb rubbing tenderly against his skin was igniting a fire in his loins that he hadn’t experienced in years.

      “Do you understand what I’ve told you?” she asked as she continued to stroke him.

      It took a moment for him to focus on what she had said. She would release him. Well, give him the ability to release himself and she was telling him where other warriors could be found. That meant that she had been close to them. He didn’t like the idea of her being around the other warriors. Many of them had not had female company since they came to this world. That made them dangerous, even with the relief rooms set up for them.

      “Yes,” he responded harshly when he realized she continued to wait for his answer.

      He held himself still as she moved closer to his head and set the small light down near the lock holding the chains around his upper body. After several long minutes, a soft sigh escaped her. A smile of amusement tugged at his lips as she slowly set the lock down. He could have escaped once he had one of his arms free. He felt confident he would have been able to escape if given enough time. He carefully slipped the blade in his palm back into the sheath hidden in his vest.

      He paused lifting the chains when the female called out a warning. His eyes followed her as she moved to the third lock. He sat up, carefully holding the chains so that they wouldn’t make any noise.

      She opened her mouth to say something to him before turning in horror at the sound of footsteps approaching. Hunter had heard the other human the moment they had begun walking. He planned to rip the last lock off, but the female had already moved to it and was working furiously at undoing it. He flicked his tongue out, finally giving in to the need to taste the air around her. An assortment of flavors hit him hard in the gut. He could taste her terror. She had not been lying when she said the other humans would kill her. The fear was thick in the air around her. He could also scent the faint aroma of blood.

      He would have to check the female for injury after he took care of the other humans. As much as it galled him, he owed this female a life debt. Well, life debt might be stretching it as he was confident he could have escaped, but the fact that she was risking her life thinking he was going to be brutally killed was close enough for him. It was obvious she did not have a protector. He would assume that responsibility until a human male could be assigned to her.

      He rose up as soon as he was free from the bench and wound the chains around his fists. Holding still, he waited until he heard the male’s voice just outside the door before he made his move. He hit the doors with enough force to rip them from the hinges. The metal door struck the thin male who had been driving, instantly killing him.

      He didn’t pause as he jumped from the back of the transport. Using his senses, he rushed across the large empty area between the transport and the room where the other males and the female were. It was time to show them what happens when they have angered a Trivator warrior.
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      Hunter threw out the chains in his left hand as one of the human males came rushing out of the door of the small room. He snarled in satisfaction when he heard the sound of bone breaking under the blow. The human’s loud scream of agony echoed throughout the building.

      He jerked hard on the chain before he turned and rolled to the left as the huge male who had threatened to hang his balls on the back of his truck lifted one of the Earth weapons he carried. The sound of skin and bone ripping made a sickly noise as the chain he had wrapped around the thin human’s arm tore it off as he pulled it away. A single shot silenced the male’s incoherent screams.

      “Kill him!” The female yelled out in terror. “Kill him, Kyle.”

      “You should have fucking let me earlier,” Kyle snapped back as he moved backwards toward the office. “I can’t see a fucking thing.”

      “Don’t let him near me,” the woman whimpered. “Don’t let him near me.”

      “Shut the fuck up, Betty,” Kyle bit out. “Get back in the office. If he tries to come through the door, we’ll shoot his ass.”

      Hunter chuckled darkly when he heard the door slam behind the human called Kyle. It would appear the female did not care about the male. She had locked him outside with the beast.

      “I will slice your balls off,” Hunter whispered menacingly. “But I will not hang them on the back of my transport. I will feed them to you.”

      “Stay… stay the fuck back,” Kyle snarled, raising the weapon in his hand and firing into the darkness where Hunter had been. “You just stay the fuck back.”

      Hunter was already on the other side of the male. He had scaled the tall beam up to the one that ran over the male’s head. He dropped down lightly on the male’s right side. He grabbed the male’s arm as he swung around and broke it before wrapping his other hand around the male’s neck.

      “Now human,” Hunter whispered, flashing his teeth at the male. “Threaten me, now.”

      Kyle’s choked cries ended as his body suddenly jerked. His eyes widened for a moment before they glazed over in death. Hunter cursed as he felt a burning in his side. He dropped the body of the male and twisted to the right. Three holes in the door let small beams of light through.

      “How bad are you hurt?” Another dark voice asked calmly from next to him.

      Hunter bared his teeth at Saber. He had known the minute re-enforcements had shown up. It was one of the traits that made the Trivators such great warriors. They were drawn to each other in time of need, and could react as one when in battle.

      “What took you so long?” Hunter snarled out. “They had me strapped to a damn metal bed with chains,” he nodded to the dead human on the floor. “He was threatening to cut my balls off and use them for decorations.”

      “We lost you a couple hours ago, but knew we weren’t far. I thought the plan was for us to follow you to where the humans had their lab?” Saber said.

      “The plan changed,” Hunter growled. “There was another human here. We can still get the information we need from the female inside.”

      “Dagger is good at that,” Saber commented.

      “What am I good at?” Dagger said, materializing out of the darkness. “I was about to go after the other human when I heard the shots. You hit?”

      “A scratch,” Hunter said with a shrug. “Was the other a female?”

      “It smelled like it,” Dagger said with a sharp-tooth grin. “She smelled sweet, even her blood. Did you try to gut her or something? You don’t normally miss if you are close enough to touch skin.”

      Hunter frowned at Dagger. “She only had a small amount on her from a wound before she saved me,” he responded.

      Saber held up his hand. “What the fuck do you mean ‘before she saved you’? Who saved you?” he asked.

      “A human female. She heard what the others planned to do to me,” Hunter said with a frown. “She said she couldn’t let them do that.”

      “Maybe it was a trap like the other female. You know that these females cannot be trusted,” Dagger speculated. “She could have been testing you.”

      “No,” Hunter replied with confidence. “She was terrified. She said the other humans would kill her if she was caught. She told me where the Support Center was being set up so I could find help. I could hear the truth in her voice and scent her fear. She was not lying.”

      “Then why did she smell so strongly of blood if you did not try to kill her?” Dagger asked impatiently.

      Hunter’s eyes narrowed. “She was not wounded badly when she was with me,” he bit out. “We will find her once we have taken the other female in.”

      Saber nodded. “Let’s get this over with,” he said with a grin. “I’m hungry.”

      Hunter watched as Saber swung his foot out and kicked the door. He barely missed getting his head blown off when the female in the room screamed in terror. Dagger snarled at Saber who had dropped and rolled to the side.

      “You are going to get your head blown off one of these days,” Hunter commented as Saber stood up and brushed the arm of his sleeve.

      “Not with their reaction time,” Saber grinned. “Now, are you going in or is Dagger?”

      “Why don’t you?” Dagger asked in exasperation.

      “Hey, I did my part,” Saber said. “I opened the door for you two.”

      “Shit,” Dagger growled. “I’ll do it.”

      The sound of a single gunshot sounded in the room before Dagger had a chance to move. All three men roared in frustration and rage as they smelled the overwhelming stench of blood and brain matter mixed with gunpowder.

      “Well, there goes that lead,” Dagger said in disgust.
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      Jesse stumbled as she reached the entrance to the ruins of the parking garage. It had taken every ounce of her strength to make it the last few blocks. The only thing that kept her going was knowing that her sisters were depending on her.

      She leaned down and let gravity take her to the bottom. She tried to push herself up when she hit the floor but found she didn’t have the strength to stand. Bitter tears of defeat burned her eyes as she struggled unsuccessfully to push herself up.

      “Here, let me help,” Taylor said softly.

      Jesse smiled weakly at her fifteen-year-old sister. She hissed as the cut on her stomach pulled as she finally stood. She would have fallen again if Taylor hadn’t wrapped her arm around her waist.

      “Jordan?” Jesse asked wearily. “How is she?”

      “The same,” Taylor replied glumly. “Her fever hasn’t gotten any worse, but the coughing has. I’m worried about her, Jesse. Since the other night... since the other night, she seems to have given up,” she added.

      “Well, I have food so maybe that will help,” Jesse whispered. “We all need to eat good tonight.”

      “Food,” Taylor’s eyes widened in excitement. “How much?”

      “Enough for several days,” Jesse assured her. “Tonight, we all eat.”

      “Oh Jesse, you are the best big sister ever!” Taylor laughed. “This will cheer Jordan up. It has to!”

      “I hope so, squirt,” Jesse said affectionately. “I really, really hope so. Why don’t you warm it up while I take care of the cut I got. I don’t want to take a chance of it getting infected.”

      “Are you sure? I can help you first,” Taylor said, biting her lip.

      Jesse could tell her little sister was torn between wanting to help her and the idea of having some warm food in her belly. She knew that both of her sisters needed to eat. She could feel her second wind coming back to her. It would help them all if Taylor got the food ready.

      “I can take care of the cut. It isn’t more than a scratch,” Jesse lied. “I would love it if there was some hot food in my belly after I’m cleaned up a bit.”

      “Okay,” Taylor grinned. “I’ll have it ready in no time.”

      “Taylor,” Jesse called out quietly as her sister headed for their makeshift living area.

      “Yeah?” Taylor asked, turning to look at Jesse.

      “Have I told you lately how much I love you?” Jesse asked.

      Taylor grinned. “I love you too, Jesse,” she said before turning and walking quickly away.

      Jesse watched until Taylor was out of sight before she raised a shaking hand to her head. She was freezing, yet her forehead was burning up. She had caught whatever Jordan had. On top of that, she could feel the blood sticking to the front of her black shirt.

      She stumbled over to the corner and gripped her stomach over the deep cut. Dry heaves shook her as her stomach rebelled. After several minutes, she forced her body to straighten. She was shaking so badly her legs wouldn’t hold her up any longer and she slid down the wall to the cold, hard floor. She was so tired, so very, very tired. She would close her eyes for just a few minutes. That was all she needed. Just a few minutes of rest to gather her strength, and she would get up and take care of the cut on her arm and stomach.

      Just a few minutes, she thought as darkness closed in on her.
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      “This way,” Hunter called out, sniffing the air.

      “This human is pretty smart,” Saber commented as he pushed aside the door he had broken off. “I feel like we are running an obstacle course.”

      “I found more blood,” Dagger called out. “She went this way.”

      Hunter looked at the bloody handprint on the wall. They had spent the last two hours following the female’s scent. It was taking longer than normal to track her because she had woven in and out of the abandoned buildings and back tracked through alleys forcing them to retrace their steps over and over again.

      He reached out and touched the small handprint outlined in blood. It was tiny compared to his hand. He looked around the rubble of the collapsed building. It was only the fact that she had left a trail of blood that they had been successful in tracking her. He was sure of that.

      “Her tracks have disappeared again,” Saber bit out in frustration. “She must have doubled back again.”

      “No,” Hunter murmured, looking at the pile of rubble. “She is here.”

      “Yeah, but where is here?” Dagger asked, running his hand through his long white hair. “There is a mountain of rubble that she could be hiding in.”

      Hunter moved forward, looking intently at the ground. The slight indent of the heel of a boot showed in the soft dirt. He knelt down and looked around. His eyes widened on the narrow opening in between the huge slabs of concrete. Standing, he walked forward, keeping his eyes on the ground.

      He paused when he saw another slight mark. It would have gone unnoticed to most, especially at night. He ducked under the huge slab and peered down the dark opening. Sniffing the air, the smell of blood was thicker in the confined area. She had gone down into the fallen building.

      Anger burned in him that the female would place herself in so much danger. If the ground were to shift at all, tons of concrete would collapse even further into the unstable pile. He stepped onto the slanted sheet of concrete and slid down it.

      A moment later, Dagger and Saber were standing next to him. Both men looked around the area. Hunter could understand their surprise and appreciation for the human’s resourcefulness. He had not expected to find himself in a cavern below ground.

      He held up his hand when he heard the soft murmur of voices. He shook his head when Dagger and Saber looked at him. He held up two fingers then a third. They nodded. There were at least two others down here in addition to the female they had been tracking.

      They spread out. Hunter took the front while Dagger and Saber each took a side. They would come up on all sides of the group. Moving silently, they stepped closer to the area where a small fire burned.
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      Jordan held the cloth over her mouth to muffle her cough before she lay back on the blankets. Her eyes were glazed with fatigue, pain, and fever. There wasn’t a part of her body that didn’t hurt.

      “Where is Jesse?” Jordan asked as Taylor brought her over some of the soup she had warmed up. “It shouldn’t take her this long.”

      “She said she had a cut she needed to clean,” Taylor said, helping Jordan to sit up so she could eat. “She’ll be back any minute. You need to eat. This will help you get stronger.”

      Jordan sighed tiredly. “I don’t think I’ll ever be strong again,” she said in resignation.

      “Don’t!” Taylor said, holding the cup up to Jordan’s lips. “We promised each other we would never give up. It is okay to feel down. You deserve it after… well, you deserve it, but don’t ever give up, Jordan. We need you. I need you,” she said fiercely.

      Jordan took a sip of the hot soup and moaned in pleasure as the warmth filled her stomach for the first time in days. She greedily sipped some more. With a shaky smile, she reached to take the cup from Taylor.

      “I can do this,” Jordan whispered. “You need to eat too.”

      Taylor reluctantly handed Jordan the battered cup of soup. She brushed Jordan’s tangled brown hair back from her face. A dark bruise covered the right side from her cheekbone to her chin where one of the men had hit her.

      “I love you, Jordan,” Taylor said. “I’ll be glad when you are feeling better.”

      “Me too, Taylor,” Jordan whispered tearfully. “I hate being like this.”

      “One day we’ll have a house of our own. Maybe we can talk Jesse into stealing a car and we can go up to Wenatchee,” Taylor suggested. “We could live in the cabin.”

      “If it is still…,” Jordan’s voice faded and her hand started trembling uncontrollably as her eyes widened.

      “What’s wrong?” Taylor asked, turning around.

      A low cry echoed throughout the parking garage as three huge forms stepped out of the darkness. Taylor stepped back with another cry, trying to shield Jordan, who sat frozen on the pallet. Both girls stared in horror as the aliens they had avoided successfully for the past four years stepped into the light of their makeshift campfire.
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      Jesse faded in and out of consciousness. She felt her body being gently turned until she was lying flat on her back. She immediately tried to turn back so she could curl up into a ball, but something prevented her from rolling onto her side.

      She pushed weakly at the arms picking her up. She didn’t want to be moved until she felt the heat radiating from the source trying to hold her. She immediately turned into it and burrowed as close as she could get. She didn’t care where the heat was coming from as long as it warmed her. She was freezing.

      A low cry echoed in the air, dragging her back to consciousness. It took a moment for her to realize it had come from Taylor. Her little sister sounded frightened.

      “Taylor? Baby, it’s okay,” Jesse forced out in a slurred whisper. “I’ll protect you.”

      “You have to help her,” Taylor’s voice was saying before it faded.

      Who has to help who? Jesse wondered vaguely. Jordan. Jordan was sick. Was she doing worse?

      “Jordan!” Jesse cried out sharply. “Jordan!”

      “Shush, she will be well soon,” a deep voice responded.

      “I have… protect…,” Jesse choked out before the world started to fade again. “Please… don’t.”

      “Don’t what, little female?” the deep voice asked.

      Jesse forced her fevered eyes open. “Please… don’t hurt them. They… they are all I have… left,” she begged, staring into the dark yellow eyes.

      “I will protect them with my life,” the dark voice promised.

      Jesse didn’t respond. She stared intently into the familiar, but not so familiar yellow eyes for several long seconds before she closed her eyes in exhaustion. She had no other choice but to believe the strange alien male would keep his promise. She was too weak to do otherwise. She turned her face into the warmth of his body.

      She had nothing left inside of her to give. She had used up all her strength to get back to her sisters. She didn’t trust anyone but her sisters anymore. She hoped she wasn’t making a fatal mistake in believing that the alien male holding her would keep his word.
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      Hunter sat next to the bed in his quarters in the housing that had been set up for the warriors. He had been given special permission to bring the three females with him. The two younger females were staying in the living quarters next to his. This one, this one he had claimed as his Amate. It was the only thing he could think of doing so he could receive permission to keep the females with him.

      He lifted the pale, limp wrist lying on his bed in his hand. It was so delicate he was afraid he might unwittingly crush the bones by mistake. He stared down at the intricate tattoos that had been etched into the female’s skin. An identical one circled his own. The words and their meaning held him mesmerized.

      When he had claimed her as his Amate, he had given his word as a warrior that he would accept responsibility for her and her sisters. He had promised to protect, care for, and accept them as his own. He now had a family. This was a gift unlike any other to a Trivator warrior.

      He gently traced his mark. He had hoped to join with a female when he returned to his world. Now, that would never happen. He had owed this female a life debt. He had no doubt that the other humans would have killed him if his team would have been late in finding him or he couldn’t escape. He had also given his word that he would protect the females with his life and he meant it.

      This female and the other one had been very ill. Dagger had lifted the other female despite her protests that she didn’t need help. Saber had to restrain the youngest female when she moved to protect the injured one.

      Hunter’s lips curved up in a small grin when he thought of how fierce the littlest one had been. Saber would be sporting a few bruises of his own. It had taken his friend by surprise at how strong and fast the tiny female had been.

      The smile faded as he remembered the injuries to the other female. She had cried out in pain as Dagger lifted her. He had left Dagger and Saber to care for the two females while he searched for the other.

      He had found her lying on the freezing ground. Her body was shivering, but her skin was hot. He knew she needed medical assistance as soon as possible.

      A low moan pulled him back to the present. He watched as Jesse, as she was called, moved restlessly under the covers. He reached up to touch her forehead. It was still a little warm. Their healer, Carp, had said Jesse had a virus, was malnourished, and had several wounds that needed to be healed. Carp’s mate, Bree, suggested it might be better if the females were housed away from medical for their own comfort once it was safe enough to release them.

      “Jordan?” Jesse murmured. “Taylor?”

      “They are safe,” Hunter said quietly. “They are resting.”

      He watched as Jesse’s eyelashes fluttered before slowly opening. She looked at him with a blank expression for a moment before horror and fear replaced it. She struggled to move away from him. Her eyes swept down to where he was holding her wrist. Her mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out at first.

      “Don’t touch me,” she finally choked out. “Don’t ever touch me!”

      Hunter’s eyes flashed possessively before he concealed his anger. He had tied his life to hers. He would be touching her frequently. She now belonged to him.

      Sensing her growing alarm as she glanced frantically around the room, he opened his fingers. The moment he released her, she pulled away and scooted up until she was in the corner of his bed. He frowned when he saw her pale and her eyes clouded with disorientation. He leaned forward and gripped the upper part of her arms when she started to fall forward.

      “I…,” she moaned, raising a trembling hand to her head. “Where… where am I? My sisters?”

      Hunter reluctantly released Jesse when she leaned back into the corner to keep from falling. He sat back again on the chair he had moved closer to the bed. Strange sensations moved through him, causing him to frown in confusion.

      “They rest next door,” he replied. “You need nourishment. Carp said you are too thin.”

      Jesse’s mouth twisted with bitterness. Of course she was too thin. So were Jordan and Taylor.

      That happened when you couldn’t find food and went days without eating, she thought.

      She closed her eyes for a moment as the room continued to spin. She had never felt so weak and defeated in her life. She had to fight the feeling. She had to be strong for her sisters.

      “Where… where are we?” she asked in a husky voice, licking her dry lips. “How long have we been here?”

      “You are in our compound,” Hunter replied as he turned and poured water into a glass on the side table. He held it out to her. “Drink,” he ordered roughly.

      Jesse stared at the glass like it was filled with poison. Her eyes moved nervously to his. The only reason she finally accepted it was because the look in his eyes promised if she refused he might just pour it down her throat.

      Her hand was shaking so badly she spilled a small amount on the bed covers. She spilt a little more when she heard him emit a low dark curse in his own language. At least, she suspected it was a curse as his hands covered hers to keep the glass steady.

      “I said…,” she began before her voice faded at the dangerous look in his eyes.

      “I know,” he bit out. “I am not to touch you. That is not an option. You are weak. You will get weaker if you cannot get nourishment and liquids. Carp said you must be fed. Your body is sick. The medicine he gave you will work better if you eat.”

      Jesse opened her mouth as he pressed the glass to her lips. She took several sips before leaning weakly back against the wall. She sighed with relief when he set the glass back down on the table.

      “Why are you helping us?” she asked, confused.

      Hunter stared at Jesse’s pale face. He had not really noticed the faint dots that covered her nose before. He liked the dots, he decided. He also liked her nose. It was small and stuck out further than the females from his world and did not have the ridges across the top. He wondered what it would be like to touch the smooth skin.

      His gaze swept over the tangle of dark brown hair that fell around her shoulders. He liked it, too. His hands itched to tangle in the long strands. Those feelings confused him. It was not like him to want to touch a female’s hair.

      Bree had dressed her in one of the long tunics the Trivator females liked to wear over their leggings. It hung on her slender frame. She needed more meat on her. He was afraid he would break her until she had more on her.

      His eyes moved up to her lips. They were also fuller than the females of his world. He had never thought about lips as being attractive before, but he liked how full hers were and how they curved upward at the corner, as if she smiled a lot. He wondered if they tasted differently from the Trivator females he had bedded.

      He frowned as he thought of her words. “Why did you help me escape?” he asked instead. “You risked your life? Why?”
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      Jesse stared at the alien blocking her way to freedom. She fought to keep her eyes from moving to the door. She didn’t want him to know that she was thinking of the different methods of escape that she was planning. Granted, she was weak, but she could already feel her strength and determination returning. She had to find her sisters. He said they were next door.

      She lowered her head and raised a shaking hand to push her hair back while she looked at the table near the bed. There was a large metal pitcher on it. If she could grab it and hit him hard enough, she could knock him out. There was also a metal lamp. She just needed to distract him long enough to grab one or the other.

      She raised her head and looked out the window. It was dark outside. That would work in their favor as well. They would just need to find a way off the compound. She had seen a few of the ‘camps’ the aliens set up. Each had some type of force field around them. Every ten feet there was a device they stuck in the ground. It had the same effect as an electrified barb wire fence. If she could destroy one of the devices, it would take out one section of the barrier.

      She looked back at the alien who she had helped. Shrugging her shoulders, she forced herself to relax back against the wall. She needed time to gather her courage.

      “I heard a truck coming down the road,” she replied, looking into his eyes. “It isn’t safe to be found. I knew I had to find a place to hide. It just happened to be in the same place they were going. I planned on just waiting until they either left again or it was safe enough to escape back out into the streets, but then I heard what they planned to do to you,” she paused and glanced at the water.

      Hunter reached over, picked up the glass and handed it to her. She gave a faint smile of thanks and sipped the refreshing liquid. She frowned down into the clear water. It tasted like water, but she felt – stronger after drinking a little.

      “There are nutrients added to help you heal,” he said, seeing the frown of confusion on her face. “It gives you vitamins and minerals that will help your body heal faster and give you strength.”

      “Like a vitamin drink on steroids,” she murmured before drinking a little more.

      “You were telling me why you would risk your life for mine,” he encouraged, sitting back again.

      Jesse nodded and wrapped both hands around the glass. “I couldn’t leave. I wanted to,” she admitted with a heavy sigh. “But I couldn’t. No one deserves to die, much less the way they were planning on killing you. I planned to just release you enough that you could finish the task while I escaped, but when I heard them coming back to the van… I couldn’t leave you trapped,” she finished awkwardly. “What did… what did you do to the people who, you know, what happened to them?”

      Hunter shrugged his broad shoulders. “I killed them,” he said calmly. “Except for the woman. She killed herself before we could.”

      Jesse paled and she clenched the glass tightly between her palms. “How did you find me?” she forced herself to ask.

      She needed to know how he found her so she could make sure it didn’t happen again. The more information she had, the better prepared she would be when she and her sisters escaped.

      “It was not as easy as I expected,” he admitted with a grin. “You were very careful, even though you were sick and wounded. If it had not been for the blood you left behind as you moved, it would have taken much longer.”

      She glanced down at the glass again in satisfaction. If she and her sisters could get far enough away, they could avoid being caught again since she would not be leaving any blood behind this time. She was about to ask a few more questions when her breath caught in her throat. She froze as she noticed her wrists for the first time. She lifted her left wrist and frowned as she saw the marks circling it.

      “What is this?” she asked, holding her wrist up.

      “It is my mark,” he said uneasily. “It shows you are mine.”

      Jesse’s eyes flew to his. “What do you mean by ‘you are mine’?

      Hunter shifted in the chair before he rose and walked over to the window. They were on the ground floor. He stared out at the back of the compound that butted up against a line of warehouses and supply storage areas. He turned to look at where Jesse sat forward on the bed. Her face was turned upward as she looked at him with a combination of horror and distrust.

      “I owed you a life debt. I also promised to protect you and your sisters with my life,” he said heavily. “The only way I could do that was to claim you as my Amate.”

      “What… what does an Amate mean?” Jesse asked with a sinking feeling in her stomach that had nothing to do with being ill.

      Hunter straightened up to his full height and looked down at Jesse with a fierce, possessive look. He could sense her unease and growing fear. There was nothing he could do about it. He would not lie to her. The sooner she accepted that she belonged to him, the better for them all. He would be leaving in less than two weeks to return to his world as his tour of duty on Earth was up, and Jesse and her sisters would be returning with him.

      “You are my mate now,” he stated, holding up his wrists that had matching tattoos on them. “You belong to me, and I will protect your sisters until they are given to another warrior.”

      Shock held Jesse frozen. Her mind rebelled against what he was telling her. Her eyes swept over the huge alien standing over her. She had never felt so small or defenseless in her life. There was only one thing that she could think of as his words sank in. She had to accomplish one thing as soon as was humanly possible.

      We have to escape, she thought as horror seized her in its ugly grip. Now!
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      Jesse looked at Jordan and nodded as her sister glanced back at her with a silent question. Taylor was animatedly talking to Hunter, who was listening with a bemused smile on his face. Jesse knew her little sister was the perfect distraction when she was on a roll.

      They had met earlier when Jesse had asked if her sisters could help her bathe and dress since she was still weak. The alien – Hunter – had started to argue that he would help her, but had quickly excused himself when Jesse’s eyes had filled with tears. A few minutes later, Jordan and Taylor had rushed into the room and wrapped her in their arms. Hunter had quickly excused himself, saying he would have food prepared and brought to them.

      “We were terrified,” Jordan had said, quickly glancing at the closed door. “When we saw you lying so still in his arms we thought he had killed you.”

      “We didn’t know you were sick, Jesse,” Taylor said, brushing Jesse’s hair back from her forehead.

      “What happened?” Jesse asked as she sat back on the bed.

      “Hunter found you unconscious on the ground,” Taylor said. “Dagger had picked Jordan up and the other guy had me. They came out of nowhere! I thought for sure we were goners.”

      “They brought us back here,” Jordan added. “The doctor and his wife were nice. They put this thing over us and it healed the wounds,” she said quietly touching her side where her ribs had hurt. “He said I had two broken ribs and pneumonia. He healed that and whatever he gave us to drink was like the mega-energy drinks we used to get.”

      “Jesse, what do we do now?” Taylor asked, worriedly biting her lip. “They haven’t hurt us yet. Do you think they are going to?”

      “I heard Hunter call you by a name,” Jordan said with a frown. “The minute he said that, everything changed. The man who had stopped them from bringing us onto the compound started yelling orders and the doctor appeared.”

      “Am… ami…,” Taylor was saying.

      “Amate,” Jesse whispered, looking at the marks on her wrists. “He said I was his Amate. That I belonged to him now and he would protect you two until he could give you away to other warriors.”

      Jordan and Taylor looked at Jesse in horror. Their eyes glued to her wrists when she held them up. Determination glittered in Jesse’s eyes. She planned on being long gone before the aliens knew what happened.

      “We need to escape,” she said. “Tonight!”

      Jordan slowly nodded head. She bit her lip and looked out the window at the darkness. She glanced back at Jesse and Taylor.

      “How?” she asked. “How do we get out of here without them knowing?”

      “I know!” Taylor said with a grin.

      Both Jesse and Jordan looked at their little sister in surprise. She had a huge grin on her face and a mischievous gleam in her eyes. She looked back and forth between her two big sisters with a raised eyebrow.

      “Okay,” Jesse said. “How do you think we can escape without being seen?”

      “You two were out of it when they brought us in but I wasn’t,” Taylor said with a knowing smile. “I did like you taught me, Jesse. I watched everything going on and looked for ways to escape.”

      “Alright, all ready,” Jordan said impatiently. “How do you think we can get out of here?”

      “With the trash!” Taylor said. “It will cover our scent and they don’t look through it.”

      Jordan’s face wrinkled in distaste. “Great, out with the garbage. Just what I was hoping.”

      “Hey, if it works,” Taylor started to argue before Jesse interrupted.

      “You did good, squirt,” Jesse said reassuringly. “So, now we have to figure out how to get away from the big guy who thinks he owns us.”

      Taylor’s grin widened. “I’ve got that covered as well. I had two of the best teachers in the world,” she said, pulling a small gun shaped device from her pocket. “I lifted this from medical when the doc wasn’t looking. It will knock him on his ass.”

      Jordan grinned at her little sister and hugged her. “I’m so proud of you, Taylor,” she whispered. “Dad would be too.”

      Taylor’s smile wobbled for a moment before she nodded. “He said we needed to look out for each other,” she said huskily. “You and Jordan have protected me. It is time I started helping out more.”

      “You have definitely done that, kiddo,” Jesse said. “Let’s do this. Gather as much as you can that you think will help us once we get out of here.”
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      Jesse glanced at the clock. It was almost two o’clock in the morning. Taylor was telling Hunter some ridiculous story about an old cat they had when they were kids. It was time to put their plan in motion.

      “I need to visit the ladies room,” Jesse said, standing up.

      Hunter turned to gaze at Jesse as she stood up. A dark frown creased his brow. He started to rise as well. Jordan looked wildly at Taylor, who nodded.

      “I need to go after you, Jesse,” Taylor said, reaching out to grab Hunter’s arm. “Hunter, did I tell you about the Bellamees that lived two houses down from us?”
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      Hunter shook his head, but sat back down. His eyes followed Jesse as she walked around the table back toward the bathroom behind him. He turned his attention back to Taylor as she started telling him about an older couple that lived near them years before.

      He glanced at the clock wondering how much longer it would be before he could send Jesse’s two younger sisters back to their room. He had hoped one of them would start showing signs of being tired but so far none of them appeared to be feeling like sleep. Hell, the young one acted like she could go on sharing stories for several more hours.

      Frustration gnawed at him. He wanted to get the female alone. It had been a long time since he had relieved himself with a living female and Jesse’s scent was driving him crazy. He wanted her with a hunger that surprised him. He would have to be gentle when he took her so he would not break her but he felt confident that would not be an issue.

      He started to turn back around when he heard Jesse returning but Taylor touched his arm and leaned forward, said something to him that he missed. He bit back a growl. He was going to have to ask the little female to repeat what she had said as he had been distracted… again.

      “What?” Hunter asked impatiently.

      “I said I hope you have a nice sleep,” Taylor repeated.

      “A nice sleep?” Hunter repeated with a frown. “What do…” His voice faded as he felt a cold injection being pressed into his neck.

      He half rose and began to turn when his legs gave out under him and his knees hit the hard floor. His eyes blurred as he stared in disbelief at Jesse. His eyes moved from the injector in her hand to her eyes. He opened his mouth to howl in rage before they rolled back in his head as the medication worked its way through his system.

      Humans were not to be trusted, he thought. No matter what their age or gender.

      That single thought swept through his mind as several sets of hands grabbed him and lowered him gently to the floor as he started to fall forward. He heard Taylor’s frantic whisper followed by Jordan’s. He fought against the sedative they had injected him with but it was useless. The last thing he heard was Jesse’s soft voice as she knelt next to him and covered him with a blanket.

      “You aren’t so bad for being an alien. Be careful and try to stay safe,” she whispered, brushing his hair back from his face with tender hands. “Goodbye, Hunter.”
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      Jesse climbed out of the window last. She looked back one last time at the huge alien warrior sleeping on the hard floor. Regret burned in her chest. He was different than she expected. She shook her head and quietly closed the window behind her. Jordan waited at the corner for her. They would follow Taylor to where she had seen the garbage trucks leaving. They each had a pillowcase filled with items. It made it a little clumsier to run but they had no choice since they had lost everything when they were captured.

      Jesse fingered her dad’s hunting knife that she had found in the top drawer of the single dresser in the room. Tears had burned her eyes when she had touched it. She also found the universal key set he had given her.

      “There,” Taylor whispered, pointing to an area where several large trucks were sitting. “We can hide in the back.”

      “It looks like they are about to head out,” Jordan said. “Let’s go!”

      Jesse looked back one last time at the building they had just exited. She bit her lip and shook her head in frustration at her indecision before she turned and followed her sisters. They waited at the corner of the building nearest where the trucks passed by. The minute the last truck drove by they ran in the shadow behind it. Taylor vaulted over the side, followed by Jordan. Jesse gripped the back, almost falling, before Taylor and Jordan reached out and grabbed her arms pulling her over the side.

      “This stinks,” Jordan whispered as she laid down on top of several black bags.

      “That’s the whole idea, isn’t it Taylor?” Jesse whispered back before she lifted a bag and set it on top of Jordan. “Now, we hide.”
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      “You leave in three days,” Dagger observed as he leaned back against the side of the transport. “Time's running out.”

      “You think I don’t know that?” Hunter bit out with a snarl of impatience.

      “They have to be close,” Dagger said, wiping his face and scowling up at the dark skies. “I swear I have never seen a planet with so much rain! The stuff falls every blasted day. How do the humans stand it?”

      Hunter understood his friend’s frustration. The rain made tracking any scent difficult, if not virtually impossible. They had been hunting Jesse and her sisters for the past two weeks.

      He looked at the map of the area. He glanced around the ruins. They were in what was the former downtown area of the city. They had discovered how the females escaped. If he wasn’t so pissed he would have been amused at their ingenuity. Unfortunately, by the time he had woken from the sedative Jesse had injected into him, they were long gone.

      “Hunter!” Saber called out. “Over here.”

      Hunter stretched the tight muscles in his shoulders. He was going to strangle the female when he found her. Then he was going to strangle her sisters.

      The more he thought of that night two weeks ago, the more he realized he should have seen the signs of their duplicity. In his mind’s eye, he now understood the sly looks they had passed between them and how Taylor had used her stories as a distraction to catch him off-guard. He recognized his pride was hurt… for two reasons. One that he had fallen for their trick. Second, because he had taken Jesse as his Amate.

      Once a Trivator warrior took a female as his Amate it was for life. He would forsake any other female, including seeking relief in a relief room. His seed was to be given only to the female. It was his gift to her. Jesse had rejected that gift when she ran away.

      Hunter strode over to where Saber was standing. He glanced grimly at the scanner Saber held out. The scanner was showing a group of humans a block away. He counted eighteen total. What disturbed him was that fifteen of them were surrounding three. The heat signatures distinguished that the three figures were female.

      “Soco ballast!” Shit! He growled under his breath. “Dagger, let’s go! I think we have found them.”
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      Jesse held the metal pipe out in front of her as she looked at the group of men surrounding her, Jordan, and Taylor. They had been running non-stop for the past two weeks. Fatigue and lack of food had made her reckless. She shivered as the chill from the rain soaked through the tunic she was wearing.

      “Stay back,” she snarled, swinging the pipe as one of the men who had been chasing them stepped closer.

      The men laughed. “She is a feisty one,” another man called out. “I wonder how she’s going to look bent over.”

      “Jesse,” Taylor whimpered as she pressed her back against her older sisters. “I’m scared. I don’t want to die like this. I… please, don’t let them…”

      Jordan swung the rebar she held in her hand, striking one of the men who got too close. His angry howl of pain seemed to incite the other men who started yelling at each other to move in closer. Jordan cried out when one of the men grabbed the end of the long metal rod she was gripping, jerking it out of her hands.

      Jesse attacked the men who were reaching for her sisters. She hit as many as she could before they overwhelmed her. She felt her tunic rip under their hands. In the background, she could hear Taylor’s high-pitched scream.

      “No!” Jesse screamed as she felt hands trying to drag down the pants she wore. She kicked out again, catching one man in the groin, but another took his place. “No!” she screamed again as she fought with everything in her.

      She cried out in pain as she was pressed down onto the hard ground. Sharp rocks bit into her back and shoulders. Her arms burned from where she was being pulled. Her legs were forced open. Hard fingers bit into her flesh.

      “Please!” she sobbed. “Please, don’t!”

      Additional screams filled the air. It took a moment for Jesse to realize that they were not coming from her sisters. The sound of bones breaking and tortured cries of agony rained around her. It took a moment for the men holding her down to realize that the sounds were coming from their own.

      Jesse felt the bodies holding her down release her. Some in panic, some as they were thrown away from her. Jesse’s frantic eyes locked with Hunter’s for a brief second before he turned and sliced through the throat of a man who stumbled too close.

      She forced herself to roll over onto her stomach and rise up, her eyes searching for Jordan and Taylor. She saw another Trivator warrior attacking three men. Her eyes swept the area until she caught sight of Jordan’s dark blue shirt. She pushed up off the ground and staggered over to where Jordan lay curled up in a ball, her bloody hands over her head. Harsh sobs shook her sister’s body.

      “Jordan,” Jesse choked out, touching Jordan’s shoulder. “Jordan, we need to find Taylor. Please, help me. Taylor…”

      Jordan slowly lowered her hands and looked up at Jesse with tear-filled eyes. She had blood near her hairline and the beginnings of a bruise was beginning to form at her temple. She nodded and held out her shaking hands to Jesse.

      They both looked frantically around. They stumbled over several bodies as they searched for Taylor. Jesse held Jordan when she turned with a sob at the sight of the brutality. Jesse felt no regret for the way the men died. They had planned a much worse fate for her and her two younger sisters. Her only concern was finding Taylor.

      A low cry was pulled from Jesse when she saw the still body of Taylor lying near the rubble of a building. Saber stood holding a man by his throat. It was obvious both of the man’s arms had been broken. With a sickening twist, he snapped the crying man’s neck and tossed his body aside before bending down over Taylor’s small broken body.

      “Taylor,” Jordan cried out, stumbling forward.

      Jesse stood back. The weight of despair and failure filling her at not being able to protect her sisters. It was too much. If Taylor was dead, she didn’t want to go on. She could never survive the guilt at being unable to protect the little sunshine that warmed her world.

      “Jesse,” a deep voice said harshly.

      Jesse flinched violently when warm hands reached for her. She jerked back a step, uncaring of the sharp stones that cut into her foot from where her boot had been ripped off. Nothing mattered anymore. She knew shock was setting in as her body suddenly felt like it was encased in ice and she couldn’t stop shaking. Her mind felt like it was splintering into a million pieces.

      “It’s all my fault,” she panted as her teeth began to chatter. “I should have stayed to the south of the city. I shouldn’t have tried to find a vehicle. It is all my fault.”

      Hunter grew concerned when she paled even more. He reached out again, this time slowly. His eyes swept over the wounds on her skin. She was bleeding from her temple, cheek, and lip. Her tunic was ripped and hanging off of one delicate pale shoulder. Dark bruises were forming on her exposed arm and more blood ran from her shoulder. Fury burned in him. He glanced around at the bodies of the human males who would have destroyed something so beautiful and fragile. He wished he could kill them all over again.

      His eyes moved to where Dagger was holding Jordan. Saber was checking Taylor. He nodded in relief when Saber looked up and briefly nodded. Jesse’s little sister would live.

      “Jesse, she will be alright,” Hunter said quietly. “Saber says she is alive. She needs medical attention. You all do.”

      Jesse turned to look at him with dazed eyes before they cleared and bitter anger replaced the shock. She pulled the torn remains of her shirt up but it fell back down the moment she released it. She looked around her. Her face twisted with grief and rage.

      “Take them,” she ordered hoarsely. “Take them with you.”

      Hunter frowned in confusion as he looked around at the dead bodies. He did not understand what she meant. He turned when she stepped further away from him. His eyes narrowed as she bent and picked up a knife that was lying on the ground next to one of the males.

      “Jesse,” he said. “What are you doing?”

      Jesse ignored him as she pulled her boot out from under the body of another male. She stumbled sideways as she tried to put it on. It took her two tries before she was successful. She glanced around the ground until her eyes narrowed on her father’s hunting knife that had fallen from the boot when it was ripped off. She reached for it and turned as Saber and Dagger approached. Each male held one of her sisters in his arms.

      “Take them with you,” Jesse said in a cold, emotionless voice. “You promised to take care of them. You promised to protect them. I am keeping you to your word. Protect them with your life. Do… not… let… anything happen to them,” she said slowly.

      “Jesse, what are you doing?” Hunter asked, stepping toward her.

      Jesse straightened her shoulders and looked first into Jordan’s eyes before turning her dark brown eyes to Hunter. She felt dead inside. She knew she could no longer protect and care for her sisters. She had not done a very good job of it. She was making too many mistakes. Mistakes that would get them killed. At least if they were under the protection of the aliens they stood a better chance of surviving with them than with her. It was time to admit defeat before she got them all killed.

      “Take them,” she whispered, looking at Taylor’s battered body one last time before she turned away. “I’m done with having a family.”

      “Jesse!” Jordan’s distressed cry echoed through the air.

      Jesse ignored it. She closed her mind and body off to everything. The last bit of hope in humanity had been killed inside her. She could only hope the alien world would be a better, safer place for her sisters.
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      Hunter released a curse under his breath. Jesse was walking away from them all. Her head held high and her back stiff. He could see the spots on the back of the tunic where fresh blood stained it from additional cuts. He glanced at Dagger and Saber before he nodded his head.

      “Get them to the transport,” he ordered. “I will meet you there.”

      “She won’t come willingly,” Saber commented in a dark voice filled with anger as he held Taylor’s body gently against his own.

      Hunter’s mouth tightened in determination. He expected nothing less from the human female. She had been stubborn and completely unpredictable since the moment she risked her own life to save his.

      “I would expect nothing less from her,” he muttered before he started after her.

      “Hunter,” a soft, feminine voice called out from behind him.

      He turned to glance at Jordan, who gazed back at him with sad eyes filled with tears. Her hand shook violently as she pushed her hair back from her face. His face softened when he saw her lips tremble as she tried to speak.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “She is hurting,” Jordan whispered. “She has tried to protect and care for us since our mom died and our dad was killed. Please, try to understand. She has never really let anyone take care of her.”

      Hunter frowned before he gave a sharp nod. His eyes swept the area narrowing on the dark alley between two buildings. Already, Jesse was trying to disappear again. This time would be the last. He would tie her down if he had to. It was time she understood that he was going to take care of her and protect her from now on. She belonged to him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Jesse stumbled over the fallen concrete that blocked part of the alley. She ignored the sting of new cuts to the palms of her hands. It didn’t matter anymore. She was looking for trouble. She wanted it to find her. She wanted the pain to end. She wanted to scream as the image of Taylor’s limp body burned in her mind.

      Guilt threatened to choke her as she fell, skinning her knees. She pushed herself up, forcing herself to continue moving. She stopped when she reached the next street. She looked up and down it, trying to decide which way to go. It didn’t really matter. She was no longer searching for a way to get to the cabin her parents had owned. She didn’t plan on living through the night.

      Turning in a circle, she finally sank down to the ground. She sat staring down at the hunting knife in her bruised and bleeding hands. Soft rain fell around her, soaking her hair and clothes. Her breath fogged as she panted as pain swept through her body. It wasn’t the pain from her physical wounds that pulled the choking sobs from her. It was the pain in her heart.

      She began rocking back and forth as the sobs racked her body. Ragged breaths tore from her as she tried to breathe past the agony of losing Jordan and Taylor. She closed her eyes and raised her face to the sky, letting the rain mix with her tears.

      “Why?!” she sobbed. “Oh God, why? I love them so much. Why couldn’t I protect them? Daddy, why? Why?” she cried out quietly as she fell over and curled up in a ball as the pain overwhelmed her. “Why?”
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      Hunter stood in the shadows of the alley. He had quickly caught up with Jesse. He had waited silently when she had stopped in the center of the road. He started forward when she sank down to the ground, concerned.

      Now, her pain radiated out from her in waves that scorched his soul. He had never heard such agony coming from the soul of a living creature before. He could smell and taste her pain in the air.

      Unable to bear the terrible cries any longer, he gently knelt next to her before scooping her body up in his arms. His fear that she would resist melted when she turned into his warmth and continued to cry. The violent shivers racking her body worried him. He feared she would make herself sick.

      “Hush, little one,” he murmured softly. “It will be alright.”

      “It’s all my fault,” she sobbed quietly. “It’s all my fault. I should have protected them. It’s all my fault.”

      “Your sisters will be fine,” Hunter assured her as he cradled her tightly in his arms. “Soon, you will see they will be as good as new.”

      “It’s all my fault,” Jesse continued to repeat over and over.

      Hunter looked up as the transport they were using began to lower. A moment later, Dagger lowered the loading platform. Hunter nodded to Dagger as he strode up the ramp. He held Jesse tightly against him as he settled into one of the seats. Jordan sat leaning her head against the storage cabinet with Taylor’s head on her lap. Her fingers caressed her little sister who was very pale, but breathing steadily from the rise and fall of her chest.

      “Saber gave her a sedative,” Dagger said as he moved to kneel next to Jesse. “I think it would be a good idea to give Jesse one as well. I can smell the distress on her. She is close to breaking.”

      “Do it,” Hunter said, stroking Jesse’s hair as she continued to cry silent tears and shake.

      Dagger nodded and reached into the medical kit they carried. He pressed a new cartridge into the injector and held it against Jesse’s neck. She flinched slightly as he depressed it. Within seconds, Hunter felt her body relax as the medicine coursed through her system. He looked over at Jordan, who was staring at him with dazed eyes.

      “Thank you,” she whispered before looking down at Taylor’s bruised but peaceful face. “Thank you,” she whispered before her eyes widened in surprise when she felt the cold metal of the injector against her neck.

      “Now it is time for you to rest, little fighter,” Dagger said as he pressed the injector. He glanced at Hunter with a grim expression. “You have your work cut out for you, my friend. I suggest keeping them sedated until you have them safely aboard the Star Raider and are on your way back home.”

      Hunter gave Dagger a sharp-tooth grin that held no humor. “That is exactly what I plan to do,” he said, resting his head back against the wall. “I do not plan on giving her a chance to ever escape me again,” he added quietly as he shifted her in his arms so he could hold her even closer to his body.
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      Jesse froze as she slowly came awake. She blinked several times to clear the fuzziness in her brain. Something was holding her down. The weight across her stomach felt heavy, but… good.

      She turned her head toward the source and her breathing accelerated in alarm. Hunter’s relaxed face was facing her. She blinked several times wondering if she was dreaming. She started to move away, but the arm tightened around her and a low growl rumbled from the man holding her.

      She froze again when she realized that heated golden yellow eyes were staring at her with an intensity that caused her to flush. She licked her lips, unable to look away. She gasped as the arm around her pulled her closer and his eyes followed the movement of her tongue.

      “You,” she started to say.

      “Yes, me,” he said in a husky voice.

      She shook her head in confusion. “You… aren’t supposed to touch me,” she whispered.

      A soft chuckle escaped him as his eyes lit with amusement. He rolled until she was trapped under him. He kept his weight up off of her, but let her know that he was not about to agree with her.

      “I never said I would not touch you,” he pointed out, bending his head to rub his nose along her cheek. “Your skin is very smooth and soft.”

      “I… what are you doing?” Jesse asked, confused.

      She pushed her hands up between them and spread her fingers across his chest intending to push him away. She felt like she was caged under him. His hair fell forward like a curtain on each side of her face. The soft strands brushed against her cheeks, cocooning them.

      “You knocked me out,” he said with a curve to his lips. “I have never had a female do that to me before.”

      Jesse stared up into his eyes for several long seconds before she flicked her tongue out over her lips again. She wasn’t sure what was going on. She frowned up at him trying to remember how she had ended up in this position.

      “Where am I?” she asked.

      Hunter sighed and shifted until he was sitting beside her. He swung his long legs over the side of the bed and stretched, unconcerned that he wasn’t wearing any clothes and he was giving her an amazing view of his tight ass. Her eyes widened even larger when he turned and gave her an even more impressive view of his front.

      His lips curved when he saw her mouth drop open and her eyes grew huge. His cock appreciated her attention. He grew even larger and thicker the longer she stared. A shudder coursed through his body when he saw her tongue caress her bottom lip.

      “If you continue staring at me like that,” he warned in a husky voice filled with barely restrained desire. “I cannot promise I will not take advantage of your attention.”

      Jesse’s mouth snapped shut. She ran her eyes slowly up his body until she finally blinked when she encountered amused yellow eyes staring back at her. He was… magnificent. There were no other words to describe him. She had seen a few nude guys in the art appreciation class she took in college and the one summer when some of the boys decided to go skinny dipping during high school and she and some of her girlfriends stole their clothes. But, none of the guys looked anything like this.

      “You… never said where I was,” she finally choked out in a strangled voice determined not to look above his nose and below his mouth. That seemed like a safe place to keep her eyes. “My sisters?” she asked in a husky voice.

      “Are healed,” Hunter said, kneeling by the bed so that Jesse was forced to see the sincerity in his eyes. “They need you, Jesse. They are worried about you.”

      Her eyes filled and her bottom lip trembled. “I let them down,” she said in a small voice. “I promised…”

      Hunter laid his fingers on her lips. “As did I. If there is blame for what happened, it lies on my shoulders.”

      Jesse frowned and shook her head. “How can you say that?” she asked.

      Hunter sighed again. His cock was rubbing against the bed cloth and it was so sensitive he had to force himself to count backwards. The feel of her soft lips against his fingers was not helping. The warmth of her breath and the touch of her tongue against his fingers were doing strange things to his insides that he had never felt before.

      “I promised to protect you,” he reminded her.

      “With your life,” she added shyly. “But we left you. You couldn’t protect us if we were the ones who left.”

      He leaned forward and rested his forehead against hers with a chuckle. “Yes, I know you left. I figured that out when I woke the next morning on the floor covered by a blanket. How did you get one of our injectors?” he asked, sitting back on his heels again.

      “Taylor lifted it while we were in medical,” she said proudly. “She is so smart.”

      “I’ll have to remember that,” he muttered. “I need a cold shower,” he suddenly bit out, standing.

      Jesse’s breath swished out of her as she caught an up close and personal view of why he needed a cold shower. Her face flared with color as she found herself at face level with the evidence of his reason. Her gasp echoed in the small room.

      His laugh echoed in the room as he turned. “You are on the warship Star Raider headed back to my home world of Rathon,” he called out over his shoulder as he walked through the door into the bathroom.

      Jesse blew out the breath she had been holding as she watched the sexiest ass she had ever seen walk through the door and out of sight. Only when he had disappeared did she fall back on the bed and lay staring blindly up at the ceiling. She was in trouble. Major, catastrophic, out-of-this-world trouble and it had nothing to do with being on a spaceship heading to an alien world.

      No, she thought in despair. It has everything to do with an alien warrior hot enough to melt every bit of resistance I have inside me.
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      Jesse stepped cautiously through the doors. She would have turned and run back to the cabin where she had woken earlier if it wasn’t for the fact that Hunter was blocking the doorway. Her eyes swept the large dining room filled with mostly men. There were a few female aliens scattered among the men, but they were far outnumbered. All of them were seated near a male.

      Her eyes paused briefly on the female she had met once before. Her brow creased as she tried to remember the woman’s name. It seemed like a lifetime ago that she had met her.

      “Her name is Bree,” Hunter said as he slid his hand around her waist when he felt her hesitate. “She is the Amate of Carp, the healer who took care of you and Jordan.”

      Jesse nodded, but her eyes were focused on the two small, pale females sitting next to Bree and Carp. Jordan saw her first before Taylor. Jordan looked at her in concern while Taylor’s eyes lit up and she rose from her seat with a cry of delight.

      Jesse took a step forward and opened her arms as Taylor rushed forward. Jesse closed her eyes and held her little sister tightly, overcome with emotion to see the sun shining in Taylor’s eyes again. Jesse pulled back far enough to cup Taylor’s cheeks. She searched every area of her sister’s face, needing the reassurance that Taylor was really alright.

      “Are you okay?” Jesse asked hesitantly.

      Taylor smiled. “Yes,” she said with a small smile. “I got knocked out so I didn’t know what was going on, thank goodness. Jordan didn’t say anything, but Saber said that they took care of the men who attacked us. From the look on Jordan’s face, I’d say they kicked some ass.”

      “Taylor,” Jesse said sternly in rebuke at her sister cussing, but she couldn’t prevent the corners of her mouth from lifting at the mischievous twinkle in her eye. “They kicked some major ass.”

      Taylor tilted her head. “Are you okay?” she asked, suddenly seeming so much older than fifteen. “We woke up a few days ago, but Hunter said you needed more time and we needed to let you rest.”

      Jesse looked over to where Hunter was talking quietly with Saber and Dagger. He looked up as if he knew she was thinking about him. She flushed and lowered her head. She was so confused. None of this made any sense to her.

      “I’m fine,” she replied. “I’m just glad you and Jordan are alright and… safe.”

      Taylor grinned. “Come on and sit with us. Are you hungry? It is so different, being able to eat when we want and not be starving all the time.”

      A low growl rumbled through the room as several warriors heard Taylor’s comment. Jesse flushed again, this time out of guilt. She had done a piss-poor job of protecting and taking care of her sisters. She had done the best she could, but it was obvious from Taylor’s comment it had not been good enough.

      “Don’t,” a soft, warm voice whispered in her ear. “What you did was remarkable. I do not know of many warriors, myself included, who could have done what you did.”

      Jesse glanced up at Hunter and gave a small shake to her head. She stiffened when he turned her to face him. He carefully cupped her face between his hands, tilting her face upward so he could see her eyes.

      “I mean it, Jesse,” he said. “What you did is remarkable. There is not a warrior here that is not in awe of what you have done.”

      Doubt clouded her eyes as she continued to stare up at him. “Why? You heard Taylor. We were always cold, hungry, tired. We had to move constantly and they were always in danger,” she murmured in regret. “That is no life for a fifteen and seventeen-year-old. They should have been enjoying high school, going to dances and thinking of boys.”

      “Things that you gave up to care for them,” Hunter pointed out. “You risked your life to save mine.”

      “I couldn’t let them kill you like that,” she started to say, stopping when he touched her lips with his thumb.

      “I was an alien to your world,” he reminded her. “My people were the reason your world was the way it was. Others would have left me to die and felt I deserved such a death and more.”

      Jesse flushed when she realized that the room had become silent as all the warriors in the room listened to her and Hunter’s conversation. She looked at all the eyes staring at her, waiting for her response. She trembled and moved closer to Hunter. She turned to look at him when she felt his arms move down to draw her closer.

      “My world is like it is because of the humans who live there,” she stated calmly. “Your coming only gave them the excuse they were looking for to self-destruct.”

      Hunter drew her against his chest and held her close. This human female continued to shake him. It took several long moments before her arms reached out and circled his waist. He looked over at Jordan as he felt Jesse relax against him. Jordan nodded and smiled sadly at him before she turned away. It would not be easy, but he was beginning to learn and be accepted by his new family. He just needed to assure them that he would not leave them as well.
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      Jesse stood in the doorway separating the bathroom from the bedroom. There wasn’t a lot of room in the cabins and they had been bumping into each other since they returned from the dining room. Jesse had suggested that she get her shower first.

      Now she stood in indecision as she looked at where Hunter was leaning back against the headboard of the bed reading. She glanced at his long body, then the door leading out of the room. She flushed with guilt when she glanced back and saw him studying her with a tight look.

      “The door is sealed,” he commented, rising from the bed. “I am the only one who can unlock it.”

      “I…” Jesse turned red and bowed her head so her hair would hide her face. “I still think it would be best if I stayed with Jordan and Taylor.”

      “And I think you will be more comfortable here,” Hunter said, standing in front of her. “The rooms are small.”

      Jesse nervously pushed her hair behind her ear and stared at the bed. They had already had this argument – twice. Each time, Hunter had insisted that she stay with him.

      “We’re used to small areas,” Jesse argued again. “They can have the bed. I’m used to sleeping on hard surfaces. The floor will be fine. I can lay a blanket down and…”

      “No,” Hunter retorted firmly. “You are my Amate. You will stay by my side where you belong.”

      “I never agreed to be your Am- Amate,” Jesse stammered out. “I never agreed to any of this.”

      She waved her hand around in aggravation. She was so far over her head, she was past drowning. She had sunk to the bottom and couldn’t even see the top. Unable to deal with the uncertainty shaking her, she wrapped her hands around her waist and hugged herself.

      “Get in the bed while I use the cleanser,” Hunter ordered gently. “Scoot next to the wall. I need to be near the door.”

      “Why?” Jesse asked, tilting her head to look up at him.

      “A warrior always sleeps near the door,” he said in exasperation.

      Jesse stepped aside so he could walk into the bathroom. She waited until he closed the door before she muttered under her breath. She squeaked when he opened the door and glared down at her before closing it again.

      “Stupid alien super-hearing,” she cursed out before growling in aggravation when she heard his deep chuckle.

      She climbed into the bed thankful for the long tunic that she wore. It covered her from her shoulders to her knees. She scooted under the covers near the wall and turned her back to the bathroom door. She just hoped he stayed on his side of the bed.
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      Hunter grimaced as he stepped under the cold flow of mist. He really needed a long, icy cold shower in the waterfalls near his home. He couldn’t keep the grin from his face as he thought of her muttered comment.

      “I’m a warrior too, you know,” she had snorted out under her breath.

      She was right, he thought as he rubbed cleanser through his hair. She was a warrior. But, no longer, he thought fiercely as he rinsed the solution out of his long hair and ran his hands over his body. It is my turn to protect her from now on.

      He leaned forward for a moment before turning off the cleansing mist. He breathed deeply through his nose, trying to calm his mind and body. He wanted her. He wanted her badly. A shudder went through him as he gripped his hard cock in his hand.

      So much for a cold mist, he thought in frustration. I cannot even seek relief from my own hand.

      A shudder went through him as he released his throbbing length with a low hiss. He stepped out of the unit and reached for a drying cloth. Once he was done, he looked with regret at the training pants that she had laid out on the counter for him. He knew that was her way of saying she wanted him to wear a cover to bed. He glared at the offending material. His hands clenched as he resisted the urge to shred them.

      He muttered a dark curse before he grabbed the pants and slid them on. He stared back at his reflection. Dark, repressed passion had changed his eyes to an almost gold color. He reached up and ran his fingers through his damp hair. His eyes froze on the two bands of tattoos circling his wrists. He slowly lowered his arms and stared at them, reading their meaning.

      I am Hunter. I belong to Jesse as she belongs to me. Forever will I tie my life to hers. I will care for, protect, and give my seed only to her. She is my Amate. She is my life.

      Doubt filled him as he touched the dark markings. It was true, she was his life, his future. When he said he would give his seed only to her, he was saying that she was the one who would decide if his lineage would continue. A shudder went through him as he thought of what life would be like if she were to deny him his claim. It would be a bleak, cold, and very frustrating existence.

      He glanced back in the mirror. Determination glittered from his eyes and his mouth tightened. He wanted her desperately. He knew she wasn’t immune to him. He felt her heart increase when he was close to her and he didn’t scent it being caused by fear. His eyes warmed as he remembered her eyes darkening as she stared at him.

      No, he thought with satisfaction. She is not immune to me. I just need to drive her to the point of madness that she will beg me to take her. I will court her until she melts in my arms. I will show her that I am the only male that she wants touching her. And I hope I survive it long enough to enjoy the rewards. Feeling more confident, he gave the command for the lights to dim.

      All of his plans flew from his mind the moment he stepped out of the door to the cleanser and caught the sweet scent of Jesse. If that wasn’t bad enough, the sight of her lying in his bed, one shoulder bare as the tunic she wore slipped down and the covers curled around her waist, were enough torture. He stepped up to the bed and pulled the covers back just far enough so he could slide in beside her. He wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her closer. She stiffened at first before finally relaxing back against him.

      “Hunter.”

      “Yes, Jesse,” Hunter responded.

      “What’s going to happen now?” Jesse asked, staring at the wall.

      Hunter could hear the confusion and uncertainty in her voice. Her body trembled ever so slightly, but he could still feel it. He let his warmth surround her. He understood her confusion. He had always dreamed of having an Amate and eventually a family, but he had always expected it to be with a female of his own species. He was on unfamiliar ground and he didn’t like it any more than she did.

      “I don’t know,” he admitted. “Perhaps we should just take it one day at a time. This is new to me as well.”

      Jesse relaxed even more and shyly wrapped her hand over the one he had draped over her stomach. Her fingers threaded through his and she squeezed them. A small smile curved her lips at the slight sound of confusion in his voice.

      “I’d… like that,” she whispered. “Thank you.”

      “You don’t have to thank me, Jesse,” Hunter murmured burying his face in her hair. “But I hope you do not take too long to learn about me. I really want you, little human. Your scent is driving me crazy.”

      He moaned silently when he felt her body shake as she giggled. It was worth the extra pain when he felt her relax even more and her breathing even out as she fell asleep. He lay awake for several hours just enjoying holding her in his arms. She was small and needed to gain some weight, but she fit perfectly against him.

      He rubbed his chin against her hair and wondered if she would like living on his world. He thought of all the things he wanted to show her and her sisters. Pride flared inside him even as his eyes began to droop as exhaustion pulled at him. He had a family. It was small and strange but it was his and he would do everything in his power to protect it.
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      Their days fell into a pattern on the warship. Each day, Hunter would go off to his duty station and Jesse, Jordan, and Taylor would spend time with Bree or explore the ship. They were three weeks into their journey when they discovered the training room. Jesse laughed as Taylor’s eyes lit up as they walked in and she saw the huge area where the warriors worked out.

      Taylor had been in gymnastics since she could stand. She was always tumbling and rolling on the floor. Their dad had thought it would be a good way for her to expend some of her energy. It had been devastating when the world went crazy and Taylor couldn’t train any longer. She had gone to the National Championship in her age group for years and had dreamed at one time of going to the Olympics.

      “Jesse?” Taylor asked, bouncing on the mat.

      “Have fun, squirt,” Jesse laughed. “You can tumble to your heart’s content. Just make sure you warm up first so you don’t hurt yourself.”

      Jesse and Jordan walked over to the side of the room and sat down to watch. Jesse looked at Jordan in concern. Jordan had always been quiet but she was becoming even more withdrawn than ever.

      “Jordan, what’s wrong?” Jesse asked as they watched Taylor stretching. “Are you okay? Those men,” Jesse drew in a deep breath. “Those men… they didn’t… they didn’t…?”

      “No,” Jordan replied softly. “No, they didn’t. The… Dagger stopped them.”

      “So, what’s going on? You’ve always been quiet but I can feel the change in you,” Jesse said, picking at the fabric of her tunic. “I….” Jesse’s throat closed up and she blinked back the tears that threatened to fall. “I’m sorry for not doing a better job of taking care of you and Taylor. I’m sorry for not protecting you better,” her voice faded as a tear coursed down her cheek and she impatiently brushed it away.

      Jordan reached over and squeezed Jesse’s hand. “You did everything you could. Hunter was right when he said not many others could do what you did, Jesse. You are only five years older than me, but you’ve always been more of a mother to me than a sister. Right now, I think I need a sister more. I’m just scared, that’s all.”

      “What are you scared about?” Jesse asked.

      She looked at her sister and realized she was changing a lot. She had never thought about how pretty Jordan was with her brown hair streaked with blond highlights from the sun. She had inherited their dad’s hazel eyes. Right now they looked greener as the color of her tunic reflected them.

      “Everything,” Jordan said, watching as Taylor moved to the corner of the mat and raised her arms. “We don’t know anything about the world they are taking us to. We don’t really know anything about them. What about school? I had hoped to become a graphic artist, maybe go into animation. Taylor had hoped to go to the Olympics.”

      Jesse watched as Taylor did a simple floor routine. Several warriors stopped to stare in wonder as she did a set of flips and tumbles before turning at the far corner. Life was definitely going to be different from what they were expecting, but hadn’t it been already?

      “Things had already changed,” Jesse commented. “Life on Earth is much more unpredictable, I think. I’m sure they have schools where we are going. I can ask Hunter about it. Who knows? Maybe you’ll be the first graphic artist-slash-animator.”

      Instead of smiling, Jordan looked down at her hands. “What about finding a husband and having a family?” Jordan asked softly. “I know Hunter has claimed you as his Amate. Bree says that is the same as being husband and wife. Have you…” A slight blush rose in Jordan’s face and she refused to look at Jesse. “Have you and Hunter… you know?”

      “No!” Jesse said sharply, turning bright red when two warriors walking by glanced at her. “No, we haven’t… you know,” she whispered.

      Jordan looked at Jesse in confusion. “Why not? Is there something wrong with him? Can’t they…?” She stopped when she saw Jesse’s face turn a vivid red. “You’ve seen him naked?” Jordan asked with a curious smile.

      “I… yes… he is…,” Jesse groaned and covered her face with her hands. “There is absolutely nothing wrong with them. He is built like a sex god!” Jesse looked at her sister and scowled. “Don’t you dare say a word to anyone about this!” she hissed under her breath. “He is giving us time to get to know one another.”

      “Don’t you find him attractive? I mean I think he and… some of the other guys are pretty cute,” Jordan said, turning her face away and biting her lower lip.

      Jesse’s eyes narrowed on Jordan. “Jordan, has one of the warriors come on to you? If one of them are bothering you, you know you don’t have to put up with it. Tell me and either I or Hunter will take care of it,” Jesse said reaching for Jordan’s hand. “I mean it. You don’t have to be pressured or harassed.”

      “No one is pressuring or harassing me,” Jordan whispered, paling as Dagger turned to glare in her direction. She hadn’t noticed that he was in the training room. “I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”

      Jesse turned her head and scanned the area to see what had shaken Jordan. Her eyes paused on Dagger who was standing across the room. He was holding a large set of dumbbells in each hand. His eyes were glued to Jordan, who had withdrawn again.

      “Jesse!” Taylor called out. “Watch this!”

      Jesse turned to watch as Taylor started to run across the mat, breaking into a tumbling routine that was more difficult than the ones she had been doing. Jesse’s breath caught in her chest when Taylor did a double flip, barely landing on her feet. Jesse had been sure her little sister was about to break her neck.

      “Yes!” Taylor crowed out in delight before letting loose a loud squeal as she was turned around and shaken. “What the fuck!”

      “Taylor!” Jesse called out sharply before she glared at Saber. “Let her go!”

      “She almost broke her neck with that little stunt!” Saber snapped out. “What the hell do you think you were doing?”

      “You aren’t the boss of me!” Taylor bit out, pulling back and stepping behind Jesse. “Jesse, tell him!”

      “Saber,” Jesse began.

      Saber glared over Jesse’s head at Taylor. “You are an immature child who needs to have her ass spanked for being so reckless.”

      “Saber!” Jesse said sharply. “Taylor is very skilled in gymnastics. She has trained since she was a toddler.”

      Saber glared at Jesse before muttering a dark curse under his breath. He sent one last angry look at Taylor before he turned sharply on his heel and stormed out of the training room. All three girls watched as he left.

      Jesse swiveled to admonish Taylor for her bad language. Jordan had wrapped her arms around Taylor, who was shaking. Angry tears glittered in Taylor’s eyes as she stared at the door.

      “I am not an immature child,” Taylor whispered stubbornly before she looked back at Jesse. “I want to go home, Jesse. I don’t want to go to this new world. I want to go back to Earth.”

      “Taylor,” Jesse said, reaching out to comfort her sister. “It might not be that easy.”

      “It’s not fair, Jesse,” Taylor said, with a hiccup. “Why did we have to leave? Why did all this have to happen? I wish Dad was still alive. He would never have let this happen. He would have taken us to the cabin and we would still be back home.”

      “Taylor,” Jesse said again in frustration. “Dad isn’t here. There is no use wishing for things we can’t change.”

      She groaned when Taylor pulled away with a shake of her head and ran out of the training room in tears. Jesse glanced at Jordan, who murmured a quick word of support before she went after Taylor. Jesse felt like the weight of the world had once again settled on her shoulders.

      “She is young. Give her time,” Dagger said coming up behind her.

      Jesse turned and looked at the tall warrior who was good friends with Hunter. He was slightly darker than Hunter and his eyes were the color of mocha. He was as tall as Hunter but there was an air of barely controlled violence that clung to him that she didn’t feel with Hunter or with Saber.

      “I’m not sure she is the only one who is having a hard time with us being taken away from our world,” Jesse admitted. “I wish…”

      Dagger looked intently at Jesse as her voice faded. “You were wise when you said there is no use wishing for things that you cannot change. It will only fester like an unhealed wound inside if you do.”

      “It isn’t easy,” Jesse said softly. “Humans weren’t ready to find out they weren’t the only ones in the universe.”

      Dagger reached out and ran his fingers down Jesse’s cheek before letting his hand drop to his side. He could smell her pain just as he could hear the fear and confusion in Jordan’s voice when she asked about finding a mate. His eyes moved to the door and he nodded as Hunter came through the entrance.

      “No world is ever ready to find out they are not the only ones,” Dagger replied. “But they always wonder if there are others out among the stars. That is why there is always a touch of amusement to the Alliance when they rebel when we answer the calls they send out.”

      Jesse frowned as Dagger nodded briefly before turning and walking back over to the weight bench. She started when she felt warm hands wrap around her waist. She glanced over her shoulder at Hunter before sighing and leaning back against him.

      “What happened?” Hunter asked. “I was informed that Taylor was crying.”

      Jesse turned in his arms and wrapped hers around his waist. She needed the comfort he was giving her. She buried her face in his chest and breathed in deeply. She finally released a sigh and leaned back to give him a rueful smile.

      “I never realized how difficult it was to be a parent,” Jesse admitted. “Saber got mad at Taylor and she wants to go home. So does Jordan.”

      Hunter stiffened and his hold on her tightened. “What about you, Jesse? What do you want?”

      “I’m not sure,” she admitted reluctantly. “I’m not ready to call it quits. I know what our life would be like back on Earth. I think it might be nice to see where this takes us.”

      Hunter stared intently down at her before he bent and rubbed his nose along her cheek. She smelled so damn good. When he was told that Taylor was crying, he had panicked. He had been afraid that Jesse and her sisters would want to return to their world. It was to be expected. He just needed time to convince them that his world could be a good place for them. Jesse was giving him that time.

      “Hunter,” Jesse murmured as he continued to rub her cheek with his nose.

      “Yes, Jesse?” Hunter whispered.

      “Why haven’t you kissed me yet?” she asked, threading her fingers through his hair. “Don’t you want to?”

      Hunter pulled back just far enough so he could look down at her in confusion. That was what he was doing. It was a male’s way of kissing a female by rubbing his nose along the female’s cheek. It left scent markers to the other male’s that she belonged to him.

      “I… how do humans kiss?” he asked instead.

      Jesse looked up at him with a raised eyebrow before her eyes dropped to his lips. She began massaging her fingers along his scalp. A low rumble escaped him as her fingernails heightened his desire to fever pitch.

      “Like this,” she whispered before sealing her lips over his.
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      Hunter’s fingers curled in surprise when Jesse covered his lips with hers. He had wondered what her lips would taste like and it was beyond anything he had dreamed. They were soft and full against his own.

      He sucked in a quick breath when she shyly caressed his lips with her tongue. She took advantage when his lips parted to slide her tongue into his mouth. A loud groan echoed around the training room as she ran her tongue carefully along his sharp teeth. A shudder ran down his length and his arms tightened, lifting her up so that she was forced to wrap her legs around his waist.

      He took over the kiss, exploring her mouth with his tongue. He ran the tip of it over her smooth front teeth before tangling with hers as they danced back and forth. He almost snarled when she pulled back and pressed light kisses along his lips and jaw.

      “That is how humans kiss,” she panted out breathlessly.

      “Jesse,” Hunter started to say before a low growl broke from him as several males came to stand closer to them. “Back!” he snarled, showing his teeth.

      “Hunter,” Dagger said hoarsely. “I think you should take this to your quarters. You can’t expect us not to be affected by what we are seeing and….” Dagger glanced at Jesse with an apologetic look. “… smelling. It has been a long time for many of us.”

      Hunter pulled in a deep breath and Jesse’s sweet arousal washed through him like a huge wave crashing to shore. A rumble of answering desire was yanked from deep inside him. He swelled to the point he felt like he was about to expend himself right there in his pants.

      “Done,” Hunter muttered, wrapping his arms tightly around Jesse. “My apologies.”

      “You are forgiven as long as you get her the hell out of here while you still can,” Dagger grounded out.

      Hunter nodded and turned sharply on his heel. It was time to court Jesse in a much more personal and private way. He was ready for his Amate. He just hoped she realized what she had started with her ‘kiss’.
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      Jesse kept her face buried in Hunter’s neck as he carried her through the corridors. She didn’t complain about him carrying her because she seriously doubted her legs would support her. The kiss had literally knocked them out from under her.

      She was also very, very embarrassed. She had never been into public displays of affection. She had totally forgotten where she was when Hunter asked her to show him how humans kissed. She had been lost the moment their lips touched. It sounded like something out of a romance novel or a movie, but it was true. The world ceased to exist the moment they kissed.

      She pulled back when she felt herself being lowered onto the soft surface of their bed. She gazed up at him before her eyes dropped to his lips again. Her hands moved up on their own violation until she had buried them in his hair again.

      “Do you have to go back to work?” she asked huskily.

      “No,” he said hoarsely. “I switched with another.”

      “Good,” Jesse breathed out before she captured his lips again.

      Hunter groaned loudly and pressed his throbbing cock against her. The brush of material along his swollen length pulled a shudder from him. His hands moved to the neckline of Jesse’s tunic. He gripped the material between his hands and ripped it.

      “Hunter!” Jesse cried out in surprise as he leaned over her.

      “I need you, Jesse,” Hunter grounded out. “Please, please do not turn me away. I…” He paused to look down at her with blazing yellow eyes. “I hurt, Jesse. I have never hurt like this before. Being near you, holding you every night, touching you… it is killing me.”

      Jesse’s eyes softened as his words sunk in. She saw something more in his eyes than just desire. She saw confusion and a vulnerability that he wasn’t even aware he was sharing with her. Her fingers trembled as she tenderly outlined his face.

      Her eyes caught on the tattoos around her wrists. She had been upset about them when she had originally discovered that they would not wash off. After a few days, she had forgotten all about them.

      “What does it say?” she asked, looking at the strange marks.

      “I am Jesse. I belong to Hunter as he belongs to me. Forever will I tie my life to his. I will care for, protect, and cherish him as he cherishes me. He is my Amate. He is my life,” Hunter’s deep, husky voice said.

      Jesse noticed he didn’t even look at the tattoos. He had memorized what it said. She cupped his face so he could see that she had understood what he was saying.

      “I am Jesse,” she whispered. “I belong to Hunter as he belongs to me. Forever,” she stumbled for a moment as doubt filled her. A shaky smile curved her lips as she continued. “Forever will I tie my life to his. I will care for, protect, and cherish him as he cherishes me. He is my Amate. He… he is my life,” she finished with a shy smile. “Forever,” she added again before pressing her lips to his.

      Hunter’s heavy breaths echoed in the room as his trembling hand reached up to cup her right breast. His thumb flicked the tip, causing Jesse to jerk under him. Her own pants filled the air and her eyes dilated as he tenderly pinched her nipple.

      The explosive fragrance of her arousal scented the air like the wild perfumes from the flowers of the forests near his home. Hunter rolled away from Jesse. His hand gripped the top of her leggings as he sank down on the floor next to the bed. He pulled them and her shoes off, then tossed them to the side.

      His mouth watered as he buried his face in the soft curls that covered her mound. He wanted to drink from her. He felt like a man who had lived a lifetime denied a drink from the nectar of life.

      Her wild cries drove what little control he had beyond his reach. He gripped her thighs between his palms, forcing her open. He purred when she wrapped them over his shoulders and pulled him forward.

      The first taste of her damn near made him come in his pants. The only thing that prevented him was a lifetime of training and discipline that told that once he had an Amate, she was in control of his seed. He could only come when she allowed it.

      “Hunter,” Jesse cried out again as he ran his tongue along her swollen folds. “Please! That feels like nothing I’ve… ever… Oh, God!”

      Hunter pushed his fingers deeply into her as she shuddered. Her sweet taste wrapped around him as she climaxed. He pushed deeper, wanting to stretch her as much as he could while she was locked in her pleasure. The sweet crème of her left him shaking but her pleasure came first. It would always come first.

      He drove his tongue into her, pressing down with his sharp teeth just enough to hold her still while he drank deeply from her. Her loud cries and thrashing back and forth told him she was still locked in her orgasm. He reluctantly released her so he could rise.

      He quickly kicked off his boots and shed his pants. He pulled his shirt off and tossed it to the floor to join the pile of clothes scattered across the room. Leaning over Jesse, he gripped his throbbing cock in his hand and aligned it with her slick entrance. The muscles in his shoulders were straining as he held himself still.

      “Jesse,” Hunter bit out in a dark voice. “Jesse, say yes. Give me permission to give you my seed. Give me permission, little one, before I explode.”

      Jesse looked up into the blazing yellow eyes looking down at her with such a stark possessive gaze that she knew he would never leave her if he could help it. He would do everything he could to protect her and her sisters and care for them. She forced her body to respond to her demands. She felt like she was boneless but she forced her legs up until she hooked her ankles around the back of his thighs so she could pull him forward.

      She continued the pressure, pushing his cock further into her. She ignored the slight discomfort. Instead, she embraced the feeling of fullness. She moaned as he stretched her. Her eyes began to droop as he pressed deeper. She felt his hands reach for hers, pulling them upward until she was stretched out under him.

      “Say yes, Jesse,” Hunter demanded in a voice that was almost unrecognizable. “Say it, Jesse.”

      “Yesssss,” she groaned out a he pressed a little deeper. “Yes, Hunter.”

      Hunter covered her mouth with his as he sheathed his cock as far as it would go inside her. The tightness of her vaginal channel surrounding his thick, long hard length drew sweat to his brow. He forced himself to remain still as he gave her a chance to adjust to him. He felt the shudder that ran through her body before her hips began to move.

      He jerked back with a cry as she pulled back along his long length before burying him back inside her. His head bowed and he locked his knees to keep from collapsing on her. That was a mistake when he looked down and saw how their bodies were connected.

      “Jesse,” Hunter whispered in a strangled voice as he watched her pull back before rocking her hips upward. “Jesse, little one. I don’t… I don’t… think… this is such… a… good… idea,” he hissed out in a tortured voice.

      “It feels so good,” Jesse said, rotating her hips as she continued to rock back and forth slowly along his cock. “Oh Hunter. This feels so very, very good.”

      “Oh Gods, Jesse,” Hunter whispered.

      He was mesmerized by the sight of their joining. His eyes moved upward where the soft swells of Jesse’s breasts moved up and down with her movement. Her nipples were hard beacons, begging for his mouth.

      Hunter leaned down, driving his shaft into her as he gripped her left nipple between his sharp teeth. He made sure he didn’t apply too much pressure, just enough to sting and make her aware of his assault.

      She bowed into him. He braced his legs and began driving his hips harder and faster into her while sucking on her nipple. His hands tightened around her wrists, keeping them high above her head while he continued devouring her.

      Sweat coated their bodies as each fought to hold off their orgasms as long as possible. Jesse shattered first, coming apart as Hunter continued to drive into her. Her loud cries filled the air, igniting Hunter. He pressed in, pushing through her swollen folds and against her clenching vaginal channel before she fisted him so tightly he couldn’t pull back out.

      “Gods, Jesse!” Hunter roared so loud the walls felt like they vibrated. “Jesse! Jesse! Jesse!” he called out again and again as he emptied his seed deep inside her.

      Hunter looked down at Jesse’s closed eyes. Her head was turned to the side, exposing her creamy neck. Her eyelashes lay like soft crescents against her flushed cheeks.

      Hunter’s eyes moved down to her neck again. He struck before he had time to think. His teeth sank deeply into the tender flesh, pulling a cry of surprise from Jesse. He knew the chemical he was releasing into her skin would numb the pain she felt from his marking.

      His cock instantly jerked back to life. He felt Jesse struggle briefly, but he was locked to her. Her hands were captured in his, her lower body still impaled by his cock and his teeth were buried in her throat.

      He began moving his hips again as he continued to hold her. His hips moved faster and faster. He drove deeper and deeper as her breathing increased. He knew the minute she came again. Her body bowed and stiffened.

      He drove into her, holding still as he pulsed his seed deep inside her womb. Only when she went limp under him did he release her. He ran his tongue over the mark he had left on her neck. It would leave a scar. That had been his intention. He wanted every male to know she was his.

      He pulled back, staring down at her relaxed face. He grimaced as he pulled out of her. He scowled down at his cock when it twitched again. He needed to give Jesse time to recover. He carefully positioned her on the bed before he went into the cleansing unit to clean up. He returned and gently cleaned Jesse with the warm, damp cloth he held before covering her. He gathered up their clothes and shoved them into the clothing refresher before he climbed back into bed and gathered Jesse in his arms.

      He brushed her hair back from her face before rubbing his nose along her brow. With a frown, he pressed his lips against her skin and gave a human ‘kiss’ to it. He found he liked the sensation of her skin against his lips. He pressed another, then another, then another to her skin.

      “Oh, little human,” Hunter murmured as he rubbed his cheek against her hair. “You have me so confused, I don’t know which way I am going. I’ve never felt this way before. What do all these strange things going on inside me mean? I can understand the feelings of protectiveness and possession, but not the tightness in my chest when you look at me. I have never felt fear until you came into my life,” he whispered, staring up at the ceiling. “What happens if I can’t make you happy?”

      Hunter laid awake until it was time for his shift. It took every ounce of his self-discipline to slide from the bed and Jesse’s arms. He stood by the bed, staring down at her after he had dressed. He knelt by the bed and tenderly curled a strand of her hair around his finger.

      “You are an amazing female, Jesse,” Hunter whispered. “Thank you for saving my life.”

      He rose reluctantly and turned. He programmed a message for his door that Jesse was resting and should not be disturbed. Once he felt confident he had done everything he could for her, he headed to his scheduled shift.
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      Jesse jerked awake several hours later. She pressed a hand to her neck as the last of the dream she was having faded until she couldn’t remember what it was. She sat up and reached for the pillow beside her. It was cold. She blushed when she saw that she wasn’t wearing any clothes.

      Her hands moved over her body and she flinched at the tenderness of her nipples. Pushing the covers down, she rolled from the bed and stood on shaky legs. Her fingers went to her neck again and she frowned when she felt a series of bumps along the column.

      “Lord, he is lethal,” Jesse murmured as she walked unsteadily to the bathroom. “If that’s how he makes love to me every time, I won’t survive a month.”

      Jesse quickly showered. She noticed the mark on her neck but decided to ignore it for now. She wasn’t sure what time it was but she suspected her sisters were probably wondering what happened to her. She blushed as she looked at the rosy color of her cheeks and her swollen lips.

      “They won’t wonder for very long,” she laughed.

      A pounding on the door pulled her back to the present. It would appear her sisters were tired of waiting. She stepped into the other room. She quickly pulled the bed covers back over the bed before she gave the command for the door to open.

      “Are you alright?” Taylor asked. “You’ve been asleep half the day. Jordan and I were getting worried about you.”

      “I’m fine,” Jesse said with a smile at her little sister’s worried tone. “I’m starving, though. Would you and Jordan go with me to get something to eat?”

      “Yeah,” Taylor said glumly. “Might as well since I can’t go to the training room anymore.”

      “Why can’t you go to the training room?” Jesse asked in surprise.

      “Saber banned her from it,” Jordan said, stepping out of their room. “He said it was not…” her voice died as she looked at Taylor.

      “He said it was no place for little females to play,” Taylor growled. “I could dance circles around him. He’s nothing but an old fuddy-duddy. He’ll be ready for the retirement home and a bed pan bath before you know it.”

      The menacing snarl that echoed in the hallway told Jesse that Saber, aka the old fuddy-duddy, was following them. She looked over her shoulder, but turned back when she saw the dark scowl on Saber’s face. She had a feeling that this wasn’t the first reference Taylor had made to Saber’s age, which was probably just a couple of years older than Jesse’s twenty-two.

      “I think he might have a year or two before he is ready for that, Taylor,” Jesse said. “I’ll talk to him about the training room.”

      Jesse bit her lip to hide her grin when Taylor turned to glare at Saber and stuck her tongue out at him. A muttered curse echoed loudly behind them, causing Taylor to dance ahead of her and Jordan.

      “So, what are we going to do today?” Jesse asked, trying to change the subject.

      “What’s that on your neck?” Jordan asked.

      Jesse turned beet red and shot Jordan a look that spoke volumes. Jordan’s face flushed and her eyes widened with understanding. A small grin pulled at her sister’s face before Jordan suggested they check out the recreation room after brunch.

      Jesse nodded in agreement as her thoughts swirled to Hunter. Her fingers moved up to her neck and she traced the mark he had left. She didn’t remember anything after she had exploded in his arms the last time. A shiver swept through her body and she clenched her fists against the wave of need and uncertainty.

      “I’m happy for you,” Jordan whispered as they walked through the entrance to the dining area. “You deserve to be happy.”

      Jesse stared at the back of Jordan in shock. Her eyes moved around the room as she realized that she wasn’t the only one realizing that her sister was growing up to be a beautiful young woman. Dozens of male eyes followed Jordan’s willowy figure as she moved to pick up a tray.

      “I think I’ve traded one battle for another,” Jesse muttered under her breath.
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      Hunter found Jesse in the recreation room later that day with her sisters. Taylor and Jordan were playing a game of Wiska, a three dimensional game where creatures battled each other. Jesse was playing a tile game on one of the tablets. His eyes flared with desire when he saw her face flush a delicate pink when she realized he was staring at her.

      “Hunter,” Jesse breathed out, looking at him as if she wanted to devour him. “Are you off?”

      “Yes,” he responded, glancing out of the corner of his eye at Jordan and Taylor. “I was hoping… I’d thought it would be nice to go for a walk,” he finished lamely.

      Jesse’s lips lifted as she saw him run his hands through his hair. He looked uncertain for a moment. She uncurled her legs and set the gaming tablet down on the table next to her.

      “I’d love to go for a walk with you,” she said. “Jordan, Hunter and I are going to go explore the ship. We’ll meet up with you two later for dinner.”

      Jordan absently nodded her head as she concentrated on the move she wanted to make next. Jesse shyly smiled up at Hunter as he threaded his fingers through hers. She squeezed them to let him know that she was just as nervous.

      “What did you do today?” Hunter asked as they stepped out into the long corridor. “Did you get plenty of rest?”

      “I got plenty of rest. Thank you for that,” Jesse said. She didn’t want to talk about her day or if she had slept. She wanted him to kiss her. “We ate a late breakfast before spending the rest of the day in the recreation room,” she said instead, biting her lip. “What about you? How was work?”

      Hunter shrugged his shoulders. “Boring. I prefer to be planetside as much as possible. I worked on several transports that had been damaged while we were on your planet. It is important that they are ready. We will need to use them on our next mission.”

      Jesse frowned. “Are you going on another mission?” she asked hesitantly.

      Hunter nodded. “Yes, there is a planet under the Alliance that has requested assistance.”

      “What kind of assistance?” Jesse persisted. “Are you going in for humanitarian purposes or is this a military one?” she asked in frustration. “Are you going to be in danger?”

      Hunter stopped when he heard the tremor in Jesse’s voice. He turned her toward him and tenderly brushed her hair back from her cheek. He could see the fear that she was trying to hide.

      “It is a military mission,” he admitted reluctantly. “There is always danger when we go onto a planet. We have been to this one several times and I am familiar with what we are facing.”

      Jesse turned her face away from him and started walking again. She wrapped her arms around her stomach protectively as she didn’t want to think of him leaving. It was just like before, when her dad had gone into work and never came home. It was just like when her mom went to the grocery store and never walked through the door again.

      “When?” she choked out before clearing her throat. “When are you leaving?”

      “We will arrive in their orbit by tomorrow morning,” he said, staring at her stiff back. “I leave with the first wave.”

      Jesse turned to look back at him with cool, calm eyes. “How long will you be gone?”

      “A week, maybe longer depending on what we find on the planet. It is a small uprising by a group of different tribes against the established governing tribe that the Alliance set up,” he explained.

      Jesse was silent for several long seconds before she nodded and turned back to continue walking. Hunter felt, as well as smelled, the pain and fear that she was trying to hide. He reached out and swept her up into his arms.

      “What?!” Jesse gasped in surprise.

      “I need you, my Jesse,” Hunter growled. “I missed you while I worked. My mind was not on repairing the transport. It was on the beauty of your skin under my hands and the taste of your pussy on my lips.”

      “Hunter!” Jesse whispered, shocked.

      Hunter chuckled as Jesse’s face flared with color before she buried it in his neck. He wasn’t lying when he said he needed her or had been thinking about her nonstop. Dagger had grunted at him more than once while they were preparing the transport they would be using to get his head back on the job.

      They had worked out their schedule so that one or the other of them could be with Jesse and her sisters. Saber had drawn the first watch. He didn’t want to think about the fact that all three of them were assigned to go down to the planet and would not be here to watch over the women.

      Hunter turned the corner and stepped into a small, unused relaxation room. He had discovered it four years before and used the room whenever he traveled on the Star Raider. It was smaller than the other relaxation rooms on board and hidden away. He suspected it had been designed by the original warship’s craftsman as his own personal reflection spot during the building of the warship.

      “Hunter,” Jesse breathed out as he lowered her feet to the floor. “It’s beautiful.”

      “Yes, it is,” Hunter murmured, staring at Jesse’s profile against the large window that looked out over space. “Jesse, I need you.”
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      Jesse glanced back over her shoulder at the thick tone in Hunter’s voice. His eyes were blazing a dark yellow-gold. She straightened from where she had leaned over the couch that was against the wall.

      A shiver went through her as she reached up to undo the buttons of her tunic. She shrugged her shoulders and let the material fall to the floor at her feet. Her breasts swelled as he stared at them, her nipples taut buds begging for his attention.

      She was not wearing a bra and the cool air of the warship added to the feeling of vulnerability as she stood in front of him wearing nothing but her leggings and shoes. She slowly toed her shoes off and kicked them toward her shirt. Her fingers moved to the top of her leggings and she pushed them down and kicked those aside as well until she was standing in front of him wearing nothing at all.

      “I want you too, Hunter,” she whispered huskily.

      “Jesse,” he growled hoarsely, taking a step toward her. “I… you make me feel things I do not understand. I look at you and my chest hurts. When I think of you in danger, I feel fear. Never have I felt this before,” he said, touching her cheek.

      Jesse smiled and rubbed her cheek against his hand. “You are wearing far too many clothes,” she murmured, reaching for the front of his uniform.

      Hunter let her undress him. It was such an erotic feeling to have her slowly pull his clothing from his body. When she started following her fingers with her lips, he broke out in a sweat. He had planned on seducing her, but it was obvious that he was the one being seduced.

      “Gods, Jesse!” he groaned as she pushed him down on the long couch.

      “You are beautiful, Hunter,” Jesse admitted. “I love looking at you.”

      Hunter nodded silently. His eyes drooped as she pulled his boots off and tossed them to the side before she straddled him so she could pull his pants off as well. His hands immediately swept forward, cupping her breasts as they hung down in his palms.

      Her increased breathing and the scent of her arousal showed that she was just as affected by undressing him as he was her. He kicked his pants off and pulled her forward until she was straddling his throbbing cock.

      “Are you ready for me?” he asked, holding her gaze with his own.

      “Always.”

      His loud cries blended with hers as he pushed upward as she lowered herself over him until they were one. He held her breasts in his hands as she began riding him. Their whispered words wrapping around them.

      They took each other with a fierceness that spoke of their desperation and fear of what the future held. For Jesse, her fear that Hunter would not return to her. For Hunter, the fear that he had only imagined the beautiful creature that he had claimed as his own would not disappear, leaving him alone in the vast star system.
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      “I will return as soon as I can,” Hunter said, touching Jesse’s tight jaw. “I promise.”

      “We’ve heard those promises before,” Taylor said bitterly. “You’re just one more in a long line.”

      “Taylor,” Jordan whispered. “Not now.”

      She’s right, thought Jesse but she didn’t say the words out loud. “Just… be careful,” she said instead.

      Hunter leaned down and rubbed his nose along her cheek before pressing a kiss to her lips. It took several seconds before she responded. When she did, he could taste the desperation that she was trying to hide.

      “Hunter,” Dagger called out. “Let’s go. The sooner we get down there and take care of this the sooner we get back.”

      Hunter reluctantly released Jesse’s lips. His eyes burned with determination as he stared down at her. He would come back. He had never cared before when he was sent. He went and did what he needed to do without worry if something should happen. Now he had something to come back to. Stepping back, he looked at Taylor and Jordan.

      “I will come back,” he promised them.

      “If you don’t, we’re coming to get you,” Taylor said stubbornly. “We’re through with standing back and waiting.”

      A rumble of laughter echoed in the transport room at Taylor’s words. Only one warrior growled in warning. Hunter looked at Saber’s dark face and shook his head before turning to grin at Taylor.

      “If I don’t come back, I’ll expect you to come get me,” Hunter teased before pulling Taylor into his arms and giving her a big hug. “I am glad I have you on my side, little one.”

      “I love you too, Hunter,” Taylor whispered. “Please come back. We need you. Jesse needs you.”

      Hunter’s throat tightened and he felt a strange burning in his eyes. He blinked several times to clear it before looking at Dagger and Saber with a confused frown. Both of the other men had confused expressions on their faces as well.

      He released Taylor as she pulled back to turn to Dagger. She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around his waist and gave him a big hug.

      “That goes for you too,” she whispered before standing on her toes and giving him a kiss on his cheek. She turned and scowled at Saber before hitting him in the arm. She reached up and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek while he rubbed where she hit him. “Don’t let anything happen to you, old man. The buzzards don’t like dried up fuddy-duddies.”

      “I swear, Taylor, you are going to get your ass spanked one of these days,” Saber growled under his breath.

      “Yeah, well not by you,” Taylor replied with a cheeky grin. “You’d never be able to catch me.”

      Jesse chuckled as Saber took a step toward her little sister. Taylor squealed and pulled her and Jordan in front of her for protection. She could always hand it to Taylor to lighten a bad situation.

      “Just… be careful,” Jesse said.

      “We will,” Hunter said before he nodded and they turned away.

      “Jesse?” Taylor asked in a low voice from behind her.

      “Yes, squirt,” Jesse responded, never taking her eyes off the figures climbing into the transport that would take them down to the planet.

      “I’m scared,” Taylor whispered.

      “So am I, sweetheart. So am I,” Jesse whispered back, fighting tears as she watched the doors seal the transport area closed and the small warship take off.
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      “What do you mean there is a situation?” Jesse asked.

      She had her back to the room and was looking down at the planet far below. One week had turned to two which was turning into three. The only news she was getting were the little bits and pieces that she was picking up from the warriors around the warship. She knew something bad must have happened when the rooms would grow quiet when she walked in and the warriors stared at her with compassion.

      The commanding officer of the Star Raider, Jag, stood stiffly behind her. He had postponed this meeting as long as possible. The only reason he was having it now was because the human female had charged into his personal quarters with one of her sisters in tow and refused to leave short of violence.

      “This goes no further. The situation on the planet turned out to be a trap,” Jag finally said. “The Alliance Council is aware of what is going on and we have it under control.”

      Jesse turned and wrapped her arms around her waist. Her face was calm, devoid of emotion. She didn’t give a damn that the Alliance council was aware of what was going on. She wanted to know where Hunter, Dagger, and Saber were.

      “Where is Hunter?” Jesse asked again.

      “I told you, we are taking care of the situation,” Jag said coldly.

      Jesse flicked a glance at Jordan, who nodded. “I’m not one of your warriors,” Jesse said coldly. “I don’t give a shit about your Alliance, your situation, or your need-to-know information. I want to know where my husband is,” she said in a low, menacing voice. She dropped her hands to her side, revealing the long hunting knife she held in the palm of her hand. “I’ll do whatever in the hell I have to do to get him back.”

      Jag’s eyes narrowed on the weapon she held. “Are you threatening me, female?” he asked in disbelief. “I could snap your neck at the very least. You’ll be lucky if I just throw you in the detention cell!”

      “Where is my husband?” Jesse asked, taking a step closer.

      Jag’s eyes flashed with fury. He should have refused to bring these damn alien females aboard his warship. If it wasn’t for the fact that Hunter had claimed this one as his Amate and her sisters were his family, he would have. He did not need this type of disobedience on-board.

      “Not that it will do you any good, but we lost contact with him and the two warriors with him over a week ago. There was heavy fighting in an outer province. We believe they were captured after they defended several wounded members of the ground force that were being evacuated,” Jag snapped. “Is there anything else you would like to know before I throw your ass in detention until they are recovered?”

      Jesse’s face relaxed a little. He had said they were captured, not killed. She could handle that. She could live knowing Hunter was still alive.

      “Just one thing,” Jesse said. “Do you know where they are being held?”

      Jag’s eyes glanced at the screen up on his desk. Jesse glanced at it and realized it was a map of the city. Her eyes moved back to his before she smiled at him.

      “Thank you,” she said. “That is all I needed to know.”

      “Good, because your ass is going to be warming one of the detention cells in two minutes,” Jag bit out.

      “No,” Jesse said as she waved the knife at him. “In less than thirty seconds, you are going to be dreaming on the floor.”

      “What the fuck…” Jag’s eyes widened as Jordan stepped up quietly behind him and pressed the injector into his neck. “You…” His eyes widened as his knees gave out under him and he fell face first into the floor.

      “Ouch,” Taylor said, poking her head in the door. “That is going to leave a knot. Did you get the information you wanted?”

      “Yeah,” Jesse said as she drew in a shaky breath. “We need to get off this ship before he wakes up. If he was pissed before, he is going to be livid when he wakes. Are you sure you want to do this? It is going to be dangerous and I… I think it would be better if you two stayed here.”

      Jordan was already shaking her head. “We’ve already been over this, Jesse. We make our own decisions from now on. We know how dangerous it is. We’ve lived dangerous,” she said as she moved over to the screen and started typing in commands. “If we do this together we have a chance of finding Hunter, Dagger, and Saber.”

      Taylor grinned. “Besides, we warned them we’d come get them if they didn’t come back,” she reminded Jesse.

      Jesse watched as Jordan’s fingers flew over the tablet in her hand. Her sister had always been good with computers, but she had been spending extra time learning the programming on board the ship. It had been Taylor’s idea to go after the guys. Jesse shook her head.

      “What’s wrong?” Jordan asked.

      “How did I ever get so lucky to have two such wonderful sisters?” Jesse asked in a husky voice filled with emotion.

      “I think we are the lucky ones,” Taylor said coming up and wrapping her arms around Jesse’s waist. “Now, are we going to go kick some ass or not? I have an old fuddy-duddy to rescue.”

      Jesse snorted as she gave Taylor a quick hug back. “He’s going to strangle you if you keep calling him that.”

      “Yeah, but he has to catch me first,” Taylor said cheekily before looking at the unconscious captain of the Star Raider. “Do you think he might be nicer when he wakes if we cover him up and put a pillow under his head?”

      “It couldn’t hurt, squirt,” Jesse chuckled. “Just hurry.”

      “On it,” Taylor said.
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      Jesse blinked when the crate she was in opened and light poured in. She and Jordan had hidden in two supply crates while Taylor had slipped into one of the racks up high. They figured she was smaller and more nimble than they were and could open the crates to let them out.

      “We’ve got to hurry,” Taylor said, looking over her shoulder at the open platform. “They are unloading and returning for more supplies.”

      Jesse bit back a groan as she rolled out of the container. Jordan was rubbing her hip. The crates had been filled with boxes of supplies and the hard edges didn’t make for a comfortable journey, especially as they went through the rough atmosphere.

      “Come on,” Taylor said anxiously. “They are really moving things fast.”

      “Let’s go,” Jesse nodded. “I’ll go first.”

      Jesse peeked around the edge of the transport they were on. Warriors were all shouting and moving rapidly. Explosions could be heard in the distance. Jesse had a sense of déjà vu. She shook it off and jumped from the back of the transport, waving to Jordan and Taylor.

      Glancing around, Jesse picked a dark alley that ran along the area where they had landed. With a nod, she took off running as fast as she could. A startled shout behind her showed that they had been seen.

      Jesse heard Jordan’s screams coming from behind her. She turned in time to see one of the Trivator warriors wrapping his arms around her. Jordan was fighting to break free, but the commotion had attracted additional attention. Jesse felt eyes swivel to where she and Taylor were standing.

      “Go,” Taylor said, pressing the backpack she had into Jesse’s hands. “Find Hunter and bring him home.”

      “Taylor,” Jesse started to say.

      “I’ll lead them away from you, Jesse,” Taylor said with a determined smile. “You’ll have to do this alone.”

      “Thank you,” Jesse whispered as Taylor ran out into the open, waving her arms.

      “Hey, slow pokes!” Taylor yelled as she ran back to help Jordan.

      Jesse turned and disappeared into the dark alley. The years of running and navigating debris quickly came back to her. So did the need to move like a ghost. She slid between some slabs of fallen stone, becoming one with the shadows. She would wait until dark. She lay silently and closed her eyes as she focused on her breathing as the sounds of light footsteps ran past her hiding place.

      Jesse concentrated on the items that she had with her to help keep her calm. She had a couple of knives, including the one that had belonged to her dad, several cylinders of spray that would hide her scent, water, food, the tablet with the map of the city with possible sites where Hunter and the others might be held, and some medical supplies. She also had Taylor’s bag now. She wasn’t sure what was in it, but if she knew her little sister, it was probably something useful.

      Now, she thought as another explosion shook the ground under her, now comes the hard part.
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      Jordan winced as the bonds holding her hands behind her back tightened. Her eyes moved to where Taylor was sitting. Her little sister looked very young and very scared as the commander of the Star Raider paced back and forth in front of them. Furious didn’t quite express how he was feeling.

      “I should...,” he started to say, glancing first at Jordan then at Taylor. A low frustrated growl rumbled through the room before he drew in a deep breath. “Where is the other female?” he asked instead, looking at the two warriors standing on each side of the two females.

      “She escaped into the city. We haven’t located her yet,” one of the warriors replied.

      Jag turned to look at Jordan. “You not only endangered your lives with this stupid little stunt, you’ve endangered the lives of my warriors,” he bit out harshly.

      “I’m sorry,” Jordan started to say quietly. “We didn’t mean...” She stopped speaking when the huge warrior in front of her waved his hand, cutting her off.

      “I don’t care what you mean or didn’t mean,” he snarled out. “You jeopardized a mission. You endangered lives through your recklessness and you attacked a commanding officer. All those offenses are punishable by prison or death.”

      “Then do it,” Taylor said suddenly.

      “What?” Jag said, turning to stare in shock at the tiny alien female who barely stood to his chest.

      “I said do it,” Taylor whispered before her voice grew louder. “Because if we got the chance to do it again, we would. Do you think we didn’t know we could get killed? Do you think we don’t know what it is like to be hunted or to have bombs exploding around us or people trying to kill us all the time? Do you think we don’t know what it is like to have someone promise to come back but they don’t?”

      “Taylor,” Jordan exclaimed in concern. “Don’t...”

      Taylor turned to Jordan. Tears poured down her pale cheeks and she began to shake. She shook her head at Jordan. She couldn’t hold it in any longer.

      “No, Jordan. It’s the truth. We would do it again and again and again until we brought them home,” Taylor cried. She turned back to look at Jag. “I was eleven years old when your people came to my world. I was in middle school. All I could think about was doing gymnastics and how I was going to get out of doing my homework until you came,” she whispered. “In one day, we lost our dad, our home, and everything else we knew. In one day, your people took everything I knew away.”

      “Taylor, baby, don’t,” Jordan begged.

      “Don’t what? Tell them what it is like to go days without food? What it is like to not be able to sleep because you are afraid someone is going to sneak up out of the dark and kill you, or worse? Do you think I didn’t know what you and Jesse did? How you would take turns giving me your food or go without so I could sleep or at least not be afraid to? Don’t tell them about what those men did to you?”

      “Taylor!” Jordan hissed in pain. “Stop.”

      Taylor’s face crumpled and she impatiently wiped at it. “We promised them, Jordan. We promised them that we wouldn’t leave them behind. We promised them that we could come after them. They are our family, Jordan, and I’m tired of losing my family. I’m tired of them promising to come home and they never do,” Taylor sobbed. “I’m tired of being scared. I want Hunter and Dagger and... and Saber to come home and I want to feel safe again.”

      Jag nodded to one of the warriors to unlock Jordan’s hands so she could go to her younger sister who was silently sobbing. He watched as Jordan pulled the younger girl into her arms and rocked her back and forth, trying to soothe her with soft words of encouragement. Seeing them together, he realized just how young both of them were and how much pain was etched into their eyes. It had never concerned him before the effect of their going to new worlds. They went because it was what was ordered. Now, he questioned the orders.

      Was there a better way? He wondered.

      “Take them to their quarters and make sure they stay there,” he ordered the two men standing back near the door. “Find their sister,” he added, glancing at Jordan, who was watching him. “Get Thunder and his team on finding Hunter, Dagger, and Saber. I want them brought back.”

      “Thank you,” Jordan said softly.

      “Don’t thank me yet,” Jag said roughly. “While we know the general region where they were last reported, it is still a lot of ground to cover.”

      Jordan nodded. There was nothing else to say. The commander had already turned his back on them in dismissal. She wound her arm around a now quiet Taylor and followed their guards out. She could only hope that Jesse was safe and having better luck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Jesse crawled over another section of fallen stone. She paused to listen before she glanced upward. She might be able to see a little more from up high.

      She had been following several strange creatures for the past hour. This was the third day she had been on the planet. The first day had been terrifying. She had to hide numerous times as both Trivator warriors and the strange red-skinned creatures that made up this world danced around each other.

      She discovered that most of the residents of the city were thankful for the Trivator’s intervention. The little she had overheard and understood, thanks to the translator that was implanted in her ear, gave her a clearer picture of what was going on.

      A group of miners not from this planet had come to work in one of the mines. It would appear they found a cache of valuable gems and decided they wanted to take control of it. When the local residents resisted, they hired a group of mercenaries to come in and take over the local government. They discovered word had already been sent to the council of the Alliance asking for assistance so they had set up a trap to kill whoever came to help the local inhabitants.

      Jesse had a lucky break when she had caught a glimpse of two creatures that she suspected were part of the mercenary group. They had hidden across from her when one of the Trivator battle transports flew over. She was about to climb out of her hiding place when a sixth sense told her to wait a few extra seconds. They had darted out of the alley across from her and run by her without ever seeing her.

      Jesse reached up and began climbing the uneven wall to the top of one of the low buildings that made up the city. She pulled herself up and over the wall, rolling onto her knees. She was about to stand when a shiver of warning swept over her. Not thinking, she rolled onto her side and aimed the pistol she had found in the backpack Taylor had shoved into her hands at the dark figure standing over her.

      “Jesse!” The dark voice hissed in stunned surprise. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      Jesse’s hand dropped and she rolled to her feet in one fluid motion. Not stopping, she rushed the figure and threw her arms around the stunned male’s neck. Thick arms wound around her shaking body and held her close for several long seconds.

      “Where is he?” Jesse asked in a low husky voice. “Saber, where’s Hunter?”
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      Saber pulled Jesse’s body back into the shadows. He winced as he put weight on his injured leg. He had cursed under his breath, thinking he had been discovered when he saw the figure coming over the side. One of the locals had been hiding him for the past two weeks after he had been pulled from under a pile of debris following the explosion that had cut them off from the rest of their team.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” Saber asked gruffly as he lowered her to her feet so he could shake her. A look of horror crossed his face. “Where are Taylor and Jordan?” he asked hoarsely. “Where are your sisters?”

      Jesse’s teeth rattled as he shook her again, this time harder. She spread her palms on his chest to get him to stop. She was exhausted and barely hanging on to her sanity with worry over Hunter.

      “They are safe,” she whispered. “At least, I’m pretty sure they are.”

      Saber jerked back and slowly lowered himself onto a makeshift bed. “What the hell does that mean? You think they are alright.”

      “They were captured as we snuck off the supply transport. Well, Jordan was, and Taylor was leading the others away so I could escape,” Jesse replied with a worried frown when she noticed how difficult it was for him to sit down. “Saber, you’re hurt.”

      “It’s nothing,” he growled.

      “Yeah, nothing causes sweat to bead up on your brow and turn you pale enough to make the moon look like a black hole,” Jesse said, rolling her eyes. “Let me take a look.”

      “I said…” Saber bit off as another shaft of pain ran through his leg. “I think the cut is infected. The residents don’t have any medicine to spare.”

      “Then it’s a good thing I came along, isn’t it?” Jesse responded softly.

      She knelt beside him and gently pulled back the edge of his pants that were torn. A deep cut almost twelve inches long ran down his leg. The area was hot and swollen and a dark yellowish-green puss oozed from it. Jesse looked up at Saber’s glazed eyes and knew he was running a high fever. She had thought the heat of his skin had been because of the outside temperatures that were near ninety degrees if she had to guess.

      “Do you have an emergency kit on you?” Saber asked, lying back on the thin pallet. “I won’t chew your ass out quite so bad if you do.”

      An amused smile curled the corner of Jesse’s lips as she brushed her fingers over his heated forehead. He had closed his eyes and was breathing shallow breaths. Jesse reached into the bag Taylor had packed. She swore her sister had emptied the medical bay of all their meds. She pulled an injector out and inserted a sedative. Pressing it against his neck, she depressed the button watching as his eyes blinked rapidly before slowly closing.

      “You can chew my ass anytime you like, Saber,” Jesse whispered as she set to work on cleaning the deep wound. “Just as long as you take me to Hunter. You do that and you and the captain can stand in line. I have a feeling Hunter is going to want first dibs on the ass chewing.”

      Jesse pulled her father’s knife out from the sheath she had it in and quickly disinfected it. Using the tip, she sliced open the infected wound. Using some of the cleansing solution, she quickly cleaned all the infection out. She briefly raised her eyes in thanks that each item had been marked in English. She easily recognized Taylor’s messy handwriting. Her little sister must have looked up each word and translated it before printing it on the outside of the vials.

      Once the wound was clean, she used a small laser to cauterize the wound and seal it. A thin layer of spray antibiotic and a clean bandage finished the task. Jesse quickly cleaned all of Saber’s other cuts before spraying them as well. She cleaned up and packed everything back into the black bag once she was finished.

      Taking a small flask of water from her bag, she tore a section of her shirt and used it to clean Saber’s face and neck. Already the antibiotic was working its magic. His fever had broken and his skin was much cooler. She touched his leg and found the skin was also cool to the touch. Now, she just needed to let him rest.

      Picking up the small pistol Taylor had packed once again, Jesse moved over to sit near the edge of the roof. She could see fires burning in different parts of the city. Raising her face to the light breeze that blew, she stared up at the stars that glittered above her. She picked one and made a wish.

      “Hunter, if you can feel this, I want you to know I love you,” Jesse whispered softly into the night. “I’m coming for you. I’ll always come for you, my Amate.”
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      Jesse blinked in surprise when she felt herself being lifted. Her heart thundered in her chest as she tried to remember where she was. She looked up in surprise as she was carefully lowered to the thin pallet where Saber had been lying.

      “What?” she started to say. “Saber? Are you…?”

      “I’m fine, thanks to you, little warrior,” Saber said with an amused smile.

      Jesse grimaced as she lay back with a tired smile. “Not much of a warrior if I fall asleep on guard duty,” she said ruefully. “What time is it?”

      “Mid-morning. The sun would burn your delicate skin,” Saber said, nodding to the area where she had been hiding. The sun was now creeping toward it. “It is a good thing I woke up.”

      “How is your leg?” Jesse asked as she covered a yawn. “I have more medicine if you need it. I think Taylor emptied all of Carp’s supplies.”

      Saber shook his head in amusement. “How did you get here, Jesse? You know Hunter is going to be very upset with you, don’t you?”

      Jesse grinned. “He’ll have to stand in line. I think Jag is going to be even madder when he wakes up,” she said with a twinkle in her eye before it faded. “Where is Hunter? Is he… is he hurt?”

      She couldn’t ask if he was dead. She couldn’t imagine a life without him in it. It would kill her if he was no longer there to hold her and make her feel safe.

      Saber’s face grew grim. “One of the residents who pulled me from the rubble has been keeping me informed about Hunter and Dagger. They were captured shortly after the attack on us. They are being held in a compound not far from here. He will have more information tonight. His son works in the kitchen there,” he said. “They are alive, but I’m not sure for how much longer.”

      “We have to save them,” Jesse whispered. “Please, Saber. I can’t live without him. I love him so much.”

      Saber’s eyes softened as he saw the distress on Jesse’s face. He needed to search for more of their warriors, but he couldn’t leave Jesse alone and unprotected. He knelt next to her, studying her face.

      “I need to let some of our people know where they are,” he said heavily. “I will see if Moor will go. I cannot leave you alone.”

      “I’ve been alone for a long time, Saber,” Jesse said tiredly. “I’ve been on this planet for four days now. I think I can handle being alone for a few hours.”

      Saber shook his head in amazement. “You are a remarkable alien, Jesse. Hunter is one lucky bastard to have claimed you.”

      Jesse reached out and briefly caressed Saber’s cheek before dropping her hand onto her stomach. She yawned again and felt her body being dragged down to sleep from a combination of exhaustion and the heat. She blinked several times before giving up the fight. She wouldn’t be any good to anyone if she didn’t get a little bit of rest. She would only sleep for a few minutes.

      Saber looked at the still figure of the female lying on the pallet where he had thought he would spend the last few minutes of his life. A tender smile curved his lips as she rolled over and tucked her hands under her chin. She looked so small and fragile, but she had a core of steel inside her. Hunter was indeed one lucky bastard.

      Saber glanced at the two bags next to the mat. He opened one and sure enough, it was filled with medical supplies. He began pulling items out, stopping and whistling under his breath when he found several high-impact explosive devices, a laser pistol with extra charges, and a light-weight laser knife.

      “Taylor,” he murmured.

      He thought of the young girl who already showed promise of becoming a beautiful, strong-willed woman. He shook his head as he fingered the small but deadly explosives. That one was going to give some poor warrior a headache as he tried to keep up with her. A frown darkened his face as a sense of anger burned at the thought of some unknown warrior choosing the rambunctious female. He shrugged. It would be years before Hunter would let any male near her. In the meantime, he would help protect the female from not only others but from herself.
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      Jesse came awake as the first bands of stars began to twinkle. She rubbed her eyes in confusion before memories of where she was and what had happened washed through her. Sitting up, she raised her hands above her head and stretched. Her hands dropped when a familiar figure moved out of the shadows.

      “Saber,” Jesse said with a relieved smile. “Thank you for letting me sleep. Is your leg still doing okay?”

      Saber stepped closer and sat next to her. He handed her a small clay bottle containing water and a plate of fresh fruit and bread. He waited until she took them before he looked out over the tops of the roofs.

      “My leg is almost as good as new. Where did you learn to heal?” he asked curiously.

      Jesse shrugged as she took a drink of the refreshing water to wash down the bread she had been chewing. “I’ve been doctoring my dad, Jordan, and Taylor’s cuts ever since I can remember. My mom died with I was ten and I kind-of took over her place. Dad was heartbroken. It wasn’t easy for a single guy to raise three little girls on his own,” she said as memories flooded her.

      “What happened to your mother, if you do not mind me asking?” Saber asked as he picked up a piece of fruit. “She was young to die, yes?”

      “Yes,” Jesse responded softly. “She went to the grocery store to get some items for dinner. A truck ran the red light and hit her car. She was killed instantly. Dad was the first one at the scene of the accident. My grandma, my dad’s mom, was living with us at the time and she was watching us when it happened. It hit my dad hard. He used to always laugh, but he didn’t very much after Mom was killed. It didn’t help that Grandma wasn’t in good health and died two years later. By then, I had taken over most of the cooking and cleaning under Grandma Sampson’s tutelage.”

      “You are an extraordinary female, Jesse,” Saber reflected.

      Jesse blushed and lowered her head, shaking it. “Not really. You do what you have to do sometimes, no matter what life throws at you,” she said before raising her head. “What are we going to do about Hunter and Dagger?”

      Saber grimaced. He had hoped to avoid this conversation as long as possible, but he knew it was unavoidable. He had sent Moor, the male mate of the woman and children he had saved, to find members of their ground force.

      Moor had returned an hour before with good and bad news. The good news, he had made contact with some scouts. The bad news was his son had returned to say the two captive warriors had been staked in the middle of the courtyard and were to be executed at first light and left on display.

      Saber related what he had learned to Jesse, watching as she paled and raised a shaky hand to her temple. After several minutes her eyes cleared and the determination that he was beginning to associate with her reappeared. He knew that he wasn’t going to like her response when her mouth tightened into a firm line that meant she wasn’t going to be denied what she wanted.

      “We have to go in and get them out,” Jesse said, daring Saber to tell her that they wouldn’t. “Tonight.”

      Saber’s mouth twisted. “I am too big to be mistaken as one of their guards,” he noted with a raised eyebrow.

      Jesse’s lips curved at his observation. “But, I’m not,” she commented.

      “But you, Hunter’s fiery Amate, are not,” Saber agreed. “Moor’s son drew out a map of the compound, the placement of the guards and their schedule. Here is what we will do.”
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      Hunter jerked awake. He tightened his fists around the ropes holding him to the posts sunk into the ground. His eyes flashed to Dagger who was tied up next to him.

      “What is it?” Hunter murmured.

      “I thought I saw movement in the shadows,” Dagger whispered. “A scout.”

      “Which one?” Hunter asked as he tilted his head back and sniffed the air. “Thunder,” he grunted.

      “Bastard always did have his own unique scent,” Dagger murmured with a slight grin.

      “It will be dawn soon,” Hunter whispered. “It will be hard to get in without being seen.”

      “He’ll have to get his team together,” Dagger said, bowing his head when he sensed their guard coming toward them. “Something tells me we don’t have much time left.”

      Hunter’s eyes narrowed as the guard walked by. The mercenary bastards that the group of Arthurans hired were a cold bunch of cutthroats from the lowest regions of the Alliance star system. Bitter rage burned in his throat as he remembered watching them blow the building that Saber had rushed into as the medical transport carried their wounded away.

      Saber had seen a woman and two small children at the same time as the mercenaries. When they had turned their weapon on the building the woman and children had run into for protection, Saber had followed, trying to get them out. His friend had been buried under the pile of stone.

      He flashed his teeth as the guard stepped closer to check the ropes holding him. He would give anything to rip the bastard’s throat out. That was exactly what he was going to do to every one of them once he was free.

      “Don’t you flash your teeth at me, buster,” a soft, familiar voice said. “At least not until you can do something with them,” she added in a trembling voice. “Hey, Dagger. How’s it hanging?”

      Hunter froze. Every muscle in his body stiffened as if he had suddenly been turned into stone before hot, fiery warmth swept through him. His eyes burned to see if he was imagining things. There was no way in hell….

      “Jesse?” he muttered in a hoarse voice filled with horror.

      Dark brown eyes turned to look at him as she sliced through the rope. A soft smile curled her lips. The dark hood fell forward when she bowed her head to walk around the other side of him as if she was checking to make sure that strap was secure as well.

      “Act like you are still tied until I get Dagger undone,” she said quietly. “When you get loose, head to the left. There is a cart that you can use to get over the compound wall.”

      “What of the guard?” Dagger asked, following Jesse’s figure as she knelt and acted as if she was adjusting her boot. The knife she held sliced through the thick rope as if it was butter. “There are at least three of them on the roof.”

      “Not anymore. Saber took the one out on that side. That is him standing guard,” she replied as she stood up and sliced through the rope holding his right arm.

      “Saber?!” Dagger hissed. “He lives.”

      “Yes,” Jesse said, turning as another guard walked toward her. “Be quiet.”

      “Shaj nu!” Who are you? The man called out.

      Jesse shrugged and lifted a glove covered hand up. She turned and started walking toward the wall where Saber stood watch. She ignored the man as he called out again.

      “Shaj nu!” The man demanded again.

      Jesse gasped when the man reached out and grabbed her arm, forcing her to turn around. The man reached up and yanked down the hood of the cloak she was wearing. A loud curse burst from his lips and he turned to yell out an alarm.

      Jesse didn’t know what to do. She hadn’t understood what he was saying as it didn’t translate in the translator in her ear. She reacted without thinking. She threw her arm out, her hand flat and karate chopped him in the throat as hard as she could. The male’s choked gasp showed she had caught him off guard.

      She had not expected him to backhand her. The blow lifted her off her feet and sent her flying several feet before she hit the hard ground. Her ears rung from the blow and she lay still as her vision blurred.

      She almost cried out when hard hands gripped her forearms and lifted her off her feet. The sound of bones cracking behind her barely registered before all hell broke loose. Shouts from the other guards stationed across from them echoed a warning to those sleeping inside.

      Saber opened fire with the laser rifle he had taken from the other guard. Jesse found herself wrapped in warm arms that swept her feet up off the ground. She heard Hunter grunt out to Dagger to go up first. She did scream when she felt herself going airborne as Hunter tossed her up to Dagger as if she was a toy doll instead of a hundred and ten pound human.

      “I’ve got you,” Dagger said, turning with her.

      Jesse’s eyes flew over Dagger’s shoulder, trying to keep Hunter in her vision. She breathed a sigh of relief before crying out for him to duck as a figure behind him fired. She struggled to be set down but Dagger’s arms tightened around her.

      “Not yet, little warrior,” Dagger said with an amused chuckle. “Your Amate would have my head if I didn’t get you to safety first.”

      Additional fighting broke out on the ground and Jesse saw a large group of Trivator warriors pouring into the compound. Her head fell back to watch as several battle transports flew over the building. The sky brightened as the sun broke over the horizon illuminating the battle, or what was left of it, below.

      Jesse felt her body being transferred again and pressed protectively against Hunter’s solid form. She relaxed back into him as relief washed over her. He was safe. Her Amate was safe. She closed her eyes as the sounds of fighting ceased and more battle transports arrived.

      “Hunter,” Jesse murmured.

      “What, my Jesse?” Hunter asked, running his hand over her hair as he watched Thunder’s men round up the last of the mercenaries.

      “I love you,” she whispered, burying her nose against his neck. “I’m glad you didn’t leave me too.”

      Warmth spread through him at her words. The tightness in his chest appeared again, this time in a different way than it had when he first realized that it was her and not the guard. The tightness and the burning in the back of his eyes were beginning to irritate the hell out of him. He needed to speak with Carp about it.

      “We are going to talk about this when I have you safely back on the Star Raider,” he said gruffly.

      Jesse sighed heavily again. “About that,” she murmured. “I think I might be in a little bit of trouble.”

      A chuckle from Saber drew Hunter’s attention. “She might be in a bit more than a little,” Saber laughed. “She knocked Jag’s ass out just like she did you when he threatened to lock her in a detention cell.”

      Dagger’s bark of laughter mixed with Hunter’s groan.
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      Several hours later, Hunter wrapped his arm around Jesse’s waist as they departed the transport that had taken them back to the warship. She had refused to let him carry her off it. Fury still burned him. It was a good thing Dagger had killed the guard that had struck Jesse. His eyes moved over the dark bruise covering almost the entire right side of her face. He had not noticed it before because she had kept her face turned into his chest. It was only as they settled in the transport and one of the medics came over to ask if he could examine Jesse that Hunter remembered that the guard had struck her.

      “I’m okay, you know,” Jesse said quietly as two guards escorted them to the bridge. “Has anyone let Jordan and Taylor know that we are back?” she asked worriedly. “They should be told.”

      “I’ve asked Bree, Carp’s Amate, to inform them,” Dagger said coming up behind them. “I figured you’d be as worried about them as they are about you.”

      Jesse gave Dagger a smile of thanks before wincing as the swelling that had begun on the transport pulled on her face. She sighed deeply. She looked a mess. She hadn’t had a bath in almost a week and knew she must stink, her face looked like she had been in a boxing match and lost and she was covered in dirt. She pulled on her shirt, but it was useless. A large section was missing from where she had torn it to use as a washcloth to clean Saber’s face.

      “Are you sure I can’t get cleaned up first?” she asked self-consciously. “My face…”

      Hunter stopped in the middle of the corridor outside the bridge and swung around to glare down at Jesse in concern. Dagger and Saber had to stop quickly so they didn’t run into him. His face turned dark with rebellion.

      “I knew it!” Hunter bit out. “You do need to go to medical first. I should have ignored the order to…”

      “No,” Jesse interrupted. “No, Hunter. I’ll be fine. I just wanted to get cleaned up before I faced the music, that’s all. It is bad enough to have to face your boss after knocking him out but to do it looking like something the dog dug up doesn’t give me a lot of courage.”

      Twin barks of laughter drew a furious scowl from Hunter. He shot both Dagger and Saber a heated look. He pulled Jesse closer to him, as if to protect her.

      “You think she looks bad?” Hunter snarled.

      Saber held his hands up. “No, I think it is funny as hell that she knocked Jag out and thinks she doesn’t have courage. I’ve never met a braver, more determined warrior in my life.”

      “That goes for me, too,” Dagger added quietly. “You have nothing to fear, Jesse. We will stand beside you.”

      Tears glittered in Jesse’s eyes as she stared at the three men towering over her. This is what it meant not to be alone any longer. For so long, it had just been her and her sisters. Now, she felt like she had found a home for all of them. Some place safe where they could lay their heads down to rest and not wonder if they would live through to the next day.

      “Thank you,” she replied in a husky voice. “Thank you for everything.”

      Dagger cleared his throat. “Let’s get this over with so Carp can take a look at Jesse before you take her to get clean,” he said gruffly. “I’d like to have a talk with one of her sisters as well.”

      “You aren’t the only one,” Saber muttered. “Taylor is lucky she didn’t blow her and Jesse up with all the explosives she had packed in that damn bag of hers.”

      Jesse tuned everyone out when she saw Jag waiting impatiently for them. She tilted her head defiantly as his eyes skimmed her appearance before resting on her battered face. His eyes flashed with fury before he concealed it.

      She walked stiffly into the conference room off the bridge, very conscious of the silence on the bridge as all eyes followed her. Hunter squeezed her hip in support. She stood stiffly, clasping her hands in front of her to hide the trembling in them. She waited until the commander of the Star Raider turned before she said anything.

      “I’m not sorry for what I did,” she said softly. “I’d do it again. If you want to… to…,” her voice broke and she had to draw in a deep breath before she could finish. “If you want to throw me in prison… or… or worse, I’ll accept my punishment.”

      Three low growls filled the room as Hunter drew Jesse back against his body while Saber and Dagger stepped up on either side of her. Jag glared at the three men in warning.

      “I’ll throw all your asses in detention if you don’t shut up,” he warned before turning his eyes on Jesse again. “Is it true? You patched Saber up and snuck into the compound dressed as a guard and cut Hunter and Dagger free.”

      Jesse bit her lip, only to wince when she discovered the cut on it. She slowly nodded her head. She looked up at Hunter when he caressed her side in comfort.

      “Yes,” she said. “I found Saber, well, he actually found me as I was climbing up onto the roof of a building to see if I could get a better look of the area. He had been hurt. His leg was infected. Taylor,” her voice faded when she saw the commander scowl again. “Taylor had, well, she had gathered a few medical supplies in case we needed them. I was able to use them to patch him up.”

      “Yes, I am aware of some of the items your youngest sister took,” Jag commented coolly. “Including the explosives,” he added dryly, glancing at Saber.

      “Hunter, I expect a detailed report sent to me by tomorrow afternoon,” Jag said. “I want Carp to check your Amate out when you leave here. Until further notice, your Amate will remain in your living quarters under your supervision. I expect you to remain with her to make sure that she does not cause any further problems. Additional forces have been sent by the Alliance to clean up the remaining insurgents. The Star Raider has been redirected back to Rathon. You are dismissed.”

      Hunter nodded tersely before he scooped Jesse up in his arms and turned sharply on his heel. He didn’t pause, even when Jag barked out for Dagger and Saber to remain. His only concern now was for Jesse. He could feel the trembling she had tried so bravely to hide. He could smell her pain and feel her fatigue. He had no intentions of disobeying his current orders.

      A small smile curved his lips as he thought of his commanding officer’s reaction to what Jesse had done down on the planet. He knew Jag well enough to know that the huge Trivator warrior was not immune to the effort it was taking for Jesse to stand upright. He also knew that his orders had not been what Jag had originally planned, but once word swept through the warriors of Jesse’s bravery, he couldn’t discount her courage.

      “Hunter,” Jesse murmured. “Can I just get a shower and go to bed? I’m so tired.”

      “Soon, my Amate,” he replied. “Just close your eyes and let me care for you now.”

      “Okay,” Jesse replied, closing her eyes and releasing a deep sigh. “Love you.”

      “I… love you too, Jesse,” Hunter whispered in shock as he finally understood what that tight feeling was in his chest. “I love you too, my Amate.”

      Hunter stepped inside the lift that would take them down to medical. He blinked against the burning in his eyes as he stared down at Jesse’s closed eyes and swollen face. He was in love! All this time he hadn’t understood what was wrong with him and it was him falling in love. His heart beat heavily as he thought of how easily he could have lost Jesse without ever telling her.

      Bending, he rubbed his nose along her forehead as visions flooded his mind. Memories of her staring at him terrified as she worked the locks holding the chains on him the first time he saw her. Other visions followed. Images of her lying on the floor of the collapsed garage, flushed with fever and bleeding. Her fighting against the men that had surrounded her and her sisters, the first time they made love, teasing him as she cut the ropes from his wrists and ankles and defiantly telling his commanding officer that she would disobey him again if necessary.

      “Gods, Jesse,” he whispered as the lift slowed. “I love you!”

      He cradled her tenderly in his arms as he stepped off the lift. Warriors in the corridors paused, placing their hands over their chest in a show of honor as he carried her. Word of what she had done had spread throughout the warship. She was being given a warrior's salute for her bravery.

      Hunter nodded as he carried her into the medical unit. Carp stood ready, along with Bree, who cursed when she saw Jesse’s battered body. Hunter carefully laid Jesse down on the bed. She was so tired, she didn’t move. He brushed her hair back from her bruised cheek. He didn’t care if the others saw that his hand wasn’t quite steady.

      “Go get cleaned up while we care for her,” Bree said. “I’ll watch over her until you return.”

      Hunter nodded. He needed time alone to come to terms with his feelings. Leaning over Jesse, he brushed his nose along her forehead before pressing his lips tenderly against hers. Straightening, he nodded once more before he turned and left the medical unit. There were times when a warrior needed to be alone and discovering he was in love was one of those times.
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      Jesse woke slowly. She stretched her arms over her head before blinking several times to clear her vision. Sitting up, she was surprised to find herself in a clean tunic. She didn’t remember anything after Hunter picked her up and carried her off the bridge.

      “Hunter?” Jesse called out.

      She frowned and pushed the covers back. Slipping from the bed, she looked in the bathroom and saw that it was empty. She figured he must have gone to get something to eat. She rubbed her stomach when it growled. She hoped he had, because she was starving.

      Deciding she might as well get cleaned up while he was gone, she pulled the soft tunic over her head and stuffed it in the clothing refresher. She groaned as she stepped into the shower. Adjusting the mist a little warmer, she leaned her head forward and let the cleansing mist do its job. She poured a small amount of Hunter’s soap into her hand and breathed deeply before she began shampooing her hair and washing her body.

      “I had planned on returning before you woke,” Hunter’s deep voice echoed in the bathroom.

      Jesse pushed her wet hair out of her eyes and smiled at him. “I hope you brought food,” she said. “I’m starving! How long was I asleep for?”

      “Over twenty-four hours,” Hunter replied. “I have brought you food. I noticed you were moving more in the last hour and hoped that meant you would awaken soon. I was going to have Bree come check you over again if you didn’t. How are you feeling?”

      “A million times better,” she said in surprise. “Except for being hungry, I can’t believe I’m not hurting. I know my face was a mess but it doesn’t hurt at all.”

      Hunter’s eyes followed her hand as she brushed her right cheek. The majority of the damage had been repaired and only a light discoloration was still evident. That would disappear within a few days according to Carp. He reached out and touched her cheek.

      “Carp was able to heal most of the damage,” he said huskily. “Finish up in here. I will set the food out for you.”

      “Thank you, Hunter,” Jesse said softly.

      Hunter frowned. “For what?” he asked, confused.

      “For not dying. For not leaving us alone,” Jesse said with a small smile. “For everything.”

      Hunter scowled. “You do not have to thank me,” he said gruffly. “Now finish up or I will come in there and finish washing you.”

      Jesse’s delighted laugh echoed in the small room. Hunter felt the tightening in his chest again. This time he welcomed the feeling. He wanted to hear her laugh a lot more. He was slowly figuring out all the things he wanted to give Jesse. He wanted to give her the universe. He would start by properly courting her.

      He had been watching a program one of the other warriors had downloaded from Earth. It showed a man ‘dating’ a female. He fixed her dinner, took her places, and bought her gifts. He was limited while they were on the Star Raider but once he got her to his home, he could do all of that and more.

      It is time to show Jesse just how special she is to me, Hunter thought as he placed a small glowing torch in the center of the small table. How very, very special.
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      “Jesse, I’m so excited!” Taylor said, dancing around in the transport area. “What do you think their world is going to be like? Do you think there are kids my age? Oh God! Do you think they’ll like me? What am I going to do if they don’t like me? I haven’t been to school in years. They are going to think I’m such an idiot!” she moaned out, grabbing her head.

      Jesse hid her smile when Saber stormed across the floor and grabbed Taylor’s wrists in his hands. He had a fierce, protective look on his face. Taylor blinked at him in shock.

      “If anyone even insinuates that you are stupid, you will tell me!” Saber growled. “You are not stupid! You are smart, brave and have an ingenuity that all those other children can only dream of!”

      Taylor scowled. “I’m not a child, Saber,” she said. “I’m growing up. I’ll be sixteen in less than a month.”

      Saber flushed as he looked down at Taylor’s face. “You are still a child,” he bit out, releasing her wrists and stepping back. “But, don’t ever think you are stupid.”

      Taylor’s eyes flashed with temper before a mischievous grin curved her lips. Jesse knew her little sister was about to go fishing. She had seen that look all too often when Taylor was little and she wanted to get a rise out of someone.

      “Okay,” Taylor said with a shrug. She glanced over her shoulder, smiled and fluttered her eyelashes. “It’s good to know that the others won’t think I’m stupid. I wonder what the boys are like. I’m sure they won’t think of me as a child.”

      “You will not be going near any of the young warriors!” Saber snarled. “Hunter! Tell her. She is under your protection. You will forbid her from associating with any young males.”

      Hunter looked wide-eyed back and forth between Saber and Taylor. It was obvious he had no idea how to handle the situation. He opened his mouth, but closed it again when Jesse touched his arm.

      “I’ll handle this,” she murmured.

      Hunter nodded in relief. He looked back at Saber and shrugged. He had no experience in dealing with the interactions between young females and males. The only experience he had was when he, Saber, and Dagger were young warriors. His eyes darkened as he glanced down at Taylor’s slender figure, thinking of what they would have done if confronted by a beautiful, intelligent female that was so different from their own species.

      “Taylor has the right to associate with members of the opposite sex. She is…” Jesse began before Hunter spoke up.

      “Not going anywhere near them!” Hunter interrupted. “I will not allow any males near her. I will find a place where she can be educated away from them. I…”

      “Will do no such thing,” Jesse said sternly. “Taylor is going to have as normal a life as possible. She will go to school, have boyfriends, and attend parties. She has missed out on enough things. She has a good head on her shoulders.”

      Hunter growled. “School, yes. Parties, if we are there. Boyfriends? I do not know this phrase, but if it has the words ‘boy’ and ‘friend’ together, then no. Absolutely not!”

      Jordan giggled as she wrapped her arm around Taylor. “Don’t worry, Taylor. We’ll just outnumber him. I need to finish my education as well. I…”

      “What do you mean? Your education?” Dagger said. He had been quiet during this exchange. “What type of education?”

      Jordan flashed Dagger an annoyed glare. “I missed out on over three years of high school. There is a lot I need to catch up on. Taylor and I used the time we were restricted to our living quarters to study some of your world’s history and work on the language and a few other things, but there is a lot we need to learn. I figured if we worked together, we could help each other out.”

      “As long as that does not mean being around males, that is fine,” Dagger agreed.

      Jordan glared at him again. “What I do on my own time is no one’s business but mine,” she said. “I am perfectly capable of making my own decisions. I’ll be eighteen in a week. According to Earth culture, that means I’m an adult.”

      “You… will… not… be around young males,” Dagger said menacingly. “I’ll rip their throats out if they come near you. You need to be protected.”

      “Okay,” Jesse said, looking with wide eyes at her sisters. “I think we’ve gone as far as we need to with this conversation. When are we leaving?”

      “Now,” Hunter said. “And this conversation is not over. Jesse, as head of the house and you and your sisters’ new protector, I will have final say.”

      “Not in this lifetime or any other,” Jesse said, crossing her arms. “This is a situation that we will work on together, but ‘we’ are the head of this house and ‘we’ are the protectors of it. Do you understand that, Hunter?”

      Hunter realized this was a battle he would need to be very careful about entering when Jordan and Taylor came up on each side of Jesse and crossed their arms as well. He was definitely outnumbered. Releasing a deep sigh, he nodded.

      “We will discuss this later,” he said. “Let me show you my world.”

      “We’d love that,” Jesse said, reaching up and brushing a kiss across his lips. “Thank you.”

      “I have much to learn about you, my Amate,” Hunter admitted.

      “So do I, Hunter,” Jesse replied tenderly. “So do Jordan and Taylor.”
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      They landed in the nearby city of Julumont. It was the second largest city on the planet. From there they transferred to a different transport that Hunter flew. It looked like a sleek race car with small wings. There was a clear top on it so they would see up as well as all around. Hunter kept the transport at about five hundred feet off the ground and pointed out different areas of interest as they flew over them.

      Jesse’s breath caught in her throat as she got her first view of the small city area near the ocean that Hunter lived in. He took them a little further up the coast before circling back around to land in the courtyard of a small compound. High walls encircled the dome shaped home that glistened a brilliant white against all the dark greens of the plant life surrounding it.

      “It is necessary to build the walls around the homes,” Hunter explained as he carefully lowered the transport to the ground. “The vegetation here grows very fast and thick. If the walls did not hold it out, the homes would be covered in a matter of weeks. We use a special rock that the plants do not like so it will not grow up and over the walls.”

      “How do you keep the paths clear?” Jordan asked as her mind worked at all the different characters she could create a world around. “What about wildlife? Is there a lot?”

      “Yes,” Hunter said. “You must never venture off the paths. A force field helps keep them clear, but every once in a while a stray wild creature will break through. It is best to remain alert and if possible, travel with a companion.”

      “That’s the way it was when we were at the cabin,” Taylor said. “How big is the town we flew over? Do they have a school there? Is that where I’ll be going?”

      Hunter chuckled. “Why don’t you settle in first? Give yourself time to adjust to your new world. There are approximately ten thousand residents in the city of Trivas. There are several schools. I will ask Charma, my house minder, to assist with finding out which one is best for you. She has been with my family since before I was born. She will know what to do. She also has several children who have children of their own about your age.”

      “Really?” Taylor asked excitedly.

      “Yes, really,” Hunter responded as Jordan and Jesse chuckled. “Now, let me show you our home.”

      Jesse gripped Hunter’s hand as the door slid open for her to step out. She felt him squeeze her fingers in comfort when she trembled. This was it. This was their new home. She gazed around the interior courtyard in awe. It was huge. White stone pathways wove around small gardens. A fountain bubbled in the far corner before emptying into a pond.

      She turned and gazed up at the house. The rounded dome roof disguised how large the home really was from the air. Stepping up the stone path to the steps leading up to the front door, she paused when it opened to reveal an elegant woman in her early sixties. A smile lit up the woman’s face and she walked forward to brush her nose along both of Hunter's cheeks.

      “Hunter! It is good to have you back. How long will you be staying this time?” Charma asked warmly. “Bronze and I have missed you.”

      “Only for a short time, I’m afraid. I still have to finish my duty before I can be released,” Hunter responded. “Charma, I’d like to introduce you to my Amate and her sisters. This is Jesse, Jordan, and Taylor.”

      Charma gazed over at the three small alien females who stood looking up at her with uncertainty. She studied them carefully, amazed at how different they were from the Trivator. They were cute in their own unique way.

      “Welcome, Jesse,” Charma said, bowing in respect. “Welcome, Jordan. Welcome, Taylor.”

      “Hunter said you have grandkids my age,” Taylor said, stepping forward in excitement. “Can I meet them?”

      Charma laughed in delight. The youngest female glowed and her eyes sparkled with an inner light of mischief that she recognized from her own children. Charma couldn’t resist giving Taylor a hug before stepping back and waving everyone to enter the house.

      “I would be honored to introduce you to my children’s children,” Charma said. “But first, I think refreshments should be served. Bronze will get your things and take them to your rooms.”

      “Thank you, Charma,” Jesse responded, thinking she matched her name perfectly. “My sisters and I are famished.”

      Jesse’s eyes widened at the beauty of the interior of the house. Curved ceilings lent a depth to the house. A staircase was carved into the stone that made up the house and ran along one wall curving up to the second level. Polished floors gleamed with just a trace of blues, blacks, and pinks running through the stone. Spiral pillars held up the entrance way to several different rooms.

      They followed Charma through a set of pillars and down a bright corridor which opened into a huge dining area set in front of clear windows that overlooked a covered patio area and the back gardens. Several women were setting food on the table.

      “I thought you might like to sit outside as it is a beautiful day,” Charma smiled. “I will have Gola and Jacel attend you while I see to the unpacking.”

      “Oh, but we can…” Jesse’s voice faded as Hunter squeezed her fingers.

      “Thank you, Charma,” Hunter nodded. “As usual, you and Bronze have done a marvelous job of caring for my home while I have been away.”

      “It is always a pleasure, Hunter,” Charma responded before turning to re-enter the house.

      “Why couldn’t she stay?” Taylor complained. “I wanted to ask her some questions.”

      “She will return later,” Hunter replied. “She knew I wanted this time alone with all of you.”

      “What for?” Taylor responded as she sank down into the chair with a small pout. “You get to see us all the time.”

      “There is much I need to explain before I turn you loose on my world, Taylor,” Hunter explained patiently. “First, you are now a member of my house and what that means.”

      “What are you talking about?” Jesse asked, sitting back as one of the women place a bowl of warm soup in front of her. “I thought you were just a warrior. This house seems a bit much for just a warrior.”

      “I am part of the founding family of Julumont. As the youngest male in my family, I am expected to serve ten years with our military. I will be completing that within the next few months. When my tour is finished, I will join the governing board and oversee the safety of our region,” Hunter explained as he passed a dish of fruit to Jesse. “As part of my family, you will all be expected to participate in many social functions.”

      Jordan paled. “I’m not so good around other people,” she whispered. “I do better with books and learning than I do with people.”

      Hunter chuckled. “It won’t happen overnight. I would never do that to any of you. Just understand that there will be times when you will all have duties outside our home,” he explained.

      “So,” Taylor said, sitting back. “How many brothers and sisters do you have?”

      Hunter gave Taylor a sharp tooth grin. “Three older brothers and two older sisters.”

      Jesse sat stunned. She never thought of Hunter having a family. He had never mentioned any of them to her and so she had assumed, incorrectly it would seem, that he was an only child.

      “Are your parents still alive?” Jesse asked nervously.

      “Yes,” Hunter said with a nod. “You will be meeting them, but not for at least another month. They have traveled to see my sister who has recently delivered her first babe. Her Amate is a scientist on a planet the Alliance is trying to cultivate.”

      “Oh,” Jesse said, looking at her sisters with dread.

      “Jesse,” Hunter said.

      Jesse looked over at Hunter. She placed her hand in his when he reached over to her. A shy, uncertain smile curled her lips as she waited for him to say what was on his mind.

      “They will accept you as my Amate,” he assured her. “They will accept all of you as my family.”

      “I hope so,” she murmured under her breath. “I really hope so.”
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      Several days later, she was busy fixing lunch for Hunter, who was working on the deck he was building outside of their bedroom. Jordan and Taylor were off with Charma who was helping them catch up on the language and culture lessons. Jesse worked with Charma and her sisters in the morning, but preferred to have the afternoons free to do things around their new home.

      “You smell delicious,” Hunter whispered, wrapping his arms around her waist and pulling her back against him so he could press a kiss to the mark he had left on her neck. “Good enough to eat.”

      Jesse giggled as he rubbed his nose up and down her neck. “It is the stew I’m making,” she pointed out. “You are probably starving. You’ve been working like crazy building the deck. I finally convinced Charma to take Jordan and Taylor out for a bit and gave the other two girls that help out around here the day off. I wanted some us time.”

      “I want to make love to you until you cannot move,” he said, turning her around. “When are your sisters due back?”

      Jesse blushed. She still couldn’t get over how quickly he could fire her body up. She reached up and sealed her lips to his in a hungry kiss.

      “Not for a couple more hours,” she whispered against his lips. “Charma was going to take them to her daughter’s house to meet some of her grandkids that were close to Jordan and Taylor’s age.”

      “The stew?” Hunter asked.

      “Needs to simmer for at least an hour,” Jesse said, reaching behind her to release the tie of the apron she was wearing.

      “Almost enough time,” Hunter said, bending over and pulling Jesse over his shoulder.

      “Hunter!” Jesse laughed as she got a wonderful view of his firm ass. “What are you doing?”

      “Abducting my Amate! I am going to take her upstairs and ravish her until she can think of no other but me!” he declared with a flourish. “I will kiss her until she is breathless. I will love every inch of her body until she begs me to…”

      “Put her down as the blood is rushing to her head?” Jesse giggled before letting out a squeal when he slapped her ass. “Ouch! That… oh lord!” she breathed out as he rubbed her offended butt.

      “I am courting you,” Hunter growled. “You are supposed to say things like I am your true love and call me sweet names.”

      Jesse’s breath left her as he lowered her onto their bed. She gripped his shoulders as he followed her down. She saw that while he was teasing, he was also serious.

      “What brought this on?” she asked. “Have you been watching those movies from Earth again that Saber downloaded and sent to you?”

      “I want you to be happy, my Jesse,” Hunter admitted. “I never want you to doubt my commitment to you or to your sisters.”

      Jesse shook her head and smiled tenderly up at him. “I have no doubt about your commitment, Hunter. I just wish…” her voice trailed off as she looked down.

      Hunter tilted her chin back up so she was forced to look at him. He had been right to sense there was still something holding his Jesse back. He had loved her and tried everything he could think of to make her happy but he sensed a sadness still inside her sometimes.

      “What do you wish? If it is possible, I will get it for you,” Hunter replied.

      “I wish you loved me,” Jesse said quietly. “I know you care about me, but…”

      Hunter couldn’t stand to hear the doubt in her voice. He kissed her with a desperate hunger. He thought back feverishly over the past almost two months. He had shown her every way he could that he loved her, but the only time he had said the words had been when she was unconscious.

      “Oh, my Jesse,” Hunter breathed out as he pulled back to look down at her. “Don’t you know that I love you with everything inside me? You are my Amate.” He tenderly cupped her face between his huge palms. “I am Hunter. I belong to Jesse as she belongs to me. Forever will I tie my life to hers. I will care for, protect, and give my seed only to her. She is my Amate. She is my life. You are my life, Jesse. I thought you knew that.”

      Jesse shook her head. “I need the words too, I guess. Oh Hunter, I love you so much.”

      “Forever, my Jesse. Forever, my Amate,” Hunter said, kissing her deeply.

      “What were you saying you were wanting to do before the girls got home?” Jesse whispered in a husky voice as she wound her hands around his neck.

      “I believe it started with ravishing,” he chuckled as his hands began sliding up under her tunic. “Followed by loving every inch of your body.”

      “I think I like this courting,” Jesse replied before she groaned as he began ravishing her. “Oh yes, I definitely love this part of it.”
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      Jesse grinned at Hunter, who was watching every move she made later that night as she set the table for dinner. Jordan and Taylor were talking about their day. She set the fresh bread that the girls had picked up from the market bakery down and sat down.

      “Thank God!” Taylor muttered. “I was wondering if you were ever going to sit down.”

      “Why?” Jesse laughed as she scooped some stew into her bowl.

      Taylor rolled her eyes as she broke some of the bread up into her bowl. “If I had to watch Hunter look at your ass and growl one more time I swear I’d see if Jordan wanted to give you guys some more privacy!”

      “Taylor!” Jesse said, shocked, glancing back and forth between her sisters and Hunter. “He was not… we… I…”

      “It’s okay, Jesse,” Jordan said quietly. “We know you guys are like newlyweds. We’ve been trying to stay out of your hair and give you guys some time alone.”

      Jesse set her spoon down and reached over to touch Jordan’s hand. She glanced at Hunter in concern. She didn’t want her sisters to ever think they were in the way.

      “Jordan, neither you nor Taylor will ever be in our hair. This is your home. If I offend you because of the way I… stare at your sister, I apologize,” Hunter said quietly.

      “Oh, you don’t offend us,” Taylor replied. “Jordan and I are cool with it. I’m just glad we aren’t on the same level as you at night. It was bad enough when we were on the Star Raider.”

      “What do you mean when we were on the… You could hear us?” Jesse asked turning a bright red.

      “It wasn’t very often,” Jordan interrupted. “I mean, it was, but we just turned up the sound on the videos we were watching.”

      “Oh lord,” Jesse said, burying her face in her hands. “This is so embarrassing.”

      Jordan and Taylor laughed and shook their heads. “It really isn’t that bad. I mean, well, we’re cool, right Taylor?” Jordan finished awkwardly.

      “Yeah, zip my lips. No more comments on the sounds, like growls and roars or shouts and screams or anything else,” Taylor agreed. “Boy, this stew is really good, Jesse.”

      Hunter’s low laugh grew louder and louder until everyone at the table was laughing. He watched as Jesse and her sisters wiped tears from the corner of their eyes from laughing so hard. They teased him about the different types of growls and purrs he made and he teased them about their girly screams when he caught them coming out of the bathroom in the mornings with their hair sticking up everywhere and cream on their faces.

      Warmth flooded him as he listened to the girls talk about some of the different products they had discovered in town and wanted to show Jesse. They talked about their day at Charma’s daughter’s house. This is what having a family was about. It was about the embarrassing moments and the laughter and the sharing. It was about not being alone anymore.
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