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      No alien abduction is complete without a Highland cow

      Rachel thought it couldn’t get worse than losing her farm. But when a hot stranger turns out to be an alien, her life is about to change forever.

      Tamsia’s sisters both have human mates, but she can’t quite understand the appeal herself. Until she meets Rachel, the owner of an adorable yet intimidating Highland cow. Will Tamsia be able to persuade her to move to Kyven? 
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      RACHEL

      A vampire bumped into me, almost spilling his drink on my dress. He apologised, then stumbled into a creepy-looking clown. Most people had really put a lot of effort into their costumes. I’d thought my Medusa outfit would stand out, but there were some way more detailed costumes. I fingered one of the fake snakes I’d attached to a green wig. I didn’t usually go to parties all by myself, but my cousin had changed her mind at the last minute.

      The nightclub was crowded, with most people dancing wildly. There’d be a costume competition later, but for now, I wanted a drink and a moment to sit and rest. I’d been on my feet all day, working at my cousin’s farm. I’d need several drinks before I was ready to join the dance floor.

      I scanned the booths lining the walls. All of them were taken. In one corner furthest away from the speakers, a lone woman sat in one booth. Maybe she’d let me join her.

      She was dressed as a bright blue alien with shiny azure hair and pointy ears. Her makeup skills were incredible; I couldn’t see any skin peek through the paint at all.

      I approached her table. "Mind if I join you? Everywhere else is full."

      She stared at my wig without answering.

      "Are you alright?" I asked when she didn’t react.

      "You may join me," she said in a heavily accented but melodic voice. I couldn’t quite place the accent. Something Slavic, maybe?

      By the time I’d taken a seat, her attention was already on some guys downing shots. I looked around for a waiter, but none of them were nearby. I should have got a drink at the bar, but if I left now, someone else might take my seat.

      "Are you all on your own?" I asked.

      "My sister and her mate are somewhere over there," she said without looking at me.

      Mate? Then I realised she was doing her alien costume justice.

      "Oh, you're really getting into the whole roleplay thing," I laughed. "Mate. I love your costume, by the way. How long did those ear prosthetics take to put on? They look so realistic. Can I touch them?"

      She didn’t reply. "You don't say a lot, do you?" I said to break the silence. I didn’t like silence.

      "You never shut up, do you?" Her words may have been a bit rude, but her tone of voice wasn’t. She turned to look at me. Her gaze flicked to my snake wig.

      I realised she’d just repeated what my cousin Heather told me all the time. I grinned. "One of my many faults. I'm Rachel, by the way."

      "Tamsia."

      "I bet your real name is Tamsin and you're using Tamsia as your alien name, am I right?"

      Instead of an answer, she waved to a passing waiter.

      "Four more cock-tails," she said, putting a strange pause between the words. Was she flirting with the waiter, putting the emphasis on cock?”

      "What kind?" he asked.

      She looked taken aback as if she didn’t know how to respond.

      "I'll take a mojito," I said quickly when the waiter shot me an exasperated look.

      "The same for me," Tamsia added.

      "Four mojitos, coming up. All on the same tab?"

      I was about to say that I’d pay for my own drink, but Tamsia shrugged. "Okay."

      "Thanks," I told her after the waiter had hurried off. "I'll buy the next round."

      "Round?" she asked, clearly lost in translation.

      "You're not from around here, are you? I thought I heard a slight accent. What brings you to Chester?"

      “Visiting,” was all she said before our drinks arrived.

      I didn’t go out much and wasn’t used to drinking much. Tamsia, however, either had a high tolerance or she was determined to get hammered as quickly as possible.

      In the time that I downed two mojitos, she drank six. The alcohol loosened my tongue, making me even chattier, but Tamsia seemed content to listen to my rambling. I told her all about life on the farm, about Highland cows, about how after trying all sorts of jobs I finally found my calling. She seemed especially interested in the cows, so I showed her some pictures of Hamish, my favourite bull, on my phone. Talking to her was so relaxing that I forgot all about wanting to dance.

      Only when I started to yawn did I notice how much time had passed. "It's getting late,” I said, repressing another yawn. "I should go home. Unless..."

      "Unless," Tamsia echoed.

      I smiled at her. She hadn’t said no, which was a good sign.

      "Where do you live?" I asked when she didn’t say anything else.

      "I'm not from here."

      I decided to take the initiative. "Then I don't suppose you'd like to walk me home?"

      To my relief, she got the hint. "Yes, I will," she said and got up. She swayed slightly and gripped the table for support. I was amazed she was still able to stand at all. After six cocktails, I’d be sleeping on the floor.

      "I'm staying at a hotel five minutes down the road," I told her as we made our way through the club. Most people had left, with the stragglers either chatting in booths, kissing passionately or sitting half-asleep on the sticky floor. "I like to treat myself every couple of months. A weekend in town, partying, shopping, enjoying city life. There's not much of any of that where I live."

      We stepped outside into the cold night.

      "A farm!" Tasia suddenly exclaimed as if she’d had some sort of epiphany.

      "What?"

      "You live on a farm," she said, sounding strangely proud.

      "Yes. I told you that.” I laughed and she smiled at me. “You're a little bit drunk, aren't you?"

      Without thinking, I slid an arm around her waist, pulling her close. I was almost a head smaller than her, but we somehow fit perfectly together.  I could feel her lean on me, her movements slow and sluggish.

      "Hey, don't fall asleep! Maybe we should take a taxi,” I suggested.

      Her head snapped up. "I wasn't sleeping. Just imagining something."

      I chuckled at her typical drunken excuse as we continued to the hotel. The world around me was blurry but beautiful. I wasn’t too steady on my own feet but hanging on to Tamsia helped to stay upright.

      After a short walk, I spotted the hotel sign and we paused in front of the entrance, causing the automatic doors to slide open. "This is the hotel,” I said redundantly. "I have a double room, in case you were wondering."

      "Are you inviting me in?" Tamsia slurred.

      I appreciated her double-checking and nodded. "Of course I am. If you want to, that is. I've not done this in... I don't even know. It's been a while."

      "I've never done this," she said. From someone else, it might’ve sounded like a line but she said it with such conviction, I believed her.

      I shifted in her arms, drawing my eyes up to her face. Her lips looked full and the perfect shade of blue to match the rest of her make-up. Would her lipstick rub off on me?

      Her hands landed on my hips, the pressure promising and enticing. She stepped closer, her gaze locked on me. The question practically hung on her lips and I parted mine, inviting her in.

      She leaned down and my breath hitched in my chest. Her mouth was warm and minty from all the mojitos. I leaned into her, a warmth stirring in my lower belly. I couldn’t remember the last time someone made me feel like this from just a simple kiss.

      "Get a room!" someone shouted from the other side of the street.

      I broke the kiss with a chuckle. “We intend to,” I called back, taking Tamsia by the hand and pulling her into the hotel with me. The busy print on the carpets made me dizzy and it took me three attempts to open the door to my room.

      Tamsia’s hands were roaming all over me, tugging on my clothes and sliding under wherever they could. I pushed her onto the bed and climbed on top of her, blindly kissing whatever part of her skin I could make contact with.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” I asked while trailing my lips up her neck. She was so soft and comfortable and kissing her made me feel warm and comforted. Her strong hands wandered up my thighs, suddenly falling still.

      “Tamsia?” I sat up, gently shaking the woman underneath me. “You okay?”

      She was fast asleep.

      With heavy eyes, I tucked us in, the cocktails hitting me too. This wasn’t how I hoped the night would go but there was something nice and reassuring about not having to fall asleep for once.
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          EIGHT MONTHS LATER

        

      

    

    
      TAMSIA

      I cursed the day my parents decided to have two more children. Life as an only-child would have been so much more peaceful. Instead, I constantly had to clean up their messes. Bavalla had always been the wildest and most unpredictable, but in the past rotation, she’d infected our youngest sister Sahra with her rebelliousness. I was the only sane one left in the family. I just wished I hadn’t agreed to help them with their fledgling wildlife park.

      All they did nowadays was coo over their mates and their animals. I was left to deal with making sure the money didn’t run out. I’d been pouring over numbers all day, desperately looking for ways to keep the park running. It was leaking money all over the place. The few visitors we were finally starting to get didn’t pay enough to even pay for one animal’s upkeep. My savings were vanishing fast. I should never have agreed to lend Bavalla some of my previously substantial funds. As always, I’d given her one finger and she’d taken the entire hand, arm and shoulder.

      I powered off my tablet, tired and miserable. I’d have to talk to my sisters. I didn’t see a solution and if we didn’t find a new source of income soon, the animals would have to go. I was not going to put myself in debt because of some fluffy, trumpeting, purring, adorable… alright, I’d fallen in love with them just as much as my sisters. But I didn’t let that distract me from the facts: we were going to be bankrupt within three months if nothing changed.

      I walked by Tilly and Valla’s home - technically all our home, but I preferred to live in a small cabin down the road - and stormed inside, not bothering to ring the doorbell.

      “Hello?” I shouted into the house. “It’s me.”

      “Over here,” Valla called from downstairs. Not that there’d been any question about where she was. She’d not left the Sanctuary Cave since they started podding.

      I walked down the steps into the Sanctuary where long, bluish tendrils connected my sister and her mate together to a pulsating cocoon. The room was darkened and decorated by some of the glowing mushrooms from the Ba’ta’k cave. Their sacred energy would help the development of their offspring. Until the birth of their children, they were attached to the pod and unable to leave.

      “How are you two?” I asked, maintaining the mandatory distance so I wouldn’t disturb the process.

      “Tired,” Tilly mumbled. Her head was resting on Valla’s shoulder and they looked so happy, despite having been stuck together for half the gestation period already.

      I still didn’t understand how they’d fallen in love after my sister abducted her by accident. If that happened to me, I’d have been enraged instead of all loved-up. But Tilly seemed perfectly content with their cringeworthy love for each other and the entire zoo worth of animals. Starting a wildlife park had seemed a good idea at the time, as transporting the animals back to Earth would have been beyond our means and letting them loose wasn’t an option. I just hadn’t realised how expensive it would be. Nor had I expected my sister and her mate to pod this quickly, meaning they couldn’t help out in the park. They were stuck in the Sanctuary, doing nothing but spending time together while growing the new life inside them.

      A little pang of jealousy fluttered through me. I wanted that, desperately, but I hadn’t met anyone that I liked. Not like this, not in this way.

      “How are the animals?” Valla asked softly.

      “All good. I had to separate Bonbon and Sweet before they pulled out each other’s feathers, so they tried to attack me.” I held out my arm where the two hawks had managed to scratch me during feeding time. “I spotted Terry lurking in the undergrowth and Brie was examining the waterhole.”

      Brie was a rhino that Tilly had a special bond with. Daily updates on her well-being made my sisters happy, which in turn lowered stress levels for everyone.

      Tilly smiled weakly. “Good.”

      Valla was more perceptive. “What’s wrong? What aren't you saying?"

      I reminded myself that too much stress was bad for podding females. I didn't want to endanger my future nieces or nephews. I had to be gentle with my sister.

      There was a first time for everything.

      "Just some accountancy issues. I'll talk to Sahra about it."

      Our youngest sister had been suspiciously absent all day. So had her mate, Abby. If they told me they were going to be podding, I'd have a breakdown.

      "Do you know where Sahra and Abby are?" I asked.

      Valla rolled her eyes. "She told us this morning that they were going to spend some time with Sapphire, Zirkon and their cubs."

      Sapphire was a leopard from Earth, while Zirkon was a katzerel indigenous to our planet. To all of our surprise, the two of them had not only mated, but had also produced a litter of cubs. We called the hybrids katzpards and they were the wildlife park’s main attraction.

      The smell of the purple grass outside tickled my nose as I crossed through our wildlife park to visit the katzpards. Birds flew up from the surrounding bushes and animals chittered curiously around me on my way there. There was always something crawling, slithering, or running around and I had to admit, it was nice when it was busy around here. As much as my sisters infuriated me, I wouldn’t want to return to my quiet life before.

      I entered the cave where the katzpard family lived, making sure to check my tracker was connected in case of an emergency. We all learned our lesson the time that Sahra and Abby got trapped down here during a bad storm.

      “Hello?” I called carefully, not wanting to spook anyone.

      “Here!” a chipper voice responded.

      Following the sound, I descended further down where my sister and her mate were tending to the cubs under the watchful eye of their leopard mother. The blue katzerel was nowhere to be seen and that was probably for the best, considering his temper. Still, I kept my distance, not wanting to crowd the feisty felines.

      One of the katzpard cubs meowed in protest as Abby tried to put him on her scale. “Stay still, little one.”

      Sahra left her mate to join me. “Hey, what brings you here?”

      “I was looking for you.”

      Her smile faltered. “Oh-oh. I know that look. How bad is it?”

      “Three months,” I admitted, keeping my voice lowered so I didn’t alarm her mate. While I had no problem with them being here, it was our responsibility to keep things running. This was our parental home after all and our money. My money, although if this kept going, it wouldn’t be any of our money.

      Sahra’s expression soured. “We can’t close the park.”

      “We need to do something to increase our earnings. I could sell one of my houses; that should tide us over."

      “No, you know Valla doesn’t want that.”

      “She’s being stubborn. We could actually lose the homestead.”

      “She says she wants to keep things fair. I agree with her. We have to work together to make this a success.”

      Frustrated, I glanced at the little cubs playing with Abby’s bag.

      “No.” Sahra glared at me. “You can’t seriously be thinking of selling them.”

      “I’m not!” I quickly defended myself. “How heartless do you think I am? I’ve got three of them in the right place. No, I was wondering if we could put on a show or something. Or maybe sell some of their… scat. I don’t know.”

      My sister laughed. “Nobody is going to buy that, but it’s not the worst idea. One of my friends in the city used to sell artisanal delicacies from her home planet and they were really popular. Maybe we can do something similar? We have two experts here and even you liked the cock-tails on earth.”

      I grimaced at the vague memory of that night. While the cock-tails had been nice going in, I hadn’t loved the fuzzy blurry haze they’d left behind. I could barely remember the woman who talked my ear off all night, which was a shame. She’d been funny and engaging and beautiful. Rachel, that was her name. Strange to think I’d never see her again.

      Abby joined us, looking intrigued. “What are you talking about?”

      “Earth delicacies,” Sahra said, as usual, unable to keep anything to herself. “I want clotted cream on Kyven.”

      Her mate laughed heartily. “I don’t think that’s possible. It would spoil on the journey here and you don’t have cows.”

      I perked up at the familiar word, although I couldn’t remember how I knew it. “Cows? Like Highland cows?”

      The human woman looked at me, seeming impressed. “Looks like you’ve been reading up. Any cow will make milk, but Highland cows are particularly cute.”

      “We should get some cows then!” Sahra enthused, jumping excitedly.

      “No, no, no,” I protested quickly. “We’re trying to make money, not take on more costs.”

      My sister danced her fingers in front of my face. “If we get cows, we can make all kinds of milk-things from Earth. I know they’ll sell!”

      “But—”

      “Cows, Tams. Cows!” She grinned broadly and pulled her mate out of the cave, singing to herself. “We’re getting cows!”

      Great. This was why I solved things by myself. Not only was she of no help, she was going to make our situation ten times worse.
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      TAMSIA

      A slight beep alerted me from the inside of the pod that we’d arrived at our destination. I pushed the lid open, feeling slightly groggy from the long journey. I still couldn’t believe I was the one being sent down to Earth.

      How had I drawn the short end of the straw? I vaguely remembered my sister arguing I was best suited for the job and various other reasons that I hadn’t been able to refute. Thinking about it now, it just felt like they’d used my control issues against me.

      When I was back, I’d make them pay for getting me involved in all these animal shenanigans.
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