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Dedication





For Paul, my husband, partner in crime, and fellow adventurer.


Every day is a good day.
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Introduction





All roads lead home at Christmas… 


Cyborg Amme Vanak is wired to care for children and since her current charge is grown, she’s feeling edgy. She’s hoping a Christmas visit to Earth with her friends will offer distraction and maybe even a fling with a sexy Earthman before she flies on to Viros for a new adventure.


Wealthy entrepreneur Marcus Polo is single with a rockin’ social life until an unexpected Christmas gift throws his existence into chaos. A chance meeting with exotic Amme deepens his turmoil. She might be the solution to his problem, but she’s different from his exes, and she pushes every one of his sexual buttons.


Amme is torn. Marcus Polo is handsome and kind and so, so attractive. Even better, it seems the fascination is mutual. Amme is having a ball on Earth, but as departure day creeps closer, she becomes increasingly conflicted about leaving. Then there’s the whole alien thing. Somehow, she doesn’t think Earth and Marcus are ready to accept aliens are fact and not science fiction.


Warning: Contains a bunch of aliens intent on relaxing and enjoying a New Zealand Christmas, some canoodling under the mistletoe and addictions to chocolate.
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Chapter One





Asnippet of a Christmas carol blasted through Marcus Polo’s concentration, and he clicked on an icon to bring up the inter-office memo. He read the note from his long-time secretary and frowned. 

He wrote, Sign for the package, and hit send.

Seconds later, the lyrics about snow and deer announced another memo.

He insists you personally sign for the package.

Marcus rolled back his chair and stood. Impatience simmered through him as he stalked for his office door and yanked it open. “Cynthia, why can’t you sign for the package? What’s so important—”

“You the Polo dude?” A rail-thin courier smacked a wad of gum and shifted it to bulge in his cheek. “Marcus Polo?”

“Yes.” Marcus stared at the kid, who couldn’t be much older than twenty. His long blond hair was restrained in a complicated plait, and he wore several rings in one ear. The other ear lobe stretched around a black disc.

“Is your middle name Craig?”

Marcus’s brows shot up. “Pardon?”

“I’ve already confirmed the details for him, but he insisted on speaking directly to you.” Red-cheeked but with not a blonde hair out of place, Cynthia stood by the corner of her desk, her right stiletto tapping her irritation.

“Is your name Marcus Craig Polo?” The kid shuffled the gum to his other cheek.

“Yes.”

The kid nodded. “Good. Sign here for your package.”

“What package?” Marcus asked.

“It’s out in the hall. There’s this letter to go with it.” He shoved an electronic pad at Marcus. “Sign here.”

Marcus signed using the stylus and the kid handed him the letter.

“I’ll get the package for you.” He disappeared into the hall and returned a few seconds later carrying a small suitcase and leading a child by the hand. “This is your package. Have a good day.”

The child—a girl—took one look at Marcus and started howling. Tears poured down her cheeks, and Marcus shot Cynthia a helpless look, his mind reeling. Shock, confusion, helplessness. The emotions took the opportunity to kick him in the gut before moving on to leave panic jabbing his temples.

“Perhaps I should reschedule your appointments.” Cynthia darted around her desk and dropped onto her chair, hurriedly distancing herself from Marcus’s package. The rapid tap of her fingers on her keyboard a full stop on her don’t-pick-me attitude. Obviously, some things she considered outside her secretarial duties.

Marcus studied the child. “What’s your name, sweetheart?”

His renowned charm failed him this time. Epic fail since the howls increased, interspersed with noisy sniffles.

Cynthia winced, and Marcus decided to retreat. He scooped up the child and held her much like a rugby ball as he sped into his office. He set her down, shut his door with a firm click and opened the envelope.


Dear Marcus,


I know this will come as a huge shock to you, but meet your daughter, Autumn Lana Polo. You are her last living relative since if you’re receiving this letter, I’m already dead from ovarian cancer.


She really is your daughter—a DNA test will prove that soon enough—and I hope you will keep her and look after her until she is old enough to become independent. The Polo family has a long pedigree, and while your family isn’t particularly close, our daughter should know her history and her relations. She’ll need those roots to grow and flourish.


Autumn is a good kid, although right now, she’s probably terrified. She has a loud wail on her. I think she gets that from me since I’m sure you haven’t changed over the years and still keep your emotional distance when it comes to relationships. I bet you still possess your trademark playboy gene. You’ll have to change now that you have responsibility for our daughter, and that’s not a bad thing, no matter what your thoughts as you read this.


Autumn doesn’t have any allergies. She’s had some of the normal childhood illnesses, which are included on the attached list, along with her birth certificate and passport.


If I’d known about the cancer, I’d have done things differently and approached you earlier. Please look upon our daughter as a precious gift rather than a burden and do the right thing. I beg of you this one thing. Despite our differences, I know you’re an honorable man.


Keep our daughter safe.
Candice Kane


Marcus read the letter again, but the contents didn’t change. He raised a shaky hand to his forehead and wiped the moisture away. He blinked. The wording didn’t disappear. The child—Autumn—continued crying. Nope, denial wasn’t working.

He had a daughter.

A problem because he didn’t have a single bloody idea of what to do with one.

It wasn’t as if he’d thought about kids. They were something for the future.

He had a daughter.

Hell’s bells.

At least the crying had decreased in decibels. He studied her red, blotchy face. It was wet with tears, and…dear God…that was snot.

Tissues.

He needed tissues.

Pleased to come to some sort of a decision, even if it was an attempt to stem the tears, he strode to his computer and typed a memo to Cynthia.

A light tap sounded on his door. It cracked open and a hand holding a bright red box appeared in the gap.

“Come in, Cynthia,” Marcus said.

Cynthia did but every muscle of her curvy body shouted reluctance. “I’m a secretary, not a nanny. Just in case you’re getting ideas.”

Marcus scowled. “Message received. Have you rearranged my schedule?”

“Yes.”

“Good. I’ll be out for the rest of the day. I’ll let you know later if I need the rest of the week shifted around.”

“Very well. I’ll continue with the Fargo Freight and Shipping acquisition,” Cynthia said.

“Call me if you need anything,” Marcus said. “It appears I’ll be working from home in the near future.” His cell phone beeped, signaling an incoming message, and Cynthia paused in case he needed her to undertake another task.

Ring me. Sophie, xxx.

“Not happening.” He cursed under his breath and deleted the text. Bloody Sophie Robinson didn’t appear to understand the word, no. “If Sophie Robinson happens to ring for me again, tell her I’m not in and I will never be in when she calls.”

“Ouch. Will do, boss man. Told you that woman was a clingy mistake. And this is another.” With a jerk of her head toward the child, Cynthia disappeared, closing the door behind her with a sharp click that said she wanted nothing to do with this business. Marcus couldn’t blame her. This tiny girl child made him want to flee too.

He pulled several tissues from the box and crouched beside his daughter. Funny, but he didn’t doubt the truth of Candice’s letter. They’d had an affair—a brief but passionate liaison that had ended almost before it started. He’d made it clear he wasn’t interested in a permanent relationship, just as he’d stated the sentiment to the women who came after Candice.

Condoms—he used them religiously. He’d never had sex without a condom, but in this case, the birth control method had failed.

Autumn had the same shade of hair as him—a burnished chestnut brown—that made her name fit perfectly. Her eyes were the same shade of brown he saw in the mirror each day. Yes, even without the DNA test, he was certain Autumn was his child.

But what to do with her?

That was the problem.

He sucked in a deep breath and stared at Autumn. She stared back, seeming to appraise him in the same way he was measuring her. “Why don’t we wipe away some of those tears and blow your nose?”

“’Kay,” she whispered.

Encouraged by her response, he blotted up her tears and grabbed another handful of tissues.

“I can do it,” she said, her small hands fighting his for control of the paper hankies.

“All right,” he said and rocked back on his heels.

She had his determination too, and this spurt of character decided him. He couldn’t foist her off on his parents—not that they’d entertain the idea. Besides, he refused to subject any child to their chilly methods of rearing offspring. The idea of handing her off to Child Services made him a little queasy, which left one alternative.

He’d keep her.

But that didn’t solve his immediate problem. Kids were a big mystery to him. He shot her another quick glance and saw she was managing well. Hell, he didn’t even know her age.

“How old are you?”

“Three and three-quarters,” she said.

Okay. That was definitive.

None of his friends had kids except…

Ah, the sweet scent of relief. He felt his lips curl into a broad smile. The knowledge of a solution within his grasp soothed the rough edges of his panic, allowed him to breathe.

Max and Ellen O’Sullivan had one boy and another kid on the way. Perfect.

“All done?”

She nodded, and her bottom lip trembled again. She started to squirm, stepping from one foot to the other. “I need the toilet.”

Marcus cursed under his breath and cursed again—long and loud—in the privacy of his mind. He figured he’d be doing that a lot in the future. He grasped her little hand, awed by the perfection of her tiny fingers and the bright pink nail polish. With his other hand, he grabbed his car keys off his desk and patted his jacket to make sure he had his wallet. He paused to stuff his phone in his pocket.

“Let’s go,” he said. “Once we’ve got you sorted out, we’ll go for a ride in the car.”

“I’m hungry,” she said, her glance uncertain.

“I think we can handle that,” he said, and she rewarded him with a shy smile. A sharp tug in the region of his heart froze him in position for long seconds, and he fell a little bit in love with his new daughter at that moment.

Yep, no doubt about it—no matter the problems, the inconvenience.

He was keeping her.
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“Very funny.” Camryn O’Sullivan plucked at her hair in telltale irritation. “Tell them, Ry. None of them are taking this seriously. Earth isn’t ready for aliens. It’s gonna be bad enough facing my brother and his wife again after all these months. I don’t want to worry about the population of New Zealand panicking because they think it’s an alien invasion.”

Amme Vanak stood in the background, leaning against a wall of the flight deck of the Indefatigable, a smirk tugging her lips. This argument had been ongoing ever since Ry announced they’d visit Earth for Christmas. A summer Christmas since they were going to the southern hemisphere, and she couldn’t wait. The conversation never failed to entertain her, and she suspected the crew enjoyed teasing Camryn.

“What do you say, Amme?” Nanu, the ship’s engineer and pilot, drew her into the discussion. The beads on the ends of his braids clacked as his attention shifted from her back to Camryn. “Do you want to do some sightseeing on Earth?”

Of course she did. “As long as I can regulate my skin tone.”

Her cyborg nature allowed her to change her skin tone to blend. Her other characteristics were less noticeable. When she was a child, the categorization committee on her home planet of Sheng had determined she would profit their society most by entering the profession of childcare. Then, like all children on Sheng, she’d undergone enhancements to complement her natural inclinations.

Her enhancements included increased empathy for children, the ability to think and learn quickly, extra physical strength and stamina to keep up with the young and fend off attacks on her charges if necessary. Perfect eyesight. Excellent hearing. Perfect health and antibodies added to guard against most known diseases. On Earth, she’d appear humanoid. She was luckier in that respect than Kaya, with her pointed ears and bright blue hair, or Gweneth, with the cat tattoo on her cheek, and Mogens, who flashed from black to white depending on his mood.

“I have the solution for those of us who don’t appear humanoid.” Mogens violet eyes sparkled in his white face—an indication of happiness and contentment. “Never fear. We shall all visit Camryn’s family. We shall have fun. I have read this in the clouds.”

A spurt of excitement fizzled through Amme, and she grinned at Mogens. Camryn had told them so much about Earth, and they were eager to explore and experience a New Zealand Christmas. The southern hemisphere. Hot weather. Beaches. Barbecues.

“What sort of solution? Have you trialed it?” Camryn asked, suspicion coloring her tone while her gaze sliced and diced, forging a path to the truth.

“On myself.” Mogens’ long broad nose lifted in a show of dignity. “My appearance represents the biggest challenge since it fluctuates from black to white and in between. The cream I’ve developed turns my skin a golden brown. If I change my robes for those things you called jeans and a T-shirt, I’ll pass as a human.” He winked at Amme.

Amme felt her mouth drop open. Well! Mogens was very pleased with himself.

“Fine, that’s one problem solved, but where are you going to hide the Indefatigable?” Camryn asked, spearing each of them with a glower in turn. “You can’t just park it in the middle of a paddock and leave it there. My brother is going to notice. His employees and neighbors are sure to remark on a hulking big spaceship parked on the lawn.”

“Nanu and I have a plan,” Mogens said.

“Of course you do,” Camryn said drily.

Ry placed his hands on Camryn’s shoulders and pulled her against his chest. His handsome features held a wealth of tenderness as he stroked his mate’s shoulder and arm. “Stop worrying. We have the Indy covered. No one will come upon our ship. I’ve told you this. Your brother will be pleased to see you.”

“I hope so.”

Amme moved forward to stand beside the woman who’d become a close friend. They’d spent a lot of the voyage together, discussing their lives and sharing personal experiences. “Of course he will. Once he gets over his shock, I’m sure he’ll be excited to see you. Are you going to tell him about becoming a feline shifter? That you’re no longer fully human like him because you mated with Ry?”

“Maybe.” Camryn’s brow creased then she pulled away from Ry to pace back and forth in front of the view screen. Her boots beat a tattoo on the bridge floor, the sound becoming increasingly rapid as her mind wrestled with her fear. “I guess. He’s not going to believe a human can turn into a black leopard without a demonstration.”

Amme exchanged a glance with Ry.

“Let’s go and workout,” Ry said. “It will rid you of some of your nerves.”

“If workout is code for sex, then I’m staying here to help Nanu,” Jannike, Ry’s second-in-command said. Built like an assassin warrior, the tall blonde woman maintained a serious mien. Most thought she lacked humor. Amme knew better. The woman hid her humor bone and soft heart. She often acted the champion for those who were weaker and unable to stand up for themselves.

Camryn’s troubled gaze swept them, and she let out a huge sigh. “This visit is going to be a disaster. I just know it.”


      [image: image-placeholder]“Is the shield on? No one can see us land, right? The military forces won’t shoot us out of the sky?” Camryn’s voice dripped with anxiety, and Amme noted her friend’s fingers curl and uncurl, twist and untwist at her sides.

A ship of the frigate category, the Indy was a huge hulk and built to undertake long space voyages. Its somber gray color wasn’t flashy like some of the cruise ships, and that would help it blend during their approach, but Amme understood Camryn’s anxiety. From the moment they’d entered Earth’s atmosphere, they courted danger.

“Shields are fully functional,” Ry said in a clipped tone that indicated this landing was more difficult than any of them admitted. “The Indy is invisible to tracking devices and the naked eye.”

Jannike planted her hands on her hips and scowled her tough-warrior glare. “Camryn, if you don’t shut up, Kaya and I are gonna gag you. I don’t care what Ry says. If the Earth military had noticed our entry into the atmosphere, they would have sent fighter ships to intercept us by now.” She crossed to her seat next to Nanu and clipped the safety harness into place.

Amme grabbed Camryn by the arm and dragged her over to one of the rear seats. They both buckled their harnesses while the others studied the instrument panel, and Nanu manipulated the controls. “Tell me about the men on Earth. Do you think I’ll manage to find one for a Christmas fling?”

Camryn ripped her gaze off the clouds beyond the view port and turned to her with raised brows. “You want a man?”

“I didn’t say I wanted to keep him,” Amme said. “Ooh, pretty. Look at the trees. Is that a river?”

“Amme, you can’t drop a man bomb without telling me more.”

Ah, her distraction had worked. She turned from the view to focus on Camryn. “Now that Gweneth has blossomed and become independent, she doesn’t need me. I was designed to look after others, and the lack of need in that department is making me…unsettled.” Yes, that was the correct word to describe her current unease.

“But an affair? Really?” Camryn said, diverted from her anxiety as Amme had intended.

“Memories to keep me warm on the long space voyage to Viros.”

The engine roared extra loud, there was a metallic bang, and the Indy tilted at a forty-degree angle without warning, flinging Amme against her harness. Over at the control panel, Nanu cursed. An alarm burst into life.

Jannike echoed him with equally pithy sentiments. “Grata, watch out! We’re gonna crash.”

“Don’t you think I know that,” Nanu said, his tone testy.

“Sit-rep,” Ry demanded.

Nanu checked the panels, his instruments, stabbed at buttons. “One of the stabilizers isn’t working. Don’t know why.”

“Hard right,” Ry ordered. “Right or we’ll hit those trees.”

“I said I know that,” Nanu snapped.

Ry shot a glower at his mate. “Camryn, the clearing you mentioned isn’t where you said it would be.”

“Sorry.” Camryn winced. “I wasn’t at my best the last time I was here. I did tell you that.”

“I see the clearing,” Nanu said, his shoulders straining and fighting the thruster control. “Turn, damn it. Turn!”

“Can you straighten our approach?” Ry asked, his voice calm.

Nanu’s beefy hands raced over the control panel while his gaze remained on the rapidly approaching landscape. “It’s a thruster. A malfunction. It’s fukked up the landing stabilizers and the steering. Turn, Indy.”

Amme gripped her seat handrests and stared out the view screen at the landscape. Despite Nanu’s attempts, the Indy was still flying at a drunken angle. The trees appeared enormous this close. She swallowed. “That’s assuming we make it to the ground in one piece. I might be all talk about this fling if we crash and die.”

The engine roared, and Nanu fought the controls. Slowly, the Indy started to level.

Beside them, Kaya snorted out a laugh. “Don’t worry. We’ll land safely. I want one of those sex flings too. I’m counting on it. We haven’t hit many planets where the males have the right working parts. Need to make sure I haven’t gone rusty.”

“Your brother would hatch an Earth animal…an elephant if he heard you say that, Kaya,” Jannike said.

“What he don’t know won’t hurt him,” Kaya said with a cheeky wink over her shoulder. “Earth fling, here I come.”

Camryn barked out a laugh and shot an impish glance at Ry. “Maybe I should try a fling. They sound like fun.”

“Not if you know what’s good for you,” Ry said. “Ease it down, Nanu. We’re almost at the clearing.”

“She’s not responding. Darlin’, I need you level. Damn it. Jannike, you’ll have to manipulate the manual landing gear,” Nanu said, his attention on the controls. “Hurry.”

“I can’t reach,” Jannike snapped. “Hang on.” She unclicked her safety harness just as the frigate slanted in the other direction. Her feet went from under her and she slid across the floor, landing against a panel of instruments, headfirst. “Oomph.”

“You’re in the right place now,” Nanu said urgently. “Pull the red lever.”

Jannike groaned, and Amme saw a trickle of blood rolling down the second officer’s cheek. Her movements were sluggish, and she missed her grab for the handhold when the Indy rolled again. She shot across the floor and thudded into another control panel just as the Indy struck the ground. “Grata, Nanu. Can’t you fly this thing straight?”

“Doing my best. Get the lever,” Nanu ordered.

“Fukk you,” Jannike said and swiped some of the blood off her cheek. She half scuttled, half crawled across the floor toward the lever. She reached out, grabbed hold. “Got it.”

The Indy bounced. Amme’s stomach dropped, and she jolted against her safety harness, her gaze on Jannike instead of the landscape and the green of trees whizzing past the view port. The Indy punched into the terrain. Jumped. Hit.

Jannike moaned with each successive smack. Amme’s harness dug into her shoulders. She grunted. Beside her, Camryn growled, her feline rattled by the rough ride.

“Hang tight. We’re gonna hit again,” Nanu warned.

Outside, tree branches gouged the hull with nasty metallic shrieks. Amme’s receptors prickled at the sharp scratches, the small hairs at the back of her neck rising.

“Come on, sweetheart,” Nanu crooned from between tight lips. The engines roared as the Indy battled gravity.

Jannike tried to right herself, to scuttle across the floor, but the Indy bucked and shrieked like a defiant beest. She cursed. Tensed to avoid another body slam as she slid, unable to gain purchase. “Can you please help instead of showing off?”

“One more hop should do it,” Nanu said. “They’re getting smaller.”

The Indy struck, and the entire frigate groaned as if the landing pained her, too.

Amme waited for the ship to lift again. When it remained in place, she unclipped her safety harness and hurried over to Jannike. “Where does it hurt?”

“My head,” Jannike said with a glare at Nanu. “It was his bad driving.”

“You took off your safety harness,” Ry said. “Last time you did that you hit your noggin too.”

“And both times I was trying to help,” Jannike said. “You’re the captain. You should have volunteered.”

“Do I look stupid?” Ry smirked at her, and Amme had difficulty holding back a laugh. The crew constantly sniped at each other, yet if anyone dared attack, they fought the foe as one strong unit.

“Do you think anyone noticed us landing?” Camryn asked.

“We’ve left a trail of destruction,” Kaya said. “We hit trees.”

“This visit is doomed,” Camryn said. “Doomed. This is a sign. We should leave right now.”

“Coward,” Ry said.

Camryn’s back straightened, and another catlike growl emerged from deep in her throat.

“Stop teasing your mate. Watch my finger,” Amme said to Jannike, and she waggled it from left to right in front of the second-in-command’s face. Jannike followed orders, and Amme nodded in satisfaction. “Normal reaction. She has a bump on her skull, but she’ll live. I’ll clean up the blood for you.”

Mogens hurried onto the flight deck. “If it’s safe to leave the ship, I’ll plant a spell, one to repel anyone who comes too close. You’re positive the atmosphere is safe?”

“It’s safe,” Camryn said. “But take a reading first. It’s a good habit.”

Nanu’s fingers danced over the controls. “I’ll put the shield in place. There. Done. Anyone looking at the Indy will see what he or she expects to see. Trees and more trees.”

“But what about the gouges in the earth and the broken trees?” Camryn demanded. “And the sound of our arrival.”

A trace of black swirled into Mogens pale skin, giving him streaks of gray on his chin and jaw. “My spell will work with the damage,” he said, his tone offended. “Hopefully, the black clouds on the horizon will get the blame for the noise.”

“Is it gonna rain?” Jannike climbed to her feet with a tortured groan. “That’s all we need. It rained last time we came to this planet. Ry stunk out the tender with his wet fur.”

“No,” Mogens said. “The clouds are traveling away from our direction. The sunshine will remain.”

“Well, that’s something,” Jannike grumbled.

“Take a seat,” Amme said, but her attention wandered to Camryn before she opened the med-box and selected an absorbent pad. “I’ll doctor your ouchies.” Now that they’d arrived, Camryn couldn’t keep still. She paced the flight deck and did several circuits until Ry grasped her hand and hauled her against his side. Even so, she vibrated with her trepidation. This reunion with her family scared her, and it showed.

“We’re going right now,” Ry said. “We’ll leave Nanu and the others in charge of the ship, and we’ll go and tell your brother we’re here.”

Camryn looked as if she might throw up. “No, we’ll go tomorrow. I—”

“Camryn, you need to go now, or you’ll make yourself sick with worry,” Amme said.

“You come with us,” Camryn said and turned a beseeching expression on her. “Please.”

Amme exchanged a glance with Ry and he nodded.

“All right. Let me finish treating Jannike, then I’ll adjust my skin color, and I’m ready to go,” Amme said and peered at Jannike’s forehead. “The bleeding has almost stopped.” She sprayed it with an anti-stop to halt the last of the bleeding, observed for a sec and nodded in approval. “A medi-pad, and you’ll be done.”

“What about us?” Kaya asked.

“I’ll take you to meet my brother and sister-in-law tomorrow. All of you,” Camryn said. “I promise.”

Amme glanced at Camryn’s skin color and willed her own natural bronze tones to lighten. It took mere seconds. Yes, that was better. She’d blend now.

“I’ve got my com if you run in to any problems. Don’t hesitate to contact me,” Ry said.

“Likewise,” Jannike said. “We can be there quickly if you strike trouble.”

“We’re visiting Camryn’s family on a peaceful planet. There won’t be any trouble.”
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Chapter Two





Amme thought Camryn might faint as she stood before the front door of a rambling white bungalow. All her natural sparkle had fled to leave extreme pallor, and she looked as if she were having trouble breathing, as if someone had kicked her in the gut and knocked the air from her lungs. Her breaths seesawed in and out, an audible statement of fear. 

Amme exchanged a glance with Ry, saw his concern, the way his jaw firmed and almost felt sorry for the people on the other side of the door.

“I’ll knock on the door,” Amme said and rapped her knuckles against the wood. “Your family will be pleased to see you.”

“Someone is coming.” Ry sniffed to ascertain the degree of danger and relaxed. “The scent holds a touch of you. It’s one of your family.”

Camryn swallowed audibly, her gaze fixed on the doorway. Amme suspected her friend wanted to run, but Ry’s arm around her waist and her unsteady legs rooted her to the spot.

The door opened to a child. Luke. He was four, Amme remembered from Camryn’s stories. He loved horses and other animals, taking after his father and Camryn in that respect.

“Luke,” Camryn croaked.

The boy looked at her and burst into a wide grin. “Auntie Cam. Auntie Cam. Auntie Cam!”

“He remembers me,” Camryn croaked again.

“Of course he does,” Amme said.

“Auntie Cam!” Luke shrieked.

A woman appeared in the passage behind them, her belly swollen with child in the Earth way. This must be Ellen, Amme decided and smiled in welcome. She was tiny with blonde hair and bright blue eyes, just as Camryn had described.

Ellen glanced at Amme and Ry and waddled to the door, a polite expression of inquiry settling on her neat features. Then she spotted Camryn, and her mouth twisted into anger. Disdain. This woman had judged her friend and found her lacking.

“What are you doing here? Max spent weeks looking for you. Weeks of checking bars and the hospital. We filed a missing person’s report.”

“I-I’m sorry,” Camryn said. “I-I—”

“You can’t just turn up and expect a welcome,” Ellen spat. “I want you to leave before Max comes. You’ve caused enough trouble, and we—I can’t take anymore. You’re irresponsible, Camryn, and a drunk. Just go.” She shoved Camryn hard, pushing her back two steps. “We don’t want you here.”

“That’s enough,” Ry said, and he thrust Camryn behind him and out of Ellen’s reach.

“Who are you?” Ellen demanded.

“I am Camryn’s mate.”

Amme realized the woman didn’t have a translator. Ry’s words would sound like unintelligent garble.

“This is Ryman Coppersmith, my mate. This is Amme Vanak, our friend,” Camryn said, apparently understanding the problem. She’d taught them English, but Ry had forgotten to use his learning in the heat of the moment.

“I don’t care,” Ellen said. “Just go before Max gets back.”

A vehicle pulled into the driveway, and Ellen’s lips pressed together. A flash of temper colored her cheeks with pink before she gave a hard sigh of resignation.

Amme turned to inspect the new arrival. Camryn gasped, took half a step, and halted in indecision.

The vehicle screeched to a stop, and the driver’s door flung open. “Camryn?” a hoarse voice demanded.

The new arrival was a masculine version of Camryn. He raked a hand through his hair, shaggy and in need of a cut, and tugged off his sunglasses. He was a fraction taller, but it was obvious they were siblings.

“Max,” Camryn murmured, then they both were running.

Max’s arms tightened around her and he buried his face against her shoulder. After a long hug, they pulled back to stare at each other.

“Where have you been?” Max asked, his voice hoarse and throbbing with emotion. He blinked rapidly, as if to dispel a mirage, and reached out to seize Camryn’s hand. His fingers wove with hers, and he clasped tight. “I searched for you everywhere. You vanished, and no one had seen you. Where the hell have you been?”

Camryn swallowed, shot a panicked glance at Ry, then glanced at Amme in a silent plea for help.

Ry and Amme had discussed this earlier, out of Camryn’s earshot, and both remained silent. Camryn needed to do this on her own.

“Camryn?” Max's voice was stern, forceful, demanding answers.

“I was kidnapped by aliens,” Camryn blurted.

Amme saw the scorn form in Ellen, the disappointment on Max’s features, and realized Camryn had been right to worry.

“Surely you could do better than that?” Ellen asked.

Max pulled away from Camryn and stalked over to his wife.

“I told you to leave,” Ellen said. “We don’t need you in our lives.”

A tear rolled down Camryn’s cheek. Her throat worked but she didn’t say anything, didn’t refute their words, didn’t defend herself from their verbal attack.

“Haven’t you got anything to say, Camryn?” Max asked. “The truth, perhaps?”

Camryn gaped at her twin. Another tear spilled free.

“Let’s go inside, Max. You can’t let Camryn drag us down. She’ll destroy us too.” Ellen urged her husband into the house and shooed their son before them.

“Wait,” Amme said, almost at the same time as Ry issued a catlike yowl.

Max and Ellen froze. Max turned, a blend of shock and indecisiveness darting through his expression before settling into resignation.

“Please, just listen to me,” Camryn said. “Let us come inside so I can tell you where I’ve been, and if you still want me to go after I’ve told you my story, I’ll leave without an argument.”

“Max,” Ellen said in warning.

Max glanced at his wife then back at his sister. “Ten minutes,” he said finally and steered his wife into the house.

Camryn hesitated, squared her shoulders and strode after her brother.

Amme and Ry grinned at each other as they fell into step. Camryn was back.

Inside a room furnished with comfortable chairs, pictures of landscapes, and family photos, they found Max and Ellen seated together. Camryn fidgeted as if she needed to pace but wanted to appear calm in front of her brother and sister-in-law.

Ry headed straight for his mate, and Amme took possession of a lone chair. She settled into the plush brown cushioning and willed Camryn to do this right. Amme knew how much this meant to her friend.

Camryn loved her twin very much and hated knowing she’d disappointed him, loathed the way she’d fallen apart after the death of Gabriel, her first husband.

“We’re waiting,” Ellen prompted, her tone a hairsbreadth from sarcasm.

Camryn gave a jerky nod. She swallowed and started from the beginning, just as she had when she’d told the story to Amme.

“I’d been drinking,” Camryn said, her chin lifting at Ellen’s snort. “I’d come into the house to see you, Max. I overheard you and Ellen talking. Ellen told you I’d fallen asleep while babysitting Luke. She wasn’t happy with me, and I don’t blame her. The day before you’d told me I needed help and I’d rejected your suggestion to check myself into a clinic. I left the house without talking to you and went to my cottage. When my brain wouldn’t let me sleep, I grabbed your old coat and went outside for a walk. That’s when the aliens grabbed me.”

“Really?” Ellen burst out in disbelief. “You’re sticking with that story?”

Easy to see Max’s disbelief. Amme and Ry had discussed this too. Amme stood and went to flank Camryn. Ry gave her a quick nod, and Amme let her skin change to its normal bronze. Ry flung off his shirt and rapidly shifted to feline.

Ellen gasped and held her belly in a protective manner. Max cursed softly before sending his wife an apologetic grin.

“The aliens,” Camryn continued, “actually wanted you, Max. They wanted a horse trainer, and they grabbed me instead. They’d obtained photos of you in your coat and didn’t discover they had the wrong person until they’d left to meet the Indy—their ship.”

“Auntie Cam,” Luke said. “Pat the kitty.”

“Luke, come and sit by Mummy,” Ellen ordered.

Luke cast a look of longing at Ry, ambled two steps closer.

“Luke,” Max said.

Camryn’s nephew ran to the two-seater and squeezed between his parents.

“I talked them into keeping me and offered to train their hell-horse. Max, it was the craziest experience I’ve ever had. Hell-horses are different from our horses. They promised to return me home once the race was over.”

“So you’re home for good?” Max asked. “You’re looking much better.”

“No, Max. I fell in love with Ry.” Her hand landed on Ry’s silky head, and he leaned into her, giving a contented purr.

So sweet, Amme thought and wondered how it would feel to have a man like Ry in her life.

“Ry is my mate. We’re here for the holidays, then we’re leaving to travel to Viros, Ry’s birthplace,” Camryn said.

“This is a nightmare,” Ellen muttered. “It’s not real.”

Ry growled, long and low.

“Maybe we should give them the universal translators,” Amme said. “That way they can understand all of us.”

Camryn nodded. “Our ship’s healer gave me some translator patches. Can I give you all one? They won’t harm you, but it would make it easier if you could understand all of us.”

“All?” Max asked. “How many of you are there?”

“Five more crew back at the ship,” Camryn said.

“Five,” Ellen said, her voice faint. “I don’t believe this.”

“Max, would you like a translator?” Camryn asked.

“Yes.” Her brother stood and approached Camryn. “What do I do?”

“Press this patch behind your ear. Mogens has designed it to work for several months, and it’s waterproof.”

“Max, I don’t know—” Ellen began.

“You raced an alien horse?” Max asked. “Did you win? God, it’s so good to see you. I was worried sick. I’ve spent every spare moment searching for you.” His voice cracked, and he cleared his throat before speaking again. “Never thought of a spaceship.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t have any way of contacting you,” Camryn said.

“Kitty,” Luke cried, and before Ellen could stop him, he darted past his father and leaped on Ry.

Camryn laughed, and Amme chuckled at the surprise on Ry’s feline face.

“Ride! Ride!” Luke shouted gleefully and dug his heels into Ry’s side.

“You heard my nephew,” Camryn said. “Give him a ride then shift back and say hello to my brother.”

Ry grunted but did as Camryn instructed. He navigated the furniture with the child clinging to his back and chortling gleefully.

“Go, horsey. Go,” Luke shouted, using his hands and heels in the manner of a jockey.

Camryn affixed the translator patch for her brother.

“Do you understand me?” Amme asked, speaking her native language from Sheng.

“Yes,” Max said in clear delight. “Amazing. Ellen, you have to try this.”

“Will it hurt my babies?” Ellen asked.

“No, you will be perfectly safe,” Camryn said. “Congratulations, by the way. Did you say babies?”

“We’re having twins in March,” Max said, walking over to his wife. He grasped her hand and pulled her from the two-seater. “Let Camryn put the patch on you. It doesn’t hurt. I can’t even feel it now that the thing is in place.”

“The child should have one,” Amme said. “Do I have your permission to put one on him?”

“Sure. Go ahead,” Max said.

Ry prowled toward Amme with the child still clinging to his back. She scooped him up and grinned at him. “Did you enjoy the ride?” she asked in careful English.

“Yes, more.” He attempted to wriggle free, but Ry stepped back and shifted.

“If anyone tells the crew, I’ll be forced to think up a gruesome punishment,” Ry said immediately.

“You didn’t enjoy being a horsey?” Camryn asked, her lips quivering as she applied the patch behind Ellen’s ear.

Amme did the same with Luke and kneeled in front of him to strike up a conversation. He resembled his father and Camryn in appearance with black hair, but his bright blue eyes came from his mother. The females would love him when he was older.
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