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      This book has been written by a Scottish author and therefore uses British English (less Z, more S).
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            GLOSSARY

          

        

      

    

    
      Many of the alien words are taken from Scottish Gaelic (yes, including the flying vagina). Some of them have been slightly changed, while others are exact translations.

      

      Albya – planet of the Albyans (from Alba = Scotland)

      Bainnse – wedding

      Bawbag – scrotum (Scots insult)

      Click – minute (30 Earth minutes are 20 intergalactic clicks)

      C-suit – camouflage suit that helps aliens blend in with humans

      Fraoch – a shrub plant similar to heather

      Hogmanay – the Scottish New Year's Eve

      Lady Beyra – Albyan Goddess (based on the Scottish/Celtic Beira myth)

      Leannan – sweetheart, my love

      Migges – midges (tiny mosquitos aka miniature demons who love to torment this particular author in her garden)

      Pit air iteig – for fuck’s sake (literally: flying vagina)

      Rotation – Albyan year

      Quantnet – intergalactic internet

      Sgid/sgidding – fuck/fucking

      Taigeis – a fluffy round animal based on the Scottish haggis

      Ton air eigh dhut – fuck you (literally: may your arse hit the ice)

      Uisge beatha – whisky (literally: water of life)
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      An alien mercenary in Scotland

      Thorrn only travelled to Earth to find women compatible with his species, even though he expects to stay alone for the rest of his cursed life. Broken inside and out, he's sure no female could ever want him. But that all changes when he sets his eyes on a sassy Earth woman with fiery red hair and a temper to match. With his mating instincts running wild, he will have to decide whether to claim her or return her to his planet to be studied by scientists.

      

      A human businesswoman in search of love

      Jenny has finally managed to leave her abusive boyfriend and is ready to start a new life. Promoting a new dating agency seems like just the project to distract herself with. While meeting an alien who looks like a hot Highlander wasn't part of her plan, when he offers to protect her from her crazy ex, she's tempted to take him up on his offer. Besides, she really needs to know what he hides beneath his kilt.

      But when she finds out that his people intend to study her like a lab rat, can she trust him any more than her ex?
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      Jenny

      My ex left me with a suitcase full of cut-up clothes, a key-scratched car and a broken arm. Good riddance.

      I didn’t realise he’d destroyed all my clothes until I sat in my brother’s spare room. He’d taken one look at me, given me the biggest hug ever and told me I could stay for as long as I needed. My brother was the best.

      That bastard Jason had done a great job. I only found a single top he hadn’t torn to pieces. At least I’d never agreed to give up my own bank account. We’d had a shared one to pay for the rent, food and bills, but my savings were safe, ready to be drawn on until I was back on my feet.

      “Dinner’s ready!” Ewan shouted from downstairs. My stomach growled in response. My last meal had been yesterday evening, before the row that had ended in a trip to A&E. They hadn’t let me eat in hospital just in case I needed an operation, but luckily the break was clean and needed only a cast. When I’d arrived back home in a taxi, I’d found a suitcase next to my Mini. SLUT was sprayed on both driver doors. Jason was nothing if not petty. I’d make sure to tell the police all about it when I went to give my statement tomorrow. If he wanted war, he could have it.

      I slowly walked down the carpeted stairs, wincing at the pain in my thigh. I couldn’t quite remember how I’d sustained the giant bruise. Maybe I’d bumped against the kitchen counter during the row. Not that it mattered. I gritted my teeth and ignored the pain.

      The sight of a ginormous lasagne made me smile. Ewan always knew how to cheer me up. He was a cook by trade, making fancy food at one of the city’s most exclusive restaurants, but when I visited, he always provided me with simple comfort food. As a bonus, I’d be able to eat the lasagne with just a fork, one-handed as I currently was.

      “Smells delicious. Is Anna joining us?”

      “No, she’s working the night shift and won’t be home until four. It’s just us, little sis.”

      He grinned as he cut the lasagne in half. It would have been enough to feed a family of six, but I knew that the glass dish would be empty by the time we were done with it. He put a plate in front of me, so full that a trickle of cheese was slowly oozing onto the table. I picked it up and pulled a beautiful string of cheese, ready to be slurped like spaghetti.

      Ewan chuckled. “I see you still haven’t learned any table manners. Ma would be so disappointed.”

      “Ma would do exactly the same and you know it.” Our mother was a hippie who’d married a simple crofter, giving us a unique upbringing far from the busy city we now lived in. Sometimes, I’d considered whether to move back to the Highlands, but there were no jobs there, at least not the kind of jobs I was interested in. One day, I might leave Glasgow for a smaller place, but for now, I was happy here. Well, except for my prick of an ex. I realised how quickly he’d changed from boyfriend to ex-boyfriend in my mind. I supposed it had been inevitable. All I’d needed was the right reason to leave. And a broken arm qualified for that.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Ewan asked after a few minutes of companionable silence.

      “Not really. I’ll have to tell the police tomorrow; I think that’s enough.”

      “Well, you know I’m here whenever you want to talk. Day or night. And you can stay for as long as you need to. The room’s been empty ever since Anna’s mum moved to that assisted living place, so we have space. And I like cooking for you.”

      I laughed. “You’d think you’d never get to cook in your life.”

      “It’s different making food for the people you love.”

      “I suppose so.”

      I’d never been as obsessed with food as my brother. I liked eating it, sure, but I was happy to let other people do the actual cooking. Jason hadn’t been half-bad at it, but he’d always made sure to let me know what a failure I was at homemaking. It didn’t matter that I earned more than him. In fact, it may have made things worse.

      “How’s the job?” Ewan asked. “Any interesting new projects?”

      “Yes, actually. I’ve got a meeting tomorrow with the owner of a dating agency. Hot Tatties. They want a big marketing campaign to find more people to sign up. Apparently, my pitch really impressed them and they didn’t blink an eye at the price of my premium package. I’ll probably be working with them for a couple of months at least.”

      “A dating agency. Guess that’ll help if you want to get over that bawbag quickly.”

      I shot him a look. “No, thanks. I’ve learned my lesson. I have the worst possible taste in men and I shall stay single for the rest of my days.”

      Ewan snorted. “Are you saying you’re becoming a nun?”

      “I never said I’d stay celibate.”

      He covered his ears. “I don’t want to think about my little sister and sex. Ewww. Disgusting.”

      "You should know by now how sex works. Remember when I found those magazines under your bed?"

      His cheeks reddened until they almost matched the colour of his hair, the same ginger hair I was cursed with, except that his was a lot shorter and less curly. "Stop it or I'll evict you."

      Despite his jovial tone, I couldn't help but flinch. It was still all too raw and fresh.

      “Sorry,” he said immediately. “Not cool of me. I won’t throw you out, ever. And you know how much Anna loves you. I’m pretty sure that if she hadn’t married me, she would have taken you instead.”

      I laughed. “I discovered that I’m not into women, sorry.”

      “Discovered? How?”

      “Didn’t you experiment while at uni?”

      He blushed even more. “Not really. Those were different times.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re seven years older than me. Not enough to pretend that you’re a different generation. So you never had a drunken thing with a guy?”

      “Bloody no to the no. And if I did, I don’t remember. In fact, I don’t remember a lot of my uni days. I spent a lot of them hungover.”

      “And here I thought that you studied hard like ma always told me when she presented you as the ultimate role model. Maybe I should tell her…”

      “Don’t you dare. If you do, I’m afraid I might have to expose one of your secrets. But which one to choose? There are so many.”

      I flicked a piece of melted cheese at him while at the same time wondering what secrets he had about me. Not that I was a very mysterious person. I wore my heart on my sleeve most of the time, and I’d learned that playing poker was a quick way of losing money. I sucked at poker faces and keeping a hold on my emotions. At least that kept me honest. The only person I could successfully lie to had been Jason and that was mostly because he didn’t pay much attention to me. When had I last had a proper conversation with him that didn’t turn into a row? I couldn’t say.

      “You’re thinking about him,” Ewan said, proving my point. I couldn’t hide anything from my brother. “He’s not worth it. How about we open that bottle of Highland Park my boss gave me?”

      “Your boss gives you whisky?”

      “When I make her half a million quid with a deal, then yes, she does.” He grinned proudly. “She let slip that I might get a promotion at the end of the year. We can use the money for decorating the nursery.”

      I gasped. “Nursery? Is Anna-“

      “Not yet, but we’re doing our best. Every day.” He wiggled his eyebrows.

      “I’m glad your bedroom isn’t right next to mine. I don’t need to hear my brother making babies.”

      “With Anna’s current shift pattern, you don’t have to worry about that. You’ll be at work by the time she wakes up. I’ve been doing a lot of working from home recently.” Ewan laughed. “I’m a lot more productive after a good shag.”

      He pulled a large bottle from the liqueur shelf. Our father was a big whisky fan and we’d grown up being dragged to distilleries across Scotland. After he’d seen them all, we’d started having family holidays over in Ireland. Right now, he was saving for a trip to Japan to visit some distillery he’d read about.

      I swirled the golden liquid in my glass, resisting the temptation to go through the traditional steps of tasting whisky. My father had turned me into a connoisseur I didn’t want to be. When I’d left for university, he hadn’t warned me of staying away from horny boys and stuff like that. No, he’d warned me of the sin of mixing whisky with coke. I chuckled at the memory. Maybe I should take a few days off and visit my parents. A breakup was the perfect excuse. I didn’t want to admit to them that I missed their company, hugs and even their advice. I was a grown woman, after all.

      By the time Ewan refilled my glass for the fourth time, I’d almost forgotten about my broken arm, my bruises and the fact that I was currently homeless. I was happier than I’d been in months.

      “You should go to bed,” my brother said when I reached for the bottle again. His voice was slightly slurred. “You don’t want to be hungover during your interview tomorrow.” He looked at the clock above the kitchen door. “Today, actually. Time’s moving so bloody fast when you’re having fun.”

      “You’re way too sensible,” I complained.

      “It’s my responsibility as your big brother. Go on, bedtime. I need to grab a few hours of sleep too. I don’t want to disappoint Anna tomorrow. That baby won’t make itself.”

      I laughed harder than that joke was worth. Then cringed. Then wondered if I’d ever have a relationship as steady and loving as Ewan.

      Probably not.
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      Jenny

      The investigator shook my hand on the way out. “Thanks for your statement. I wish every victim of domestic violence would be as willing to come forward and give evidence as you.”

      “Not a victim,” I said automatically. “And you don’t have to thank me. I want him punished. Do you know how hard it is to put on a blouse while one of your arms is in a cast?”

      She smiled. “Funnily enough, I do. How long do you need to wear yours?”

      “Six weeks.”

      “Lucky. I had mine for ten. My arm looked like it didn’t belong to me after they removed the cast, all pale and squashed. Prepare for lots of ingrown hairs.”

      She led me back to the reception area. “I’ll be in touch as soon as I’ve talked to the CPS. This should be a relatively straightforward case, so I’m confident they’ll decide to charge him. Your obvious injuries, as well as the statements from the neighbours, paint a clear picture that should lead to a conviction. We might have to do something called a victim personal statement at some point in the future, which is basically what we did today, plus giving you the chance to talk about how you’ve been affected by the abuse in the long term.”

      “Is he still in custody?” I asked.

      “No, he’s out on bail, but one of his bail conditions is that he’s not allowed to make contact with you in any way. If he does attempt to get in touch, call me. If he turns up at your work or home, call 999.”

      “And he’ll end up in prison?”

      “I hope so. In the end, it depends on a lot of things. Best case, he’ll get up to five years. Sadly, I’ve learned that we rarely get best-case scenarios. But as I said, I’ll keep you informed. And please take advantage of the services mentioned on those leaflets.”

      She’d given me a whole stack of flyers about charities and services for victims of abuse. I was planning to throw them in the bin. Not a victim. I was fine. My arm would heal, my bruises would fade, and it would all be just a bad dream. I was rid of Jason and I wouldn’t let him haunt me.

      I left the police station with a smile. Maybe not the most natural reaction, but I was strangely happy and relieved. Now that this was dealt with, I could focus on more important things again. Like my job. I checked my smartwatch. I was running late to my first meeting with the dating agency. I’d planned to walk to their office, but it was time to splash out on a cab.
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      Pam’s office was cosier than my living room had ever been. Fluffy cushions, a thick carpet, colourful wallpaper and beautiful curtains all worked together in creating a warm, welcoming space. A large kilt-wearing cupid hung on one of the walls, the agency's mascot.

      She’d made a large pot of coffee, but I was more interested in the jaffa cakes she’d put in a bright pink bowl in the centre of the table. The office was big enough to accommodate both a desk at one end and a round table with two funky chairs on the other.

      “Is this where you talk to your clients?” I asked while she was pouring me a cup.

      “Yes, whenever possible. Some people prefer to chat on the phone, but I always like having a conversation in person. It helps a lot to get an accurate impression of them. Sometimes, people turn out to be very different from how they looked on paper.”

      “Makes sense. Will you be able to continue doing that, though? If this campaign is as successful as I’m planning it to be, you’ll get a lot of clients very quickly.”

      Pam nodded. “I’ve hired two new girls to help me. And when I say girls, I mean that one of them is older than me.” I estimated her to be in her late forties, with a few streaks of grey in her curly auburn hair. “I just signed a contract to rent out the flat above me and we’re going to convert it to additional office space for them. In two weeks, all three of us will be able to welcome clients. Steff is moving from part-time to full-time, giving her the chance to deal with all the extra admin.”

      Steff was Pam’s assistant. I’d not talked to her besides a friendly hello on the way in, but she seemed lovely. One of those cheerful people who made you smile as soon as you saw them. She was about my age, although she didn’t have my frown lines and heavy bags beneath the eyes.

      “I need you to make a change to the campaign,” Pam said. “I only want to target females.”

      “Wait, no men? Why? Are you wanting to turn this into a lesbian agency?”

      Pam grinned. “No, although of course we welcome all clients, no matter the preferences. I’ve been contacted by a different agency that only has guys on their books. They gave me a glimpse at their database and, oh my sweet little Cupid, our ladies are in for a treat. For some reason, they’re only interested in Scottish females, so Hot Tatties is perfectly placed to work with them.”

      “That’s amazing,” I said while already mentally adjusting my plans for the advertising campaign. Targeting just one gender was going to be easier, but it might also mean a lower budget. “Why do they only want Scottish women? Are they some kind of nationalist group?”

      For some reason, Pam cackled with amusement. “Not quite. They’re…foreign, but with Scottish roots, and want to go back to their origins. Rekindle their culture or something like that. They were very clear in only wanting Scottish lasses, born and bred here. But they’re in for a surprise. I won’t discriminate against women with other backgrounds, so as long as they live in Scotland, they’re welcome to sign up. Those guys will just have to learn to deal with it.”

      “The Scottish angle might be fun for the campaign,” I mused. “Men in kilts will be great for social media. So drool-worthy.”

      “They’re drool-worthy for sure. These guys wear kilts all day, every day, not just for special occasions like the men do here. And while I’ve not asked if they wear anything underneath…” She gave me a very suggestive wink. “I’m sure my ladies will be very pleased. I kind of wish I was single.”

      “Careful what you wish for,” I muttered before I could stop myself.

      “You’re single?”

      “Aye. Newly. And happily.”

      Pam gave me an understanding smile. “Well, if you want that to change, I can add you to the database. Free of charge. Actually, that might be a great way to give you a better idea of how we work. Yes, let’s do it. If you know the process our ladies go through, you’ll be able to convey the message better in your campaign.”

      “No, that’s really not necessary,” I said, but Pam was already grabbing her laptop, almost pushing her coffee cup off the table in the process.

      “It’s not serious if you don’t want it to be,” she reassured me. “You won’t have to go on any dates, but I’ll let you go through all the steps leading up to that. Agreed?”

      She looked so enthusiastic that I couldn’t say no. I’d always struggled with that, saying no. I knew some people took advantage of that, but in Pam’s case, it wasn’t malicious. She just enjoyed her job and wanted to share that joy with me. Oh well. As she said, I didn’t have to meet any guys. But would it be so bad if I did? I shifted a little and the pain from my thigh gave me a very clear answer. No more men. Not for a while, anyway. Being single was a lot healthier.

      “I’ve got a meeting with the head of the other agency tomorrow,” Pam continued. “I’d like you to join us. I mentioned the campaign you’re planning for us and they were very interested. Maybe it’ll give you some more ideas now that the parameters have changed.”

      I didn’t really need more ideas, my head was already swimming with them. Men in kilts. I could have them do all sorts of things. Exercise, yoga, weightlifting. Basketball or something where they had to jump, then do some shots from below, hinting at what might wait beneath the kilt…

      I licked my lips. Tourists weren’t the only ones who found kilts appealing. I wasn’t talking about old guys at weddings. No, I was thinking of the kind of men you’d watch at the Highland Games, broad and burly and with thighs resembling the cabers they were throwing. Heat travelled down to parts that hadn’t felt anything like that in way too long. Maybe going on a date with a hot Highlander wasn’t a bad idea after all.

      "How tall are you?" Pam asked, her eyes fixed on her laptop screen. "Five six?"

      "Five foot five. Is height important to them?"

      "Not that I'm aware. I just like to have all the details in case there are questions or special preferences. Usually, I'd take some pictures, but since this is just a test run, we can leave that unless you really want to."

      "Nah, I'm fine." I much preferred being behind the camera. 

      "Alright, then you just have to fill in your hobbies, interests, what you're looking for in a man. You do that while I discuss something with Steff."

      She handed me her laptop, leaving me to stare at the questions. I felt like this was an exam, worse than any I'd done at university. What were my interests? I'd had many before I'd met Jason. He'd become my one and only hobby. 

      The first few questions were what I had expected. What I did in my free time, my job, that sort of stuff. Typing was slow with just one hand, so I kept my answers as short as possible.

      
        
        Would you be willing to relocate?

        

      

      That was a hard one. Was I? A new start might do me good, away from everything that could remind me of Jason. I could do my work from home but-

      Why was I even thinking about it? This wasn’t real. I shouldn’t put all this thought and energy into it. I randomly clicked the ‘yes’ box and continued on to the section about what I was looking for. I grinned. Let’s have some fun.

      
        
        Tall. Muscular. Kind. Sexy. Protective. Intelligent. Able to hold a conversation. Kilt wearer. Six pack. Large dick.

        

      

      I deleted that last bit. It wasn’t very professional and even though Pam was super nice, this was still a business relationship.

      Thinking of my brother, I added ‘good cook’ instead.

      
        
        Happy to share the house chores. Able to do DIY and use a power drill.

        

      

      It was an inside joke. I’d once drilled a hole into my palm while using my dad’s drill. I rubbed the scar. Ever since, I’d left DIY things to others. I wasn’t to be trusted with sharp, dangerous, pointy devices that could bore holes into people.

      “Are you done?” Pam asked. Lost in thought and memories, I hadn’t even realised she'd returned.

      “I think so. Not that it matters.”

      “No, but now you know what our clients have to do to be entered into our database. Once they’ve done that, it’s time for the individual chat with me. Let’s skip that, I’m sure you have other things to do. Do you need time to adjust your campaign so that it’s only targeted to women, or shall we discuss it now?”

      “Most strategies will stay the same, but I want to change our photoshoot to include men in kilts. The more Scottish, the better, right?”

      “Definitely. And I want to come to that shoot. For purely professional reasons, of course.” Pam grinned.

      “Do you think it would be possible to get some of the males from the other agency involved? It would make it more realistic and show your prospective clients exactly what they might get.”

      “Let’s ask in the meeting tomorrow. I’ve not actually met any of them in person yet; so far, it’s all been online. They’re flying in tonight and will stay for a few days until we’ve got everything agreed on paper.”

      “Where are they arriving from?” The only places with a history of Scottish emigration that I could think of were Nova Scotia in Canada and New Zealand. Probably the United States and Australia, too. A friend of mine had once sent me a postcard from New Zealand with a picture of their version of Ben Nevis. Funnily enough, our Scottish Ben Nevis was our highest mountain, but smaller than the Kiwi peak. That was the only reason I knew about a Scottish diaspora on the other side of the world.

      Would moving to New Zealand be so bad? It looked amazing in pictures. It was really far away from my family, though.

      You’re not actually getting a sexy Highlander, I reminded myself. I had to stop pretending that I was really going to be in Pam’s database.

      “I’m not sure. They’re coming by private plane, though. So posh. The way they mentioned that in passing made me think that they have a lot of money.” She smiled happily. “Our cooperation will be a great boost for Hot Tatties. I might be able to give you a bonus at the end, if everything turns out well. Which I’m sure it will. What could go wrong with a campaign full of men in kilts?”
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      Thorrn

      I glared at the blue planet quickly growing larger beneath us. I didn’t have time for this. I had a fight to prepare for. I hadn’t trained for months just to be distracted by my brother’s latest desperate scheme. Unlike him, I’d long given up on our kind. Instead, I lived in the moment. Fighting. Bathing in the adoration of the masses. Challenging my body to the very limits. And enjoying all the luxuries my prize money afforded.

      Cyle, on the other hand, was the eternal optimist. He still believed that we could find mates and ensure the survival of our species. Somewhere in the galaxy, he hoped, were compatible females. He’d dedicated his life and career to the search for mates. We used to be close, but our different perspectives on what was important had made us drift apart.

      Until now. I looked at him as he was snoozing on the seat opposite. As always, it was like staring into a mirror. We weren’t twins but we were often mistaken for some. The same bright red hair that reached to our shoulders – although while he wore his loose, mine was braided tightly so it wouldn’t get in the way during a fight; the same green eyes, the same freckles sprinkled across a broad nose. Of course, I was a lot more muscular than him, my body toned from years of training, but just like all Albyans, he had a naturally powerful build. His secondary arms were definitely thinner than mine, though. On the other hand, he still had both antennae. I’d lost my left one in a fight five years ago and my right one was permanently bent. Another reason why I wasn’t keen on the whole mate thing. No female would consider a male without working antennae. How else would we sense our one true mate?

      We were getting close to breaking through the atmosphere. I had to admit that the planet looked pretty from afar, a gorgeous ensemble of blues and greens covered by white stripes in places. Albya was mostly land with large lakes and rivers instead of oceans. Our planet was also a lot smaller than Peritus, or Earth, as the natives called it. Not that it mattered, with our population soon to be extinct.

      “Arriving in fifteen clicks,” the pilot announced. “It might get a little bumpy; the atmosphere’s thicker than what we’re used to.”

      I checked I was still strapped in properly, then closed my eyes. I hated landings.
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      With the chameleon shields engaged, we’d parked on a landing strip full of Peritan aircraft. They had a spaceport in this country, but it was primitive and nowhere near the city where we were going to meet the human female called Pam. Peritans had taken their first steps into space, but the Intergalactic Council hadn’t opened up communications with their government yet. Technically, we were going against IGC law by visiting the planet, but Cyle and his colleagues were desperate. As long as we wore our C-suits, we’d look like the natives and it wouldn’t count as First Contact. They were uncomfortable, especially because we had to keep our lower set of arms pressed against our bodies, but it was the only way to walk among the natives without sticking out as aliens.

      If Cyle was right and we’d find compatible females here, we’d have to see what to do. It was the reason why he’d asked me to come along. For protection. Even though in the arena I fought with my four fists, I was well versed in both hand and spacecraft weapons. If worse came to worse, it was my responsibility to make sure my brother and the others were unharmed.

      Not that I thought we’d end up with a fight. Peritans were puny and weak. I’d done some research during the flight here and wasn’t impressed by their species. Still, even though Cyle and I had become somewhat estranged, I had no doubt he had a good reason for coming here. He was Albya’s most eminent scientist and the Albyan Parliament had agreed to fund this research trip. I knew nothing about science and didn’t really care. I was only here because Cyle had asked me. Begged me to come, even. As my only remaining family member, I hadn’t managed to say no. Now we were on Peritus, a planet far from our own galaxy, looking for mates.

      Cyle led us to a hotel not far from the airport. We got a few strange looks from Peritans, but our C-suits were working, I’d checked repeatedly. My brother had decided that our clothes were similar enough to what the natives wore, so all the C-suits hid were our antennae and secondary arms. We were taller than most Peritans, but according to Cyle, our height was still within natural parameters.

      “Highland Games aren’t until next month!” a male shouted. I wasn’t sure what he was talking about, so I ignored him. He didn’t seem like a threat. It was confirmation, though, that our BrainTrain language sessions had been successful. I understood him as well as if he was speaking Albyan Prime. All those nights wearing the itchy implants had been worth it.

      A group of females on the other side of the street giggled and pointed at us. I strained my damaged antenna in their direction, just in case one of them was my mate. I wasn’t sure if I’d even be able to recognise her with just one antenna. There were no females on Albya to practice on, at least not any awake. I felt no sexual attraction to the females trapped in the Sleep who were the only ones still alive.

      “Do all their females look like them?” Jafar asked. He was Cyle’s colleague who’d been instrumental in establishing contact with a Peritan owner of a so-called dating agency. I hadn’t quite grasped the concept of it, but it seemed like they arranged relationships between mates. I had no idea how they did that. How could they match mates without them meeting each other? Peritans lacked mating antennae, but surely they had some other inbuilt mechanism to recognise their mates?

      “I believe so, yes,” Cyle said, staring at the females. “I hope so. Just look at those legs.”

      “Their legs? I’m admiring their breasts.”

      I chuckled. Of course, he would. Jafar was a scientist like Cyle, but he was less reserved and polite than my brother. Even if Cyle liked the female’s breasts, he wouldn’t say so because it wasn’t proper. Our mother had made sure to teach us manners. We may have been without females for a long time, but neither of us had ever forgotten what she’d ingrained in us. Treat females with respect. Compliment them on their mind instead of on their body. Protect them without taking their independence. Still, I totally understood where Jafar was coming from. These females made my mouth water and my balls ache.

      “Do you feel anything?” I whispered to Cyle, making sure Jafar couldn’t hear me. Even though my disability was obvious, I didn’t like to draw attention to my missing antenna.

      “No, but they might be too far away. I’m not sure how close we have to get. We’ll find out tomorrow when we meet with Pam. She’s found mates for hundreds of Peritans. She’ll know.”

      “A true expert then. How did you find her?”

      “I hacked into their planetwide communications network called the world wide web. I don’t know why they broadcast it into space, but I’d never have found Pam otherwise, so I won’t complain. The Peritans must have their reason. Maybe they know about the IGC ruling and want to protest against being kept in the dark. Maybe it’s their way to attract travellers and traders to their planet.”

      “I’ll go over and tell them I like their breasts,” Jafar announced. “Maybe that will activate my antennae.”

      I grabbed him by the arms. “No, you don’t. We’ll wait until our meeting tomorrow. We don’t want to draw any attention to ourselves.”

      He grumbled under his breath but didn’t make any attempts to join the females on the other side of the street. They were still shooting looks at us and it took all my willpower to ignore them.

      Using the Peritan web technology, Cyle had booked us three rooms in a hotel. Vaxx, our pilot, had stayed back on the ship, making sure none of the natives stumbled across it by accident. He wasn’t interested in females anyway, preferring the company of his own sex. Some days, I wished I was like him. I’d been with males, of course, most Albyans had to satisfy our urges, but it wasn’t what I wanted and needed, deep inside. I may have resigned myself to being without a mate for the rest of my life, but that didn’t mean my body didn’t crave the physical aspects of mating.

      The Peritan male at the hotel reception handed us a strange card each. “Are you here for a wedding?”

      I exchanged a look with the others, hoping they’d know what he was talking about.

      “No,” Cyle said eventually. “We’re here on business.”

      “Oh, right. I thought because of the kilts, you know. Don’t get many people here wearing them at this time of year unless they’re going to a wedding.”

      Pit air iteig! Cyle had been convinced that our traditional dress matched what the natives wore. It’s why we’d come to this part of Peritus. The locals had strikingly similar looks and traditions which had made my brother hopeful that we’d find compatible mates here. Had our cover been blown not even twenty clicks after our arrival?

      “We shall retire for the night,” I said quickly and turned away from the Peritan, hoping the others would follow my lead. It may be slightly rude, but I didn’t want to prolong this conversation.

      “You’re on the second floor!” the male called after us. “Just swipe the cards to get into your room. Don’t lose them or you’ll be charged extra!”

      We took a primitive vertical transport to the second floor. A long, bland corridor awaited us, leading to even blander rooms. At least I wouldn’t have to listen to Cyle’s snoring. The walls on our ship were way too thin, as I’d quickly discovered.

      A menu with a list of food items lay on a table, but I wasn’t hungry. I also hadn’t asked Cyle if the food here was palatable for us. I simply took off my C-suit and went to bed, hoping the Intergalactic Authority wasn’t on the way to arrest us for breaking dozens of laws by landing on Peritus.

      Tomorrow, we’d know for sure if we’d finally found mates and with them, hope for the survival of all Albyans.
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      Jenny

      I was early and so were the foreigners. Not that they looked very foreign. Their size was the only thing that set them apart – well, and their kilts. All three of them wore one. I wondered if…

      No. I dragged my gaze away from their crotches and focused on the rest of them. They all had ginger hair, even more fiery than my own. Two of the men seemed to be brothers, looking almost identical, while the other had blue rather than emerald eyes. I realised the colour of their kilts matched their eyes. Was that just a coincidence? Here in Scotland, a tartan represented a specific clan. Was that the same for them? Were they from two different clans or maybe families?

      I had so many questions. The main one: Were all of them this gorgeous?

      The reception area felt very crowded with these three massive males squeezed into it. Steff looked tiny behind her desk, staring at the men with wide eyes. I couldn’t fault her for it. I had to press my lips together to stop myself from drooling.

      “Hi,” I said and suddenly, I was the focus of attention. All three of them stared at me as if they’d never seen a woman before. I looked down at myself. Was there a stain on my blouse? I’d come dressed in my most elegant professional outfit, wanting to impress. My ivory blouse showed a tiny bit of cleavage, highlighting my curves without being too tight. My skirt was about the same length as their kilts and yes, it had a muted tartan pattern on it. I suppressed a groan. I was basically dressed like them. Their shirts were white, almost the same as my blouse. My skirt may not have been as colourful but…

      “Come on in, sorry for making you wait.”

      Pam rescued me as she opened her office door. Her eyes widened when she took in her visitors. Steff chuckled under her breath and I shot her a grin. Seemed like we weren’t the only ones affected.

      She stumbled back, giving the men the chance to squeeze into her office. Yesterday it had seemed like a large, airy room. Today, it was the opposite. The chairs seemed too small for the foreigners and I was scared they might collapse beneath them.

      “Sh-shall I make some tea? Or coffee?” Steff asked.

      “Tea,” the men said as one.

      “With a drop of milk,” the one with the blue kilt added, seeming strangely proud of his words. Huh. Weird. His foreign accent was barely noticeable and I probably wouldn’t have realised he wasn’t from Glasgow if I’d met him on the street. Strange how they had Scottish accents even though they were from abroad.

      “And you?” Steff asked me.

      “Same. Thanks.”

      Pam had taken a seat behind her desk, putting some safe distance between her and the males. I didn’t have that option. I pulled the remaining empty chair a bit further away from them, not because I was scared or intimidated but because I didn’t trust myself not to drool all over them. I’d never reacted to a man in this way, not since swooning over Leonardo DiCaprio as a teenager. It was embarrassing. Silly. Immature. And definitely not professional.

      I realised I’d never even introduced myself. Time to catch up on formalities and hope I hadn’t made a bad impression.

      “I’m Jenny MacPherson, owner of the Publicity Puffin marketing agency,” I said so quickly that my tongue almost didn’t keep up. “I’m helping Pam with a campaign to get more women to sign up. She told me about your cooperation with her yesterday and I’m really excited to hear more about what you’ve got planned. Do you have your own marketing team?”

      Silence met my words.

      “Marketing?” the largest of them asked, seemingly confused. His hair was braided more elaborately than I’d ever managed it with my own hair.

      His brother elbowed him in the ribs and I couldn’t suppress a smile. That was exactly how Ewan and I interacted. I had no more doubt that they were siblings.

      “We don’t. We’ve not needed any advertising because we have so many males desperate to find their mates.”

      “Mates?” Pam repeated. “Is that what you call it at your agency? I love it. Makes you think of true love, soul mates, the one. Jenny, maybe we should include that in our campaign.”

      I nodded and pulled out my notepad, using my cast as a table. Other people may have preferred a laptop or tablet, but I was old-fashioned at times.

      “What do you call your females?” Blue-Eyes asked. They’d never introduced themselves.

      “We usually say ladies,” Pam replied. “Although if we put the Scottish angle on it for the campaign, maybe we should switch to lassies? Jenny, what do you think?”

      “Lassies,” the largest guy said in a slow way as if he was savouring the word. “I like it.”

      He looked at me and our eyes met. A fireball erupted between my legs and I squeezed my thighs together before I even realised what I was doing. What the fuck? I blinked and looked away, heat blooming in my cheeks. This wasn’t going well. Maybe I was getting my period. Or I was pregnant. I hadn’t taken a test in a while. Some nights, when he was very drunk, Jason had refused to use a condom. I couldn’t take the pill because I’d developed jaundice the first time I’d tried it. The possibility of being pregnant was there, but I didn’t have any other symptoms. This hormonal reaction to the strangers had come out of the blue. Maybe it was nothing.

      Luckily, Steff returned with a tray. While she poured tea for all of us, I watched Pam. Her gaze was fixed on the men, roaming over them with barely veiled interest. Had I looked at lusty as her? Maybe I’d been worse. Pam was married. Not that marriage meant that you couldn’t appreciate these prime specimens from afar.

      I wondered if they were as ripped beneath their clothes as they seemed. Had they intentionally sent their three most beautiful guys to make sure Pam signed the cooperation contract with them? I definitely had to ask if they could be part of the photoshoot. We’d – no, Pam would be inundated with ladies desperate for their own hot Highlander.

      “Thank you, lassie,” Massive-Muscle said when Steff handed him a cup of tea. I was almost jealous at the smile he gave her.

      As soon as I got home, I was going to take a pregnancy test. My hormones were all over the place.

      Steff blushed and retreated to the reception area, closing the door behind her.

      “How many females will this marketing campaign attract?” Blue-Eyes asked.

      “If we go with the kilt angle, hundreds,” Pam said.

      “Thousands,” I muttered under my breath. If they all looked like the three men in this room, Scotland would soon be without women.

      “Thousands?” Massive-Muscle’s brother echoed. “We would like that very much.”

      This nickname thing was getting tiresome. “Sorry, but I didn’t catch your names?”

      Behind their backs, Pam gave me a thumbs up.

      “I am so sorry,” Blue-Eyes said. “We usually have better manners. My name is Jafar of Clan Feallan, Second Scientist of Albya.”

      “And I am Cyle of Clan Lannadh, First Scientist of Albya. This is my brother Thorrn.”

      Thorrn. The big guy with the braided hair was called Thorrn. What a strange name. I wanted to say it out loud, see how it sounded on my tongue.

      I noted how Cyle hadn't specified his brother’s job title. And why were they scientists? I thought they ran a dating agency.

      “Is Albya your town?” Pam asked, taking the words from my mouth.

      I couldn’t help but notice the quick look the three guys exchanged.

      “It’s where we’re from, yes,” Cyle said after a moment’s pause. “Jafar and I have developed a new way of matching mates, so while we’re scientists at heart, we have now taken on the honour of working with your agency.”

      Ah, that explained it. Scientists turning their discovery into a business. That wasn’t unheard of; lots of people did it.

      “Do you meet with your applications or is it all done online?” Pam asked. “And how does your science work? You mentioned it in our earlier conversations, but I’d love some more detail. Maybe we can apply the same methods at my agency.”

      Cyle smiled. “I’d be happy to introduce you to our approach. Maybe we should use a real-life example for a demonstration? A female on your database and a male from ours?”

      “Excellent idea. While we do that, maybe one of you would like to discuss marketing plans with Jenny?”

      “Me,” Thorrn said immediately. His deep, growly voice made me squirm on my chair again. What the ever-loving fuck was wrong with me?

      “Are you-“ his brother started, but Thorrn gave him a glare that shut him up. I smirked. Yes, they were exactly like Ewan and me. I bet their childhood had been full of squabbles and healthy competition.

      “You can use one of the rooms upstairs,” Pam said to me. “The one on the right is fully renovated and has a sofa. Or maybe you’d like to go to a café?”

      She winked, barely noticeable. I rolled my eyes at her. I supposed she was used to finding partners for others all day long. It was a habit that she now extended to me. I just had to be careful to remind her that she wasn’t supposed to pass on my details to the men’s agency. I was going to enjoy my single life for quite a while longer before looking for a replacement for Jason. No, not a replacement. A better model. An upgrade. Maybe in a year or so. Definitely not now.

      A sofa upstairs sounded a little too cosy, too intimate. “I know a nice little café around the corner. Let’s go there.”

      Thorrn jumped to his feet. “Lead the way, lass.”

      I didn’t get up. “Please don’t call me that. My name is Jenny.”

      His smile disappeared, his expression turned crestfallen. “I thought that was a synonym for female? Did I misunderstand?”

      “I also wouldn’t want you to call me ‘female’. Maybe that’s normal in your culture, but here we prefer to be called by our names.”

      I wasn’t sure why I was being so prickly. It was clear he hadn’t meant to belittle me. Ah. That was it. Jason had patronised me from the start. I wasn’t going to let another man do that.

      He gave me a puppy dog look that turned my insides into mush. “I apologise, Jenny.”

      “Apology accepted. I realise you’re not from here.” I turned to Pam. “We’ll be back in an hour or so. Is that enough time for you to discuss the mating practices of Scottish haggis?”

      Not sure why I said that. I supposed I wanted to lighten the atmosphere.

      Pam snorted, while the three men looked at me in confusion.

      “What’s a haggis?” Jafar asked curiously. “Is that what you call your males?”

      I left the room before I erupted into hysterical laughter.
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      Thorrn

      I looked at the little chair with doubt. I wasn’t sure if it would collapse under my weight as soon as I sat on it. Everything in the eatery Jenny had taken me to was small. Tiny, in fact. I kept my arms close to my body, glad the C-suit already had my lower arms pressed tight against my chest. I couldn’t wait to be back on our ship and get out of the suit. I felt like I couldn’t breathe properly, but I knew I was imagining that. The C-suit didn’t compress my ribcage and Peritus’s atmosphere was similar enough to that of Albya that we could breathe without wearing a respirator.

      Jenny was already studying the menu. “Aren’t you going to sit down?” she asked without looking up.

      She was so small. This place suited her. Small and dainty and breakable. I hadn’t realised humans were this fragile. It made me doubt whether they’d be good females for us. I had a hard time imagining someone as tiny as Jenny giving birth to an Albyan baby. She’d be torn apart.

      I gingerly took a seat, vowing to stay as still as possible. Jenny handed me her menu.

      “The cherry tart is excellent here, if you want something to eat.”

      I scanned the menu, finding nothing that sounded familiar except for tea, although I couldn’t be sure their tea was the same we had on Albya. Probably not.

      A female approached our table. “Know what you want yet?”

      “Tea and a slice of cherry tart,” Jenny said.

      I put down the menu. “I’ll take the same.”

      The female smiled and made a note on her old-fashioned paper pad. “Tea for two. Lovely. I’ll bring it over in a sec.”

      Silence wallowed between us. I wanted to say something, but didn’t know what. All of a sudden, my tongue was glued to the roof of my mouth and my brain had forgotten to form words. This female was doing things to me. I’d been rock hard ever since I’d laid eyes on her. My antenna was itching like crazy, but I couldn’t scratch it while I was wearing the C-suit. Another reason to get back to the hotel so I could get out of this sgidding thing.

      Jenny cleared her throat. “What’s your role at your agency? The other two said they’re scientists, but I never caught what you do.”

      For the first time in my life, I wished I’d followed in my brother’s footsteps and taken the academic route. What was I supposed to tell her? That I was one of the top cage fighters on my home planet? That I made money by beating other males unconscious? I didn’t think she’d appreciate that.

      “I help out my brother,” I said, not wanting to lie to her. It was the truth. I was only here because I’d agreed to do Cyle a favour.

      “And do you have any experience with marketing? PR? Advertising? Social media?”

      “Do you do all of that?” Turning the question back to her was the easiest way to avoid lying.

      “Yes. I run my own marketing agency, so I do a little bit of everything. I had an intern last summer, but usually I work alone. One day, I’m going to hire a permanent assistant, but for now, I’m a one-woman show.”

      I was in awe of her. Her outer appearance was clearly deceiving. Peritan females were so small that I’d assumed they’d stay at home where it was safe, protected by their males. Not that those were any less puny. I’d take out a Peritan male without breaking a sweat. A single punch should do it. It was a miracle their species had survived this long. And they’d even made it to be the dominant predator on their planet. On Albya, we shared that role with the taigeis, small but fearsome beasts roaming the wild hills of the Central Highlands. I’d only ever seen one up close and still had the scar on my calf to show for it. It would take at least four Peritans to successfully catch a taigeis.

      “Let’s talk strategy,” Jenny said, pulling me from my thoughts. “I was planning a social media campaign before Pam told me about the cooperation with your agency, and with a few tweaks, I think we can stick to that plan. We should definitely feature some of you in the videos. Kilts and all.”

      Her gaze flitted down for a moment before she met my eyes again. A pink blush spread across her cheeks when she realised I knew what she’d been thinking of.

      “I’d be happy to show you my kilt,” I said, my voice strangely hoarse. “From all sides.”

      I immediately regretted being so forward, but to my surprise, she didn’t scold me like she had before when I’d called her lassie. Instead, she turned even more colourful. Was this some strange mating behaviour? A way to show me that she was interested? I really hoped so. I was certainly interested in her. My antenna had been itching ever since she’d stepped into the other female’s office, although I couldn’t be sure why. My remaining, crooked antenna had a mind of its own, randomly itching and twitching at unexpected times. It wasn’t how they were supposed to work, but it shouldn’t surprise me that mine was different. It was permanently damaged. For all I knew, it might give me these irritating sensations for the rest of my life. Or until I had it pulled off during a battle. More likely.

      “Do you always wear one?” she asked, not meeting my eyes.

      “Yes. Unless I’m swimming or in bed. Then I’m naked.”

      I didn’t think she could get even pinker. It was a beautiful colour even though it clashed with her hair.

      “And… underneath…” She cleared her throat. “No. Don’t answer that. That’s incredibly unprofessional of me. I’m sorry.”

      “No need to apologise; I’d be happy to tell you. I wear-“

      “Watch yourselves, sweeties, the teapot is hot.” The waitress sat a tray on the small table. “Let me know if you need anything else.”

      She left without taking the items off the tray. How rude. I reached for the pot at the same time as Jenny. Our fingers touched and I gasped when my antenna burst into flames. I clutched it to make sure it wasn’t really on fire and just feeling like it.

      “What’s wrong?” Jenny asked with concern. “Did I scratch you?”

      I shook my head, unable to form words. I hoped Peritans had the same gesture. My antenna was painfully hot and now the itching sensation was returning, making it even more uncomfortable. Realising she couldn’t see my antenna, I lowered my hand, resisting the urge to scratch myself.

      I didn’t know what the itching meant, but there was no doubt about the heat.

      Jenny was my mate.

      Sgid. I was looking at my actual mate. The female destined to spend her life with me. The missing part of my soul, to be re-joined with mine in the mating ceremony.

      “Are you feeling alright?”

      There were no words left in my mind. Emotions were fighting for dominance. And just to make it worse, my cock was almost as painful as my antenna. I couldn’t look at Jenny for fear of it becoming too much to bear.

      “Fine,” I finally managed to get out.

      “You don’t look fine. Do you want to go back to the others?”

      Yes. No. I didn’t know. I needed to tell my brother about this, but I also needed to be alone with Jenny. The thought of seeing her near another male made me clench my fists. I scanned the eating establishment. Only one other table was occupied with two females, both older than Jenny. I relaxed a little. No threats. Nobody would take my mate away from me, at least not this very second. But I’d have to plan for the future. Unless…

      “Are you mated?” I burst out.

      She looked at me in confusion. “What?”

      “Do you have a mate? A life-partner.”

      “No, not that it’s any of your business. And speaking of it, we should really get back to talking about my marketing plans. I have-“

      I stopped listening, too focused on the fact that she wasn’t mated. Thank the Lady Beyra. I touched my thumb to my index finger to form a circle as a quick prayer of thanks. No male would stand in my way. Now all I had to do was take her home to Albya so we could conduct the ceremony, turning us into bonded mates for all eternity. And with the way my cock strained against the thick fabric of my kilt, it couldn’t be soon enough.

      “Are you listening?”





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/peryton-press-small---custom.jpg
Peryton Press





OEBPS/images/boxset_cover_1.jpg
N BN
~ ~
NS
NTEREALACTlE DATINE AEEN
1 l}y

- 83
HIGH

LIGHT -
ANDERS

MAIL (

IR

DER BERIDES

OKS 1-3






OEBPS/images/thorrn-tattoo.jpg






OEBPS/images/thorrn_ida_2.jpg
5
> TARL,
MAILGHT H1G :
ORDE HLANDE“E
R aloE e





