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        A woman who's been kidnapped and taken to a harsh new world

        Begins to fall in love with the warrior who took her.

        But Dragon has a secret inside him—a deadly force that fills him.

        Will it save Bobbi's life...or kill them both when his Hidden Rage comes out?

      

      

      Is it wrong to fall in love with your kidnapper?

      Dr. Roberta McClelland—Bobbi to her friends—is a Xeno-Cultural Anthropologist living her lifelong dream of studying an alien species. On the peaceful planet of Avria Pentaura, she spends her days tending crops and learning her new people's customs. But her peace doesn't last long—she doesn't count on raiders from the neighboring planet, Saurous, coming to visit and she especially doesn't expect to be kidnapped and held captive by a rogue Kindred named Dragon.

      Dragon isn't native to Saurous—a planet inhabited by lizard people called Saurians. His parents were killed when he was little and he has been adopted into the Crimson Blades crime family. As a Hybrid—a mix of two different types of Kindred—he isn't sure of his heritage. He only knows that his mother was a Vision Kindred, but his father's origins and the other half of his own nature are a mystery to him.

      The big Hybrid has never met a female like Bobbi before and the minute he sees her, he knows he has to have her. The problem is, his sadistic Saurian brother, Zerlix, wants her too. Dragon can think of only one way to protect the curvy little female—he must marry her and keep her with him always.

      But Bobbi is a modern woman and she's not interested in marrying her kidnapper, thank you very much. She's determined to run away no matter how hot her Kindred captor is and she's going to give the evil Zerlix the slip too. But when she gets into trouble in the notorious Blue Light District, can Dragon find her in time to rescue her? And will happen when the hidden half of his heritage comes out?

      Read Hidden Rage to find out!
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      The small boy sat in the center of a room beside the dead bodies. He did not cry. He did not howl or beg or paw at the fallen forms of his parents. He simply sat there, staring quietly ahead, as though seeing something no one else could. He said not a word.

      The lack of mewling and tears impressed Rep. Vizlar. Most mammalians were so emotional—prone to uncomfortable displays of grief or sorrow or whatever other “feelings” they were having at the moment. It was their warm blood that did it. It made them overly emotive and extremely tiresome to deal with.

      Take the boy’s people for instance—Kindred, they were called. They had settled on Saurous without so much as by-your-leave, opening a shop right on the edge of the Crimson Blades’ district, not even begging permission first. Then, when Rep. Vizlar had sent an enforcer to gather the fees for the necessary permits and protections, they had refused to pay!

      Such disrespect could not be allowed, of course. As the new head or “Komendant” of the Crimson Blades, Rep. Vizlar had to attend to it himself. If he hadn’t, word would surely have gotten out that he had allowed a group of mammalians to disrespect him. The minute it did, every Clan on the planet would have been on his doorstep, knives out and blasters drawn, ready to carve up the Crimson Blades’ territory and take it over.

      Rep. Vizlar ran a hand over the sleek, dark green scales that covered his head. He felt no guilt, only a cold kind of satisfaction. The slaughter had been justified—necessary. And now it had to be finished. He raised his blaster and pointed it at the boy. It was a shame to kill children, but he couldn’t allow the youngling to grow up and come seeking revenge against him. Plus, it was better to finish the job.

      “Wait, Komendant Vizlar.” A hand with sleek, green scales edged with scarlet tapped lightly on his arm. It had six short fingers and a long, triple-jointed thumb, all tipped with sharp black claws.

      “What is it, Yariz?” Rep. Vizlar turned to his Advisor, his lipless mouth curving into a slight frown—a sign of grave displeasure. But Rep. Yariz didn’t give up.

      “Do not shoot the boy,” Rep. Yariz said urgently. “I believe if you do, you will be leaving a great opportunity on the table.”

      “Oh?” Rep. Vizlar frowned. He didn’t lower the gun, but he did give the other male his full attention.

      Yariz was from the Blood Scale Clan, as his red-edged scales attested. They were known for their cunning and their ability to plan years into the future. It was one reason his Sire, the old Komendant of the Crimson Blade Clan, had adopted Yariz into their family, back when the two of them were little more than boys themselves.

      “Explain,” Rep. Vizlar said. Leaving loose ends wasn’t his style. But if his Advisor had a good reason for his request, he would consider it.

      “The boy may be of great use to you in the future,” Rep. Yariz said. “His people, the Kindred, form extremely strong family bonds—their loyalty is unquestioned and unquestioning. If you took him in, that loyalty would be transferred to you.”

      Rep. Vizlar frowned.

      “They boy will have no loyalty to me. He just watched me shoot his entire family down—such memories do not fade.”

      “They can be wiped though—or a memory block put into place,” Rep. Yariz said. “Listen, I researched his family before we came here. The boy comes from two branches of the Kindred tree. His mother was a Vision Kindred—they are able to see weaknesses that others cannot in the fraction of a blink. Such an ability would come in handy in the future, don’t you think?”

      “Well…yes.” Grudgingly, Rep. Vizlar nodded. “What breed of Kindred was his father then?”

      “That, I do not know,” Rep. Yariz admitted. “But I do know that when two different branches of the Kindred mix as his parents did, their offspring is usually unable to form a bond with a female. They call that kind a ‘hybrid.’”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” Rep. Vizlar demanded. His blaster was still pointed at the silent boy’s shaggy head. The mammalians had hair all over their bodies, but especially on the tops of their heads—nothing like the smooth, sleek scales of his own kind. All that hair…it was most off-putting.

      “It means that since he cannot bond with a female, all his loyalty will be to his family—your family—if you take him in,” Rep. Yariz said patiently. “And you never have to worry about him leaving or trying to start his own Clan.”

      “Hmm…that would be an asset,” Rep. Vizlar admitted reluctantly. It was a problem sometimes—a second or third son leaving the family of his birth and attempting to strike out on his own. “But what would I take him as?” he asked his Advisor. “Where would he fit into my family? Our Clan?”

      Rep. Yariz shrugged his narrow shoulders.

      “Why not take him as a Little Brother to Zerlix, your firstborn? The way your own Sire took me as your Little Brother? That way his loyalty would carry on to the next generation of your family and his place in the Clan would be assured.”

      “Adopt him as a Little Brother?” The idea took Rep. Vizlar somewhat aback. “But he’s mammalian—a warm-blood,” he protested. “How could he fit into a Saurian family?”

      “The Kindred are well able to bear the cold, as you see,” Rep. Yariz pointed out. “They do not quake and shiver as other breeds of mammalians do when they visit Saurous.” He nodded at the boy as proof.

      It was true that he wasn’t shivering, though the temperature on Saurous, which was the fourth planet from the sun, was well below what most mammalians could stand, Rep. Vizlar thought. And he supposed the unsightly mop of black hair on the boy’s head could either be shaved or slicked back to make his skull appear properly smooth. Of course, there was the fact that he had tan skin instead of proper, sleek scales, but that could not be helped.

      His mate, Res. Tizlah, might be a bit shocked to have a mammalian son added to her brood, but she had been expecting Vizlar to choose a Little Brother for their firstborn for some time. And she was a nurturing type of person—he often teased her that she was almost as emotional as a warm-blood. She would love the boy as her own, even if he was an ugly little mammalian.

      “Well…” he said slowly, considering. “You say they’re loyal, these Kindred?”

      “To the death,” Rep. Yariz promised. “Also, most males grow to be quite large and strong—even by our standards. He may not look it, but I believe the boy will make a formidable addition to your family and to our Clan when he grows up.”

      Rep. Vizlar allowed his blaster to drop to his side. He trusted Rep. Yariz’s word. His Advisor had never given him bad advice, not even when they were boys together.

      ”All right,” he said at last. “Take the boy to the Memory Doctor at once. Tell him to put in a block that can never be broken—he can never remember this day. If he does…”

      “He won’t,” Rep. Yariz said quickly. “I’ll be certain of it.”

      “Very well.” Rep. Vizlar nodded. “Bring him to my residence as soon as the block is completed. I’ll tell Res. Tizlah to make up a cot for him and tomorrow we’ll introduce him to Zerlix as his new Little Brother. He’ll be pleased—he’s been begging for a playmate and of course his sisters can’t keep up with his rough ways.”

      He shook his head, smiling fondly as he thought of his firstborn. Zerlix was stubborn and headstrong, but having a Little Brother to play with would surely settle him down. It would also help to mold him into a future leader for the Crimson Blades Clan. Yes, taking the mammalian child was a good decision.

      He was sure of it.
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      “I don’t like sending you on your own, with no Protector.” Commander Sylvan frowned in apparent concern as he leaned across his desk. “It will be almost impossible to contact you—Avria Pentaura is beyond an especially thick section of the Blind, which is⁠—”

      “Excuse me, Commander, but I do know what the Blind is,” Bobbi interrupted. “A vast cloud of cosmic dust that separates the known universe from the unknown universe. And yes, I know that it scrambles signals and makes interstellar communication almost impossible sometimes.”

      Dr. Roberta McClelland—Bobbi to her friends—was a Xeno-Cultural Anthropologist who had won an academic contract to work with the Kindred of the Mother Ship. It was a grant to study extraterrestrial life and cultures on different planets and she was itching to get on with her research. But first she had to convince the overprotective Head of the Kindred High Council to actually let her go and do the research.

      Not that she disliked Commander Sylvan—he was gentlemanly and kind and intelligent and not at all condescending, like a lot of human men were when faced with a female scientist. But he was extremely protective of women, as all Kindred were, and he was proving to be difficult to convince.

      “Look, the Orniths are a matrilineal society—they don’t trust males,” she explained to him now. “They only mate once a solar year—the rest of the time, the males are all banished from the tribe—forced to live in the wilderness away from the females. If I brought a male guard with me—especially a huge Kindred warrior—they would never warm up to me. All my research would be tainted because they wouldn’t be able to be themselves around me.”

      “So you don’t just want to observe them…you want to live among them?” Commander Sylvan raised an eyebrow at her.

      Bobbi nodded eagerly and pushed a strand of curly, flame-colored hair out of her eyes. She really needed to get a haircut before she went on this mission—her mane was getting out of control. But first she had to convince the Kindred Commander to let her go on the mission—by herself—in the first place.

      “No simple observation for me,” she told him. “Complete integration and immersion—I believe that’s the best way to study the Orniths. I want to become one of them. Well—as much as I can, anyway. I mean, I know I don’t look anything like them, but I think they’ll accept me, because I’m a female and so not a threat.”

      “Well…” Commander Sylvan frowned. “I’m still hesitant because of the lack of communication, but I do believe that you’d be safe there. Our observations have concluded that they are a completely peaceful—if somewhat primitive—people who never seem to have any wars. They don’t even have any weapons, as far as we’ve been able to tell.”

      “Which makes them a perfect society for a woman to study alone,” Bobbi pointed out eagerly.

      Sylvan sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Sometimes I wish we hadn’t published our findings about the peoples we found beyond the Blind on Earth. Humans are always so eager to explore, but you seldom consider the consequences.”

      Bobbi cocked an eyebrow in return.

      “Forgive me for saying so, Commander Sylvan, but aren’t you married or ‘Joined’ to a human yourself?”

      A reluctant smile twitched the corner of the big Kindred’s mouth.

      “Yes, that’s true enough. And I suppose my Sophia had her share of exploring other planets before we finally settled down on the Mother Ship. The difference was, she was going to known Kindred home worlds—not someplace millions of light years away in the unknown universe.”

      “Well, it won’t be unknown for long, if I get a say in it,” Bobbi declared. She leaned forward eagerly. “Just think of it, Commander—a whole race of people who are avian instead of mammalian. I mean, not that the Orniths can fly—they’re much too heavy for that. But they’re covered in feathers and their beaks⁠—”

      “All right, all right…” Commander Sylvan held up his hands, the smile twitching the corner of his lips again. “I can tell how eager you are to begin your research, Dr. McClelland.” He shook his head. “I can see now why my mate’s friend, Kat, described you as ‘a real firecracker.’ She claims that human women with flame-colored hair have a fiery temper to match.”

      Since Kat herself had red hair, Bobbi didn’t take this as an insult. As for the “firecracker” remark, well, she wasn’t surprised by that either. She brought a lot of enthusiasm and excitement to whatever project she was involved in—she always gave a hundred percent. It was a “whole lot of personality wrapped up in an itty-bitty package” as her dad used to say. Sometimes it took people aback that so much energy could be packed into a five-foot-one, curvy-petite woman like herself.

      “Redheads are supposed to have hot tempers—I’ve heard that all my life,” she told Commander Sylvan. “I don’t know if it’s true—I just know I’m impatient to get started with my research. Please, don’t stand in my way!”

      He sighed deeply and ran a hand over his short, blond hair.

      “I won’t. I just want to be sure you’re safe before I have someone drop you off where there’s no communication and no way for you to call for help. There is another inhabited planet in that particular solar system, you know,” he added. “It’s called Saurous.”

      “Is that right?” Bobbi tried not to look too surprised. She had focused almost all her attention on Avria Pentaura and its fascinating inhabitants. The rest of the Orthura System hadn’t interested her much but only because she’d assumed the rest of the planets were barren and devoid of life. “Is Saurous inhabited by Orniths as well? But it can’t be, can it,” she went on, answering her own question. “The Orniths are too primitive to have any kind of spaceflight.”

      “It’s inhabited by a reptilian people who call themselves Saurians,” Commander Sylvan told her. “They’re a cold-blooded race—which is just as well, since Saurous is located at the far edge of the Orthura System’s temperate zone, which means its extremely cold there. They do have spaceflight, but Avria Pentaura seems to be too warm for them to bother with.” He shrugged. “So the inhabitants of the two planets pretty much leave each other alone—at least, as far as our observations go.”

      Bobbi’s head whirled with possibilities.

      “Another race that isn’t mammalian! I’d love to be able to study them, too!”

      Commander Sylvan frowned.

      “I’m afraid that’s completely out of the question, Dr. McClelland. Unlike the mild-mannered Orniths, the Saurians are extremely dangerous. The entire planet of Saurous is divided up into territories that are run by ‘Clans’—which operate very much, I believe, like Mafia families on Earth. Any outsider is seen as a threat and treated accordingly. No, I’m sorry…” He shook his head. “I wouldn’t let you go there with a whole battalion of warriors armed to the teeth, let alone by yourself as a female with no protection.”

      Bobbi wanted to argue that she could take care of herself, but she had to admit that the gangland situation going on at the other inhabited planet in the Orthura System sounded like bad news. As fascinating as it might be to study the cold-blooded lizard people of Saurous, it was probably much safer and less problematic to stick to the mild-mannered bird-like inhabitants of Avria Pentaura.

      “All right,” she said, smiling at the Commander. “Just let me go do my research with the Orniths and I’ll stay far, far away from Saurous and its scary inhabitants.”

      Commander Sylvan smiled and reached across the desk to offer his hand.

      “All right, you’ve convinced me. As long as you stay on Avria Pentaura and stay way from Saurous, it’s a deal.”

      Bobbi smiled in relief and delight.

      “Oh, thank you, Commander Sylvan! I just can’t wait to get started! And I promise I’ll stay put and study the Orniths and leave the Saurians strictly alone.”

      She had no idea how soon she would be breaking her promise.
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      “But…but I thought I had another solar month to make my payment! Forgive me, Rep. Zerlix, but that was what your Sire’s representative said.” Rep. Gersh gripped the counter at the front of his little shop tightly, tension showing in the lines around his eyes. He was an older male with a hunched back and his dark green scales were dry and brittle-looking. The way they were going gray at the edges showed his age.

      “Well, now I’m telling you that the payment is due today!” Zerlix snapped, glaring at the old man. “So pay up! Or would you like to lose the protection of the Crimson Blades just when the Blood Scales are trying to make a move into this territory?”

      Dragon frowned as he watched his “Big Brother” work on the old male. The Blood Scales’ territory adjoined the territory of his own Clan, the Crimson Blades, but they weren’t making a move—at least, not as far as he knew. The only reason they were here, shaking down a customer, was because Zerlix wanted extra money to gamble with in the blue light district tonight.

      “But…but I don’t have the money yet—not all of it, anyway!” Rep. Gersh protested. “I need time to save it. I’ve been paying for protection from the Crimson Blades for as long as my business has been here—thirty solar years, that is—and your Sire has never asked me to pay early. He knows how long it takes to save the protection money every six-months!”

      “My Sire isn’t here—I am!” Zerlix snapped, his long, forked tongue slashing the air impatiently. “And I say the money is due now. If you don’t have enough saved, you can make up the rest out of what’s in your money box.” He tapped the old-fashioned device which took bills as well as credit chips with one claw-tipped finger. “In fact, why don’t you open it up and let’s see what you made today? It might just be enough to cover the difference.”

      All right—enough was enough. This was turning into a fucking robbery—which was exactly what Rep. Gersh was paying them to protect him from, Dragon thought.

      “Big Brother,” he muttered in Zerlix’s ear hole—as a Saurian, he had no fleshy appendages like Dragon did. He lacked ears and his nose was no more than two nostril slits in his flat, scaly face.

      As a mammalian growing up among Saurians, Dragon had hated once his own appearance, so different from his adopted family’s’. However, he had accepted the way he looked as an adult. Now he used his differences to his advantage—and the advantage of his Clan. Not many Clans had a seven-foot tall mammalian enforcer in their crews. Most Saurians grew well over two meters tall, but hardly any of them attained Dragon’s own height and musculature.

      He used his size now, as he towered over the male he called his brother. Zerlix had hated it when Dragon had grown taller than him—he had never quite forgiven his “Little Brother” for getting so much larger than he was himself. Zerlix was, after all, two years older—though he often acted much less mature than his years would indicate. Case in point, the way he was trying to shake-down old Rep. Gersh right now, Dragon thought.

      “Think about this before you do it,” he said now, speaking calmly and evenly—trying to be the voice of reason for his Saurian sibling.

      “What I’m doing is getting some gambling money. If you’d shut up so I can get it!” Zerlix snapped, his tongue lashing.

      “And what are you going to tell our Sire when his collectors come next solar month and Rep. Gersh tells them, ‘Oh, sorry—I already paid my protection money to your son last month.’ How well do you think that’s going to go down?” Dragon demanded.

      Zerlix glared up at him, his yellow-green eyes narrowing to slits.

      “My Sire won’t care. He knows a young male has needs.”

      “What you’re doing here is basically stealing from our Clan,” Dragon pointed out. “If anyone else did that, Komendant Vizlar would have their scales plucked out and their claws chopped off!”

      “Yes, but I’m his son. His only true, natural born son,” Zerlix sneered. “He’d probably do that to you—you’re just an adopted mammalian—but I’m going to be Komendant after him and lead the Crimson Blades.”

      “How can you lead if you can’t even follow the rules?” Dragon asked, ignoring the barb about his adoption.

      He was used to such insults from his Saurian brother. Though the bond between a Big Brother and a Little Brother was supposed to be a lifelong friendship—like the relationship between Dragon’s adoptive father, Komendant Vizlar, and his Advisor, Rep. Yariz—he and Zerlix had never developed that bond.

      Maybe it was because Dragon was mammalian and Zerlix was Saurian or maybe it was just that Zerlix liked being the star of the show and Dragon had stolen his spotlight by being so different. But for whatever reason, his Big Brother didn’t like him and never had.

      But that didn’t mean Dragon could avoid him. They were on the same crew, after all. And lately, it seemed like he spent most of his time trying to keep the other male from making poor decisions, like this one.

      “If you keep shaking down the people we protect, they’re going to look elsewhere for protection,” he pointed out to Zerlix now. “How will it look to our Sire if a bunch of shop owners on the border between our territory and the Blood Scales turf start defecting to the Blood Scales and asking them for protection against us? Komendant Vizlar will have no choice but to wage war to get them back. You want to start a war, Zerlix?”

      Zerlix scowled, his scaled face wrinkling and his nostril slits flaring briefly.

      “You always look too far into the future, Little Brother. Why complicate tonight’s pleasure with tomorrow’s worries?”

      “Because you can’t just live for today,” Dragon pointed out wearily. Fuck, didn’t his Big Brother ever think past his own pleasure?

      Unfortunately, Zerlix had never been made to think past what he wanted at the moment. As a prince of the Crimson Blades Clan, his every whim had been indulged from an early age. The adults around him as he was growing up had known that he was destined to lead the Clan one day and they had given him the same respect that his father, Komendant Vizlar received, though Zerlix hadn’t done anything to earn it.

      The power had gone to his head. By the time Dragon had been adopted into the family, Zerlix had already been a little tyrant. He had teased and beaten Dragon constantly until a growth spurt had made his mammalian brother bigger than him. Now he relied mainly on insults to try and needle his “Little Brother.”

      “You’re so fucking boring,” he said now, still glaring up at Dragon. “Live a little, why don’t you? Let’s get the money and go gamble—maybe play a while in the blue light district tonight. You might find a girl you want to fuck—or even Claim—not that you ever have before. But there’s a first time for everything.”

      Dragon shook his head. He wasn’t much of a gambler—at least, not like Zerlix, who would recklessly bet everything he had and lost more often than he won. He had quite a huge tab going at his favorite gambling house, the Blue Olar—a tab the management only allowed because it was known that his father would come and pay down his debts once a month.

      But even The Blue Olar had their limits—from what Dragon had heard, Zerlix was cut off until his tab was paid. Which was probably why he wanted money, so he could gamble someplace else.

      As for the pleasure houses located in the district, well, Dragon wasn’t much for them either. He simply couldn’t get that worked up about sex. He wondered sometimes if there was something wrong with him. Why couldn’t he lust after the smooth-scaled Saurian Pleasure Girls with their hooded yellow eyes, lined in pink and purple kohl and their vaginal slits, likewise outlined in exotic colors to accent their hidden treasures?

      Maybe it was because their body temperature was cooler than his own, Dragon thought. Or possibly he was asexual and didn’t need to “sow his wild oats” the way other young males needed to. Nor did he want to “Claim” a female and bring her home to stay with him so that he could have her any time he wanted.

      That was another reason Zerlix needed money, he was sure. It cost a lot to keep so many Pleasure Girls in style—it used up most of the monthly allowance their Sire gave him, for Zerlix to maintain his constantly rotating harem. Yet, that never seemed to stop him from Claiming new girls to bring back to the family compound. He kept the girls until he tired of them and got rid of them—sending them to a different Clan’s territory or selling them back to their pimpts—but he seemed to add them more quickly than he let them go.

      Everything he wants to do costs money—money he’s determined to get at all costs, Dragon thought. I have to keep him out of the blue light district and get him somewhere that isn’t so expensive—someplace with fewer temptations, if I want him to leave Rep. Gersh alone.

      “Forget about playing for tonight,” he told his Saurian brother. “What about our Sire’s feast? Weren’t you put in charge of procuring the Ornith eggs? I thought you promised him the freshest and the best money could buy. When do you plan to take care of that if you’re whoring and gambling all night long?”

      “Fuck!” Zerlix ran a clawed hand with six short, stubby fingers and one long, three-jointed thumb over the scaled ridge that rose in the middle of his skull. Dragon could see him trying to justify the night of drinking, gambling, and womanizing he wanted to do and weighing it against the idea of failing to keep his promise to procure the feast-day delicacy he’d been put in charge of.

      “Komendant Vizlar forgives you a lot,” he said to his brother. “But he’s not going to be happy if there aren’t any Ornith eggs for his feast-day.”

      “Shit. All right, you’re right,” Zerlix admitted at last. “What a fucking kill-joy you are, Little Brother.” He sighed deeply. “I guess we’d better go get the fucking eggs while we can. Gods, all I do all day is work, work, work! When do I ever get to have any fun?”

      Since the other male spent nearly all his time drinking, gambling, fucking, and sleeping off his nightly binges, Dragon had no sympathy.

      “Come on,” he said. “We need to get to Avria Pentaura during the Orniths’ daylight hours if we want to trade for the freshest possible eggs.”

      Zerlix sighed heavily and ran a hand over his skull ridge again.

      “Fine. Gather the crew and let’s go.”

      He turned and left the little shop with a ding as the front door indicator chimed.

      “Er…then I don’t need to pay any money now?” Rep. Gersh looked at Dragon hopefully.

      Dragon shook his head.

      “No. Just have the money ready when my Sire’s representative comes next solar month. And I’m sorry for the, uh, misunderstanding,” he added.

      “That’s all right. May the great Saurian god, Goeth, bless you, son.” Rep. Gersh gave him a grateful look. “You’ve saved everyone a great deal of trouble—myself most of all!”

      Dragon just nodded at the old male and left the shop. He might have narrowly averted a disaster nearly brought on by his Big Brother’s greed and heedlessness, but he had to keep an eye on Zerlix to make sure they got to the spaceport without a side trip to the blue light district. His Big Brother was always easily distracted—the sight of a pretty Pleasure Girl would turn his thoughts away from his responsibilities.

      He sighed as he jogged down the sidewalk to join Zerlix, who was still scowling and muttering about how hard he worked and how he never got any time off. Watching the other male, Dragon wondered where his life was going—or if it was going anywhere at all. He believed in the honor of the Crimson Blades—he had been raised in their traditions from the age of five, when his mammalian parents had been killed by a rival Clan and Komendant. Vizlar had adopted him.

      But was he really going to spend the rest of his life chasing Zerlix around, trying to keep him from doing damage to the proud tradition of their Clan? And once Komendant Vizlar retired—what then? Dragon had no illusions about his relationship with his adoptive Big Brother—Zerlix didn’t like him and never had. He wasn’t going to make Dragon his Advisor, the way Komendant Vizlar had with his own adopted Little Brother, Rep. Yariz.

      What was more probable was that Zerlix would either cast him out of the Clan altogether, or else bust him down in rank, making him a lowly collector at the very bottom of the Clan’s food chain.

      Either way, Dragon was afraid he would have to watch the Clan he loved spiral down the waste chute. Zerlix had none of the cold, considered calculation that his Sire was known for. He was incapable of making decisions that would benefit anyone but himself. The Crimson Blades, under his leadership, would descend into ruin in fairly short order. And Komendant Vizlar was getting old—it probably wouldn’t be long before he gave up the role of Komendant and allowed his oldest son to step into his shoes.

      It’s too bad he can’t see his son for what he really is, Dragon thought, casting a sidelong look at his Big Brother. A selfish, spoiled brat who only thinks of himself.

      He was tired of cleaning up Zerlix’s messes and trying to avert disasters brought on by his poor judgment. But what else could he do? Where could he go? His life was here, on Saurous, and his place was with his Clan.

      No matter how obnoxious his adoptive Big Brother was, Dragon was fiercely loyal to the Saurian family that had taken him in when his mammalian family had been murdered. He owed Komendant Vizlar, his adoptive father and Res. Tizlah, his adoptive mother, everything. He wouldn’t abandon the only parents he had known and leave the Clan he had sworn his allegiance to just because the next leader of the Crimson Blades was an egotistical asshole.

      I’ll just have to keep trying to keep him out of trouble, Dragon thought with a sigh. Hopefully the trip to their neighboring planet, Avria Pentaura, to get Ornith eggs would go well and take enough time that Zerlix couldn’t go gambling or whoring afterwards.

      Dragon just wanted things to go smoothly for their Sire’s feast-day. It was the twenty-fifth anniversary of his ascension to the leadership of the Crimson Blades as Komendant—it should be a special occasion, unmarred by any foolishness that Zerlix might thoughtlessly get into.

      At least, Dragon fervently hoped so.
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      Bobbi sighed with satisfaction as she stood up and stretched, letting her back muscles flex after a long day of labor. The grain was all gathered into the storage area and the little tribe she was living with was assured of having plenty to eat for the coming rainy season.

      The setting sun felt good on her skin—which was mostly exposed, due in part to the warm climate and in part to the fact that she was copying the dress of the Orniths in order to fit in.

      Instead of a bra and blouse, she was wearing a kind of sling which looped under her breasts and held them up while exposing her nipples. It was tied at the back of her neck a little like a halter top. For a bottom, she was wearing a simple grass skirt with no underwear beneath it. The long, greenish-blue strands of dried grass fell to her mid-thighs and rustled softly when she moved.

      At first it had felt strange to be so exposed, but the weather was warm and she was surrounded by female Orniths dressed exactly the same way—although they had three breasts, rather than two. By now, Bobbi had gotten used to it.

      There was nothing sexual about the native uniform of the bird-like people—it was all purely for the sake of convenience and comfort. The Orniths laid eggs like birds but breast-fed their young like mammals—a detail that Bobbi found fascinating.

      The halter, which supported but didn’t cover the breasts, allowed for easy breast feeding of the downy chicklings and the grass skirts allowed the Ornith women to lay eggs easily, without any need to remove undergarments to do so.

      They were an unusual looking people—though Bobbi was used to them now. They had humanoid bodies no bigger than her own petite frame but their necks were long and snaky, like an ostrich or an emu’s neck, which meant that every one of the adults—and some of the children—were taller than her. When they talked to her, they ducked their small heads with their large, liquid black eyes, down to meet her face-to-face, which made conversation easier. The Orniths also had beaks instead of lips and tiny green and blue and purple feathers covered their bodies.

      “Greetings be to you, Bobbi,” said a shy, fluting voice.

      Bobbi turned to see Therena, a good friend of hers. Therena was around thirty-five but she was only now coming of age—the Orniths were a long-lived people and they took a long time to mature.

      “Greetings be to you, Therena,” she responded. “How was your first mating?”

      The Ornith females mated only once a year, leaving their simple village of wooden and straw huts and going off into the tall grass to meet the male Orniths who were nomads. The males wandered from settlement to settlement, hovering around the edges of the female-only villages and waiting for female Orniths who were having their fertile period to come out and mate with them.

      Mating usually took a day and a night and was, as far as Bobbi had been able to observe, a period of intense copulation where the male and female Orniths were joined for nearly the entire mating time.

      It didn’t look very comfortable to Bobbi—she couldn’t imagine wanting to have sex with anyone for that long. But maybe that was just the lingering bitterness from her break-up with her fiancé, Stephen. Sex with him had certainly never lasted a day and a night—it barely lasted five minutes if she was lucky—and it had been pretty boring too, if Bobbi was honest with herself.

      At least we never got married—really dodged a bullet there, she told herself, her thoughts wandering for a moment to the life she’d left back on Earth. If they had gone through with the wedding, she’d be tied down and miserable now, instead of millions of light years away, living with the Orniths and having a fascinating time studying their culture.

      It was a pregnancy scare that what had broken them up, Bobbi reflected. Missing her period had made her realize that she wasn’t ready to settle down yet. There was more she wanted to do and see and experience and Stephen wasn’t the man she wanted to experience it with—or the man she wanted to be the father of her children.

      If that pregnancy test had been positive, she would probably be weighed down with a boring husband and a giant belly right now, Bobbi reflected. And she would have been stuck that way for nine months. Too bad humans couldn’t just have sex for a day and a night and then lay an egg like the Orniths did—it seemed a lot easier in the long run.

      The females laid eggs weekly in the communal laying house, but it was only after mating that they laid a fertilized egg which might grow and mature and eventually hatch into a baby Ornith or “chickling” as their young were called.

      Bobbi had gotten to see a hatching just the other day and she was somewhat surprised when the large egg—about twice the size of a football—hatched a chickling the size of a small toddler. The baby Ornith had come out able to speak right away, too. Apparently they learned and absorbed language through the shell of their egg during the two-year long maturation process.

      Because it took the eggs so long to mature and the Orniths only mated once a year, fertilized eggs were rare and precious. They were carefully guarded by the elders of the tribe, who were too old to lay fertile eggs themselves anymore. They sat on the fertilized eggs and “brooded” over them while the younger Ornith females worked in the gardens that provided most of the tribe’s food. It was a simple system, but it worked to everyone’s benefit and they were a happy and contented people.

      “My mating was successful,” Therena said, pulling Bobbi’s mind back to the present. She ducked her long, snaky neck shyly and cocked her head to one side, looking at Bobbi with only one large, liquid black eye.

      It wasn’t easy to read an Ornith’s facial expressions since you couldn’t see their pupils and they had beaks instead of mouths, but Bobbi had learned to interpret this sideways look as an expression of suppressed excitement.

      “Then the mating was fruitful?” she inquired, smiling.

      Therena bobbed her head in acknowledgement.

      “I…I have laid an egg. And oh, Bobbi—it is deep purple!” she said in an excited whisper.

      “Oh, Therena! I’m so happy for you!” Bobbi ducked her own head rapidly up and down, which was a gesture of joy and excitement among the Orniths. She understood the significance of the egg’s color because the bird-like people laid color-coded eggs.

      Unfertilized eggs were creamy white—much like a chicken egg on Earth, though many, many times bigger. A pale green egg held a male Ornith chickling—these were rare but not very prized, since males weren’t much use to the female Orniths and were only needed once a year for mating.

      A pale violet egg held a female chickling. But a dark purple egg held a female with special significance. It was said among the Orniths that females hatched from dark purple eggs were extra long-lived and extremely wise. All of the elders of the tribe had been hatched from dark purple eggs.

      According to local legend, the egg of Jemeena, who was the oldest elder and the de facto head of the tribe, had been hatched from an egg with a shell that was such a dark purple it was almost black. She was a hundred and seventeen years old and still an extremely sharp and competent leader.

      “Will you come and see it?” Therena asked, still bobbing her head excitedly.

      “I would be honored to see your egg,” Bobbi said, smiling.

      Together, they walked down the curving dirt lane edged with pinkish-white pebbles towards the long, low grass hut which was the communal laying house. To one side were the individual wooden huts where the Orniths lived and to the other side were the vast gardens which fed the entire village.

      If there was anything the villagers needed that they couldn’t grow or make themselves, they bartered for it with the few traveling traders—mostly male Orniths—who passed by occasionally.

      Their main item of barter were the unfertilized eggs that almost all Ornith females laid weekly. These were gathered, wrapped in grasses, and kept in a cool pit which had been dug in one corner of the laying house. The traders took the large eggs to port cities where they traded them with the very few visitors that came from other planets. Apparently, Ornith eggs were considered a delicacy on other worlds. Just one of them could probably have fed twenty people, Bobbi thought.

      They entered the long, low laying house which was warm and stuffy and smelled of hay and dried grass. The reason for that was evident—huge bunches of the stuff were piled in four separate mounds, almost as tall as Bobbi’s head. Three of these had elders sitting on them, brooding fertilized eggs. Their long necks drooped to their chests and their eyes were sleepy or completely closed.

      Brooding eggs was restful work since the elders only had to sit there on the nest, making sure the eggs they were tending were kept warm. They sat on them easily since they had backwards-bending knees—or at least, they would have been backwards for a human, Bobbi reflected. It had been startling at first to see their joints bending the “wrong” way, but like everything else in Ornith society, she was used to it now.

      The fourth nest didn’t have an elder but it did have a large, oval egg sitting right in the middle of the depression in the center of the straw. Bobbi walked over to it, leaning against the huge mound of straw and standing on tiptoes to get a good look.

      “Oh, Therena, the shell is so dark!” she marveled, looking over to her fried. “And it’s really big, too!”

      “It was a difficult laying process,” Therena admitted, ducking her head with shy pride. “But it will double in size before the chickling hatches.”

      The strange thing about Ornith eggs was that the shells didn’t harden until the second year of gestation. Up until then, they had a stretchy, rubbery consistency that allowed them to expand as the chickling inside grew.

      “Shouldn’t someone be sitting on this and brooding it?” Bobbi asked.

      Therena shook her head.

      “Not for a day and a night. The egg needs time to cure before anyone broods it. And it takes that long for the heat of the laying to dissipate.”

      “I see.” Bobbi went back to marveling at the football-sized, dark purple egg. “May I touch it? Or is that not safe?” she asked, looking at her friend.

      “It is safe if you are gentle,” Therena said, bobbing her head. “Go on—you may touch it if you wish to.”

      Gently, Bobbi put her hand on the side of the newly laid egg. It had a rough, pebbly texture which would expand into a smooth shell as it grew. But she couldn’t touch it for long—it was really hot—like metal that had been warmed in the noonday sun.

      “Wow—you weren’t kidding—it really is hot!” she exclaimed, pulling her hand away and shaking her fingers to cool them.

      Therena nodded.

      “It would burn anyone who tries to brood it right now,” she said. “Once it cures, one of the elders can sit on it and begin the brooding.” She dropped her voice to a whisper. “I was hoping that maybe Jemeena herself would take a turn brooding it. Because the shell is so very dark. I mean, I know she’s very busy but⁠—”

      “I bet she will,” Bobbi said, nodding encouragement to her friend. “It’s a special egg—you can tell just by looking at it. The chickling that hatches from it may even be the next leader of your village! You must be very proud, Therena.”

      “I…I am.” The young Ornith bobbed her head. “Not only have I had a successful first mating and laying, but now my breasts will fill with milk and I can help nurse the chicklings.”

      Though they were very proprietary of their eggs, once they hatched, the Ornith females didn’t really consider any of the chicklings to be their individual children. Instead, the baby Orniths were cared for by all the women collectively and nursed by every female of child-bearing—or in this case, egg laying—age.

      “That will be a blessing to the village,” Bobbi said formally to her friend. “Long may your milk flow to feed the chicklings.”

      “Thank you, Bobbi. Thank youuuuu.” The last word ended in a cooing sound which meant that Therena was extremely pleased.

      Bobbi smiled to see her friend so happy. Therena was shy and quiet and she had worked hard to secure the young Ornith’s friendship. Not just because she wanted to study her, but because she could tell that Therena would be worth knowing. Her instinct had been correct and Bobbi was certain the two of them would be friends for life, even after her year of living on Avria Pentaura was over and she went back home to Earth to publish her findings on the Ornith society.

      “Well, it’s almost time to eat Late Day meal,” Therena said, breaking into her thoughts. “I have some juicy toola roots I have been saving for a special occasion.” She ducked her head. “Would you like to come eat with me tonight? To celebrate?”

      “I would love to!” Bobbi exclaimed. “Thank you for inviting me! I have some vogen grain put by that might pair well with your toola roots,” she added. “Shall I bring it?”

      She was glad now that she’d traded a few trinkets to the last traveling trader who had come through the village for the rare grain. The Orniths were vegetarians and Ornith society dictated that she must always bring something to add to the meal when she was invited to share food at another hut.

      Therena bobbed her head.

      “Toola roots and vogen grain—a feast indeed!” she exclaimed. “That sounds delicious. Thank you, Bobbi.”

      “Let’s go by my place and get it and then we can head to yours,” Bobbi suggested.

      Therena nodded agreement and they were just about to leave the laying hut when the arched doorway was filled by a large, feathery body. And then another and another.

      Bobbi stared in dismay as Ornith after Ornith crowded into the laying hut—was the whole village coming in? What was happening?

      “What is it? What’s wrong?” she asked the agitated female beside her—a large Ornith named Murble with bright purple feathers above her eyes. They looked rather like eyebrows and made her look constantly surprised.

      “Intruders!” Murble exclaimed, ducking and bobbing her head in agitation. “Intruders from another world!”

      “That useless trader, Yerm brought them here!” another Ornith exclaimed. “I saw him with them—he led them to us!”

      “We will never trade with him again!” someone else said.

      “Never mind that now,” a cracked but strong voice said, lifting above the clucking sounds the Orniths made when they were upset or agitated.

      It was Jemeena, Bobbi saw, craning to look around the crowd in front of her. She and Therena had been pushed to the far back of the hut and it was difficult to see past all the long, snaky necks and bobbing heads that were in her way.

      “Everyone stay calm,” the elder continued, cocking her head to one side and eyeing the crowd of flustered Orniths sternly. “The main thing is to protect the chicklings and the fertilized eggs. Nothing else matters, do you hear?”

      There was a ragged chorus of “Yes, Elder,” from the assembled group.

      “Good.” Jemeena nodded, her head bobbing. “Then let’s just stay together until they leave. Is everyone here? Good. Then put the chicklings in the center of the group and stay put.”

      There was a rustling and bustling and the youngest members of the tribe were pushed to the center so they were surrounded by adults. This had the effect of pushing Bobbi and Therena even further back against the wall, though Bobbi could see her friend eying her newly laid egg with obvious concern.

      “Don’t worry, Therena,” she whispered, reaching for her friend’s hand—which was cool and hard, more like a claw than a human hand. “I’m sure it will be all right.”

      “Oh, do you really think so?” Therena asked, her black eyes wide with worry. “This has never happened before! I have never met outsiders other than you and the Kindred who sent you, Bobbi. They have never come here to bother us—the traders always go to them!”

      “They probably just want to come trade for the eggs for themselves and get them fresh, right from the source,” Bobbi said, hoping she was right. “I’m sure they won’t⁠—”

      But just then, a dark figure filled the rounded doorway, cutting off the golden light and casting the laying hut into gloom.

      Bobbi bit her lip as the words died in her throat. She couldn’t console Therena or promise her friend that everything would be all right any longer.

      She had no idea what was going to happen but she had a feeling it was going to be bad.
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      The visitors—or outsiders, as Therena had called them—were freaking huge. They had to duck to get through the doorway and when they straightened up, their heads brushed the top of the peaked straw roof.

      “Fucking dusty in here,” one of them snarled, choking on the words, which ended in a coughing fit.

      “You were the one who wanted to come get the eggs for the feast right from the source,” the one beside him replied.

      Bobbi squinted, trying to get a better look at the two of them. As she watched, several more of the big males—because there could be no doubt that they were, in fact male—came pushing into the already crowded hut.

      Beside them was a male Ornith—the trader she’d heard the females talking about. He ducked his head miserably and his narrow shoulders were hunched in what looked like fear and shame to Bobbi. She thought it was likely that he hadn’t wanted to bring the alien males here—he probably hadn’t been given a choice.

      But it wasn’t the Ornith trader that captured most of her attention. The alien males were much bigger—all over six feet or two meters tall, she estimated. And they looked like giant lizards.

      Flat faces with slits for nostrils were barely revealed in the gloom of the crowded laying hut. Instead of skin like humans or feathers like the Orniths, their bodies were covered in dark green scales and their eyes were yellow-green with vertical slits for pupils.

      The reptilian eyes made them look even more menacing, as far as Bobbi was concerned. They were dressed in black leather clothing which molded to their muscular forms and they appeared to be armed—at least, she saw what she assumed were blasters or some other kind of weapons on their belts.

      But as she scanned their faces, lifting her chin to try and see through the forest of long, snaky Ornith necks, she saw that one of them was different. He was the biggest one of all—half a head taller than the rest—but he was standing near the back, which was why she had missed him at first.

      He’s no lizard! Bobbi thought, frowning as she tried to make him out. He looks almost…Kindred. At least from the size of him. But what is a Kindred doing with these guys?

      There were no answers on his face, which had strong, regular features with a straight nose and large, bronze eyes that almost seemed to glow in the dim hut. He had black hair—at least Bobbi thought he did. It was slicked back from his high forehead as close to his skull as possible. On the side of his neck, she saw a black tattoo—or was it a tattoo? It seemed to be shifting slowly, forming shapes that flowed into one another. A tattoo that moved?

      On his arms were more tattoos, but these had colors. They flowed down to cover his massive biceps and strong forearms in multiple shades, ending right at the wrists. These seemed to be pictures of some kind and they, too, appeared to be moving. What were they doing? And how in the world had they been done? How⁠—

      Her thoughts were cut off when the head lizard guy spoke up. He was slightly larger than the others—except for the Kindred, who towered over them all—and had bands of yellow scales around his slitted eyes. These gave him a mean, calculating look—at least Bobbi thought so—and his voice was loud and booming in the small hut.

      “Listen up, we’re here for eggs,” he snarled, glaring at the assembled Orniths. “We were told by our good friend, Yerm, here, that you lot have the freshest and the best eggs around!”

      He clapped the male Ornith on the back, nearly knocking the much smaller being over.

      “Yerm, you should not have brought them here,” Jemeena said, glaring at the miserable male. “You traded with us not three solar weeks ago and took all the eggs we had. You know we don’t have a big enough store of eggs built up for trading again so soon!”

      “Forgive me, wise one.” Yerm ducked his head in apology. “They…they cornered me at the spaceport and your tribe was the first one that came to my beak.”

      “Better to bind your beak closed than speak our name and bring danger to us,” the elder Ornith scolded.

      “All right, old lady, you can stop with the fucking complaining. We only need a dozen,” the head lizard snapped, his long, forked tongue flickering from his lipless mouth as he spoke.

      “The egg pit is there.” Yerm pointed with a trembling finger to the far side of the hut.

      “You heard him,” the head lizard barked at the others. “Go get the fucking things and let’s get out of here! Too fucking hot on this damn planet—I’m roasting!”

      Several of the lizard males trooped over to the pit and began pulling the straw which concealed the eggs out of the way. They counted as they lifted the eggs out, passing them along in a chain to some others who had remained outside and were presumably storing the large white eggs in some kind of packing crate for transport back to their home planet.

      “What will you pay us for our eggs?” Jemeena demanded, as the lizard men emptied the storage pit. “We worked hard to lay them—we should be compensated.”

      “I’ll pay you by not blasting your little bird brain out of your fucking skull,” the head lizard snarled, his forked tongue lashing. “Shut your beak, you old bitch!”

      For the first time, the Kindred-looking male with the bronze eyes spoke up.

      “That isn’t right, Zerlix. You told the trader we’d pay.” He had a deep, quiet voice and his tone was mild enough, but his eyes seemed to flash in the dimness, Bobbi thought.

      “Fuck you, Dragon,” the lizard named Zerlix swore. “It’s not like these fucking Orniths are another Clan. Why should I pay a bunch of weaklings who can’t do a damn thing to me if I don’t?”

      “Because you promised to. The word of a Crimson Blades clansman is his bond!” the Kindred guy growled. He pushed forward, through the lizard men, who made way for him, to stand beside the other male. Bobbi saw that he was taller than Zerlix by almost a head.

      He must be at least seven feet or taller, she thought, looking up at him. He towered over everyone else in the room and the lizard named Zerlix had to look up at him to answer.

      “Fuck that,” he snarled. “Promises were made to be broken.”

      “You think our Sire would like it if he knew that you broke your word?” the Kindred named Dragon asked, frowning down at the lizard man. “Where is your honor?”

      “He’s not your Sire, Little Brother,” Zerlix snapped and Bobbi thought she saw a flash of pure hatred in his slitted eyes, as he looked up at the other male. “What are you gonna do—run back home to Saurous and tell on me?”

      “No, I’m going to make you pay, like you promised.” The Kindred spoke mildly enough, but his eyes flashed dangerously. “The reputation of the Crimson Blades Clan demands that you honor your word. You told this trader you’d pay for the eggs. So fucking pay.”

      His voice had dropped to a menacing growl that Bobbi could feel in her bones.

      “You fucker!” Zerlix suddenly shoved the big Kindred, planting his scaly hands, which seemed to have too many fingers, against the other male’s broad chest and pushing with all his might.

      The Kindred—Dragon—took a single step back, which caused his broad back to collide with one of the lizard men who happened to be holding an egg. With a loud curse, he dropped it and the large white egg dropped to the ground and burst open, its brittle shell shattering into several large pieces.

      Slimy clear white and a vast purple yoke as big around as a half-flattened beach ball spilled onto the straw-covered floor of the laying hut. The Orniths, who had been mostly silent with fear, began making distressed clucking sounds. The breaking of an egg—even an unfertilized one—was believed to herald terribly bad luck in the near future.

      “Now look what you fucking did!” Zerlix’s slitted eyes narrowed as he pointed to the mess on the floor. “I suppose you want me to pay for that one, too, even though you broke it!”

      “I want you to pay for all of them—for the honor of our Clan’s name,” the Kindred returned, frowning.

      “Whose gonna know if I don’t? Who cares about the honor of the Crimson Blades on this backwater planet?” Zerlix demanded.

      “I do.” The Kindred’s voice had dropped to a growl again. He glared down at the other male, their eyes clashing. “Pay up, Big Brother—now.”

      For a long moment, the two of them stared at each other, bronze eyes warring with the slitted, yellow-green ones. At last, however, Zerlix looked away.

      “Fine—I’ll fucking pay. But only to keep you from telling my Sire,” he snarled. “Gebitz—how many do we have?” he shouted through the doorway to the lizards outside.

      “Uh…eleven, boss,” came the reply. “Would have had twelve if we hadn’t broken that one.”

      “That one’s on Dragon,” Zerlix snapped. “But I wanted twelve so each member of my Sire’s council can have one at the feast. We need one more.”

      “There are no more,” the lizard man by the pit told him. “Sorry, boss—it’s empty.”

      “Fuck!” Zerlix stormed. “I said I’d pay for an even dozen and that’s what I fucking want!”

      “You got your dozen—you just broke one,” Dragon pointed out. “So pay up and let’s get out of here. You’re right about one thing—it’s too fucking hot.” He opened the leather vest he wore and tugged at the black, short-sleeved shirt under it, which showed his muscular arms.

      “No!” Zerlix stormed petulantly. “I said I want a fucking dozen!” His slitted yellow-green eyes flitted around the laying hut and came to stop on Therena’s newly laid egg. “That one!” he exclaimed, crossing over to the laying nest and pointing to it. “Look—it’s even a different color! Bet it’s special—I can give it to my Sire to do him honor.”

      The Orniths all around Bobbi began clucking noisily and Therena began bobbing her head in obvious agitation.

      “My egg,” she whispered in a low, frantic voice. “Oh, Bobbi—my egg!”

      “It’s all right,” Bobbi tried to reassure her, gripping her friend’s hand harder. “I’m sure Jemeena won’t let them take it!”

      Indeed, the elder Ornith had moved to position herself between the laying nest and the lizard man named Zerlix.

      “You may not take this one—not at any price,” she said sternly, looking up at him. “This one is precious—it is not for sale.”

      “Fuck you and your ‘not for sale,’ you old bitch,” Zerlix said rudely. “I want that one for my Sire and I’m fucking well going to take it!”

      He reached for the egg and when Jemeena tried to stop him, he shoved the elder Ornith roughly and walked around her as she lay clucking weakly on the straw-strewn floor.

      “My egg! He’s going to take it! My special egg!” Therena ducked her head and began plucking the soft, green downy feathers that covered her chest out with her beak. This form of self-harm was a sign of extreme agitation and grief in the Orniths—Bobbi had only seen once before at a funeral when they were burying one of their elders that had been beloved by the whole tribe.

      At the sight of her dear friend’s grief, Bobbi’s temper rose like hot lava flowing to the surface. Nothing made her angrier that seeing someone get bullied and she’d had just about enough of these bastards!

      Dropping Therena’s hand, she started shoving her way to the front of the pack of Orniths, who let her through with surprised clucking and cooing sounds and a great swiveling of necks to see what was going on.

      “Hey, asshole!” Bobbi shouted at the lizard called Zerlix. “Yes, you!” she snapped, when his eyes widened in surprise at her sudden appearance. It occurred to her that up until now she’d been hidden from the invaders’ eyes but now she was out in the open.

      Not that she gave a damn.

      “That’s a fertilized egg you’re looking at,” she said, pointing to the dark purple egg that Zerlix was still reaching for. “That means you’re talking about taking one of their babies home with you to eat for supper! Do you understand now why it’s not for sale? How would you like it if someone came to your planet and asked to buy one of your kids to make into canapés?”

      For a moment, she thought that maybe her words had gotten through to the asshole lizard man. But then a cruel smile curved the corners of Zerlix’s lipless mouth.

      “Fertilized, you say? So there’s extra meat in there? Truly, that will be a fine treat to lay before my Sire!”

      He scooped the newly laid egg up in his hands and held it up over his head like a prize. But just as quickly, his expression changed from triumph to pain.

      “Ow! Fucking hot!” he gasped and dropped the egg, which plummeted towards the ground.

      The Orniths shrieked in a chorus of horror but before the egg could hit the floor, the big Kindred—moving with lightning speed—scooped it out of mid-air and deposited it safely back into the laying nest it had come from.

      Zerlix was blowing on his scaly palms, which had turned from dirty yellow to dull red, presumably from the contact with the red-hot egg. He glared at Bobbi as though it was her fault he had burned himself.

      “Look what you made me do, you little bitch,” he growled. “What’s a mammalian doing with a bunch of avians anyway?”

      “That’s none of your business,” Bobbi snapped. “Why don’t you just pay for the eggs you took and get out of here? You’re not wanted in our village.”

      “Oh, so it’s our village, huh? You must really like these fucking birds,” Zerlix spat. His slitted eyes raked over Bobbi’s bare breasts and the short grass skirt she wore. “You don’t look anything like them, though. Fucking Orniths are ugly as the
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