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Zaun purred, cuddling the small body closer, his tail draped over the mound of the female’s stomach. He liked kittlings and hoped to have two or three in the future.

Kittlings.

His copper eyes opened wide and the Katarr stopped purring. When had he acquired a Terran mate? Worse, when had he acquired someone else’s pregnant, Terran mate?

I am in big trouble.

The room was dark, but the Katarr’s night vision was enough to assure him “big trouble” didn’t quite cover the situation. He was nude, as was she, and she was most definitely pregnant.

I’m dead. I’ve stolen someone’s mate.

The female stirred, murmuring a few words he couldn’t decipher. The smell of her breath shed some light on his predicament. She’d been drugged. The felinoid surveyed his own condition; an unfamiliar chemical taste on the back of his tongue gave him hope he wouldn’t end up dead over this situation after all.

He was staring at her face when her eyes opened. She muttered, evidently not able to see in the darkness. Zaun held still while she patted at his chest.

A second later, she screamed, sending Zaun lunging off the bed and into the wall. His ears ringing and a knot promising to make an appearance on his forehead, the Katarr shook his head in an effort to clear it.

For such a small female, she had an amazingly powerful voice. Hearing her gulp for air, Zaun spoke, “Please don’t scream again, lady.”

“Who you?” Her whispered question was followed by the rustle of the bed coverings as she pulled them around her. She spoke Trader with uncertainty, leading him to deduce she’d only begun learning it.

“Zaun, of Katarr. Do you know how we came to be here?”

There was a long pause. “No.”

“Nor do I. What’s the last thing you remember?” He sank into a crouch, scanning the dark room for his clothing.

The woman was either slow or challenged by his use of the language. “Alone.”

Surprised, he turned his full attention back to her. “Alone? What of your mate?”

“Mate no.” She shifted, the bedclothes rustling again. “I Sienna.”

“But you’re...” the Katarr hesitated. Perhaps her mate had died. “My sympathies on your loss, lady.”

He heard a vigorous rustle as her whole body denied his statement once she’d processed it. “Not dead. Not loss.”

Confused, Zaun decided to worry about that part later. “Nothing smells familiar and I’ve never seen this place before.”

“You see?”

“Just enough to make out movement and shapes. It’s very dark.” He rose and carefully walked toward what appeared to be a door. It was locked, but the panel next to it responded to a jab.

Sienna covered her eyes as light blazed, and the Katarr clattered as he stumbled over something.

“I found our clothing,” Zaun said, embarrassed by his momentary clumsiness. The panel had activated the clothes press and he’d tripped over the drawer that had sprung open. He separated his pants from the pile and pulled them on. The only thing that didn’t belong to him proved to be a nightgown, so he carried it to her.

She’d uncovered her eyes and stared, taking in his pointed ears, coppery eyes, and rich, chocolate fur with just a hint of cream under his chin. “What you?”

“Katarr.” Zaun stared back, transfixed by her blue eyes and golden hair. He’d seen a few humans before, but she was absolutely lovely. “Um, your gown?”

“Thank you.” Her small hand appeared from under the bed coverings to take it. She waited a moment before asking, “No see, please?”

The Katarr started. “Oh. Yes.” He spun around, his gaze landing on his vest and boots. “I’ll, um, finish dressing.”

The sounds behind him had long ceased by the time he turned back around. Zaun wondered how he could protect Sienna when there was already an obvious language barrier, and no lack of distrust. When he snuck a glance across the room at her, she still held the covers up to her chin as a shield, even if he had to assume she’d donned her nightgown. Not that he could blame her; being held, naked, by a stranger would not be his first choice of introduction, either. The lack of clues as to how and why they’d been thrown together added to their uncertainty in each other.

It being 2087, and Earth slowly recovering from the chaos of its war with the Drac, it was unusual enough to see a human, but to have been drugged and held captive together? It was almost unthinkable. He didn’t think anyone he knew would pull such a trick.

His was a minor house, but lived the Creed as thoroughly as any honorable Katarr warrior clan. The last he remembered, he and his brother Trell had been plotting with their cousins in a questionable bar on the even-more-disreputable planet Gagnalion. The plan had revolved around connecting with a new underground resistance cell. But then there had been that pair of enticing Siamet.

What had happened next?

They’d visited that third, out-of-the-way planet in their meandering loop across the edges of the Empire, thinking the desperate, poor, unaligned planets not worth the Drac’s close attention might offer a chance at the connection they sought. Their newest plan was to go in unaccompanied so as to be less intimidating to the locals. It was enough to flatten his ears against his skull in shame that he hadn’t paid closer attention to how he might have been taken advantage of.

The sequence of events was still muzzy in his head and he decided it wasn’t worth considering while the pregnant Sienna was in his care. For he had decided that even if she found him repellent enough to scream in horror at touching his body, he was duty-bound to protect her and her unborn kittling.
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The cat-like man was staring at her with such intensity, Sienna thought the sheets might be see-through, and she blushed to think the manner of their introduction might lead him to believe she was an easy lay.

For all she knew, she was, and Pete had slipped her another roofie as part of his bid to divest himself of the need to care for the child he’d foisted on her—largely through a similar maneuver.

It was hard to know, with the chaos back home. There’d been a small but growing refugee community that had slipped off-planet as the invaders had begun loosening their repressive regime in favor of whatever cash they could squeeze out of the beleaguered population. She still couldn’t stomach giving those reptile-looking things a name and didn’t care to learn how to communicate with them as they established the proper channels through which fiscal tributes would flow. She also didn’t care to become a slave or concubine... though with Pete’s questionable contribution, she might be considered desirable in that way.

She shivered. She’d maintained her morals right up to her hasty planetary exit. Hadn’t wanted to credit what it had meant the last time she’d woken up naked next to a man until she’d missed her courses. Pete’s insinuations to the refugee group to which she’d attached herself to the contrary, there was nobody else who could have been the father.

Not that he was really worth crediting, given his grifter’s focus. He would make a terrible father. He just confirmed everything bad about men her mother had ever impressed on her: not to be trusted, not there when you needed them, and certainly not to be depended upon. She’d managed just fine, making her way through the rubble of society once her mother had been killed, though it had taken some getting used to, being on her own. Being only 20 when her mother was murdered in the random violence of the invasion had set her determination to survive, despite the long odds.

She liked being on her own. She didn’t like being stared at. The big, furry man across the room was trying not to look too hard at her, but she kept catching his glances as they were each trapped in the uncomfortable silence of strangers thrown together in a distressing situation.

On the other hand, if she ever decided she needed a body guard, he would fit the bill. She had heard rumors of a warrior race the Drac had never defeated. She’d thought the cat-like creatures she’d found on the disgusting planet Gagnalion were the ones of the rumor. She was short enough that “tall” encompassed anything above five foot six. At five foot even, she’d had to tip her head quite a bit to stumble through her first, basic information exchange.

That dratted Pete hadn’t taught her the really useful words or
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