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        A Giant Kindred devoted to science

        Clones a beautiful woman to learn from her

        But what Maddy teaches Calden is how to love
        And love is forbidden—punishable by Death
        Can they escape now that Maddy has been...Awakened by the Giant?

      

      

      Meet the Jor’gen Kindred. After leaving the main Mother Ship centuries ago to make a genetic trade with a massive race of people, they are thirty percent bigger than their ancestors. Which makes them 9 feet tall—giants to regular sized humanoids. Hundreds of years after the genetic trade which made them so huge, the Jor’gen Kindred have no more females and are seeking a new people to trade with—
      all but Calden.

      Believing he doesn't need a female in his life to be happy, Calden moves to the Mentat Space Station to devote his life to biological research through cloning. The Station is ruled by a harsh taskmaster—an AI called FATHER who forbids any females. But Calden doesn't care, as long as he is allowed to clone and study as many specimens as he wants.
      Then one day, the recovery droids find something new—the remains of a sentient human female and the ship she crashed in. Consumed by scientific curiosity, Calden gets special permission to make a clone of the dead woman...but he has no idea he'll fall in love with her.

      Madeline Harris has no idea what's going on. She wakes up in a vat of green goo with her memories fractured, surrounded by the big, scary Mentats of the Station. Then a giant comes to save her. It doesn't take much for her to fall for Calden but she doesn't realize that the station is a hostile place for women...or that she could be in big trouble if the AI, FATHER, discovers how very much Calden cares for her in return.

      Will they escape the Mentat Station in time to save Maddy's life? And will she ever forgive Calden for keeping deadly secrets from her?
      You'll have to read Awakened by the Giant to find out...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      about a year ago, I introduced a new race of Kindred called the Jor'gen or Giant Kindred who are all around 9 ft tall. You guys seemed to like it so much, I decided to write another book about them. I hope you enjoy it and for those of you who wrote me asking if any of the Jor'gen Kindred might ever meet the Kindred of the Mother Ship, I believe this novel answers your question. ;) And if you'd like to check out the pictures by the amazing artist Eleathyra that inspired the Jor'gen Kindred in the first place, check my Pinterest page HERE.

      Hugs and Happy Reading,

      Evangeline

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Welcome, Calden. Thank you for coming to see FATHER. What guidance do you seek today?”

      Calden of the Jor’gen Kindred shifted on the slightly-too-small stool which sat in the middle of the scanning booth. Everything aboard the Mentat station was slightly too small for him but since he was over three meters tall, it wasn’t surprising. In the five years he had been living and working there, he had gotten used to accommodating himself to the smaller living quarters and furnishings. It was worth a bit of discomfort to do the work he loved.

      The Jor’gen Kindred were a branch of the Kindred who had bonded themselves, against the High Council’s will, to a race of people who were thirty percent larger than most other humanoid races. They had lost touch with their Kindred brothers and then, as the High Council had predicted, they ran out of females to bond with. Because of a genetic anomaly, any joining with a Kindred warrior produced only sons, 95% of the time, which meant that the Kindred were always on the move, looking for new brides.

      When the Jor’gen Kindred ran out of females, they built a Mother Ship and went in search of new females to bond with them. Their leader, Bram, was certain that the Goddess—the Mother of All Life whom all Kindred worship—would lead them in the right direction.

      Calden had disagreed. He was an atheist and a scientist and he cared nothing for religion or wild hopes and dreams—or for females for that matter. He could happily live without a mate and so he had taken a shuttle and gone to live and work at the Mentat science station, a place where logic and reason were valued above all else. He had also taken the seed of a bonding fruit plant—a requirement for any Jor’gen Kindred who decided to leave the Mother Ship.

      “I will never use this, you know,” he had objected when Ren, the science officer and his good friend, had given it to him on his departure. “You know how the Mentats are—you know the rules aboard the station where I’m going to work.”

      “Nevertheless, you must take it,” Ren had insisted. “Bram wants to be certain that any warrior who leaves the Mother Ship has the means to bond with a chosen female if he meets one. And since we are so much larger than most of the people we can bond with, the bonding fruit is a necessity.”

      “I will take it as a token and memento of my race,” Calden had agreed, relenting. “Though I know I will never use it.”

      “Go in peace, Brother. And may the Goddess bless you,” Ren told him. “If you ever wish to join with us again, simply signal. Though we are going far from the Mentat station, I fear.” He frowned. “Still, we may hear you.”

      “I will be certain to keep my shuttle tuned to the Mother Ship for as long as possible,” Calden had promised. He and Ren had embraced one last time and then he had left, going to his new life—a life of science and study and observation.

      It was the life Calden had always wished for and he was happy here at the Mentat station. It was a bit cramped but since the race he now lived with was only half a meter or so shorter than he was, it wasn’t too bad. He had no problems living and working with the most logical beings in the universe, who valued reason over emotion. He fit right in with them and had no difficulty following their rules—even the more stringent ones most males would balk at.

      But now he was here in the scanning booth asking to break one of those rules…or at least bend it a little.

      “I am not so much in need of guidance as permission, FATHER,” he said, choosing his words carefully. The AI who oversaw and ran the Mentat station was a reasonable entity but some topics must still be approached with caution.

      There was a moment while the soothing blue light which suffused the scanning booth flickered and then FATHER’s voice spoke in that same, soft, melodious tone.

      “Very well, Calden. Explain.”

      “The recovery droids have made an extraordinary find,” Calden said. “The remains of a spaceship—a colony ship, we believe. Its inhabitants must have been seeking a new planet to live on because there are frozen embryos of many different animals and cuttings and seeds of hundreds of plants.”

      “A most stirring discovery.” The lighting in the scanning booth flickered faintly pink and FATHER’s voice sounded mildly interested, which for the Mentat AI was an extreme expression of emotion. “A whole new sentient alien race, you say—one none of us has encountered before?”

      “Exactly.” Calden worked hard to keep the excitement out of his own voice, though it was difficult to contain himself. To his curious, scientific mind, this was like the biggest name-day present anyone could wish for. He was itching to start studying some of the new plants and animals but there was one in particular he wanted to study—if only FATHER would agree.

      “What do you need permission for?” the AI asked, the lighting going back to soothing blue. “Why do you not begin your study of this new race at once? All knowledge is valuable, as you know.”

      “Yes, of course.” Calden nodded. “But there is one specimen in particular that I wish to study. You see, FATHER, despite the many plant and animal samples we have acquired, only one member of the alien race who sent this space craft out in the first place has been recovered."

      "Only one?" FATHER inquired.

      Calden nodded. "The ship was torn in two—we speculate that it went through a wormhole and came out in the middle of an asteroid field. The front half was lost and only the back half—the storage area—remained. At least, that is the only part our recovery droids found. The body of the sentient being was discovered there.”

      “I see.” FATHER hummed quietly to itself. “So only one sentient specimen remains and naturally you wish to grow a clone of it in the nutrient tanks and study it.”

      “Naturally,” Calden said.

      “Why must you ask permission for this, Calden?” FATHER asked. “Though you have not grown sentient specimens before, the protocol is the same as for non-sentient ones.”

      “I must ask permission because…” Calden took a deep breath. “Because this particular specimen is…female.”

      “Female?” The light in the scanning booth flickered again—this time turning an ominous reddish-orange. “Calden, you know our rules here. You were told when you first came to the Mentat station and were allowed to live and work with us. Females cause discord and illogical reactions among males. For this reason they are banned from our station with no exception.”

      “Of course I know the rules and I am not seeking to circumvent them now,” Calden said quickly. “But this is the only sentient member of the crew left. She could teach us so much about the plant and animal specimens we have collected.” He sat forward on the too-small stool, his hands clasped on his knees. “FATHER, I swear that this female would not be sexually compatible with any of the Mentats aboard the station. She is too different physically for any of them to mate with.”

      The Mentats were humanoid in some respects, having two eyes located on the front of their elongated heads, two nostril slits, a thin, lipless mouth, and a long, narrow torso from which two sets of arms sprouted. They were also bipedal and walked upright. But they kept their organs of reproduction tucked in a pouch under their narrow, pointed chins. And even if they had been able to breed with this new sentient species which had been recovered, their DNA was far too different to allow any kind of viable embryo to result.

      “And what of yourself, Calden?” FATHER demanded in its soft, melodious voice. “Would you be able to mate with this female if you grew a clone of her in the tanks?”

      “Certainly not,” Calden said firmly.

      “Because you would not be a match genetically?” the AI probed.

      “Well…” Calden cleared his throat and shifted uneasily on the stool. “As a matter of fact, our DNA is compatible—from what I have seen so far, anyway. But there is still no way that I would be able to mate with this female—even if I wanted to. Which I most certainly do not.”

      “And why is that, Calden?” FATHER asked.

      “Because of our size difference, FATHER. Even fully grown, this female would be no more than half my size. My, er…” He cleared his throat. “My shaft would never be able to fit inside her—again, not that I would want it to—rendering a mating between us completely impossible.”

      “Hmmm…” The lights flickered again, this time to a thoughtful bluish-purple. Clearly FATHER was considering the proposition.

      Calden waited anxiously, trying to appear relaxed. He took deep, even breaths and concentrated on keeping his heart rate slow and steady, knowing that the AI was scanning him all the time for untoward emotion. But how could he help being excited? This was the find of a lifetime—thousands of specimens from a whole new world—and this female could be the key to it all. She could tell him so much that wouldn’t be evident any other way. If only FATHER would agree…

      “All right, Calden,” the AI said at last, breaking his train of thought. “Clearly you wish only to study this female and not to breed with her. You are granted permission to grow a clone of your new specimen in the nutrient tanks—provided that she is implanted with a self-termination unit as are all live specimens.”

      “Oh, but I don't really think—” Calden started to protest.

      “A self-termination unit is necessary,” FATHER’s soft voice repeated implacably. “This new specimen must not be treated any differently than any of the others, even if she is sentient. Also, knowing that she has a limited lifespan may discourage any untoward emotion between you.”

      “If you are implying that I get emotionally attached to my work, FATHER I must protest,” Calden said, frowning.

      “You did resist allowing the brantha specimens you were studying to terminate,” the AI reminded him softly.

      Calden shifted again. “They were…small. And harmless. Also very affectionate. It would not have been a problem to allow them to continue living.”

      “Calden, you know the station has limited resources.” FATHER’s soft voice was reasonable. “If every specimen that you started to have emotions for was allowed to live—”

      “I don’t have emotions for my specimens,” Calden denied quickly. “I simply dislike waste. It seemed…unnecessary for the branthas to terminate.”

      “Nevertheless, you know the rules, Calden. All specimens must have a self-termination unit implanted. Otherwise the station would be overrun with creatures we cannot accommodate.”

      “Understood,” Calden said stiffly. “Thank you for permission to continue this new study, FATHER.”

      “You are most welcome, Calden. You know that we find you a valuable addition to the scientific study here aboard our station,” FATHER said. “Keep up the excellent progress. And remember, all knowledge is valuable.”

      “All knowledge is valuable,” Calden repeated, rising to go.

      As he left the scanning booth, the lights flickered again and then resumed their cool, soothing blue tone. FATHER was quiescent once more, waiting for the next supplicant in need of help or guidance.

      Calden tried to hold back a grimace of irritation. He knew the station was lucky to have such a benevolent overseer but sometimes he could not help chafing under the AI’s strict rule. Still, he had agreed to obey FATHER and to be held accountable by the AI for all his actions and emotions when he first came to live and work at the Mentat station, so it was only fair that he keep his end of the agreement.

      At least FATHER agreed to let me grow the new specimen. I’ll learn so much from her!

      The hum of excitement in his veins wasn’t the Mentat way but as long as Calden kept the emotion hidden, what harm could it do? He strode back down the long, winding metal corridor of the circular station towards his own quarters with a spring in his step. Exploring and learning about this new find the recovery droids had brought in could be the work of a lifetime!

      A very short lifetime—for the female, at least, whispered a little voice in his brain.

      Calden frowned as he placed his palm to the privacy pad and the metal door to his room slid silently open. Well, that was true. He would just have to make the most of the time he had with her and not think about her ultimate end.

      And after all, he argued with himself, it wasn’t like the self-termination switch was a painful way to end existence. It was lodged in the brainstem, where all autonomic functions were located in most species. When the specimen’s time was done, the switch simply stopped the nervous impulses from the brain to the heart and lungs. The heart stopped beating and the lungs stopped drawing breath. Termination was almost instantaneous and entirely painless—or so Calden had been assured by the Mentats.

      It will be fine, he told himself as he walked to his work station and logged in. He seated himself and began to work at the hand-board. Above it hovered the 3-D monitor cube which showed his research notes and findings from every angle. To his right, growing in a little pot beside the hand-board, was a small, green bush—a bonding fruit plant.

      Calden still didn’t know why he had planted the seed and grown it in the first place. Maybe to remind him of his home world and the Kindred Brothers he had left behind. Though he found his work here fulfilling, he still missed Ren and Bram and the rest of his friends aboard the Jor’gen Kindred Mother Ship. He wondered if they had ever found a new race of females to bond with. Had they also planted bonding fruit seeds in the hope of finding new mates?

      “Well if they did, I hope their seeds worked better than mine,” Calden muttered to himself as he studied the holo-cube of the 3-D monitor which glowed softly in the air in front of him. The seed he had planted had resulted in a sickly, stunted piece of vegetation which had never borne a single piece of fruit. It was almost as though the plant knew it wasn’t needed, so why bother to grow properly?

      Which was a silly thought, Calden told himself. You couldn’t go around anthropomorphizing plants or getting attached to specimens like the tiny, fluffy branthas with their big eyes and their affectionate way of rubbing their heads against your hand as though begging to be petted and stroked. His heart fisted in his chest as he remembered the way the last of the little specimens—his favorite if he was being honest—had collapsed in his hands as he held it and stroked its lithe body, waiting for the inevitable end. His throat got tight at the memory and his eyes seemed to burn.

      But that was emotion he was feeling—unnecessary emotion. He tried to push it away and concentrate on the task at hand.

      Calling up the controls to the nutrient tank where he had already planted the DNA for his new specimen, he gave it the command to start the growth sequence. Luckily, the subject’s brain had been preserved, though the body had been frozen solid and mangled by some heavy machinery aboard the ship. She must have died of shock and been instantly frozen the moment her ship was torn in two and the vacuum of space found her.

      Not a pleasant way to die but it was lucky for Calden. Her body was of no use since he intended to grow a new one anyway. But an undamaged brain meant that the clone he would grow in the nutrient tanks would have all of the original owner’s knowledge and the personality should be intact. It might take a little while for the memories to come back but that was just as well—it wouldn’t do to have her wake up in the tanks remembering the moment of her death. Such traumatic recollections could be emotionally scarring and were best left for later in the acclimation process.

      She’s going to be perfect, Calden thought as he entered the command to begin accelerated clone growth. Perfect inside and out and I’m going to learn so much from her…

      He had no idea how right he was…or how painful that knowledge would be.
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      Madeline Harris woke up covered in warm green goo.

      It was everywhere—coating her arms and legs, sliding between her fingers and toes, under her breasts, in her long, auburn hair—even inside her. As she sat up with a gasp, she could feel a cold finger of slime sliding into her sex. Ugh, what was this stuff and how could she get it off—and out—of her?

      “Ah, you have awakened,” a strange, burbling voice said in her ear.

      Madeline looked up for the source of the voice—and shrieked aloud when she saw it. A strangely elongated face with wide black eyes that held no white at all was staring at her. There were slits for nostrils and a thin, lipless mouth. Worse if all, when the creature reached for her, it did so with four, strangely-jointed arms, all of which had seven fingers and two thumbs apiece. Its skin was grayish-green and pebbled like a lizard’s hide. In short, there was nothing remotely human about it.

      “Oh my God, what are you? Don’t—don’t touch me!”

      She scrambled upright in the strange glass tank she found herself in and nearly slipped in the green slime. Crowding to the far end of the tank, she tried to cover herself and stay away from the weird, alien-looking creature at the same time. What was happening here? How had she gotten into this tank and why was she naked?

      Old memories flashed through her head suddenly.

      “Can’t believe you’re going to go off beyond the stars and leave Earth behind forever,” her little sister, Tabby had said, hugging her. “Oh Maddy, I’m going to miss you so much!”

      “I’ll miss you too.” Madeline had hugged her back, fiercely. “But we have to go. The Scourge are threatening the entire planet and the government is pushing up the launch date. I just wish I could take you with me!”

      “Maybe if I’d studied as hard as you but I’m no scientist or doctor or anything like that,” Tabby reminded her.

      “I’m only a veterinarian,” Madeline said. “They want me to help with the animals once we find someplace to settle—if we ever do. It’s Pierce they really want. I’m just part of the package.”

      Pierce…Pierce… Madeline frowned at the memory as an image of a tall man with thinning black hair on his shiny scalp and thick spectacles perched on his nose surfaced in her brain. Pierce had been her husband, right? Yes, that was right—she was sure of it. But the word “husband” didn’t exactly engender any tender emotions inside her. Why not?

      Suddenly she remembered—Pierce was married to his work. They had needed him on the expedition because he was the leading ecologist and if they found a new planet that needed terraforming, he was the only one who could do it. Maddy had come along with him because only fertile couples who were capable of having children were welcome aboard the expedition. She had hoped that the excitement of searching for a new world together would rekindle the spark between them…

      “You have woken too early. You must go back beneath the slime,” the strange creature with four arms said.

      Madeline blinked, wiping the slime that ran into her eyes away and fresh terror filled her. How could she have gotten lost in the past that way? How had her memories taken center stage when she was naked in a tank of green slime and a terrifying alien creature was trying to grab her? Focus, Maddy!

      “Get away from me,” she said in a low, shaky voice. “Don’t touch me or I’ll…I’ll…” She looked around for a weapon—any weapon at all. She was standing up in the high glass tank which was half-filled with the green slime. The tank came up to her waist and there didn’t seem to be any weapons around.

      Since there was nothing else she could fight with, she leaned down and tried to cup a handful of the green goo. Her hands didn’t want to make cups though—her fingers felt strangely numb and useless which was something else to be scared about. Still, one fear at a time. The slime was fairly viscous so Maddy simply dragged her useless hand through the slime and flung it in a karate-chop motion at the alien.

      Her aim was good. A generous glop of the green goo landed right in the alien’s big, black eyes. It snorted through its thin, slit-like nostrils and raised a seven-fingered hand to wipe the muck away.

      “You are agitated,” it said, its lipless mouth turning down into a frown.

      “You’re damn right, I’m agitated,” Maddy exclaimed. “Get away from me right now or I’ll throw some more of this weird stuff at you. I mean it!”

      The alien—because what else could it be—began backing away.

      “I told Calden it was a mistake to grow a sentient species—especially a female,” it said, sounding disdainful. “I told him it would be much more trouble than it was worth.”

      “Just leave me alone!” Maddy shouted.

      She was glad when it seemed like her shouts and threats were working. The alien turned and went out of a sliding metal door, leaving her alone in the slime tank.

      “Thank goodness!” She nearly drooped in relief but the next minute she realized she couldn’t afford to relax. Wherever she was, she had to find her way out of here and get back to the ship—back to the Kennedy. Had they been boarded somehow? Had aliens taken over and made them all prisoners? Was it possible that Pierce and the rest of the crew were even now occupying their own slime tanks in different parts of this complex—if it was a complex—she now found herself in?

      Maddy had to find out. But first, she had to get out of the slime tank.

      That was going to be a tall order, she saw, as she looked over the side. The tank was mounted on some kind of machine-type base which hummed quietly to itself. The base was at least six feet high and the sides of the tank rose another three feet above that. That was a sizable jump when you were naked and covered in slime and your hands didn’t seem to work right. Still, she had to try.

      Taking a deep breath, Maddy threw a leg over the side of the tank. She winced as the sharp edge scraped against her inner thigh. Ouch—that hurt! Why was her skin so sensitive? Maybe soaking in the warm green slime had made it softer than normal.

      Why had they put her in the slime anyway? Were they cooking her in some way? Using the slime to pre-digest her body for easier eating? Was that why her hands didn’t work?

      They really didn’t work, either. Maddy couldn’t make her fingers grip the sides of the tank. Instead, she was forced to hold on with her forearms—at least the big muscles in her body seemed willing to obey her—and dangle from the side of the tank.

      But when she looked down, the floor seemed awfully far away. She shivered as the green slime, which had been body temperature while she was submerged in it, now cooled on her skin. What if she twisted an ankle when she landed? Or what if she slipped, since she was still all slippery with the slime, and broke some bones? What then?

      I have to risk it, she told herself grimly. There’s no other way. I have to find the others. I have to—

      Just then her arms gave way and she found herself falling. A scream rose in her throat and she braced for impact with the hard, cold white floor beneath her.

      But the painful jolting thud she expected never happened. Instead, someone caught her.

      At first Maddy was certain it was the weird four-armed alien. He must have come back into the room while she was dangling from the edge of the tank with her back turned to the sliding metal door.

      “No!” she shouted, struggling in the stranger’s grip. “No—let me go! Don’t touch me!”

      “I’ve had specimens wake early before but I’ve never had one try to crawl out of the nutrient bath,” a deep, rumbling voice remarked and the grip on her body tightened.

      Maddy looked up and saw another alien face staring down into her own. But at least this one wasn’t as alien—as frightening—as the first.

      This new person had grayish skin but there were pink undertones to it. His eyes were like glowing gems in his face—like brilliant, sparkling topaz, Maddy thought—but there was no malice in them, only curiosity. He wore his thick black hair in long braids, pulled back from his high forehead and he had sharp, hawk-like features with a knife-blade nose and thin but sensual lips.In fact, except for the gray skin and the glowing bronze eyes, he looked almost human—or he would have if he hadn’t been so enormous.

      He’s bigger than a basketball player, Maddy thought, feeling dazed. Bigger than a professional wrestler! He’s huge!

      And he was currently holding her cradled naked against his broad chest, getting his white coat all smeared with the green slime which still covered her.

      “Too-lug said you were agitated,” he rumbled, looking at her. “Can you understand me? I put translation bacteria into the nutrient bath so we didn’t have to bother with learning each other’s languages before we could communicate.”

      “Who…who are you?” Maddy stared at him wide-eyed.

      “I am Calden of the Jor’gen Kindred,” he replied in a deep, rumbling voice that seemed to vibrate her bones when he spoke.“And may I know what to call you?”

      “I…I’m Maddy. Madeline Harris, I mean,” she said, still feeling dazed.

      He frowned. “Which of those names would you like me to call you? Madeline? Maddy? Or Harris?”

      “Madeline is my first name—that’s what most people call me although friends call me Maddy.” She couldn’t believe she was making introductions with a gray-skinned giant with glowing bronze eyes while he held her naked and covered in green slime against his broad chest as though she was a baby. It was too surreal. Was this some kind of a dream?

      “Then I will call you Madeline,” Calden said formally. “Since we have not known each other long enough to be friends and it is not wise to make friends with one’s specimens anyway.”

      “I’m not a specimen—I’m a person!” Maddy protested. “And why do you look so much different from the first, er, guy who came in here anyway?”

      “That was Too-Lug—he is a Mentat, as are all who live and work on this station except for me. We are dedicated to the pursuit of new information. All knowledge is valuable.”

      He said it as though it was some kind of slogan, Maddy thought—a mantra that he lived and worked by. Not that she cared—she had more important things on her mind at the moment.

      “What am I doing here?” she demanded. “Where’s my ship? Where are the rest of the crew? My husband, Pierce?”

      The huge scientist—if that was what he was—shifted uneasily.

      “I hadn’t thought I would have to have this conversation with you so soon,” he said, frowning. “You really did awaken early.”

      “Tell me!” Maddy insisted. “And…and put me down. I’m naked—I need to get this slime off me and then I need some clothes.”

      “Forgive me. I was not respectful of your privacy because my past specimens have not required such consideration.”

      He talked like Spock from the old Star Trek show her dad had loved, Maddy thought distractedly. But he still hadn’t put her down or answered her questions.

      “The rest of my crew,” she said again. “Where are they?”

      Calden sighed. “I do not know an easy way to say this so I must be blunt. From what we can gather, your ship went through a wormhole and came out the other side into an asteroid field. We surmise that it must have collided with one or more of the asteroids because it was ripped in two. We found only the back half of it—you were the only specimen collected by the droids, other than the frozen animal embryos and plants.”

      “Stop calling me a specimen!” Maddy exclaimed. “And are you really saying that I’m the only survivor…that no one else is left? That they’re all…all…dead?”

      The word would scarcely pass her lips. She felt sick saying it. So many people! Pierce, of course—they had grown apart but she’d been trying like hell to put them back together. And there was also Ana, the head biologist, who was becoming a good friend. She had the kindest way about her and she often asked Maddy to come have a cup of tea with her, even though she didn’t have much in her personal stores. Laurence, the engineering officer, had been funny and could always make her laugh and of course Captain Judith had been wonderful—so strong and sure of herself—she always inspired confidence. And so many, many more. Gone. Just…gone.

      Maddy began to shiver, as much from shock as from the cold slime that was drying to a sticky glue on her skin. She had left Earth and most of the people she loved behind hoping to start a new life. And now that life had been ripped from her, along with everyone she knew. It was too much—just too much.

      “G-gone,” she whispered, her teeth chattering. “Th-they’re all g-gone. I’m the only one l-left.”

      Calden’s topaz eyes widened as he regarded her, still cradled in his arms. “You’re shivering—you’re going to start going into hypothermia. I must put you back in the nutrient bath to warm up.”

      He started to lift her back into the tank but Maddy clung to him, pressing herself to his broad chest.

      “No!” she gasped, blinking back tears. “Please, not back in there! I can’t.”

      “But you’re really not ready to be out,” he protested. Still, he stopped trying to put her back in the tank and carried her out of the sliding door instead. They came out into another room, this one equipped with what looked like a shower stall at the far end. At least, it was a large rectangular space that was covered in strange blue-green tiles that looked like scales and there was a drain in the middle of the floor. It, like everything else in the room, seemed to be built for someone Calden’s size which reinforced her feeling of being a child in an adult-sized house. It was very disorientating.

      When they got to the shower area, Calden put her down gently and began fiddling with some knobs and buttons located on the wall.

      “Where…what…what are you going to do to me?” Maddy wrapped her arms around herself, feeling smaller than ever now that he had put her down. He was just so huge—nine feet tall at least, she estimated. The size difference made her feel like a kid being confronted by an adult—her head only came up to his elbow and she wasn’t short. In fact, at five-ten, she’d always felt like she was too tall. Now she wished she was a little taller so she wouldn’t feel so little and defenseless.Not that a few inches more in height would have made any difference. Not when Calden was a freaking giant.

      “Relax,” he rumbled. “I’m just going to rinse the nutrient bath off of you and warm you up some.”

      He detached a wide silver nozzle at the end of a long, snaky silver hose and pressed a button on the blue and green tiles of the wall.

      At once a powerful jet of warm water spurted out, nearly knocking Maddy over.

      “Whoa!” she gasped, feeling like she’d been hit with a fire hose. She staggered backwards under the intense water pressure, her feet, still slick with slime, slipping and skidding all over the place.

      “Oh, forgive me!” Calden quickly made some adjustments and the water pressure lessened considerably. “I am not used to having such delicate…” He hesitated. “Such small, delicate people, as yourself to look after,” he finished at last.

      Well, at least he hadn’t called her a specimen again, Maddy thought dully. Not that it really mattered. She was still trying to wrap her head around the idea that everyone in the Kennedy was dead except for her and now she was stuck in a weird alien science station or research facility or whatever this place with its slime tanks and oversized furnishings and fire hose showers was.

      “I’m not that small,” she muttered rebelliously. “You’re just really big.”

      “The Jor’gen Kindred are thirty percent larger than most humanoid species,” he agreed, conversationally. “It is one reason we have difficulty finding females to mate with.”

      Sudden horror came over Maddy.

      “Is that why you saved me and put me in your slime tank to, uh, defrost?” she demanded. “To mate with me?”

      She was suddenly aware all over again of the fact that she was naked—naked and dripping wet and still mostly covered with slime which couldn’t be very attractive but then again, who knew what this huge gray giant with his glowing bronze eyes found attractive? She tried to cover herself with her mostly useless hands and started to back away from him.

      Calden seemed to understand her horror because his eyes widened.

      “No! No, of course not,” he exclaimed quickly. “I will never take a mate—it is forbidden here aboard the Mentat station. I wanted only to study you—and to see if you could give me information about the other specimens from your home world we found in the wreckage of your ship—some of which are already growing.”

      “Study me?” A new fear came into her mind. “Are you planning to cut me up? Dissect me like a frog in a biology lab?”

      Calden looked horrified.

      “I do not know what a frog is but I promise, I would never harm you, Madeline” He sighed. “Forgive me—I fear I am not doing an adequate job reassuring you. I’ve never had a specimen—er person—that I could talk to before.”

      “You might as well call me a specimen,” Maddy said dully. “For all I know, I’m the only human left alive anywhere. I guess that makes me something to study.”

      “Was your planet destroyed?” Calden asked gently. He began to run the stream of water over her again as he spoke and to Maddy’s relief, some of the slime started coming off. She tried to help the process along by rubbing herself but her hands still didn’t want to work right so she wasn’t very effective.

      “It was about to be,” she said, remembering the dark, awful days when the invaders came. “By a race that called themselves ‘The Scourge.’ Our government had been preparing an expedition to go out and seek new Earth-like planets for the human race to live on. They sped up the schedule and got us launched and away before the Scourge could stop us. We got away but then…then…” She frowned. “I can’t remember what happened—what’s wrong with my memories?”

      “They’ll come back to you in time,” Calden assured her.

      “Are you sure no one else made it?” Maddy asked, feeling the lump in her throat again. “No one else from my ship? Ana or Laurence or…or Pierce?”

      “Pierce was your mate?” Calden’s deep voice was neutral.

      “Yes.” Maddy nodded, her dripping hair flinging green slime with the action. Though the stuff he called “nutrient bath” seemed to be coming off her skin, it stuck to her hair stubbornly.

      “And I suppose you loved him very much. I am…sorry for your loss,” Calden murmured.

      “No,” Maddy said bluntly, too emotionally overwrought to keep her thoughts to herself. “No, I didn’t love him. But I was trying to love him. I’d like to think we were trying to love each other.”

      Calden frowned. “Forgive me but I don’t understand. I have never had a romantic relationship myself—is it necessary to try to love someone?”

      “Sometimes it is,” Maddy said and sighed. “We
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