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      Kozav found his mate and then he lost her. Now it’s time to hunt…

      Grace Hall is a nurse, not a doctor. But when five Preor warriors are brought to the emergency room and the doctors don’t do a darn thing for them, she steps forward. Sure, they are aliens with massive wings who turn into dragons whenever they wish, but they still look human-ish. One particular warrior draws her more than the others. His teal wings, muscular body, and pain-glazed eyes have her bouncing between two desires—needing his touch and desperation to heal him. When she’s filled with the knowledge to treat the males, Grace gets to work. She’s going to save the Preor males, even if it kills her. When she loses consciousness after healing them, she realizes it just might.

      Kozav sen Aghin, Primary Warrior of the Preor Third Fleet, wakes weaker than a hatchling on the Preor battleship. He’s fully healed yet plagued by a feeling that something is wrong. And something is… Kozav found his mate on Earth and she was left behind—alone and unprotected. Unacceptable. Kozav still carries the guilt for his actions during the great conflict and he is determined not to fail so greatly again. The curvaceous, green-eyed, dark haired human female is his to protect, his to claim and his to keep.

      When danger intrudes and someone attempts to take Grace from his life, Kozav is prepared to do whatever it takes to bring Grace back to his side. Even if it means killing one of his own. Or will it be Kozav with a sword through his chest? For Grace’s sake, he hopes not.
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      Grace would probably lose her job if she stabbed the woman in the eye. That knowledge didn’t lessen her desire to do the aforementioned stabbing, though. Nope. Her fingers itched to change her grip on the pen, tighten her hold, and then stab, stab, stab.

      She swallowed hard and pushed back her irritation. It wasn’t the woman’s fault. Deep breath. Or even her mate’s fault. Another deep breath. Nah, the problem was with Grace. Envy turned her into a violent bitch. Not homicidal, thankfully, but a bitch none the less.

      A sappy sigh drew her focus, pulling her thoughts away from the need to pluck out the chick’s eyeballs and back to the task at hand. Mainly, verifying the match. As a Senior Mating Representative, it was her responsibility to verify matches via a handy-dandy checklist and out-process the new, happy couple.

      Screw it, she was a glorified cashier. And not even a well-paid one. She got minimum wage to perch behind a desk in her agency provided skirt suit with a smile on her face while she wished mates well on their way out the door.

      Not before greasing the Intergalactic Mating Agency’s palm first, though. The IMA did a lot of good… for a price. Overhead, right?

      Another sound, this one more of a hum, and Grace lifted her head, not even a bit surprised at what she found. The couple—a human woman and her blue-skinned Bellatani mate—were wrapped around each other. Like, literally. The Bellatani had four arms that he used to stroke and pet his new mate. A hand disappeared beneath her skirt while two others worked on the buttons of her blouse and then that fourth disappeared… somewhere.

      Now was the time to put a stop to it and not just because she was jealous. IMA had a clear policy about mating during outprocessing.

      Grace cleared her throat. “Ahem.”

      One of the two moaned.

      “Aaaa. Hemmm.”

      The moaned response was longer that time. The woman shifted in place and Grace realized the Bellatani’s missing hand was on his pants, fighting to free his erect length.

      Yeah, she wasn’t going to ogle an off-worlder. Not today. She normally worked in mating intake, which was fine, but today the girl who handled exit interviews was out, which meant Grace had to step in and… she was not a voyeur.

      She reached for a nearby tablet, one of the older thicker models that was kept around for just this purpose. Sure, it worked just fine and could access agency data, but its true purpose was for…

      She lifted the hunk of plastic and metal and dropped it to the desk. Boom.

      (It really was big.)

      The woman squeaked, the Bellatani roared and Grace smiled. At least she had their attention.

      Long, pale fangs unfolded from the alien’s mouth and Grace held it together, not flinching when he hissed. Bellatani talked a good game but generally didn’t touch a female that did not belong to them. Not in anger or passion. Which meant she wasn’t scared. Much.

      “Hello, I’m Senior Mating Representative Hall. Congratulations on your match. I just have a few forms to complete before you two can get on your way and enjoy your new lives together.”

      The Bellatani still glared, the woman blushed, and Grace flicked her finger across the desk to display the first—of many—form. “Now, sir, if you’ll place your palm here…”

      And so it went. One couple in, ten thousand credits collected, one happy couple out. Over and over again.

      She reminded herself she was happy for all the others who matched. Really, for the most part, she was happy. Except when she got home at night, said good-bye to her mother’s carer and then watched her mom sleep. Sleep that would be interrupted by bouts of coughing or bone-shaking shivers around one and again at four.

      Last night had been bad and the morning hadn’t shaped up any better. To top it off, she had two long shifts. First at the Intergalactic Mating Agency and then she had to head to…

      More moaning.

      Dammit, they were going at it again. She should have remembered that about the race. The second they encountered their mate, it was all about getting horizontal and they didn’t care where or when. Vertical could work because many of their males were extremely strong. Plus, they had the extra arms thing going on.

      Grace picked up the tablet and dropped it, the three of them repeating the same events from moments before. She ignored the hiss she received and kept her attention on the human woman. “If you’ll first place your palm here, confirming your willingness to mate with…” she glanced down at the now-flickering tablet. “Riz’ta Sico’rolqir, we can get you two out of here.”

      Beings matched with off-worlders had to agree to leave the planet. No print, no mating.

      The woman slammed her hand down, shaking the desk with the force, before plastering her lips on her new alien mate.

      “Great, if you two have any questions, feel free to call the eight hundred—”

      They vanished from sight, ignoring her completely. And really, it was good that they didn’t stick around. Her next shift four blocks over started in ten minutes and she still had to change and get to work. She pressed a few buttons and her station powered down, screens going blank while the entry and exit doors locked. She hefted her bag over her shoulder, grunting with the weight. The duffel held her world. Uniforms, toiletries, and books if she had a break at any point and had time to study. Study times were few and far between but she always held out hope. She’d better her education. She’d earn more money. She’d be able to—

      A low beep from the internal office door notified her of a visitor. When the panel slid away without her auditory response, she knew exactly who’d come to visit. In strolled her boss, Michael Sethton—creep and sexual harassment lawsuit waiting to happen. Too bad she didn’t have the balls to blow the whistle. Mainly because she needed the job. She couldn’t afford to lose it and it was more than the money she’d miss out on.

      So, she dealt with him.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Sethton.”

      He grunted and gave her a small curl of his lip. She wasn’t sure if it was a leer or a snarl, but it didn’t matter all that much. She was disgusted by him regardless.

      “I thought I asked you to call me Michael.” He strolled forward, gradually moving into her space and not stopping until mere inches separated them. “Grace,” he whispered her name, leaning in as he released the word with a breath.

      She fought the urge to gag. Because gagging led to vomiting and vomiting on her boss probably wouldn’t go over well. But really, would it kill him to chew on a sanitooth tablet after eating onions? “Right,” she rasped and swallowed hard, pushing back the bile. “Sorry. Michael.” Yeah, she was so gonna spew. “Good afternoon.”

      He hummed, gaze darting around the room, missing nothing, and finally landing on the strap of her duffel. “Going somewhere?”

      “Work.” She gave him a strained, tight smile.

      “You’re at work.”

      “And now I have to go to my other job. My shift today was until—”

      “I know when your shift ended,” he curled his lip. “Why do you continue demeaning yourself in that… place.”

      Demeaning herself? That was demeaning herself and her job at IMA wasn’t? Delusional, party of one.

      He wouldn’t understand and she wasn’t about to explain it to him. Again. So she gave him an excuse he could understand. “The more money I can save—”

      “I already said I’d,” he stroked her bare arm, fingertips ghosting over her skin as a shiver of repulsion overtook her, “take care of you—”

      She pretended he hadn’t interrupted her. “The more I can do for my mother.”

      “And your mother.” He removed his touch and waved his hand away as if taking care of her mom was nothing. As if it didn’t cost half her credits each month.

      “Unfortunately, I can’t take you up on that offer.”

      Michael was whip fast when he needed to be. He wrapped his meaty fingers around Grace’s bicep, squeezing tightly until she winced. “Do you think you’re too good for me?”

      Yes. Yes, she was.

      “Of course not. I’m just independent. You know that. I want to do things myself. I don’t want to be a burden to anyone.” She fluttered her lashes and widened her smile. Her comm beeped, letting her know it was time to hit the streets if she wanted to make it to work on time. The cash from IMA was nice, but that wasn’t why she kept the job. Intake at IMA gave her opportunities other places didn’t. The check from her other job kept them fed. “And now it’s time for me to go.”

      “I’m not done,” he growled.

      “Then we can finish this tomorrow. I really have to go.”

      “I don’t like independent,” he said the word as if it was a curse, “women.”

      And I don’t like you. So we’re even.

      But she didn’t say that no matter how much she wanted to. Mainly because her comm beeped once more, the tone insistent.

      Grace skirted around her boss and bolted for the door. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Mr. Sethton!”

      She didn’t bother to wait for a response.

      The second she hit the hallway, she broke into a run, racing down the long stretch and to the side exit. She hit the door at a brisk pace, sending it swinging wide, and she burst onto the busy sidewalk. She turned right and then left, passing another couple of blocks until finally jogging onto her street. When sirens reached her ears, the familiar flash of lights filling the area, she doubled her speed.

      Whatever had just come in, came in hot and needy.

      Her comm buzzed, but these tones told her it was all hands on deck and she needed to get her ass moving.

      She did exactly that, hefting her bag higher on her shoulder and putting on speed. She bolted around pedestrians, knocking more than one aside when they just wouldn’t move their asses. People were dying and these dicks were sipping their quaranta mocha half-caff whatever drinks.

      She didn’t have time for them. Not when someone needed her. By the time she’d reached the building, she’d already pushed her IMA attitude from her mind and adopted the one she needed next.

      Grace burst through the double doors of East Fortuna Medical and right into… chaos.
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      Grace didn’t pause in her stride, gaze surveying the emergency room intake with a quick glance while she rushed to the nurse’s station. She whipped her bag off her shoulder and tossed it over the desk, uncaring where it landed on the other side.

      “What do we got?” Five sets of eyes swung to her, faces white and pale. Her team, normally on the ball and ready to roll, looked more than a little shell-shocked. She clapped her hands, snapping them out of whatever daze captured them. “Well? Who’s dying first? Move it, people.”

      At East Fortuna, she was in control. There was no jealousy or heartache, no boss hitting on her. Simply work. Work that was damned satisfying. Hard work. Long hours. But still work. Work that made her money she could tuck away for her mother’s care.

      Grace’s right hand—Brooke—spoke up first, running through what had the emergency room in an uproar. “Three hovobikes against five Preor. E-meds brought them all here. Surgeons are on the humans, but no one knows what the hell to do with the Preors.”

      “Leave the name of the E-meds on my desk.” God save her from fucking idiots and God help the E-meds when she was done with them. If they weren’t going to take an alien Preor to Preor Tower, the least they coulda done was drop them at Ujal Station Tau on the beach. They’d be able to actually help them.

      “When is Preor med getting here?” She strode to the end of the high counter, reached around and snatched two gloves from the box along with a stack of gowns. One bonus to treating Preors instead of humans was that the Preors couldn’t catch human diseases and humans couldn’t catch theirs. She’d change gloves as often as necessary and keep cross-contamination to a minimum, but sterile procedures could take a backseat for the moment. “What curtains?”

      “Hovobikes are in one through—”

      “No, the Preors.” Hovobike assholes were being taken care of by doctors. The Preors weren’t. Oh, her staff probably did what they could, but they were staff. Without a guiding hand—or a screaming boss—they tended to flounder and it looked like the Head Nurse from the last shift hadn’t stuck around until Grace arrived. These guys were smart but unsure a lot of times.

      “Here.” Brooke gestured down the long hallway to the five curtains closed at the very end. Grace shook her head and Brooke whispered a few more words. “Everyone’s afraid of them.”

      Okay, in all honesty, Grace could understand some of the hesitation to tangle with a Preor. The Ujal, when they first came to Earth, had been weird enough. They were humanoid aliens that turned into—essentially—mermen in ocean waters. They’d arrived with a bargain, let them live in Earth’s seas and they’d clean up the environment. Win-win since the planet was steadily turning into an inhabitable blob.

      Unfortunately, that offer had come too late for Grace’s mother.

      She yanked her mind away from that thought. No dwelling. She had a job to do—fix Preors.

      Preors were extremely different from humans and yet somehow the same. They walked on two legs, had two arms, and their faces were similar, but they also had two dragon’s wings. And could sorta turn into dragons. And by sorta, she meant that they did turn into dragons. So… yeah.

      Now she had five in her emergency room that needed care.

      She glanced over her shoulder, meeting the stares of her staff. “Glove up. We got shit to do.”

      “But the doctors—” The newest nurse, whose name Grace couldn’t remember, tried to speak, but she cut the woman off.

      “The doctors are tending the humans and we’re all the Preors have.”

      “We don’t know their biology.”

      Grace nearly rolled her eyes. “They can mate with humans. I’m operating under the assumption that they’re not so different we can’t stick a needle in their skin or press a nanopad to a bleeding wound.” She snapped her fingers. “Let’s do this, people.”

      She didn’t wait to see if they did as ordered. They’d listen. They’d help. They’d heal.

      Except when Grace whipped open the first curtain, she wondered if her mind was writing checks her medical knowledge couldn’t cash.

      So much blood. Flesh torn from bone. A wing at an odd angle.

      She didn’t make eye contact with the patient. Not when she needed to eval the others. Squeaking steps on tile reached her ears, the pace increasing with every heartbeat. Good, they were moving.

      “Brooke, take curtain four. Assume human anatomy and give me a list of what we’ve got!” She wrenched on the next curtain, exposing yet another Preor. He looked bruised and battered, but no visible signs of bleeding. “Get me imaging down here. Color’s not good.” Though green could be a thing for Preors. “Carla, triage.”

      And on she went, flinging curtains aside, giving each male a cursory glance before moving to the next. She was doing well, too.

      Until she got to the last one. The one occupied by a teal Preor. She hadn’t noticed the colors of the other men, but this one… caught her attention. Dark blue-green hair, crystal-like, pale wings, and shimmering teal scales that slithered over his skin. She noticed something else, too.

      The blood that poured from a chest wound and the pain-laced eyes that collided with hers.

      “Grace, this one’s got four lungs and two spleens? I think,” Carla called out to her. “I think there’s internal bleeding in… somewhere.”

      Grace approached the wounded male. Not man because Preors were males. How did she know that?

      “Grace I think I found the lung that’s punctured and maybe one of his spleens? But—”

      “Lungs are called luuq. If it’s only one, he’ll be fine until the healers can get here,” she responded without hesitation, no doubt in her mind that a Preor’s lungs were called luuq and that they could survive without one or two until assistance came. Losing three was tricky but as long as they didn’t shift or try to fly, they’d be fine. “Focus on his spleen—ewae. If both are damaged, we need to prep him for surgery.”

      “Grace…” Brooke’s tone was timid, soft.

      Grace didn’t spare her a glance, not when she drew nearer to the downed… she narrowed her eyes and stared at the straps that crossed his chest, at the insignia on the one that laid over his right shoulder. The Preor Primary Warrior.

      How…

      She didn’t have time for questions. Really. Not when the male on the bed jerked and twitched, eyes closing while a deep moan escaped his lips. She stopped hesitating and went into action, reaching for safety scissors from a nearby tray as she approached. “Help me strip him. I don’t like the look of his leg and color’s changing.”

      And not in a good way.

      Grace whispered the warrior’s blessing while she snipped his chest straps. She still wasn’t addressing the fact that she knew Preor. Or that if someone removes a warrior’s straps, they should say the blessing in honor of the warrior.

      She peeled one katoth strap away and then the other, blood flowing freely from a wound that’d been hidden by the tanned hide.

      “I need a kit over here and a dozen NPs!” Possibly more than a dozen nanopads. She ran her fingers along his side, feeling the ridges and textures that made a Preor’s body different than a human’s. “Fuck. Something punctured one of his…” what was the word for kidney? “koiy and it needs to come out. Someone scrub up.”

      “Nurse Hall?” Ugh. Doc Dick. “We have patients who need your care.”

      “What do you think I’m doing?”

      She could practically feel his revulsion ripple through the air, caressing her with its sticky, disgusted fingers. He didn’t consider the Preors “patients.”

      Her assumption was confirmed with his next words. “Human patients.”

      Grace spun on him, curling her lip at the doctor who ruled the ER with a speciesist iron fist. Well, not today. Something inside her gave her the strength to deny him. She was probably losing her job anyway since she was a nurse and not a doctor, but she couldn’t allow injured to go untreated.

      “Unless you’re here to help, leave.”

      The doctor straightened his spine and stared down at her. “You are not a surgeon.”

      “No, Dr. Richards, I’m not, but I know a fuck of a lot more than you do right now.” Yeah, she still wasn’t addressing that whole thing. Better to do her job and ask questions later.

      Like how she knew what to do, what to say, where to snip and tug to remove his koiy without damaging the delicate tissues of one of his hyots.

      Without another word to Richards, she returned to her task, calling out orders and getting the team moving once more. The doc stood there, mouth hanging open and eyes widened in surprise.

      Carla wiggled around him, trying to get into the space without dropping her burden and Grace snapped once more. “If you’re not going to help, get out.”

      “You can’t—”

      “Just did.” She held out her right hand, the left gently exploring the area around the largest wound. “Laser scalpel.”

      It appeared. Hell, everything she asked for, appeared: scalpel, sealer, nanopad, and bandaging. She answered questions over one shoulder and then turned and yelled orders over the other.

      The second she finished with the teal Preor, she moved to the next and then the next. They all switched gloves and scrubbed between patients, making sure there wasn’t cross-contamination in any way. The Preors didn’t have blood types in the same way that humans did, but there would be biological reactions to introducing incompatible blood. Infusion of incompatible blood could kill a human; it gave Preors a fever.

      And when she thought of any harm coming to a Preor—her teal Preor—at her hand… She shuddered. She also decided she wasn’t going to address the “her” part of that thought.

      Grace turned from the peach Preor she’d finished working on, the color reminding her of a Tampa sunset. She’d worked through the row in order of severity and he’d be fine. The delicate bones in his wings would have to be set on the Preor ship, but the repair would easily be completed by the ryaapir. Right. The med tables on the ship could repair his wing and that was called a… ryaapir.

      When this was over, she really needed to figure this shit out.

      For now, she shuffled to the next patient, swaying on her feet. Small, firm hands gripped her shoulders, giving her a gentle squeeze before directing her to the next curtain. Carla held her upright, but Brooke laid out what she’d need. The others were there, too. Scurrying around, cleaning up after Grace while she did her job. Fuck that, the doctors’ job.

      When she finally shuffled to a stop beside the last warrior, she gave him a small smile, meeting his pain-glazed eyes. “I’m sorry I took so long to get to you. Let’s see what’s going on.”

      Shouts down the hall reached her, words that were alien, yet not, filling her ears. Dr. Richards’ voice joined in, proclaiming his innocence and blaming everything on Grace.

      If any of your people die, it’s not the fault of this hospital.

      Pussy bastard son of a whore. No, wait, that was an insult to a whore.

      The thud of boots pounding on tile echoed off the hallway’s walls, booming through the space and overriding the monotonous beeps of her machines.

      But she had a patient and no matter the identity of the newcomers, she’d do what she could for him. “Tell me where it hurts.”

      There was just too much blood smeared on him to tell.

      “Nurse Hall!” She ignored Dr. Richards. “I demand you—”

      His voice cut off suddenly and she almost thanked whoever silenced the man.

      “Healer Hall?” The tone was respectful—strong without being condescending or irritating. Considering other people merely breathing inched into her “fuck off and die” irritation zone, that was saying something.

      The patient under her care reached for her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “I am well, Healer Hall. Our healers can assist me now.”

      She slowly turned, balance a little iffy at that point. She wasn’t sure how long she’d rushed around or how long she’d fought off the speciesist human doctors, but she sure as hell felt the exhaustion dragging at her. A Master Healer stood before her with a few other second and third healers lined up behind them. Yes, they could more than care for her patients.

      Of course, instead of thanking them for coming or updating them on the status of each male, she insulted them. “Took you fucking long enough.”

      Then she passed out.
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      Kozav’s first thought upon waking was that if it would not cause an intergalactic incident, he would challenge those sons of a katoth to a battle to the death. They’d flown through Preor airspace without care and taken down his warriors. He recalled Detzan colliding with one of the osri—assholes—and the snap of a wing. The rest was lost in the clouds of pain and falling.

      He groaned and tested his body, searching for lingering pain. His skin was tight, muscles stiff, and his wings ached, but no worse. The healers had performed their tasks well.

      Except, his head. His head pounded in time with his heartbeat. He turned it and grunted with the new rush of throbbing pain. His mind remained clouded, covered in the early mist of morning as if Earth fog filled the area. His vision was blurred and he wondered if he’d hit his head harder than the healers believed. He should be nearly healed by the ryaapir, but his sight remained elusive.

      He shook his head once more, attempting to clear it of the lingering shroud, and grunted louder. What in the skies was wrong with him?

      The sound of someone’s approach echoed through his head and he winced, moaning with each step as they neared. A brisk touch pulled on his eyelids, exposing his eyes to the room’s bright light, and he wrenched away.

      Now he exposed himself as the weak dragonlet he was. Kozav’s jerk sent his stomach rising and his body rolling. The momentum combined with his weakness sent him over the edge of the platform and falling to the hard, metal plating beneath. He was not even able to catch himself on his hands and knees and tumbled into a heap.

      “Primary Warrior?” One of the first healers, Yeem? Yazen? Yofol? Kozav could not remember. He would simply call the male “healer.” “Would you like assistance?”

      Like? No. Was it necessary? It seemed so. But first he would try to rise on his own. Remaining in a sick bed was not a way for a warrior to heal. He pulled one arm close and then the other, getting them beneath him. He pressed up, shuddering when his arms straightened. He worked on his knees next, thankful he was able to stabilize himself.

      His next step was to reach for the platform. He managed to get one hand on the edge, clutching the med table and using that grip to pull himself upright.

      For a moment.

      He stumbled to the left and then slumped to the right, managing to rest his upper body on the platform.

      Still Yeem-Yazen-Yofol kept his distance. Smart.

      “What,” Kozav rasped, his dry throat scratching when he tried to talk. “Happened? Why…” Did he feel like a dragonlet recovering from a bout of the tantalakian flu?

      “You have remained unconscious longer than the others, Primary Warrior. The humans were questioned but the female who treated you was unavailable to speak with us. Can you describe your symptoms?”

      Everything is broken did not seem like the response he desired. “Head aches. Body aches. Everything… aches.”

      “Her repairs were adequate if crude. We scanned you and found no evidence of continued injury. Is there a specific location that requires attention?” More steps, more pounding in Kozav’s head. “Your blood has been analyzed nine times and we did not find any explanation for your continued unconsciousness. Primary Healer Whelon has ordered a tenth test using one of the backup analyzers in the hold.”

      As Taulan would say, he did not give a flying fekh about backup analyzers.

      “Since you have awakened, we can discuss your symptoms and discover your illness.” The beep of the healer’s tablet had Kozav wincing.

      Yes, he would love to know what was wrong with him. Then they could fix whatever—

      Knowing.

      Kozav’s stomach heaved, the word coming from a stranger—but not—inside his head.

      “Are you feeling cool in a warmed room?”

      Could he have experienced the Knowing while unconscious?

      “No.”

      “Are you feeling warm in a cool room?”

      Where did he meet her? When?

      “No.”

      “Are you feeling sickened by food?”

      Had he claimed her? He would have recalled such a thing, surely.

      “Primary Warrior?” Yeem-Yazen-Yofol tried for his attention once more but Kozav was still too preoccupied with the Knowing.

      The Knowing. The genetic memory of his people. It was too much for a single Preor to shoulder, which was why it didn’t appear until a Preor found his mate. Together, they could handle the full weight of the knowledge imparted.

      Kozav’s wings fluttered in agitation, his body urging him to move while his mind attempted to process the thoughts; tried to process the information flooding his head.

      The Knowing persisted—and it was the Knowing—leaving him unable to do no more than breathe. This feeling would only get worse with each passing second. The Knowing gave him a list of problems associated with being separated from his mate and a cold sweat broke out over his flesh.

      Madness for a Preor, but the last item in the list of consequences gave him the strength to stand upright.

      Death.

      A non-Preor mate could not survive without the support of a Preor when the Knowing struck.

      He swayed slightly on his feet but did not fall. Barely.

      “How long have I been on the ship?”

      “Approximately ten Earth hours, Primary Warrior.”

      “Ten hours since I was injured,” he murmured. Ten Earth hours. Was she still alive? Yes. Yes, she was. The Knowing still flooded him, so she had to still be breathing, her heart beating. But how badly did she suffer? The Knowing answered the question for him—greatly.

      “No, Primary Warrior. You were injured sixteen Earth hours ago.”

      “I was on the surface—injured—and no one came to me? My warriors?” His warriors. He was so concerned for himself, for his mate, he should have—no. Females came before all else.

      “Your injuries were the worst. The others recovered well. You and Warrior Detzan live because of Earth Healer Hall.”

      “Healers on Earth are called doctors. Dr. Hall assisted us?”

      Yeem-Yazen-Yofol frowned and flicked through his datapad, finger scraping on the surface and sending a bolt of agony through Kozav’s mind. The longer he remained awake—and separated from his mate—the worse his symptoms would become. He prayed to the skies he got to his mate before she was damaged beyond healing.

      “Records indicate her Earth title to be Nurse, but she performed a surgery on Warrior Detzan that impressed even Master Hea—”

      He did not care. Nurse or doctor, the male would answer his questions. He would tell Kozav of every person who came near while he remained dead to the world around him.

      Kozav would find his mate. And this Hall would assist him.
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      Kozav would destroy the building itself if someone did not answer his questions. His head pounded in time with his rising heart rate and the urge to unsheathe his blades and run them through one of these humans grew with every breath.

      “Where. Is. Hall?” One more denial and blood would be spilled. His fingers tingled with the urge to bare his claws, to show these healers who—what—they faced.

      Preors did not do well without their mates. Considering he’d never expected to find one, deserve one after what he’d done in his past, he would not lose her now.

      “I don’t know who you think you are—” A short, hairless man stepped forward, his round belly leading the way, and he looked to be no more than forty Earth years. To be so weak at such a young age… lazy. Purely lazy. It disgusted Kozav to speak with someone so weak. He had three hundred ninety-four years beneath his wings and still trained heavily.

      When his skull did not feel as if it would split in two.

      “I am Kozav sen Aghin.” He stepped forward and towered over the human. “Primary Warrior of the Third Preor Fleet, second only to War Master Taulan joi Lana Coburn and you will answer my questions.”

      He widened his stance, spreading his wings while he crossed his arms. The man would see who he denied, would see the danger he faced. While Kozav did not slide his blades free, his long-time friend, Detzan, did. The gleaming metal came into sight from Kozav’s right side and then another’s—Choler, the ship’s Negotiate Master—appeared on his left. It surprised him that the normally cool-headed male interceded, but it should not. A mate for a Preor was a treasured gift. Denying a male that joy would not be tolerated.

      Even a Negotiate Master could lose his head. Now utter silence reigned.

      This Hall doctor repaired Choler’s injuries as well, managing to save his damaged ewae.

      The quick clip of solid shoes on the smooth flooring broke through the unending quiet, a new man approaching from behind the lazy one in front of him. He dressed in what humans called a soo-t. A form of dress that usually meant he felt himself to be important.

      Kozav would wait and see.

      When the newcomer finally stopped, he turned a smile on Kozav. He hated the man already. The expression was fake and dripped with gorsch. He could not think of the human word, only that it was disgusting and smelled horrible. “I understand we have a problem. Perhaps you gentlemen—”

      “We are Preor,” Detzan snapped out the words.

      “And we do not have a problem. Bring us Dr. Hall or we will locate him ourselves.” Kozav would destroy the building in the process.

      The man’s expression did not waver. “We don’t have a Dr. Hall on staff. It’s possible you have the wrong hosp—”

      “I think he’s talking about Grace.” A woman stepped out of a nearby room, easing from the shadows. “The doctors wouldn’t treat you guys and she’s the only one who took care of you all.“

      “You won’t say another word, Nurse Butler. You will not open up this hospital to—”

      Kozav stopped listening to the man and turned to the female. “Nurse Butler…”

      “Carla,” she corrected him.

      He rolled her name on his tongue, determined to remember it when he made his report and recommended her a commendation. She stood tall against the men, beneath their anger. Despite her trembling, she was a strong human female.

      “Carla, tell me of Grace. Grace Hall?”

      And he listened to the female’s hesitant words, watched as she cringed away from the suited man and round one. He did not think when he acted, merely responded to her distress. He shifted his stance, widening his wings as he stepped between the two men and her trembling body. When he got close, her scent infused him, but he smelled something else as well. An aroma that called to him and resonated with his soul. The Knowing surged, as if the blood memory wished to embrace the flavors. This human had been near his mate.

      He lost track of her words, focusing only on that scent. “Where have you been recently?” he interrupted her. Carla jerked and he softened his voice. He’d forgotten what it was like to be around females. “Who have you touched recently?”

      “My shift ended a couple of hours ago, but I stayed because I’ve been worried about Grace.” She gestured down the hallway. “I was in her room.”

      “Show me.” He gently reached for her hand, hating the tremors that continued to plague her. The protective part of his soul raged on her behalf.

      “Nurse Butler, you will not—”

      A third and then fourth blade appeared, and Kozav continued to ignore the annoying humans. This Grace helped not only Choler and Detzan, but Rendan and Vende as well. All four refused to remain behind when they’d discovered his purpose.

      He kept his wings spread, using them to herd the others out of their path while he allowed Carla to lead him. The farther they traveled, the more his pain receded. As if the closer he drew, the less he felt the Knowing’s agonizing effects. Would his mate be feeling the same way? His… Grace?

      They moved farther along the hall, his steps shortening to match hers. She was a tiny female and he wondered if she would perhaps match with one of the males on his ship. She would be a strong addition to the Preor race and he would bring her to War Master Taulan’s attention when Kozav returned with his female. No, he would approach the War Mistress Lana. She would ensure that Carla was cared for as well as convince the War Master it was his own idea and not hers nor Kozav’s.

      From War Mistress Lana, he’d learned Earth females could be sneaky. He hoped his female was the same. She would be a joy to try and outmaneuver.

      “She’s in here.” Carla gestured to a door on the right and he ushered her into the darkened room. Shadows filled every corner, the only light coming from one that shined above the single, occupied bed. What small pain he still experienced vanished with his first sight of Grace Hall. His head no longer throbbed, unnatural weight no longer smothered his shoulders, and all remaining aches fled his body.

      She was his mate. His one.

      “She alone repaired us?”

      “The nurses helped, but she performed the necessary surgeries. The doctors wouldn’t assist her and she refused to give up.” Carla shook her head. “I don’t know how she knew about your anatomy and I know she’s never worked surgery. Her focus is emergency care, but she knew what she was doing. Grace worked on you five until your own healers showed up.” Carla stepped from beneath his wing and approached the bed. Kozav followed in her wake. “That’s when she collapsed.”

      Kozav swallowed hard, refusing to acknowledge the painful emotion that clogged his throat. “What is her illness?”

      “They think it’s just exhaustion. She works two jobs and came on shift right after you were brought in. Vitals are good, and she’s hydrated. Imaging doesn’t show any internal injuries or swelling anywhere. She just passed out as soon as the healers arrived.”

      No, she did not simply “pass out.” The Knowing did this to her. It must have struck when she began her work and it supplemented her knowledge, allowing her to repair them. It flooded her with unknown memories without his support and now she lay unconscious. His female fought the Knowing’s weight long enough to treat them and then was swallowed by its pressure.

      Shaa kouva… His beloved.

      “Primary Warrior Kozav?” Detzan’s voice drew his attention and he turned to face his friend. “Orders?”

      “We will transport my mate to medical.” And once the healers confirmed she would be well, he would place her in his quarters, in his bed, until she woke.

      Because she would wake. Kozav would allow nothing less.
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      The room didn’t smell like the hospital. When Grace opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling, she decided it definitely didn’t look like the hospital either. Smooth, dull metal plating replaced the stained ceiling tiles she was used to seeing. The walls were that same silver hue, but the hospital’s cream paint—once white—was gone. A low hum filled her ears, not the rhythmic beep of hospital monitors. It almost sounded like the engine of a hovocar, but deeper, louder and soft at the same time. She wasn’t sure how to explain it. It was just different, weird.

      Since everything was silver—metal—she wondered if she’d been locked up for her actions. She’d operated on several Preor without a license. The last thing she remembered was telling a Preor Master Healer that he took his sweet time. And then… she frowned, trying to pull forward the memories.

      Did their healers finally arrive? Yes. Yes, they had. That’s when her body gave out on her. Her adrenaline disappeared and she just flat out crashed.

      Something prodded her mind, poking and teasing. She closed her lids again, shutting out the light that stabbed her eyes. Wait. She hadn’t passed out from exhaustion or her adrenaline crashing. It was…

      Knowing. The Knowing. It was a Preor… thing, and it was… She hated that the words were slow to come, dragged from her mind like cold molasses. She sensed that she had the answers inside her, but she couldn’t quite catch them. The thoughts danced in and out of reach, teasing her, and the rapid spin had her stomach clenching. Nausea overtook her, drowning the remaining aches in the need to vomit. And God, she hated puking.

      Grace rolled to her side, slowed her breathing and fought to calm her heart. In through the nose and out through the mouth, nice and steady. A clammy sweat broke out on her skin, making her sticky and cold in the strange room. She concentrated on the beat of her heart, the rush of blood in her veins, and the desperate desire to not throw up.

      The new position allowed her to see more of the space—an odd looking chair near the far wall and across from it, a sofa. There was even some sort of weird potted plant in the corner.

      A pwaa tree that closely resembled an Earth palm.

      Another wave of nausea rolled through her stomach. One that had nothing to do with being dizzy or sick and everything to do with the fact that she knew what a pwaa tree was.

      The Knowing…

      The Knowing gave her everything. Every thought, every memory, every bit of research and knowledge gathered by the Preors. It was the race’s genetic memory—blood memory—and only accessible by a mated couple. That was what drove her on Earth’s surface, gave her what she needed to work on those five Preor and save them. The Knowing handed her every detail of Preor physiology. Between that and her medical experience, she’d cared for each one.

      Wait. On Earth’s surface… It was as if she didn’t think she was on the planet any longer… without consciously making that decision? The thoughts were hers yet they weren’t and… of course she was on Earth, wasn’t she?

      No. No, she wasn’t. There was the pwaa tree that could only live on Preor ships or the planet itself. There was the silken aczi sheet that covered her body. The smooth metal walls and seamless doors that humans hadn’t quite managed to construct yet. She lifted the sheet carefully and glanced down her body. And the xina she now wore instead of her uniform or hospital dress. The cloth was nearly weightless but strong—one of the strongest in the galaxy. It always remained clean and fresh no matter its treatment and resisted most blades though it couldn’t do anything for soft tissue damage from a strike. Grace’s outfit was a comfy teal tank top that left her shoulders bare and matching flowing pants that caressed her legs.

      Teal…

      Aquamarine eyes and dark blue-green hair. She remembered that from her panic-stricken race to save the Preor males.

      Now she was a captive. Grace shook her head, pushing away the dizziness that came with the move. She was a captive, but she couldn’t stay that way. She had to get home. She wasn’t sure how long she’d remained at the hospital, but her shift had to be long over. Plus, it was Friday, which meant Ronda left early and her mother—

      Her mother.

      Oh God, what time was it? Ronda left at five and if Grace wasn’t there to take over and her mom had an attack, she’d…

      Panic. Deep, heartfelt panic. All that calming and soothing she’d done for herself vanished, disappearing as if it’d never existed. Whatever was going on, whoever she’d pissed off to end up locked up by the Preors, they needed to take care of her mom. Now.

      A male’s first responsibility was to his mate and by extension, her family. The Knowing’s words weren’t assuring. No warm and fuzzy feelings filled her. Not while her mom was on Earth and Grace was… She glanced around, surveying her surroundings once more. Grace was wherever the hell she was.

      She pushed herself up until she sat on the edge of the bed, legs dangling over the side. Her limbs trembled, muscles twitching with the movements, but she pushed past her body’s response. It wanted her to lay back down. Well, she wanted to get to her mom. Fear and worry drove her, helping her toss aside the aczi and carefully, slowly push to her feet.

      She stretched out her arm, hand braced on a bedside table so she could catch herself the second she thought she was losing her balance. She didn’t have time to spare on hurting herself. She had to get out and get gone. With each passing second, the certainty that her mother needed her desperately grew. The feeling wasn’t logical, she had no proof there was anything wrong, but the emotions were present none the less.

      She’d do whatever it took, whoever it took, to get home.

      No, a tsunami of revulsion swamped her, sucking her breath from her lungs. She could only ever be with her mate. To accept another in her bed would be considered iqi. Shameful. Dishonorable. Not the actions of a mated—

      The Knowing again. That thing she was slowly coming to realize was real and not some weird figment of her imagination. She’d experienced the Knowing at some point during the day and she needed to find her mate before another bout of Knowing sickness struck. The beginnings of a question eased forward, her mind wondering what the Knowing sickness entailed, but she kicked the thought aside before the Knowing could jump in.

      Grace straightened, satisfied when her stomach didn’t attempt to make an appearance. She shuffled toward the small panel set into the far wall that appeared similar to an access pad on Earth—like an identipad. She didn’t think she’d be allowed to leave, but she’d try anyway. She’d be damned if she didn’t get out and get to her mother.

      She leaned against the wall beside the dark square, taking a moment to catch her breath before she attempted another move. She wanted nothing more than to go back to bed, to crawl beneath the aczi and settle in for a quiet night. She’d close her eyes and pretend the day hadn’t happened.

      But Donna Hall waited. Donna who’d grown up in filth and poverty. Donna who’d risked her life by keeping Grace when everyone else in the Hall family told her to get an abortion. Her mom sacrificed a hell of a lot over the years and Grace would do anything for her. Even face down whoever stood on the other side of the door.

      Using the wall to hold her steady, she carefully presses her thumb to the pad, counting the seconds while the computer system decided if she’d be let free or not. She wasn’t too hopeful, but a little glimmer did live in her heart.

      Without warning, the panels slid apart with a soft whoosh, exposing the world beyond her small suite. The area was just as stark and monochrome as the room she occupied; metal on metal on more metal. The walls and ceiling were smooth while the flooring was made of metal grates.

      The heavy resounding thud of boots on the ground vibrated through the air. Great. She peeked her head around the corner, attention sliding up and down the hallway. Empty. Not a soul in sight and as she stood there, the sound of those boots growing fainter. She wasn’t alone, but she wasn’t in danger of immediate discovery either.

      She released the breath she’d been holding and took a second to survey the hall a little closer. That’s when one fact became clear. She wasn’t in a human base or jail or ship or… anything. Not just because the metals used in construction were unfamiliar. Or the fact that the design was different than any she’d ever seen. Or even the presence of the pwaa tree in the corner of the room.

      Nope, it had everything to do with the alien writing on the wall. Alien writing she could read. Preor alien writing she could read that informed her the command deck was to the left and meal hall to the right.

      Grace’s mouth was dry and air whooshed from her lungs, shock striking her with a hard fist while reality kicked her in the ass. She slumped against the wall, knees threatening to give out on her. She was on a Preor ship. She’d done her damnedest to heal those warriors and as payment she’d been hauled to their ship. What the…

      Oh shit. She hadn’t killed one of them, had she? The Knowing had fed her everything she’d needed to know, hadn’t it?

      The thump of someone approaching reached her, reminding her the hallway might be empty at the moment, but she definitely wasn’t alone. If she was going to get out of the room, now was as good a time as any. She glanced to the right, relieved that no one was coming, and then headed left to the command deck. Mr. Teal was the Primary Warrior and he’d either be on the command deck or someone there could tell her where to find him.

      She stepped into the wide hall, marveling at the sheer distance from one wall to the other and then she remembered a Preor’s wings. They’d need plenty of space to walk if two winged males wished to pass each other. Females didn’t have wings since they were meant to care and nurture while the males protected and— She cut the Knowing off at its knees. She didn’t need an explanation of physiology. She got enough of that in the hospital.

      Grace kept her hand on one metal surface while she eased forward, careful where she placed her feet. It only took three steps for her bare soles to protest walking on the grated floor, but there wasn’t much she could do about that. Her mom always told her she could out stubborn a mule when it came to getting what she wanted. Since mules were extinct, Grace would have to trust her mother.

      And maybe she was stubborn. It sure as hell would be easier to sit around and rest, but she refused to sit on her ass and wait in that room until someone remembered her. She needed to get back to Earth—to her mother. Now. Or as close to now as she could get.

      “Female!” A booming voice stretched along the hallway and vibrated through her, shaking her from inside out.

      

      She glanced over her shoulder, spying a Preor male standing no more than fifty feet away. For a split second, she wondered if he was one of the men she’d treated, but she soon realized he was a stranger. She didn’t recognize the amber hair or bright orange wings. Her stomach clenched, fear warring with the nausea that still plagued her. She gagged, body torn in two directions—the need to drop to her knees and puke and the need to run.

      “Halt,” he barked at her as if she’d listen, as if she was a pet. Later she’d puff up with righteous indignation at his tone and word. Now, she just wanted to keep moving. So, she did what humans did best when faced with a troubling situation. She ignored him.

      Unfortunately, that didn’t stop his approach. His pace picked up, turning from a trudging walk into a brisk jog.

      Yeah, she so kept moving.

      “Female!”

      She had a name. At least if he was going to accost her, he should use her name.

      “I order you to halt!”

      Yeah, well, Dr. Richards ordered her not to save Preor lives. Grace was not a good listener. She was a good hurter, though. Because damn her body ached and protested her every step. But determination kept her moving. Determination to get off the ship and get back to Earth, determination to go to her mother, determination not to pass out while accomplishing the first two determinations.

      “Female, if you do not halt, I will be forced…”

      Until that moment, that very second, she hadn’t realized the depths of her trouble. Maybe it was just exhaustion or worry or the weird Knowing thing still pummeling her mind, but she hadn’t quite accepted the ins and outs of being on a Preor ship.

      With Preors.

      Who had wings.

      Who carried swords.

      Who could force her to do whatever they wanted.

      She glanced over her shoulder, watching as he reached behind himself and withdrew two lengths of sharpened metal. Swords this particular Preor warrior decided to unsheathe while he closed in on her. The hall’s light glistened off the honed blades, and any thoughts about her mom, the Knowing, and the ship stopped. Just flat out ceased.

      That was when her survival instincts kicked in. Pain or not, injuries or not, Grace Hall was gonna run her tired ass away as fast as she could. She spun, ignoring the scraping sensation on the bottom of her foot, and bolted down the hallway. She ignored her pursuer’s curse and his increased speed, focusing solely on finding someone who wouldn’t slice and dice her.

      There had to be at least one warrior like that on the ship, right?

      The pounding came closer, his huffing breath growing nearer. “Female.”

      Female. As if she was nothing more than a thing. She’d put her bitch hat on for that comment later. For now, she tried to go faster, tried to put on more speed and strength and… failed spectacularly. But it wasn’t her fault. The Preor at her back fisted her shirt, yanking on it and sending her flying backward through the air. A scream burst from her lips—long, loud, and unending—while she pin wheeled her arms. He wasn’t going to catch her. No, he’d stopped her and then let go. She held out her hands, attempting to catch herself and brace her fall, but she still collided with the grating, the metal digging into her flesh, and banged her head on the hard surface.

      New pain pulsed through her as her body protested its treatment.

      The orange Preor growled, Grace groaned, and above all that… someone roared.
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      Kozav nearly ripped a hole in the doors in an effort to get to Grace, a roar accompanying his fierce need to be at her side. The moment the doors slid apart, he wedged his claw-tipped hands between them and shoved until his body could fit through the space. He had no time to spare for the ship’s condition. He did not care if he destroyed one entry or one hundred. His mate’s scream echoed off the walls. True, it was possible the shout came from another female, but he knew every single one on the ship. Only a couple of Preor males had found mates on Earth so far and only one female accompanied her mate from Preor. This feminine shout was new and strange, and it sent a chill down his spine as it echoed off the walls.

      His mate needed him. Now.

      He tightened his wings against his body, not allowing them to drag on the air while he ran. He raced down the corridor, cursing his position as Primary Warrior. Had he been any other male, he would have remained at Grace’s side, but the ship’s War Mistress Lana was newly bearing and required the War Master Taulan at her side. That left Kozav alone to manage the ship.

      Kozav could not begrudge the male his happiness at impending fatherhood. He simply wished the War Mistress was with young at another time. Any other time than now.

      Another shout and then a groan. Soon other warriors followed in his wake, prepared to fight for the female who yelled with pain and fear. More than one blade was unsheathed, but he kept his strapped to his back until he knew what he faced. His dragon’s fire stirred, blood heating with each pounding step.

      He rounded the last turn to the passage that led to his rooms, and the sight that greeted him had him racing across the metal beneath his feet. He did not hesitate to leap at the male hovering over Grace. Kozav flew through the air, colliding with the warrior and wrapping his arms around the one who dared scare his female.

      They tumbled away from his downed mate, rolling until Kozav landed in the dominant position; straddling the soon-to-be dead warrior. He allowed his nails to lengthen and sharpen with his dragon nature and wrapped one hand around the male’s throat. He pressed the nails of the other against the warrior’s face.

      “Tell me why I should not kill you now.” He followed his demand with a hiss, the sound resonating through the air. The desire to gut the male rode him hard, the need to avenge his mate turned into a physical being that writhed within his chest.

      This was not anger. It was rage.

      His rage grew as the scent of Grace’s blood filled his nose. He hated that his body reacted with arousal, his need to be coated in her scent warring with the need to see to her health and comfort. For now, he would focus on the male.

      “Tell.” Kozav pierced the warrior’s flesh and lowered his face. “Me.”

      The male made the mistake of struggling, driving Kozav’s nails deeper, but his grasp held the younger male steady. Since his captive did not wish to speak, he would question his mate. He breathed deeply, attempting to calm himself, but all that accomplished was bringing him more of her scent. Sweet and metallic. Arousing and enraging at once.

      “Grace?” He turned his head, but his attention remained in tune with his prey. “You are injured?” Kozav focused on one of the nearby males and his gaze collided with Detzan’s. The male’s blades were unsheathed, a white knuckled grip clutching the handles. “Contact medical and have Master Healer—”

      “I’m fine,” she mumbled and remained on the ground, a small hand rubbing her head and brushing her long, dark hair from her eyes. Slowly, agonizingly slowly, she rose from the ground and Kozav got his first look at his mate while she was conscious. He also got his first look at the new injuries on her body and where the blood emerged. Her feet were raw, staining the pale grating with droplets of red.

      He had not thought to secure her footwear, and he accepted that as a failing on his part. Shame suffused him and he resolved to take better care of his female. Hadn’t he learned from past mistakes yet?

      The male beneath him struggled and Kozav tightened his hold. “Tell me your name so I may tell your dam and sire of your death.”

      He would kill this one. His mate was covered in scrapes and bruises, the coloring spreading with each second. Droplets of blood stained her xina and more found its way to her palms.

      Grace sighed and leaned against the wall. She was injured and needed support, but no other Preor came forward to lend her assistance. Good. They could keep their lives. Males were not permitted to touch females that did not belong to them.

      Kozav’s rage twined and burned its way through him, scorching him with its heat and intensity. He wished to destroy this male for touching Grace. Kill every male in the area for even looking at his mate. There were thirty and if he challenged two at a time, it would only take him—

      “He can’t answer if you keep choking him,” Grace rasped the words and Kozav admitted he could not deny her truth.

      He grunted and loosened his hold. Slightly.

      The warrior gasped. “I didn’t—”

      Kozav tightened his grip once more. “I will not listen to lies. Her blood is on your hands, your clothing. You touched a female that does not belong to you.”

      “I’m my own person,” his mate grumbled and he decided they would address her beliefs later. She was wrong.

      “You dared to touch—”

      No one would dare interrupt a raging male, a Primary Warrior intent on death. Except Grace. “He just scared me, Primary Warrior.”

      Kozav winced. He did not like hearing his title on her lips. He would always be Kozav to her. Always. “He—”

      “I went looking for the command deck and he came around the corner and yelled at me.”

      “Yelled at you.” His voice was soft, but he made sure all heard his banked anger.

      “He yelled to get me to stop and then…” She wrinkled her nose and then winced. The fall had to have bruised her cheek. “It was a cultural misunderstanding?”

      It was obvious she tried to placate him with untruths. The male would not have so much of her blood on him, on his clothing, if he’d been merely attempting to assist her. The red footprint near the male’s cock would not be there if this one had only frightened her.

      He would tell Grace later never to lie to him.

      Kozav grunted, keeping his attention on Grace. “You will explain—”

      “Nope. You will explain why I’m here instead of on Earth.”

      This was not a conversation he wished to have in the hallway when surrounded by his warriors. Technically, she had not agreed to leave with him. Technically, he had violated Preor laws by kidnapping a female. Technically, she was able to access that information via the Knowing and could bring charges against him.

      Kozav was trained in battle, trained by the best Preors ever to live. He knew how to best advance from the dominant position. He also knew when it was best to retreat.

      “Shaa kouva,” he murmured, mimicking the softness his sire had often used on his dam.

      When Kozav had a dam. Before he’d killed her. Before he’d made the mistake that…

      “Shaa…” Grace’s expressive eyes widened and she licked her lips. Surprise and wonder flashed across her features and he realized she had not known he was her mate. Did she even know she had a mate on the ship? Grace frowned in confusion and shook her head while she rubbed her brow. “The Knowing.”

      She was aware of the Knowing, then. He jerked his head in a quick nod. “Yes.”

      “I treated you… and the others.” Her eyes grew unfocused for a moment. “Then your healers showed up and then I woke up here.” She stared at him, her lips firmly pressed together. “But I have to get back.”

      She would never leave him. Ever.

      “No. I must punish this male for touching you and then we will talk.” Kozav refocused on the warrior who had yet to provide his name.

      “Primary Warrior,” her low voice teased his heart, but his title on her lips had him snarling.

      Nearly snarling. He would not act in such a way toward a gift from the skies.

      It was tempting though.

      “Kozav, Grace. You will call me Kozav or shaa kouvi. I am your mate.”

      “Kozav,” she repeated his name and he pushed down the sadness that came at not hearing the endearment on her lips. It would come. Skies willing, it would come. “It was just a misunderstanding. I got frightened and fell. That’s it. He was helping me when you came around the corner.”

      He stared at his mate, weighing her words for the truth. “It was not mere fear, shaa kouva.”

      It was terror and his mate attempted to put the warrior on his knees with her unsuccessful kick.

      Still she lied to him.

      “I woke up alone on a strange ship in different clothes.” She narrowed her eyes and for some reason he felt as if he should apologize for… something. “It might have been a little more than fear.” She gestured at the other warrior. “That doesn’t mean you should kill him. That’s just…” she shook her head. “Stupid.”

      More than one pair of wings fluttered in surprise and anticipation. Kozav did not take insults lightly. Unless, it seemed, they came from his mate. “You wish to claim his life?”

      “I don’t want him dead. I just want this done. I have to get back to the surface and—”

      “No.” She would not leave him. “I will spare him, but you will not leave me. We are mates. The Knowing has—”

      “I’m not denying the mate part of this,” she snapped at him, eyes ablaze with anger. More warriors ruffled their wings. Like gossiping females, all of them. “I’m simply telling you that I have to go to Earth and—”

      “You do not deny we are mates?” He would not address her demand to leave.

      Research indicated looks could not kill, but if they could, he would be dead at his mate’s expression.

      “The Knowing stretches between us.” She spoke through gritted teeth. “It’s there. I knew how to treat you all at East Fortuna and can now read Preor,” she waved at a nearby sign. “I can accept that it’s present and real. But that doesn’t mean I—”

      “Good.” They at least would not have that argument. Though she still was attempting to leave much like Jarek joi Melissa’s mate did when the Knowing struck. Melissa had escaped the ship with a transport beacon from the Ujal Rhal.

      Now Kozav was glad he had her stripped and changed. He was also glad he’d listened to the War Mistress and allowed the female to replace her clothing instead of doing it himself. He’d done further research once his mate was resting and learned females did not like being stripped without permission.

      The crowd parted for a newcomer, the gathered warriors stepping aside for the ship’s Previous War Master and his mate. Kozav tilted his head in acknowledgment. “Esteemed Warrior Jarek.”

      It was difficult to refrain from calling Jarek by the title War Master, but the male decided living quietly on Earth with his human mate was better than remaining on the ship. It was how Taulan became War Master and Kozav became the new Primary Warrior. Now Jarek merely visited occasionally, more often since Taulan’s mate was bearing.

      “Are you listening to me?” Grace hobbled forward. He would have to find a keeper for his mate. If she was determined to move around even though she was injured…

      “Of course, shaa kouva.” He was not, but would not tell her so.

      “Kozav?” Jarek raised a single brow. It was a human expression many Preor seemed to be adopting.

      “This male attacked Grace.”

      Grace growled much like an annoyed Preor female. “He—”

      “I do not understand why he still breathes.” Jarek’s confusion was evident.

      “Grace does not wish him to die.” Which Kozav found disappointing.

      Jarek grunted. “Females can be emotional.”

      Melissa elbowed her mate.

      Kozav wished Grace was not present to witness that behavior. He did not want his mate to think she could assault him as she pleased.

      “Seriously?” Grace’s attention bounced between him and Jarek.

      Kozav did not like that she stared at the other male, but he could not do anything about it while Grace’s attacker remained beneath him. He shifted his attention to the crowd and focused on Radoo, a maroon-winged male. “First Warrior, take this male to a holding cell.”

      The first warrior bolted forward and took possession of the bleeding male, leading him down the hall.

      Now he could deal with his mate.

      “Shaa kouva.” He went to her and wrapped his arm around her waist to stabilize her. It was not the first time he’d touched her, but it was the first time she had been awake when he laid hands on her. She was curved and sweet, smelling of his rooms and the clothing he had brought for her from Preor. He had brought many things from Preor for her. “Shaa kouva, you agreed you are my mate.”

      “Yes, but that’s not the issue here. I need—”

      “And you agreed you experience the Knowing.”

      “Shaa kouvi.” Her words were like experiencing clearest of skies. “Yes, but—”

      “Truly?” Jarek spoke over Grace and Kozav would talk to the male about interrupting her. “Blessings of the skies, Kozav. Introduce us to your mate.”

      Kozav tipped his head in agreement. “I must first ask you to bear witness.” He kept his eyes locked on Grace’s. “By Earth treaty, I lay claim to Grace Hall as Kouva to Kozav sen Aghin, now Kozav joi Grace, Primary Warrior to the Preor Third Fleet.”
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      Grace sucked in a quick breath, shock and fear slicing through her with his claiming. Conceptually, she knew they were mates. She felt it when he drew near and it touched her soul when he laid hands on her. Plus, the Knowing wouldn’t have manifested if she hadn’t met a Preor.

      But her mother… Her mother was sick with no cure on Earth.

      Were the Preors advanced enough to care for her mom? To end her constant pain? God, Grace hoped so.

      “You don’t understand. I have to go back to Earth. There’s someone who needs me.”

      “I need you.”

      He didn’t know her. He couldn’t need her. He didn’t depend on her for his well-being. The only thing she could do was prevent his suffering. “I get it, the Knowing sickness.”

      Kozav growled. “It is more than—”

      Grace didn’t want to listen to false promises of “it is more” and pushed on as if he hadn’t spoken. “Well, you didn’t give birth to me, so you don’t count.” She glared at him. “My mother needs constant care. I don’t know what time it is, but her caregiver leaves at five on Fridays—”

      “It is seven in your Earth time.”

      Relief surged through her. Two hours? She found that hard to believe, but it did relieve some of her worry. “Two hours isn’t so—”

      “Saturday.”

      Grace’s gut clenched, heart skipping a beat with that new information. A new rush of determination pushed away any pain that still lingered and she straightened her spine. “I have to go back. Now.”

      And she damned well wouldn’t take “no” as an answer. Not when it came to family.

      “Grace—”

      In some ways, she was a pushover, but in many others—when it counted—she wouldn’t back down. Alien or not, wings or not, swords or not, she was getting back to Earth. She glared at him, their eyes meeting, and kept her voice soft but still harder than steel. “You are going to return me to Earth. Now. You are going to take me to my home. Now. My mother is very, very ill and I can’t afford full-time nursing. That means she depends on me to take care of her at night. So, you either take me back or I’ll tear this ship apart looking for a pod myself.”

      Of course, all her strength and demands were undermined by her swaying from side to side. Weakness wouldn’t get her to her mom. Only strength would force him to listen, to see Grace and accept that nothing would stand between her and the blue and green planet. His hand tightened on her waist and she leaned away, trying to show she didn’t need him.

      In truth, she didn’t need anyone. She did just fine on her own before the Knowing and Kozav and the Preor ship.

      “Shaa kouva,” he chided as if she were a child and a surge of strength filled her veins.

      “No.” She stepped away, thankful her knees didn’t fold beneath her. “No.” He attempted to grab her again, but it wasn’t happening. Not until he listened. Not until he heard her, really heard her. “Kozav, my mother has Pol Mutation.”

      He frowned. “I am not familiar with this illness.”

      “You don’t have to be familiar with it. You just have to take me back.”

      “You will explain,” he snapped at her and Grace just all around snapped.

      “You want me to explain.” Fury had her snarling while pure frustration and rage fueled her tirade. “It’s a pollution mutation in her DNA. She grew up when the sea was sludge, before the Ujal came and cleaned up the planet. Her town was covered in soot and grime, the ocean was practically dry land and food was scarce. Now, ask me if the men in charge put a stop to it. Did they do anything to prevent it from getting worse? No,” she spat, tirade in full swing. “No, they just kept running their power plants and living in their ivory towers and…”

      Grace swallowed hard, eyes burning when she thought about what the world was like when her mom was growing up. It’d gotten better after Grace was born, when she was still a toddler, but the damage had been done to her mom. Kozav once again tried to pull her into his arms and she eased away. The rustle of wings reminded her that they weren’t alone, but she didn’t care. She should be embarrassed about having a shouting match in front of everyone, but nothing mattered more than her mother. “And she survived. Barely. When the Ujal came, they cleansed everything, put safeguards into place, and now control what we do to the planet. But they couldn’t fix what’d been done to the people. Especially since the government won’t even acknowledge there’s a problem. There’s no treatment. There’s no known cure.”

      “That does not tell me about her illness.”

      No, no it didn’t. She could pretty it up and couch it in softer terms, but she was just… done. Tired and stressed and every other emotion in the world. She’d experienced them all since she’d opened her eyes. “It means the pollution mutated her genetic code. That evolution stepped in and tried to make it impossible for the population to grow because there was no way the world could support so many. It means that when she decided to seek medical intervention to have me, it nearly killed her. It’s still trying to kill her and no one on Earth acknowledges the problem. I work two jobs to support us, to provide her with the best care I can. I work until I’m asleep on my feet and have blisters covering my toes.” Burning anger had her stomping toward him, scraped feet be damned. “And if you don’t let me go to her, if she dies because you’re trying to assert your dominance or any other Preor-alien bullshit,” his face darkened, but she wasn’t done yet, “I will never forgive you.”

      Was it fair? Fair of her to put it all on him? No. But one thing Grace had learned over the years was that life wasn’t fair. It sucked. It kicked a person in the ass and then again in the ribs for good measure. It beat a person down over and over again, and each time, she crawled back to her feet, ready to face it once more.

      Now she waited. Waited for his reaction to her ultimatum.

      Kozav didn’t speak at first, merely scooping her into his arms and holding her high against his chest. His grip was firm when he spun and strode down the long hallway.

      “What—” she squawked.

      “We will go to your dam. I am sorry I did not listen sooner, but it shall not happen again. We will have a med team follow us if it is necessary.” Grim determination filled his voice.

      Grace prayed as hard as she could that they wouldn’t need a med team. That she’d merely need to tidy her mother and then they could figure out what to do next. Would her mother be welcome on the ship? Would she have to have her mom put in a home? Would…

      Doors parted for them during their trek and warriors leapt out of the way when Grace and Kozav approached, giving them space. She glanced over his shoulder and noted that several warriors followed, some who had watched her argument with Kozav and others they picked up along the way. The group kept up, only stopping when they entered the shuttle bay.

      A nearby shuttle, its doors wide, occupied the center of the bay, and he headed in that direction. He quickly placed her in the empty co-pilot’s chair and reached for the restraints, large hands fast and efficient while strapping her in.

      “Kozav, wait.” She gripped his wrist. “What’s going on?”

      “We are going to your dam, my dam-by-mating. Had I realized her condition when I retrieved you,” he shook his head. “I am sorry, shaa kouva. I am a selfish male who only thought of myself, but I will not make the mistake again.”

      Murmurs from outside the ship reached them.

      “I volunteer…”

      “I request…”

      “I should…”

      “And them?” She didn’t recognize the voices, but each one was filled with fierce determination.

      “Females and dragonlets, above all, are sacred on Preor. That your dam suffered so and that you struggled to care for her for so long… they are asking for the honor to protect you and your dam while we are on the surface. We can only bring six others on a shuttle this size, but I believe more will follow.”

      She let that hope trying to crawl into her heart have free reign. He was really helping her. He cared.

      They… they all cared.

      So maybe things would be okay.
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      Nothing was okay. Not a damned thing. Grace didn’t know where that certainty came from, the knowledge that she was about to enter hell, but it was there. It blasted her in the face, pummeling her with doubt and worry. She wasn’t going to like this… whatever this was.

      The trip was quick, the Preor shuttle cutting through all other air traffic. Whether that was with permission or because Kozav simply didn’t care, she wasn’t sure. Now they navigated to the coast, to the Preor Tower landing pad.

      At least, that’s what she’d assumed they’d do, but they bypassed the tower and the nearby Ujal station entirely.

      “Kozav?” She stared out the window. Or rather, at the digital image projected on the ship’s wall that looked like a window. The scenery raced past, the shuttle flying low and using the streets as if it was a car. “Don’t we need to land?” She waved her hand back the way they’d come. “Over there?”

      He didn’t tear his gaze from his path when he spoke, but she had no doubt she had his attention. “We will not delay assistance for your dam, shaa kouva. I have failed you once. I will not do so again.”

      He clenched his jaw, a vein throbbing on his temple, and she recognized the signs of self-loathing when she saw them. That wasn’t the truth. He hadn’t failed her. He just… hadn’t listened immediately.

      “It wasn’t failure, Kozav. We…” Got caught up in the bullshit that was life. “Everything that could go wrong, did. That’s all.”

      He was quiet for a moment and she refused to try and identify the emotions that filled his voice. “Not everything, shaa kouva. I found you. There is no greater gift than you in my life.”

      “You say that now…” She gave him a rueful grin. “Just wait until I hog all the covers.”

      Kozav pulled his attention from the sky and glanced at her. A smoky heat filled his eyes, the teal darkening until they were nearly black. “I look forward to the experience.”

      She blushed, face burning. “I mean…”

      “Primary Warrior Kozav, we approach the destination.” The ship’s voice cut through their conversation. They were getting close to her home, her mother. And Grace brought a bit of hope along with her. They’d get her proper medical care. Kozav promised.

      She leaned forward, anxious. The restraints dug into her chest and shoulders, but in her excitement, she didn’t care. The neighborhood around her gradually grew darker, dirtier, and more rundown. The effects of neglect were obvious in the condition of the area. Yeah, they were close. She recognized the half-demolished building on the corner. A land developer purchased the plot years ago and began demolition, but the Ujal environmental policies put an end to the construction. There was the tiny patch of grass—almost grass—that acted as a so-called playground. Then the small corner store and next to it the greasy spoon diner she worked at occasionally. Decent tips and a free meal. It’d been a good job when she was at that in-between age. Too young for some things and too old for others.

      “Grace?” Kozav’s concerned tone drew her gaze from their surroundings.

      “Yeah? Do you need directions?” She prodded at her safety belt, ready to be free of the restraint. “If you go left at the next intersection,” she waved her hand, attention still on the stupid buckle, “it’s two blocks down on the right.”

      She almost told him it was the red building, but the color had faded to shit-brown long ago. Now all the buildings were the same color.

      “This is where you lived?” His growl drew her focus and she frowned at him.

      “Huh?”

      “Here?” He gestured out of the front of the ship and she followed where he pointed. She tried to see it through his eyes, the cracked sidewalks and potholes lining the roads. The trash that lingered in gutters. The guys who usually lazed on one of the stoops and hassled everyone.

      “Yeah.” She undid the final clasp and pushed to her feet, careful to not to stumble since the shuttle still flew through the sky. “I told you we didn’t have money. I did everything I could to support us.” She curled her lip, years of being looked down on because of what she didn’t have coming out in that one expression—that sneer. “Suddenly regretting your choice?”

      “Shaa kouva…”

      “The building’s rooftop is of sufficient size for landing, Primary Warrior.” The ship’s voice slipped into their conversation and she was glad it stopped what was sure to become an argument in front of the other warriors.

      Kozav was helping her—helping them. A little bit of gratitude wasn’t too much to ask.

      God, she’d been riding this bitch train since she woke and she was so ready to get off already.

      “Land.”

      Grace’s brain caught up with her then. “On the roof? Of my building?” Kozav quirked an eyebrow and she quickly shook her head. “No. Not unless you wanna bring the whole thing down on everyone. It’ll collapse.”

      Kozav tilted his head and she practically felt his thoughts in her own mind as he decided between trusting her or assuming she exaggerated. She simply waited for him to choose. To choose his superiority or to believe in her—just a little. “We will not land. Lower and hover three inches above the rooftop. We will depart and then rise to a safe hovering distance. We will not remain long.”

      So, he’d decided to trust her. Didn’t that just crack the shell around her heart a little?

      That initial trust was good considering he’d have to give it to her a little longer. At least long enough to get in and out of the building. The roof was a great place to find peace… as long as a person knew where to step. There were more than a few holes, but those were really only a problem during the rainy season. Which happened to be June through November. But those other six months out of the year, it only rained once a week instead of every day.

      Three warriors led their large—even though Kozav said it was small—group into the building, their heavy treads overwhelming the creaks and groans from the building itself.

      “Shaa kouva, are you sure this is safe?”

      No, she really wasn’t. “Of course. I’ve been living here for fifteen years.”

      Off and on anyway. On when they had money to cover the rent. Off when… they didn’t.

      Grace hoped she sounded more confident than she felt and she held her breath with every floor they passed. Thankfully, they didn’t have to trust the old stairs for too long. Her apartment was on the fourteenth floor out of twenty stories. Now, they’d dart into her apartment, grab her mom, and get the hell out of this hole in Florida’s ass.

      Except the darting and grabbing didn’t really happen. Not when she got to her door and the smell hit her. It was familiar and heartbreaking, and a sob drove its way up her throat. She fumbled with her keys, thankful Kozav had taken all of her belongings when he’d kidnapped her from the hospital. The bits of carved metal—trashy apartment buildings didn’t have fancy identipads—shook and shimmied in her fingers, her hands refusing to work, until her mate took them from her.

      “Which one, shaa kouva?”

      That tone again, the understanding and sweet that made her want to cry harder. “That…” she pointed. “That one.”

      His movements were careful and gentle, but she saw the way his muscles tensed, the carved lines in his arms and the sound of his rustling wings. He was angry, upset, something. Something other than the calm he tried to portray.

      And shame struck her. She’d tried to be strong and powerful and act like she didn’t care, but there was no avoiding the situation to come. Because it was just going to get worse. The moment that door opened and reality hit him in the face, he’d really see what he’d gotten along with the Knowing.

      Kozav turned the handle and nudged the door open, but instead of letting her go in first, he held her back so his warriors could enter.

      Sadness turned to fear and she grasped his forearm, squeezing tight. “You can’t let them go in her room, Kozav.” Panic had her voice rising in pitch. “She doesn’t want anyone to see her when…”

      Grace knew exactly how her mother looked at this point. Soiled because she got tired and couldn’t get up. Listless because no one had helped her with meals so she had no energy. Exhausted because the mutation gave her chronic fatigue.

      “Halt.” One syllable and everyone froze in place, not a single Preor moving. “Come, shaa kouva. Let us care for your dam.”
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      Kozav’s dragon’s fire burned in his chest, that part of him anxious to burst free and destroy the entire building—the entire block. None of it deserved to stand. None of it was fit enough to house anyone. Yet he’d seen evidence of dragonlets—no, humans called them children—in the streets.

      Young ones who played amid the garbage.

      Females who appeared exhausted beyond comprehension.

      Surroundings that weren’t fit for prisoners, let alone families.

      Yet this place existed.

      He followed in his mate’s wake, anxious to retrieve his dam-by-mating and then depart before the structure collapsed beneath them. He’d questioned his mate about its integrity and he knew she’d lied. Even if she’d spoken the truth, they still needed to retrieve her dam. He’d left the battleship, unsure of their next steps, only thinking of getting to his mate’s dam, but now that he’d seen their surroundings… Grace’s dam would be returning with them. He would allow nothing less.

      Each step down the narrow hallway had his mate tensing further, her body so tight he believed she would snap at any moment. Unacceptable. His purpose was to make her life easier, to protect and care for her.

      “Shaa kouva?”

      She stumbled to a stop and turned to face him. “Huh?”

      “Be at ease. I have decided we will take you both from here and you shall never have to return.” They stood outside a closed door now and his mate reached for the knob. The scent that had his stomach turning in the main passageway filled this small area. The aroma of filth came from behind the thin door and anger suffused him. That his mate’s dam existed in such conditions while he’d refused to listen to his mate. Shame enveloped him in an instant.

      A foreign sheen came to Grace’s eyes and he stiffened. “Are you broken in some way?” He reached for her face and caught a single droplet as it escaped past her lashes. “Do you need medical assistance?”

      Grace chuckled and sniffled, wiping what remained of the liquid away. “No, I’m fine. Worried. Scared.”

      He stood tall, straightening his back and squaring his shoulders. “I will protect you with my life, shaa kouva.”

      She gave him a sad smile. “There is no way to protect me from some things.” Then it was her turn to do the same—suck in a deep breath—and she appeared to brace herself for what was to come. “I know you want to help, but I need to go in there alone. I’ll…”

      “I will come with you.”

      She shook her head. “No. Just… let me see what we’re dealing with. I’ll let you know what we need.”

      Kozav fought his instincts. He did not like the idea of her entering a room without him, but he had no choice. He would prove to his mate he was a worthy male. He would allow his mate to make the choices when it came to her dam.

      His good intentions lasted until she opened the door.

      It was not the scent that spurred him to action. Nor the dirtiness of the small room. It was the single female who rested in the center of the small bed, her limbs curled around her, brown hair lank and masking half of her gaunt face, and the eyes that matched Grace’s.

      Acceptance of death was etched into his dam-by-mating’s features. Anticipation and reconciliation. He’d seen that face too often when he was no more than a fourth warrior. When his dam turned to him and his sister cried out for him. When he’d watched his father drift away…

      He would not allow his mate to suffer as he did. He failed his own and his sister. He would not fail Grace.

      The female’s face flushed the palest pink, her body not even able to produce a full blush, but he recognized her embarrassment. He would not take the female’s pride from her.

      Kozav pulled the door fully closed, leaving his mate alone as she’d requested. But that did not mean he would remain idle while he waited for assistance. He stomped back down the hallway and entered the central, open space of his mate’s dwelling. His warriors stood guard throughout the room, stationed beside the front door and windows. They gave him their attention while also remaining vigilant.

      He would address them in a moment. First, he had to demand assistance. And he would demand as loud and as long as it required. He withdrew his comm and immediately contacted the battleship in orbit. The device was not private—every male would hear the conversation—but Kozav did not have time for privacy.

      “Ship, connect me to Healing Master Sugal.” His anger rose with each syllable, his inability to do anything immediate crushing his soul.

      “Yes, Primary Warrior.” The comm remained silent and the next voice he expected was Sugal’s, but it was the computer once more. “Master Healer Sugal states he is unavailable.”

      The surprised gasps and growls from the others echoed Kozav’s feelings. He would gladly rip the healing master into small pieces. After he cared for Grace’s dam.

      “Ship, he will immediately stop what he is doing and answer his comm.”

      “Healing Master Sugal has indicated he does not have time for your inquiry at the moment.“

      “Broadcast frequency.” If the healer would not attend him voluntarily, Kozav would have others complete his task.

      “Confirmed. Broadcast frequency enabled.”

      “Attention. This is Primary Warrior Kozav. Warrior units udou and rvu, locate and detain Healing Master Sugal.” The male would learn to heed his superior’s summons. Order and control kept each and every Preor from going after others, their dominant and aggressive natures allowing for nothing less than full control.

      “Primary Healer Whelon, an emergency med unit shall be assembled and transported to my location immediately. Heart Master Sobol joi Zurer, your presence is requested as well.” Kozav knew better than to order a mated female. He did not wish to battle Negotiate Master Zurer for any offense. “Warrior units raghroru and ruor, you will provide escort. I expect these orders to be executed and complete within ten Earth minutes. Ship, end communication.”

      His first and second warrior units would ensure Sugal’s capture while the third and fourth units transported the necessary personnel and equipment. Hopefully Sobol’s presence would ease any discomfort his dam-by-mating may experience from being surrounded by so many males.

      Anger and frustration had him wishing he could strike something—someone—but he imagined his fist would go through the wall if he attempted to vent his fury in that way. That the Healing Master rejected his request—one that involved the health of a female…

      Once all was known, the rest of the warriors would see that Sugal regretted his decision.

      “Healing Master Sugal is the uncle of Third Warrior Impe.” Detzan spoke, the strained, deep voice drawing Kozav’s attention.

      “What?”

      “The young warrior you encountered with Grace. His uncle is Healing Master Sugal.”

      Kozav growled and curled his lip. Weak warriors disgusted him, deceitful males enraged him. It seemed those two males were both.

      “They will learn of the errors of their actions.”

      “Yes.” Every warrior agreed with him and now Kozav realized he may have to protect Sugal and Impe from his men.

      The rumble of an approaching shuttle reached him and Detzan looked out the window. “Units raghroru and ruor come.”

      It amazed him that they’d arrived so quickly, but it should not have. Many observed Kozav with Grace in that hallway. Many knew of the reason for their trip to the surface. At least he had some males he could depend on to be honorable.

      “Grant them entrance when they arrive. I will be with Grace and her dam.”

      And he would not be rejected. He strode down the narrow hall once more, ignoring the way the floor shook with his every step. Already the aroma of sickness was lessened and he hated that she’d been the one to cleanse the space. He softly knocked on the door, waiting to see if she would come to him or if he’d have to push his way into the space.

      But his mate appeared, hair stringy and damp, face pale and eyes wide. “Shaa kouvi.”

      His heartbeat tripped and joy sang in his chest. He hated the reason behind her use of the endearment, but he loved hearing it on her lips. “Shaa kouva,” he murmured in return. “Healers will be here momentarily.”

      “Heal…” she whispered and swallowed hard. Liquid filled her eyes again and he was unsure what he did wrong this time.

      “Do you wish me to send them away? I believed your dam required medical—”

      She grasped his hand and squeezed it tightly. “She does.”

      “Then they shall assist you. Will she allow that?” Kozav was not sure he’d allow Grace’s dam the choice.

      Grace glanced over her shoulder and Kozav followed his mate’s line of sight. The change in the female sitting in a chair near the window was astounding. The paleness remained but her hair had been brushed, clothes changed, and her eyes no longer seemed so hazed with exhaustion.

      “Mom?” His mate whispered at her dam. Perhaps the female’s illness also affected her hearing? He would have to warn the healers.

      “I…” Her lower lip trembled and Kozav could not remain silent.

      He spoke to Grace’s dam directly. “Dam Hall, I swear to you—”

      “Donna,” Grace murmured. “Her name’s Donna.”

      Kozav shook his head. “She is an honored dam and should always be treated as such. It is our way.” He shrugged. She could not change their entire race. “Dam Hall, healers will be here momentarily to escort you to our ship.”

      Dam Hall fluttered her hand, a gesture much like his kouva’s. “I’m fine now,” her voice was so soft and brittle. “There’s no point in dragging me into space just to hear there’s nothing that can be done. Then you’ll have to bring me back down all over again.”

      The small smile he received was weak and tender, and a look to his mate showed him she had the same beliefs.

      They truly thought…

      Kozav grasped his mate’s hand and pulled her into the room, not stopping until they stood in front of Dam Hall. “I was told that human females do not like being told what to do. They find it offensive. So, I am sorry for what I am about to say, but your anger will not change my decision.”

      He gently squeezed Grace’s hand and then lowered himself, carefully reaching for Dam Hall’s. He cradled her fisted hands in one of his own. “Dam Hall, your daughter is my mate, my one.” The ill female’s gaze bounced between them. “I have handled this badly by stealing your daughter from you when you needed her, but I swear to the skies that you will suffer no longer. You will return to the Preor ship with us permanently.” His mate gasped, but his focus was on the frail woman before him. “You will be made comfortable and our healers will do all they can to make you well. I swear it.”

      It was a vow he intended to keep. Neither female would ever know another day of heartache, pain, or struggle.

      Ever.
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      The Knowing made her stupid. No, Kozav made her stupid. Actually, him being all sweet and promising to take care of her mom made her stupid. Just… all of the above. Everything from waking up until this very moment was a great big ball of “make Grace stupid.”

      And it’d worked. Because now she was in his—their?—suite while her mother was in medical and Kozav was doing whatever Primary Warriors did. When the healers and additional guards, as well as Sobol joi Zurer, had appeared in her apartment, Grace sensed an underlying tension that thrummed through them all. And it hadn’t dissipated when they’d arrived back on the battleship.

      Kozav had escorted her to their suite and promised he’d only be gone a short time. She was to rest and then he would return and escort her to medical to check on her mom. He didn’t want her wandering around alone and getting into trouble. Her words, not his. He just emphasized the resting.

      Well, she’d rested—for five minutes—and then she’d paced for thirty more. Now Grace was ready to rock and roll right down the hall to find out how her mother was doing and whether the Preors could do anything for her. For the umpteenth time, she thanked God for the Preors. Even if they didn’t have a cure, her mom would at least be clean, fed, and comfortable until the end. The end when the Pol Mutation won.

      At the thought of the end, her eyes burned, tears gathering. Dammit, she wasn’t normally a crier, but Kozav… having him turned her into one, apparently.

      Grace blinked the moisture away and shook her head. She wasn’t going to go down that sentimental road. Not right then. Maybe later when she wasn’t so worried about everything in her world blowing up. For now, she’d gather her brass ovaries and find her mother. Her mate could—

      It was weird to think of Kozav that way. Her mate. The Knowing manifested between them and he was her mate.

      The one thing she’d been searching for all this time (for all the wrong reasons) and now she had one. He hadn’t been found in the Intergalactic Mating Agency offices, but on an exam table. She still hadn’t quite come to terms with the concept of a winged alien mate, but she needed to. Soon. Before he expected her to share his bed. Not that it’d be a problem for her. Already she craved him, her body attuned to his, and her mouth watered when she wondered what he’d taste like.

      No. Bad horny Grace. She needed to find her mother.

      The only way to do that was ask for directions. “Ship, directions to medical, please.”

      “Medical is located on deck ravou section ouakh.”

      That didn’t tell her a damn thing. “Let’s try this again,” she grumbled. “Ship, please provide turn-by-turn directions that will get me from this room to medical.”

      “Primary Warrior Kozav joi Grace Hall recommended remaining within the suite.”

      She glared at the room since she wasn’t sure how the ship monitored the area. “Recommending is not the same as ordering. Comply.”

      She wouldn’t ask again. If the ship didn’t listen to her, she’d… Do something really bad. She wasn’t sure what since she wasn’t familiar with Preor vessels, but—

      But the Knowing surged, feeding her data at a rate that made her dizzy and she stumbled toward a nearby chair. She gripped the back, aching to remain on her feet, and waited for it to end. There was a bonus about asking that mental question, though. She didn’t need the ship to provide directions any longer. Apparently the design hadn’t changed in nearly a century and it was well documented in the blood memory.

      “Disregard my request.” Grace padded toward the door, the last of the knowledge settling into her mind. “I’ll handle it myself.”

      She paused at the exit to the room and placed her thumb on the identipad, waiting to see if the ship would let her go or try and keep her captive. It didn’t sound too happy about her finding medical.

      The red light turned green and the doors parted, revealing the hallway beyond. A tremor overtook her, one completely unrelated to exhaustion or worry. Nope. It was more a hint of foreboding with a dash of “this is how women from old horror vids died.” That chill down her spine and the sudden swamping of unease practically screamed that she should go back into the room and crawl under the covers. But that was the easy path, and she hadn’t done easy in years and years. She was used to doing the hard things, to standing up for what she believed and working for what she wanted. At the moment, she wanted her mommy.

      So, death by stupidity or not, she eased from the room, twitching when the metal doors slid shut behind her. She recalled the path outlined by the Knowing, the distant knowledge having her turn right and then left, avoiding the hall that led to the meal area and then doubling back so she also avoided the training rooms. The Knowing was really great at the subterfuge stuff. She was already halfway to medical, even moving as slowly as she was. The Knowing sickness was long gone since she’d been reunited with Kozav, but that didn’t immediately wipe away the fatigue left behind by her riotous emotions throughout the day.

      She was a mere three turns from medical now, two lefts and then a right, which would let her dip around engineering and come out in another mostly deserted area of the ship.

      Quick.

      Easy.

      Until she got close to that next-to-last corner. She’d gotten too cocky—too pleased with herself. Grace hadn’t seen a soul and assumed she was home free since she was so close to medical, but… Yeah, she wasn’t.

      That was when shit got real. Live, in living color, and all over orange.

      She rounded the bend and slammed into a solid wall of flesh, bouncing back. She grasped the biceps of the person—Preor—she’d hit and stumbled, nearly losing her footing. Shock was followed by panic and worry danced on her nerves. Had the ship contacted Kozav and tattled on her? Had he intercepted her?

      No. Because Kozav was teal and this guy with his amber hair and orange wings reminded her of… Screw reminding her of anyone. It was him. “You.”

      “You,” he snarled in return, exposing long, glistening fangs.

      Grace jerked her hands off him and shuffled backward. His rage whipped at her, chasing her, striking her with its intensity. The smart thing would be to back off, apologize, and pray she got out of the situation unhurt. Grovel, Grace, grovel.

      “Sorry about that.” She forced herself to smile though she was sure it was more like a grimace.

      “Do you know what you have done to me?” He towered over her, taking a step forward each time she stepped back. “Do you know what I have had to endure?”

      She licked her lips and swallowed past the hard knot in her throat. “I—”

      He came nearer once more, a light in the dim hallway shining down on his face. “Do you?”

      No, but she had some idea. His face was a mass of purples and greens, the colors clashing with the orange of his wings and eyes. She saw the small pin-pricks from Kozav’s attack, but none of this had been present when they’d left the ship. All of the damage to the male had to have occurred after they’d gone to Earth.

      “I didn’t—”

      She didn’t do a damned thing. Good or bad. He’d been the one to come after her. She’d lied to Kozav about this male’s behavior, but she’d been too intent on getting to her mom. She should have told him the truth, but—

      “Do you know what has happened to my uncle? Because of you? Because of some breeder?”

      Breeder.

      A derogatory term applied to—

      Grace put a lid on the Knowing. She didn’t need an explanation for that one. The definition was pretty clear. He saw her as nothing more than a vessel. Someone to carry Preor babies to term and then that was that.

      She was a thing to him, not a person.

      Just a breeder.

      He stalked her, herding her as if she was cattle, farther down the passageway.

      “Sugal was a Healing Master. The only Healing Master in the third fleet. And he’s been jailed because of you and your breeder dam.” He hissed. “You both should have been left on Earth. The Preors don’t need you. Any of you.”

      Grace was going to stay calm. She wasn’t going to react to his ranting. She just needed to bide her time and then when someone else came along, she’d run. Simple. Easy.

      Except he kept talking and it didn’t take him long to say the words that broke the camel’s back. Or released Grace’s hatefire.

      “You’re nothing. You’re no one. You’re ikpor.”

      Worthless. Garbage.

      Growing up with hardly a penny to her name meant Grace’s life was different than everyone else’s. It meant she had solid ideals and a hovocar load of pride when it came to who she was and what she’d accomplished in life. She’d fought and scrambled for everything she had. Was she God’s gift to the world? No. But she wasn’t nothing. She wasn’t no one. And she’d worked damned hard to be worth something.

      “I’m no one?” She stopped retreating and stood her ground. “I’m no one?” She pointed to herself. “Look, I tried to save your sorry ass. You and I both know you grabbed me and threw me down. We both know that if Kozav hadn’t shown up, I’d be sporting bruises or a broken bone.”

      “The Preors do not need breeders—”

      She sneered at him. “Listen, Tang—”

      “My name is Third Warrior Impe sen Viz’on.”

      Right. Earth jokes wouldn’t work on a Preor even if his wings were the color of orange Tang. Her blood pumped quickly through her veins, anger fueling her every word and movement.

      “Fine. Third Warrior Impe Pussy-Boy sen Viz’on.” His face darkened to a deep red and she wondered if he was familiar with Earth insults. “I may be a breeder, but you’re nothing but an overgrown hatchling trying to play at being a warrior.” She looked him up and down, making sure her disgusted sneer encompassed him. “You’re a child, you speciesist misogynistic butterfly.”

      “Breeder bitch.”

      Grace was prepared for the breeder insult.

      She wasn’t prepared for the backhand that came with the bitch.

      Or the blackout that immediately followed.
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      The blackout didn’t last long. The ear-ringing dizziness stuck around, though. That and the throbbing from her cheek. Or rather, the entire right side of her face since Impe sen Viz’on’s hand was as big as a house. And, of course, when she thought of his name it was with the male’s whiny, thin voice.

      My name is… Whiny, whiny asshole.

      Grace slowly opened her eyes, anxious to discover where she’d ended up. The ceiling was the same as Kozav’s rooms, but the surface beneath her was different—soft, yet hard. That didn’t tell her anything. The scents in the room did, though. A hospital was a hospital whether on Earth or in an alien spaceship. There was no getting away from the aromas of sickness and cleanser. The cleaning staff could be the best ever created, but illness always clung to everything.

      She slowly turned her head, searching out anyone else who might be in the area, and she realized she wasn’t in a private room but an open space. An open space she shared with her mother. Well, she got to her destination. Painfully, but she got there.

      Her mom’s color was better, some of the paleness gone and replaced with a low flush of health. No, not true health, but at least it wasn’t death. The memories of the past haunted her, the frailness of her mother’s body, the thinness of her arms when Grace clutched them and helped her into the bathroom. The room hadn’t been as bad as she’d imagined, but it’d been close. When she’d gotten her mom into the shower, settling her on the small shower chair, she’d done nothing but apologize.

      For her failures. For her neglect. For… everything.

      And so like a mom, she’d been told there was nothing to forgive. Which had only made her cry harder.

      Then Kozav, with his forceful nature and dominating presence, was beyond gentle and caring with Donna Hall—Dam Hall in his words. Respect and awe had been in his every word and touch. After that, he’d done as promised. Healers flowed in and out of the small apartment, carrying off her mom for treatment while Kozav promised she’d get the best Preor had to offer. He would demand the Royal Healing Master if necessary.

      I will not lose another dam.

      The message resonated through her, heartache and grief in those few words, but it hadn’t been the time to question him. Not while surrounded by his warriors.

      Now, lying on one of the platforms in medical and staring at her mother’s relaxed face, Grace knew he’d fulfilled each vow.

      The rustle of wings, already familiar to her in the short time she’d been surrounded by Preor, drew her attention to a nearby healer. His grey eyes were kind, gentler than the other warriors she’d met so far, and he gave her a soft smile. Maybe it was the overall grey of his appearance that eased some of her tension or merely his expression, but he reminded her of a kind, old doctor. Not one of the pretty boys who didn’t know their ass from their elbows, but one of those she’d seen in older vids. When doctors cared more for patients than credits.

      “Hi,” she whispered, unwilling to disturb her mom. The woman needed her rest, needed it to get healthy. Well, as healthy as possible.

      “Hello, Grace joi Kozav. I am Primary Healer Whelon.”

      She gave the male a careful quirk of her lips in return, waiting for the pain to flare, and she was surprised when it remained a dull throb. “What’s the damage, Doc?”

      “Bruising, no more.” He raised his eyebrows. “You were very lucky, Grace joi Kozav. A Preor warrior’s strength is much greater than even Earth’s most fierce military officers.”

      Yeah, she knew that. Now. She’d been decked by a patient or two in the ER. Sometimes shit just happened. “Yeah, that’s all it feels like.” She laid her hands on the bed near her chest, and levered herself up before swinging her legs over the side. She so wasn’t commenting on a Preor’s badass-ness. “And how’s my mom?”

      “Better, though no cure has yet been found.” He shook his head. “But I would not be worrying over another when you should worry over yourself.”

      “You just said I was fine.” Achy, but fine.

      He tilted his head in acknowledgment, that small smile still in place, and she had a feeling he was laughing at her behind that kind face. “Now. However Primary Warrior Kozav has been notified—”

      “That my mate cannot even follow the simplest of my orders.” She’d been so intent on the healer that she hadn’t heard medical’s doors open. But they were open now and Kozav stomped through them, not slowing until he reached her side. His features were settled into a furious frown, anger burning in his teal eyes. “You were told to wait for me. That I would escort you to your dam once my task was complete.”

      “And I didn’t.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Which caused you to come to harm. This is unacceptable. You will follow the orders given to you. I cannot have you disregarding my instructions. I do not have time to worry over you every moment of the day. I have warriors to lead.”

      Grace jerked back. “I will follow…” she sputtered. “Instructions…” Okay, one part of her wanted to give him some allowances. She’d probably scared him and she admitted leaving the rooms without an escort was kind of a dick move. Alright, it was a dick move. But the whole ordering, instruction, demanding thing wasn’t going to fly. “I made a mistake, yes.” See? She could be accommodating. “But if you think I’m going to just roll over and let you walk all over me, you’ve—”

      “You are my mate!” His voice bounced off the metal walls and she glared at him.

      “Lower your voice. If you wake up my mother, I will… do something really bad.” Lame, but she’d consult the Knowing later for an appropriate threat.

      “Perhaps it is best if she is awake and hears of your behavior. If she knows her young is no more than a mindless katoth who wanders off—”

      Grace bristled. She wasn’t a mindless cow. “Did you just call me—”

      “—and puts herself in danger.” His glare still remained, his face bright red with his anger. “I will have to order one of my warriors to act as a minder for you if you cannot stay where you are put.”

      “Are you saying I need a babysitter? That I can’t safely walk among the mighty Preor warriors who are supposed to value women and dragonlets above all else? Great guys you got here.” She hoped he didn’t miss the sarcasm.

      Kozav’s shoulders expanded, teal scales rippling over his tanned skin, and she realized she might have pushed a hint too far. He took a deep breath and released it slowly, repeating the action before speaking once more. At least his face wasn’t as red as a tomato anymore. “And your humans are any better? Men who vowed to care for others and were prepared to let my warriors die?”

      “I never said they were better. Hell, Richards is an ass and shouldn’t even be called a doctor, but I don’t go around telling everyone that he’s God’s gift to the medical profession. Even the Knowing is a cocky ass when it comes to how cherished females are.” Grace pointed at her cheek, heat from the large bruise emanating from the area, and she twirled her finger. “This is a weird way of cherishing. Just saying.”

      Kozav’s growl rumbled through the room once more, continuing on and on until she wondered if he’d go full dragon right in front of her. That… would not be a good thing. Not when she was pretty sure a full-grown Preor would more than fill the space, crushing everyone in the room.

      Grace tucked away her anger, knowing she could deal with it later. “Kozav.” His growl lessened, but the furious expression remained in place. “I will admit that it would have been best if I’d waited for you. However, the Knowing provided me with directions to medical,” —while also helping her avoid as many Preor as possible since she knew she was sorta in the wrong— “So I wouldn’t have gotten lost. As for Impe, no one could have predicted he’d react the way he did.”

      “Impe?” Barely banked violence filled the single word. “Impe sen Viz’on? The male who is supposed to be confined?”

      At least his anger moved away from her.

      A tone filled the room, quickly followed by the ship’s voice. “Primary Warrior Kozav, your attention is needed. Engineering Master Vende requires your assistance.”

      Kozav closed his eyes and gritted his teeth, and Grace had the good sense to stay quiet. When he finally returned his attention to Grace, he responded to the ship while keeping his eyes on her. “Inform Vende I am en route.”

      “Confirmed.”

      “Shaa kouva,” the endearment came out as a snarl. “I am placing a warrior outside medical. When you are prepared to leave, he will escort you to our rooms and you will remain there until I resolve Vende’s problem. Am I understood?”

      Grace managed to keep herself from launching into a massive tirade about women’s rights and instead, responded with a single word. “Yes.”

      He didn’t say anything else after that, merely spun away and stomped back the way he’d come, not slowing when he reached the exit and the doors parted for him. She spied the aforementioned guard, a yellow warrior stationed to the left of the portal.

      Goody.

      “Grace Celina Hall.”

      Grace winced. Not only was her mom awake, she was awake and busting out Grace’s full name. Not good. “Hi, Mom. How are you feeling?”

      Maybe focusing on her mother’s condition instead of Grace’s would allow her to escape without a lecture.

      Donna turned her head and her familiar, narrowed eyes met Grace’s. “Don’t ‘how are you feeling’ me.”

      Nope, no such luck.

      “Did you really—”

      “Yes,” Grace sighed. “To all of the above.” Might as well come clean. “I was just so worried about you that—”

      “You risked your life.”

      “I didn’t think there was any danger,” she mumbled. Conveniently forgetting what happened the first time she’d ventured into the ship’s halls and originally encountered Impe.

      “Uh-huh.” Her mom’s rough voice held more than a hint of disbelief.

      “Did I mention I was worried?”

      “Gracie…” Her mother’s gaze softened and she lifted her hand from the bed, gesturing for Grace to come forward. “Let me tell you a little about these men.”

      Grace couldn’t help it; she groaned. “You just met them. How can you know anything more than me?”

      The look on her mom’s face told Grace not to question her. Dammit, her mother always knew everything there was to know about everything. It was like magic. Her mom said it was just being old. She carefully slid from the platform, clutching the edge until she was sure she wasn’t gonna crumble to the ground. Once sure, she shuffled to her mom, giving the healer a soft smile when he placed a chair near her mom. Grace lowered herself and grasped her mother’s hand, surprised at her strength. Mere hours and already Donna was doing better.

      “With or without wings, men are men, sweetheart. Now, you listen to me, Gracie Celina…”

      This was going to be a very long lecture.
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      Kozav trudged back to his quarters, relieved that Dam Hall was resting well and that the healers were doing everything they could for the female. His mate cared for her dam very much—enough to risk herself—and he was not sure how she would deal with losing Dam Hall. He told the healers his mate should never find out what it is like to live without a dam, his threat clear.

      Grease and soot from engineering clung to his skin and wings and he fluttered them, trying to shake off some of what remained. Exhaustion pulled at him, beckoning him to fall into bed and let sleep claim him. Except he did not believe it would be that simple. He’d left Grace in medical, a bruise marring her cheek and furious words on his tongue. That she’d endanger herself in such a way, leave the safety of their rooms without escort… He shook his head. He could not believe such a thing. Even after speaking with Dam Hall, he could not understand how human females could be so careless.

      “When a woman grows up depending on no one but herself, she’s gonna continue that way even if she’s no longer alone.”

      It was up to him to prove himself dependable and strong. He would show her that troubles and worries were no longer hers alone.

      The words were easy enough to say. He was not sure follow-through would be equally as simple. Not when the urge to roar overtook him every time he remembered the purple of her face.

      Kozav breathed deeply and fought for calm, smoke escaping his nose with the exhale. He could not approach his mate still furious. He should have worked off all of his anger in engineering, but it still chased him. During his talk with Grace’s dam, he’d calmed much more, her gentle ways similar to his departed dam’s.

      Yet, approaching his quarters, anxiousness and anger surged. Anxiousness? Yes, he was worried Grace would not be where she was supposed to be. He’d given orders, but Grace was a human female who had a mind of her own. According to her dam.

      He stopped in front of his door, preparing himself for a rush of disappointment and fury. Where was the docile, giving female he’d dreamt of? Where was the mate who resembled his dam? One who would not challenge him, but work with him hand-in-claw. Were Melissa joi Jarek and Lana joi Taulan this difficult? He did not believe so.

      He shook his head. He needed to embrace acceptance. The skies gifted him—him—with a mate. She was gorgeous in her strength, her lush curves alluring and tempting, and the stubborn angle of her jaw was seductive even as she annoyed him.

      Grace was beautiful from her soft curls to her small feet.

      Grace Celina.

      Human names that mean God’s gift from the skies.

      A gift he would accept. He would simply work on his patience and perhaps she could work on being his other half instead of continuing to stand on her own.

      It would take comm-pro-mize. He was unfamiliar with the human word, but Dam Hall explained the concept easily.

      They would both have to bend and do their best not to break each other.

      Kozav braced himself and placed his thumb on the identipad. It did not take the ship long to identify him and grant him entrance. He strode in, gaze scanning the area for any sight of his mate.

      And he did not find her.

      “Ship, locate—”

      “Kozav?” Grace peered around a corner, standing in the small hallway that led to the food preparation area. The purple on her cheek was no longer present, Preor technology now fully attuned to human physiology. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

      “Primary Warrior Kozav?” the ship interrupted.

      “Disregard orders,” he snarled at the vessel and grimaced when his mate flinched.

      He truly needed to get a hold of himself.

      Grace swallowed hard and waved her hand toward the meal preparation area. No, humans called it a kitchen. “I’m making a snack because I wasn’t sure what you like to eat. Do you want me to try and cook?”

      Perhaps this was one of those olive branches Dam Hall spoke of. “If you will give me a moment to cleanse, I can prepare us a true Preor feast fit for a Haclu.”

      Grace deserved a meal fit for royalty considering all she’d endured before they met and after he’d claimed her.

      “But you’ve been working hard all day. I’m happy to… try?” She nibbled her lower lip and Kozav could no longer control himself. Not when she presented such a pretty temptation.

      He slowly padded forward, closing the wide gap between them, and not stopping until no more than six inches separated them. “It is my honor to prepare this meal for you. It is our first night as a mated couple.”

      A pink flush tinged her cheeks and she took a small step back. Historical records and data mined from the Earth Internet indicated he should not pressure her. Kozav did not believe lessening the space once more was pressure.

      “Oh.” She licked her lips, plump bits of flesh tempting him to nibble. “I…” Her eyes darted around the room, settling on everything but him.

      Kozav cupped her face, thumb gently stroking her injured cheek. “Are you well?” He glared at the spot, hating himself for his failure. “Did medical heal you entirely?”

      They would not be able to heal Impe or Sugal once he found them. They’d both vanished from sensors and began causing trouble throughout the ship, which was why he’d been away from her for so long. Critical system after critical system failed and the Masters needed every strong and intelligent male they had.

      Grace nodded. “Yeah. And I’m sorry about—”

      He rested his thumb across her lips. “Your dam indicated it would be best if we agreed we were both wrong and that perhaps we should begin anew.”

      The corners of her lips tilted upward in a small smile. “She had a come to Jesus meeting with you, too?”

      He frowned, trying to mentally connect this Jesus person to his discussion with Dam Hall. “I do not understand. I did not speak to Jesus.”

      Her small smile blossomed into an outright grin. “It’s when you have to sit down with someone and listen to some cold, hard truths about yourself and your behavior.”

      “I did not sit.”

      Grace laughed and it was the first time he’d ever heard such a sound from her. It was filled with happiness, and it sank into his heart. For the first time in centuries, joy infused him and hope sparked to life. With her chuckles, she leaned forward and placed her hand on his chest. Another first—a voluntary touch. He held his breath, afraid to make any move that might discourage her. Her gaze fell to where she stroked him, her pale fingers a stark contrast against his dirtied flesh. She ran her fingers in small circles on his body, the tips picking up dust and grease and leaving tanned skin in her wake.

      “I should cleanse, shaa kouva.” He laid his hand over hers, stilling her movements. “The moment I am done, I will prepare a meal for us.” She nodded but didn’t move, her palm still resting on his flesh. “Shaa kouva?”

      “What happened to Impe?”

      Kozav curled his lip. “He has not yet been recaptured. Both Impe and his uncle Sugal were freed by unknown warriors. Detzan is doing a security sweep of the ship and every warrior in the area is being interviewed.”

      “Oh.” Her skin paled the slightest bit and he gave her a new vow.

      “I will protect you, shaa kouva. He will not touch you. He will not harm you.” He gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “I would die first.”
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      Grace had no idea if the meal set before her rivaled a Haclu’s or not, but it smelled delicious. Kozav settled one large plate between their two placements on the table and soon joined her. She leaned forward, breathing in the scents that wafted from the cooked meat and vegetables.

      Kozav lifted a utensil, something that appeared similar to an Earthen fork but looked to be made of wood with only two tines.

      A dalk. Meant to mimic two pointed, Preor claws. Blunted ones were provided to dragonlets.

      Well, no one could say the Knowing wasn’t helpful.

      He took the dalk and pointed at various mounds scattered on the platter. “Grilled katoth with a few spices that were favorites of my dam. It is similar to beef but richer.” He gestured at another. “Tapix with taqi sauce. A true delicacy. Tapix is similar to chicken, but the taqi sauce requires a special plant found only in the lowest regions of Preor. It grows on the edge of the Gor Ari sea, clinging to the cliffs of Udriea.” He speared a lump and lifted it to her mouth, the rich, red-brown sauce dripping from the bite.

      “The winds never cease on the cliffs and a warrior must be both skilled and strong to harvest the taqi.” She opened her mouth, letting his low murmur seduce her. “I gathered this myself before the fleet launched. The Gor Ari nearly got me.”

      He traced her lower lip, his passion-glazed eyes seeming glued to her, and she flicked her tongue out to gather a bit of the sauce left in his wake. Flavors burst across her tongue and she savored the small taste. Rich. Peppery. Creamy. It coated her taste buds in the alluring flavors and she parted her lips farther. He held the bite steady and leaned forward, pulling the piece into her mouth. More of those tastes filled her and she moaned at the sweet tenderness of the meat. The sauce remained a fiery spice while the tapix added a banking sweetness.

      Passion stirred, her body warming with his nearness and the intimacy of being fed by him. She took her mother’s words to heart and was doing her best to relax and take Kozav at face value, not as a man intent on controlling a woman.

      She chewed and swallowed. “Why would you risk your life for a spice?”

      Preors couldn’t chance getting water on their wings. It essentially made them useless. If they got wet over an ocean, it was sure death. That he would fight the wind on the cliffs of Udriea…

      “Because when I prepared to journey to Earth in search of a mate, I knew that she deserved the best.” Sparkling eyes drilled into hers. “Always.” He returned his attention to the plate, spearing something else. “Ikati. On Earth, you would call it sale-feesh. It also calls the Gor Ari home.”

      “Preors don’t fish for food.” She wasn’t sure if that was a statement or a question. They were back to the ocean equaling death.

      “No, but when the ikati mate, they linger at the sea’s surface. A quick and skilled Preor can capture one for his mate.” He pressed the bite to her lips and she accepted it without hesitation. He’d compared the ikati to another Earth animal, but it was that and so much more. She couldn’t put her finger on how it differentiated from human food. It was just… more. “I flew through the skies and when this one jumped above the seas, I caught him with my own hands.” His eyes burned with banked fire. “Hands. I did not embrace my dragon and catch him with claws like many other males do. My mate deserved better.”

      So, he’d risked his life twice for this meal. He’d used his strength to fight the winds along the craggy shore of the ocean and then again when he caught the fish. “I don’t need this.” She shook her head. “You shouldn’t risk your life for food.”

      But she wouldn’t let it go to waste, either.

      “I had to prove myself, shaa kouva.”

      “There’s nothing to prove.”

      He cupped her cheek. “How wrong you are. I had to prove to myself that I was strong enough to care for you—save you—from any situation.” Something clouded his expression for a moment, a brief darkening of his eyes before he withdrew. It wasn’t the first time she’d seen the whisper caress of sadness, grief, and anger.

      “This next is truly special. Even few in the Haclu family enjoy such a dish. The Emperor has not tasted it in nearly a century.” He slid the dalk into a tiny sliver of meat, twining it around the tines before lifting it from the plate. “This is syhri. It lives at the edge of the planet’s atmosphere. Where one beat of wings can be the difference between life on Preor and death in space. It is the only being of Preor that can live in the highest reaches of the skies. Some believe them to be children of the skies themselves.”

      No, she couldn’t have understood him correctly. When he went to feed her once again, she grabbed his wrist. “You mean to tell me someone—you?—nearly flew into space? For this?” she tipped her head toward the syhri he still held. “Why would you do such a thing? Why would you risk your life for someone you didn’t even know? Someone you might not ever find? You almost killed yourself for… food, Kozav.”

      “Taste the syhri and then I will tell you.” Based on his expression, the uncomfortable tightening of his shoulders, she knew his request was really a stalling tactic. But she wasn’t going to let the questions go. Why was he being suicidal? She loved a good chocolate cake as much as the next girl, but she wouldn’t jump off a cliff to get it.

      Grace opened her mouth and accepted the newest bite, moaning when the tempting flavors drifted over her taste buds. There was no describing the taste. Sweetness and heat. Sex and love. Heartache and pain, which was quickly replaced with joy and happiness. Every bite drew forward different emotions, the feelings twisting and twining with her own, magnifying them until a single tear escaped her eye. She swallowed and gasped, a heat warming her from inside out and she shot Kozav a wide-eyed glance.

      “What…”

      “Syhri, children of the skies. The skies give a Preor everything we need. The skies are everything.” He shook his head, giving her a rueful smile. “I do not believe the small beast is truly a dragonlet of our skies, but it is the closest any have ever come to feeling their true essence.” He gave her another bite and she braced herself for the rolling emotions. When joy and tendrils of love passed through her heart, she grasped them and held them close. She reveled in the emotions and allowed them to magnify her own. “It is the greatest gift I could imagine for a mate and I had to prove my worth. If I had failed and perished, it would have proven I was not the male I believed.”

      Grace let that last bit slide down her throat and stopped him from gathering another. She wouldn’t take one more bite until he knew she didn’t need him to practically fly into space to be happy. “And where would I have been if you’d died? Would I have eventually found some human man to settle down with? Have babies with?”

      Kozav snarled and bared his fangs with a hiss. “Never.”

      “Then what the hell?” She didn’t care if she sounded obnoxious or even more-than-slightly bitchy. Plus, obviously, the starting over thing was going downhill. Fast. “Why would you do that?”

      His face hardened, lips compressed. “It was necessary.”

      “Necessary?” she shook her head. Unable to believe his words. “How is nearly killing yourself nece—”

      “I would not risk a mate if I could not first prove my worth.” Burning eyes met hers. “I refused to come to Earth before I could prove that Kozav sen Aghin was worthy of the Knowing.” The fire in his gaze slowly banked to be replaced by a deep sadness. “I killed my family through weakness, Grace. I refused to kill my mate as well.”
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      There, Kozav had spoken of the worst. He revealed his true failure and now his mate could decide if they would try to build a passionate mating or resign themselves to platonic mates. They could not live without one another—Grace’s Knowing sickness was proof.

      Kozav proved his worthiness to himself before he left Preor. He was confident in his ability to have and care for a mate. Now he waited to see if his accomplishments were enough for Grace.

      He was not ready to see her reaction, so he gathered another strip of syhri for her to stall for time, as humans said. He recalled that day he hunted the syhri, the prayers to the skies. The internal fight to balance his need for gaining height and a controlled beating of his wings. He’d trained for the task, forcing himself to fly higher each day and spend more time in the thinner air. Breathing became more difficult the farther he traveled but eventually…

      He silently placed the delicious meat in front of her mouth, waiting for her to open to him. Instead, she scorched him with her touch, small hand encircling his wrist. Light pressure encouraged him to move his hand away and he acquiesced to her silent request. He returned the dalk to the plate, allowing her to direct his movements, and then waited.

      Her sparkling eyes met his, tears gathering in her orbs and blurring them from his sight. He cupped her cheek, needing another connection to the female that belonged to him. He had made many mistakes in his past and in his short time knowing Grace. Now he had made another if her crying was any indication. “No tears, shaa kouva,” he loved repeating those words, reminding himself he’d found his mate with each repetition. After the war… “You destroy me with your tears.”

      Grace shook her head, dislodging him, and he fought past the emotional pain that came with the separation. Then her hands were on him, one palm on his cheek while the other curled around his neck. Her grip was strong, sure, but easily brushed aside if she attempted to delve into his mind—poke and prod him until he revealed his secrets. He was not sure she knew of that aspect of a Preor mating, and he did not want to reveal it until they’d accepted one another.

      “Well, you destroyed me with what you just said. I can’t believe…” She swallowed hard, emotions sliding across her face so quickly he missed them. “I can’t believe—don’t believe—you’d hurt your family—that you’d kill anyone. You’ve shown so much kindness and gentleness. Even when you yelled, you were very careful about how you touched me. I may have gotten annoyed with you, but I was never afraid. I just can’t believe…”

      “Believe it.” He lived with the nightmares every day.

      “No. I refuse to. I admit that I don’t know you well, but the Knowing says that mates are complements to each other. That our core beliefs are similar.” She clenched her jaw and glared at him. “You wouldn’t purposely hurt your family. Not if you loved them. Not if you didn’t have cause. Because I know I would never do anything to my mom.”

      He clenched his jaw as well, the gentle stroking of her thumb doing nothing to ease the tension. “What about neglect? Neglect can kill someone just as easily as a claw or fire. I didn’t murder them, but I killed them.”

      “You wouldn’t.” Her words whispered over his skin.

      “Yes.” He would not be pardoned for his actions. Would not allow her to imagine him better than he was.

      “No.”

      “Ah, shaa kouva,” he leaned forward, moving slowly and carefully as he pressed his forehead to hers. Her scent surrounded him, embraced him with its sweet flavors. From the moment he’d touched her, he’d found a hidden tenderness within himself. Even as he raged at her stubbornness, he remained in control. It was as though his rough edges and countless years were washed away by her mere presence.

      Except when she was hurt. He would not allow thoughts of her injuries to resurface and break this tender moment.

      “I did not end their lives intentionally but it was my doing nonetheless.”

      “I don’t understand,” she whispered, the words breaking his heart.

      “The war… the death of so many…” The screams of the females and dragonlets filled his mind. Their deaths senseless and gruesome. “You do not know the truth of what was done. What we did to ourselves. How we failed those in our care. And how I destroyed my own line.”

      Grace eased from her chair and he tensed, prepared to move out of her way—give her space to flee if she chose to. But she didn’t. Instead, she lowered herself to one of his knees and encircled him with her arms.

      Did the Knowing show her how much he needed a gentle touch, the feel of his mate in his arms? Or had she truly come to accept him?

      “Tell me.” Her curves cradled him, her mere presence giving him strength to continue and the comfort he’d need when done.

      Kozav forced his mind back to that time, to the endless days of fire and pain; tears and blood. So much blood.

      “The great conflict began with a territory dispute. A fight over pieces of sky on a planet that is still half-untouched.” He closed his eyes and let his warrior’s facade drain away. He was simply a male holding his mate. “I was no more than fifteen turnings. A very young warrior with my dam’s scales clinging to me.” His lips curled in a small smile, remembering his dam. She’d been a tiny female who ruled her aerie with an irous—iron—fist. “I was so proud to be granted entrance to the military early and chosen to fight for the Haclu.” He should have been forced to wait, but his father agreed to allow him to enter before his eighteen turnings passed. “The opposition was determined to separate themselves and make war on us. They did not want to just establish their own skies. They wanted to rid the planet of the Haclu line completely.”

      Stupid males and stupid posturing, as his dam once said.

      Grace rested her cheek on his chest; giving him more strength to push on.

      “The Haclu were happy to let them go. To allot them land and the skies above. To let them rule themselves. Preors do not seek to lay claim to the clouds but if they wished to no longer be a part of us, they were sent off with good blessings. The emperor wants what all Preors want—peaceful skies.”

      “It wasn’t enough for them,” she whispered.

      “The opposition wanted the skies but didn’t like being told they were ‘allowed’ to do anything. They felt no one should rule absolutely over another. Ever.” He sighed, snippets of speeches teasing his mind.

      “A lot of people have that opinion on Earth. Their opinion is right and everyone else has to have it too.”

      Kozav nodded. “It would have been more accepted if the Haclu neglected their people, but we flourish under their rule. We always have. They are fair and fiercely battle any corruption within the government. Our laws balance what is right with the actions we take due to our inner natures.” Everything the Knowing would reveal to her supported his words. Millennia of rulings and lawmaking. Millennia of peace. “And the opposition…”

      He swallowed hard. “They struck first—at the borders. Borders they wished respected. But for a people who’d lived without them for so long…” He bent over farther and buried his face in her hair. He let her scent soothe the raging emotions inside him. “A family, a sire and dam along with their two dragonlets, were out enjoying the air. The treaty was recently signed and the four drifted into opposition territory.”

      He shuddered. The vids broadcasted from aerie to aerie still haunted him. “They were torn apart. The dragonlets and dam ripped from the sire’s back. He had deep gouges along his spine, bone and flesh cut from his body. Reports said the dam and dragonlets perished before reaching the ground, but the sire…” Roars and sobs, the male battered and destroyed by the attack. “He claimed he heard his mate screaming for him as she fell.”

      He’d never seen a fierce male brought so low. He’d had eight hundred years beneath his wings—an old dry scale if there ever was one—and the events crushed his spirit. “He took his final flight the moment he was released by the healers.”

      “What does that mean?” Grace’s voice trembled and he cursed himself for revealing Preor’s history. But it was knowledge she needed to hear, from his lips and not the Knowing.

      “I touched the very edge of space when I caught the syhri. He did not stop. He flew and flew until he was taken from Preor by the stars.” Kozav had nearly succumbed to such a flight after he’d failed his dam and sister. Nearly. In those early days…

      He turned his head and pressed his lips to her neck, savoring her scent and a hint of her taste. “That was the first battle. One of many. For every attack, we retaliated. For every death, we claimed a life of our own. We would not go to war, but we would defend our people. Until…”

      Until. Until that day. Until that time. Until he’d been too slow to stop…

      “I’d only just been granted warrior status. I was young. A mere sixth warrior. Barely worthy of fetching items for the others, but I was a warrior, none the less.” Cocky. Brash. Stupid. “I served a powerful male, a Primary Warrior of our region. I was responsible for running messages. I was young, light, and quick.”

      Grace snorted and tilted her head back. Sadness clouded her eyes, but a grin teased her lips. “I don’t think you’ve ever been light. You’re massive.”

      He strained to meet her small smile. “Lighter, then. I was to simply convey a message, but I saw a male from the opposition skimming the ground. He flew so low, his colors blending so well, that I nearly missed his passing. The leaves,” he closed his eyes, the scene unraveling. “The leaves had turned brown, the season growing cooler. The male’s coloring matched the shrubs. If he hadn’t passed over a section of trees that still clung to summer’s heat instead of succumbing to the dropping temperature—their green leaves bright against the male’s brown—I would have never seen him.”

      But Kozav had. He’d spied the male and given chase. Furious, unending, bloody chase.

      “I followed him at a distance. I wished to see his destination, his purpose, for crossing the border.” He snorted, his thoughts pulling forward more and more. “I imagined myself to be a peme—spy. I would gather intelligence, bring the male into custody, and report. I would earn medals and awards. I would make my sire proud.” He shuddered, nearly sobbing over the next events. He was a strong male, but even strong males shed tears.

      “I’m here for you.” A single sentence, a few words, and his emotions steadied.

      “I thought it a game. A game… until we reached the outer edges of Croria. It’s one of our largest cities and where the sen Aghins called home.” He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to push away what came next.

      “You mean call home,” she murmured and he shook his head.

      “Called. I am all that is left and after that day… I never returned.” He would get through the rest. “I saw where he headed and dove to catch him. I was going to bury him in the dirt. But the male saw me. And he was fast. Faster than my fifteen turnings. Fast enough to outfly me and fly straight up past me. If I did not hate him for his actions, I would have been in awe. For a Preor to fly straight up, not at an angle, but purely vertical… it is a sight.”

      Kozav paused, hating the rest of the story but knowing it needed to be told. Grace deserved the truth.

      “What happened when he outflew you?”

      “In Earth history…” He sorted through what he knew of Earth’s past. He hunted for the term he needed and pushed onward in his story. “There were warriors. Kamikaze warriors. They went into battle intending to die but would destroy as many others as they could.” Grace nodded and he continued. “This male was a Kamikaze warrior. One of many that day. One of many that succeeded.” He tried to pull his emotions away so he could finish his tale. “Jarek’s sire, Taulass, was a science master for the opposition. He developed a virus that he injected into fanatical males. Once inside one of those males, the virus infected their fire and when they blew their flames, the sickness spread and infected everything it touched.”

      He breathed deeply and shoved down the pain that threatened to engulf him. “It infected every female it touched. Males were not affected. But the quickest way to eliminate a species is to kill the females.” Grace’s grip tightened and he held her closer as well.

      His eyes burned and he did not care that he cried like a female. He shed blood during battle. There was no shame to shed tears as well. “I destroyed that male, but it didn’t save them, shaa kouva.”

      The chase through the city seemed endless, his opponent winding in and out of walkways that connected the aeries. Females didn’t have wings and had to navigate the city somehow. The stranger delved left and right, sliding through the tiniest spaces.

      Blowing fire with every beat of his wings. Infecting the females with every flex of muscle.

      “I caught him in the central square before the justice masters. I was not as strong or quick, but I had endurance. By the time I sent him spiraling to the ground, I was able to subdue him. He died beneath my claws.” His soul still reveled in the feel of the male’s blood flowing over his claws. “It was not until the first female fell ill that we realized the truth. I rushed to my dam and sister. My sire was gone, fighting for the Haclus. And I… I watched the light leave my dam’s eyes and held my sister close as she called for me, begged me, to end her pain.”

      He could no longer speak then. Not while Oosa’s cries rang in his mind.

      “That wasn’t your fault, Kozav. None of it.”

      Kozav snorted. “I failed in following orders. I did not report my findings or call for assistance.”

      “The pride of youth.”

      “Pride,” he sneered. Pride killed his family. “I did not catch him. I did not stop him. By the time I ended his life, the damage in Croria was done.”

      “And your father?”

      “He is why I was determined to prove my worth before attempting to find a mate on Earth. After my dam died, my sire soon followed.” He pulled back and cupped Grace’s cheeks. He brushed away her endless tears with his thumbs. “I wanted to be strong and honorable for my mate. Because if I found her on Earth, I did not want to give her a worthless mate.”

      “You could never be worthless. Never.”

      “My family—”

      “Died because of crazed males. Not you. They tried to destroy your race. Not you.”

      He prayed to the skies that he could believe her, but he was unwilling to hope. He’d spent so many years—centuries—with the guilt strangling him that he did not know any other way to live.

      “As you say, shaa kouva.” He stole another press of his lips on her skin, the feel of her flesh so close, too great a temptation. “As you say.”

      Grace tilted her head to the side, seeming to give him more space, and he wanted to take advantage of the move. But there had been assumptions aplenty between them. Choices made with painful consequences.

      “Grace?”

      “I…” His mate trembled.

      “Grace?” Kozav eased her from him, concerned over her shaking. He met her gaze, cataloging her appearance with each passing moment. They were so close, her green-flecked eyes intent on him, her dark curls framing her face and her pink lips begging for his kiss.

      “I…” Her fingers danced along her neck, ghosting over the damp spots where he’d placed his lips. He should not have taken such a liberty, but he’d been unable to hold himself back.

      “I apologize if I went too far.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “That’s not what I was trying to say.” She grimaced. “I liked it.” Was that passion in her gaze? “I liked it a lot.”

      Kozav’s cokh throbbed, need for his mate growing with every inhale of her alluring scent. “I do not know what that means, Grace.”

      “I like the way you look at me, too. Even when you’re yelling at me.” Her small teasing smile had him stiffening further. He would not be able to walk if she did not cease.

      “How do I look at you, shaa kouva?”

      “As if you’d die without me.”

      He tilted his head to the side. “Do you not understand, my mate? I would die without you. Our beginning was not smooth, but even when you scared me until I thought I’d drop from the skies like a stone, I still could not imagine life without you.”

      “I’m difficult.”

      “You are a challenge.”

      “I’m stubborn.”

      “The word is opinionated.”

      “I’m independent.”

      “You are afraid to trust, shaa kouva, there is a difference.”

      Grace broke away from his stare and he immediately felt the loss of her attention. “You’ve been talking to Mom.”

      “I assured myself of her well-being before I returned to our quarters. The Preors have taken much from her and I wish for her to have everything she could ever desire.”

      She slowly turned her head toward him again. “Why?”

      “Because you are my mate, she is your dam and someday—skies willing—she will be the grandam of our dragonlets.” He hated himself for revealing so much and cursed himself for his loose tongue.

      His mate sucked in a quick breath, her wide eyes centered on him. “You want that?”

      More than his wings, he wanted that. “It will come—or not—in time, shaa kouva. For now, let me continue feeding you and then it shall be time to retire.” Her expression turned skeptical, a female wary of a male. “We are mates and it is best if we share space. There is no other bed and the one I have is very large. You have nothing to fear from me. I will not touch you unless you desire it, Grace.”

      Kozav prayed she would desire his hands on her, but in his heart, he knew he would be sleeping with bluh ballz. His only solace was that they may not be bluh forever. Dam Hall stated that Grace was slow to trust, but once she gifted a male with her heart, he would be one of the luckiest males alive. When he received a small smile from his mate, or a cute grin, he knew the female spoke the truth. He would be the luckiest male if Grace put her faith in him.

      In the meantime, he hoped bluh ballz was not a deadly condition.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          15

        

      

    
    
      Grace was a big kid. There was no reason to be nervous about sharing a bed with a man—no, male—she hardly knew. They were mates, right? It should be fine; normal, even. Yeah, someone needed to tell that to the butterflies in her stomach. Actually, they were more like a dozen ouxch. The Knowing supplied the word, but her human mind translated it to something like a prehistoric pterodactyl. Great, massive winged things were making a mess of her belly.

      She licked her lips, mouth dry, and stared at the massive bed that dominated Kozav’s sleeping chamber. Their sleeping chamber, she supposed. He moved around the room, pulling out tomorrow’s uniform, setting his blades in their place beside the bed.

      “Within easy reach should we be attacked. I will protect you, shaa kouva. I will not fail you again.”

      She’d wanted to correct him. Her altercation with Impe wasn’t his fault. It was her own, but she knew it would be a pointless exercise.

      Kozav strode to the other side of the room and tapped on the wall. A drawer slid out, revealing its contents. Two rows of fabric lined the rectangle, varying colors ranging from white to black and every shade of grey in between. He propped his hands on his hips, staring down at the clothing for a moment. He turned his attention to her, eyeing her with narrowed eyes from head to toe and back again, before returning his attention to the drawer.

      “I believe I have made an error, shaa kouva.” He finally focused on her fully. “I ordered the ship to construct day clothing, but nothing for rest. I’d believed we would share—”

      She could just imagine what he believed. She could just imagine what her mother would encourage her to do now, too.

      Embrace life Gracie. There’s no doubting he’s yours, is there?

      Yeah, well, she’d embraced enough life for the day thankyouverymuch.

      He cleared his throat. “My off-duty clothing will be large on you and the Preors only wear pants. Wearing something like a human shirt could interfere with our wings.”

      So, she’d be topless. Great. She was really regretting the whole “leave the clothes for now because the ship can take care of things” decision. And she’d had the crazy idea to wear Preor clothing.

      “I…” The big bad warrior was hesitant. “I live my life with honor, now, shaa kouva.”

      She shook her head, not understanding him and hating the uncertainty in his tone. “What does that have to do with shirts?”

      “I vow I will not peek or touch you as we rest. Or we may wait to retire another two hours for the ship to create pee-jays.”

      Grace almost groaned. Almost. She was torn between, “Please peek and touch me,” “I will cut you if you look my boobs,” and, “Maybe it’d be best if we waited for the ship to handle things.” Mainly because knowing she was his mate and knowing she was his mate were two very different things. She wanted him, but… Nope, she wanted him. She just had societal norms and expectations bouncing around her head. Good girls didn’t go to be with guys after spending a few hours with them. Even if she’d already had her hands inside him in a not-sexy way. There were names for girls who jumped right into bed with boys.

      Except, he wasn’t a boy, was he? No, he was a male—a Preor male—who was also her mate.

      And hadn’t they already talked about the trust thing? How she needed to trust him?

      Not to mention the exhaustion that weighed on him, evident in the way his shoulders sagged and wings curled around him rather than held tensely at his back. He was tired. Tired from his work as Primary Warrior and beaten down by retelling that story. She wasn’t going to be so selfish as to make him stay awake another couple hours just because she was wary.

      This would be the first step toward trustdom. She would take comfort in partial covering and put faith in his honor.

      “It’s fine.” She forced a relaxed tone she definitely didn’t feel. “I know,” —Hope.— “I can trust you.”

      The relieved expression and small smile she received in return were enough to tell her she’d made the right decision. Kozav was honorable no matter his past or his beliefs about the start of the war.

      Her mate gave her a brisk nod and snared a pair of pants, holding them out to her. “I will leave. You may change and get into bed. I will return in a few minutes.”

      She went to him, fingers brushing his as she took the bundle of cloth.

      When she would have retreated, he claimed her hand in his. “Thank you for this trust, shaa kouva. You will not regret it.”

      The combination of his touch and his scent surrounding her nudged Grace into doing something she hadn’t planned. She closed the distance between them and pushed to her tiptoes so she could brush a soft kiss across his lips. It was gentle and quick, no more than a fleeting brush, but it was enough to stoke her arousal. It was enough to have her nipples hardening to firm points.

      It was that quick rush of passion from such an innocent touch that scared her. She’d never responded to a man in such a way—ever—and the power of her need surprised the hell out of her. It almost felt forced, as if she had no control over her own body and actions, but the Knowing told her that the feelings were her own. There was no force or interference. Just pure desire on a biological level.

      The Knowing told them they were mates. The rest was up to the couple. The couple who was genetically compatible and their attraction existed all the way to a cellular level.

      Grace mentally shook her head. She’d analyzed the situation to death and still did not have a firm answer about anything. For now, they’d go to bed and deal with the rest in the coming days.

      She pulled her attention from Kozav, hiding from him, her face flushing hot. “Thank you. I’ll…” She pulled the bundle from him. “I’ll just get changed.”

      Kozav breathed deeply, once, twice, and then a third time. “Yes, shaa kouva.”

      She risked a glance at him, surprised by the intensity of his expression. His eyes darkened to near black, his pupils dilated widely, and she couldn’t miss the need that coated his face. She allowed her gaze to travel down his body, over his muscular chest, flat stomach, and finally to the juncture of his thighs. It seemed the barely-there kiss aroused them both to a fever-pitch, desire riding their bodies.

      Coward that she was, instead of taking what his body offered—what she wanted most—she stepped back and turned away from him. She strode to her side of the bed and waited for him to leave her alone. His steps were silent as he departed, the only sound of his leaving coming from the room’s doors opening and then closing behind him.

      Her body protested the distance, heating further, and her pussy clenched with unfulfilled craving. She knew without touching herself that she was wet—wet and ready for him. It’d be so easy to call him back, to ask him to take her. But no matter how much she wanted him, it wasn’t the time to have him.

      Maybe tomorrow. Or the next day. Or the one after that. Or… when she could finally trust him all the way to her heart.

      For now, she slipped off her xina and tugged on Kozav’s pants. His scent washed over her and when she crawled into bed, it wrapped around her in its comforting embrace. With that came another wave of arousal, her body trying to convince her that making love to Kozav should happen now.
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      The skies hated him. They wished him to die in bed instead of battle, fighting for his mate and Preor. The pain pulsed through him, pounding an uneven rhythm throughout his body. It hurt to breathe, the agony seeming to have no beginning or end. Every thump of his heart sent another round of torment along his spine and his nerves sizzled with the burning ache.

      In the past, he’d been clawed, blown up, and skewered with a sword, and none of those experiences matched the torment of this moment.

      He glanced at the time keeper on the wall, a soft glowing set of numbers that he hated at that moment. He still had hours until it was time to wake, until he’d be able to escape this misery.

      The source of his torture sighed, then wiggled, and finally released a low moan when settled in the new position. With each bodily shift, Kozav was battered further, more and more exposed to his gaze.

      His torturer? Grace. Grace’s curls spread across his bed, the aczi sinking lower and lower along her lush form every time she moved, and the scent of her skin sinking into him. There was another musky sweetness, one he hadn’t noticed before, and he found he enjoyed that aroma as well. It called to something deep and primal within him, urging him to take her, claim her.

      But he restrained the impulse. He had vowed he would not lay his hands on her, and he would not.

      She huffed and rolled toward him, resting on her stomach, her arm lightly brushing the edge of his wing. She touched him. He decided he had not yet violated his vow, thus, he did not have to move or apologize for his actions.

      Kozav’s cokh was angry and hard between his legs, the source of his agony seeming to grow further and hurt even more. But it was a joyful ache. If he had not found Grace, he wouldn’t experience such discomfort, and he would much rather suffer in pain than be without her. Like any honorable male, he would wait until his female welcomed his touch.

      Grace turned her head and nuzzled his wing, pert nose rubbing against the sensitive edge and a bolt of pure pleasure had him sucking in a rough breath. If she continued to stroke and touch his wing, he would spill himself in his pants, overwhelmed by the pleasure of her caress. She sighed, a warm puff of moist air bathing him, and his balls tightened, hugging his body in preparation of release.

      And still he did not reach for her, touch her. He deserved a statue to honor his restraint.

      She mumbled in her sleep, lips plump, and he wished he had taken the time to truly enjoy their kiss at leisure. But she was not ready. A fact he must remind himself of often.

      “M’cold,” she murmured and inched closer. Kozav decided he deserved a place with the goddess of the skies when he took his final flight.

      Grace didn’t stop wiggling until her side was plastered against his. He slept with his wings mostly tucked beneath himself, the leading edge of his wing curled along his shoulders and partially down his side. It was a position he did not yet feel comfortable with, but Taulan and Jarek assured him that it would enable Grace to “snuggle” with him.

      He’d scoffed but humored their ideas when he came to rest beside his mate. Now he was glad he’d listened to the two males. Because it seemed his mate liked to “snuggle.”

      Her lush breasts pressed against his wing and arm, the bare skin scorching him and he ached to caress her with his hands… and mouth. She rested her lower stomach against his hip and then placed her left leg across his thighs, knee coming perilously close to his hardness. He was not sure what scared him more—pain should she strike him or embarrassing himself by finding pleasure if she touched him.

      His heart rate increased, pounding out an increasing rhythm until he thought it would burst from his chest. She slid her hand over his stomach, delicate fingers skimming his flesh, and he shuddered with the touch. She didn’t stop moving until her hand curled around his opposite hip, until she embraced him fully as if claiming him for her own.

      That was how he should see the hold. Her mind wished to claim him. Except, it made him realize that it was her heart that had her hesitating.

      Her heart and trust if Grace’s dam was to be believed.

      He would earn both and he believed one night of torment more than earned him a place in her heart.

      It wasn’t until her hand began drifting farther south that he realized he needed to be the trustworthy male he’d vowed to be. By stopping her.

      “Grace,” he murmured, needing her to cease before he was unable to do so himself. Her hand continued on its journey south, fingers teasing his hip and sliding easily beneath the loose waist of his pants. The heel of her hand coming to rest just above his firm length. When she moved as if to continue the intimate caress, he grasped her wrist, encircling it with a firm grip. “Grace.”

      His mate jolted, jerking and then freezing in place. Slowly, she lifted her head from his chest and raised her attention to him. Darkness enveloped them, but his Preor nature allowed him to see her clearly. A Preor had to always be able to track his prey, even in the black of night. Research told him humans were not as gifted. So, while he could see her lovely blush, she could only see his outline and shadowed features.

      “You,” he rasped. Her hand so close to where he needed her touch was driving him mad and he swallowed hard as he fought for calm. “You… I did not… You would regret…”

      She buried her face against his arm with a groan. “I’m sorry.”

      She did not attempt to pull away from him, and he gave himself permission to truly accept and enjoy her nearness.

      Kozav huffed out a laugh. “Shaa kouva, you should never apologize for touching me. I would die to feel you, but I made a vow and it would be dishonorable to allow you to continue while you are unaware of your actions.”

      “I don’t have an excuse for myself. I made a big deal about you… And now I’m climbing you like a tree.”

      He did not understand the reference but believed he got the geest. He rubbed her encircled wrist with his thumb, tracing her pulse point with a gentle stroke. “You should never apologize for touching me, Grace. We are mates.” He risked much and turned his head, stretching until he was able to brush his lips across hers. The move was uncomfortable and straining, but it allowed him to have a taste of her. “I will always welcome you into my arms.” Grace whimpered and he froze, unsure if the sound came from pleasure or pain. “Shaa kouva? Are you unwell? Should I contact—”

      She shook her head. “I’m fine. I just… My body just…” She trembled. “There’s so much need inside me. Like a craving.”

      “I feel it as well. We were made for one another and the skies saw to it that we were brought together.”

      “We don’t know each other. How can I feel so…”

      “I feel the same, Grace.”

      “The Knowing…” His mate was unsure, wary of him and the Knowing, and he could not blame her suspicion.

      “It is a symbol of mating, but it cannot control our bodies or emotions.” He stole another kiss. She did not complain about the first, so he pushed his luck for a second. “The desire we share is our own. I have heard of couples who remain in platonic matings.”

      Very, very rarely. He would not explain that the reason behind the lack of shared passion wasn’t for lack of desire, but due to injury that left one of them incapable.

      “So, if I want to touch you,” with one finger she traced a small circle above his shaft. “Or if I want you to touch me,” the stroke would kill him. “It won’t be because of the Knowing.”

      “No,” he rasped, on the edge of explosion.

      “Then,” she lowered her mouth to his chest and gave him a gentle kiss. “Then release me, shaa kouvi, so I can touch you.”

      Kozav groaned and jerked, his need to come nearly overriding every ounce of control he possessed. “Grace, you don’t have to—”

      “I don’t have to do anything. I know. But I’d like to touch you, give you pleasure.”

      “Will it give you pleasure to do so? I will not be a selfish mate.” Ever. His mate would be well satisfied as often as she desired.

      Grace nibbled her lower lip, gaze leaving his and traveling along his body. He felt her perusal as if it were a physical touch, her hand dancing along his flesh. Her attention eventually fell to the rise beneath the aczi, his need blatant and large. He waited while she made her choice, waited and prayed to the skies that she would like to explore him.

      When she nodded and strained against his grasp, he released her. “Do what you will, rasi.”

      “Rasi?” she murmured, her fingers still teasing him.

      She wished him to speak now? When her hand was so close to his dikh?

      “Kozav?”

      The tips of her fingers brushed the base of his length, stroking his sensitive flesh. He grumbled and groaned, the sensations of her caress driving speech from him.

      “Hmm?”

      He would never tell another soul, but Kozav joi Grace Hall—formerly sen Aghin— whimpered. But he did manage to gather enough strength to speak. “Cat…” he gasped when she encircled his shaft, smooth palm cradling him. “Preor cat. Devoted.” She twisted her grip, stroking the root of his cock. “Protective.” Then she slipped her fist along his dick from base to tip and he arched his back with a rough shout. He lifted his hips, attempting to follow the delicious sensations. “Loving.”

      Those words described his Grace. A woman who would do anything to protect the ones she loved. Who would suffer and fight for those in her heart. He hoped to one day be a person she cared for in such a way.

      She rubbed her thumb over the head of his hardness, spreading the liquid across the entire tip.

      “My rasi,” he hissed. His for as long as she allowed it. He hoped forever.

      Grace merely hummed and pressed as close to him as possible, eliminating any remaining distance between their bodies. Her sensual curves caressed him, and he vowed to remember this night for the rest of his days. The first time his mate opened to him, accepted him in some way.

      She pumped his length again and again, drawing his release forward. With every breath, he fought for control. With every touch, she fought to make him crazed. He was caught between the two, balanced on the edge of orgasm, and he reveled in the painful pleasure of it.

      Cool air suddenly bathed his body and he watched as Grace tossed aside the aczi, exposing them both to the ship’s cool air.  His mate’s eyes were focused on his arousal while his…

      Kozav memorized the soft curve of her breast, the hardened nub of her nipple and the dip of her waist to the flare of her hips. He stared at her, enjoying her attentions while basking in her beauty. She was perfect, his mate. His rasi was as beautiful as she was fierce.

      And very, very dangerous.

      Her pace increased, palm tormenting him with her rapid movements. She stroked him up and down, squeezing him just beneath the head of his dick before retracing her path to massage the base. He rocked his hips in time with her touch, taking every hint of pleasure she gave. Never before had he felt such bliss, such unimaginable ecstasy with the mere feel of another’s hand on him. He gave himself up to Grace, laid himself bare for her.

      A sharp sting on his chest drew his attention and the sight before him sent a raging bolt of bliss down his spine. His rasi clutched his flesh between her teeth, biting him without breaking the skin. She moaned with the action, almost a growl, and that had him racing even closer to release. Grace acted like a feral Preor female, claiming her mate and holding him steady while she took what she desired.

      Kozav froze in place, letting her give and take as she wanted.

      His mate bit harder, and his lungs froze, body drawing tight with the increased pain. It was wonderful and horrible at the same time. His shaft twitched in her grip, body reacting to the added pain. Grace’s grip tightened, pace increasing and he allowed himself to become lost to her desires. He reveled in his mate’s touch, in the trust she showed him with this single act. He was driven to the point of madness, but he would never take more than he was given. Her taunting was proof of her trust in him.

      She opened her mouth and released his flesh and his balls drew up tightly with the change in sensations.

      “Rasi, I shall…” He shall spill himself on her hand and the bedding. He should care, right?

      Grace did not hear or did not care. Perhaps she wished him to come all over her hand. She moved faster with more force, teeth nibbling and biting what she could reach while she tortured him. Up and down she stroked, faster, harder, and with a squeeze just beneath the head.

      He trembled with suppressed need, with pure desire and unadulterated craving.

      “Rasi,” he rasped the nickname, nearly driven beyond speech.

      He didn’t need to speak, he merely needed to listen.

      “Come,” she whispered the word against his damp flesh. “Come, shaa kouvi.”

      Kozav complied, his back arching, wings trembling, and body shuddering as his essence erupted from the head of his cock. The white liquid spurt from his dick and coated Grace’s small hand, painting her with proof of his desire. He roared with the bone-melting orgasm, taken by the burning sensations that zipped along his spine and singed his nerves.

      Her ministrations slowed, gradually lessening as he softened in her hand, and eventually he relaxed as well, his breathing coming in harsh pants. He could never have imagined the touch of his mate could feel so glorious.

      He also never imagined he would be one to accept orders from his mate. Perhaps that was a secret best kept between them.
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      Grace wasn’t one to admit her mother was right, but… her mother was right. Dammit. The smug look at the woman’s face told Grace that her mom knew she was right, too.

      They’d done small talk and the “how you doin’” thing. Enter the smugness.

      “You’re glowing.”

      She feigned innocence, eyes wide and lips parted. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Mmmhmm. Why don’t I believe you?” Donna’s voice wasn’t as raspy, her cheeks flushed with health. The healer had explained that the Preors could make her more comfortable, but they hadn’t cured her. Yet.

      “Because you’re a hateful mother who always thinks the worst of me?” She teased. Not really meaning it, but hoping it’d distract her mom.

      It didn’t.

      “Uh-huh. Nothing to do with a certain, teal male who visited me this morning? One who looked just as glowing and happy?”

      Grace pretended she had something on her xina, picking at the lightweight material. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. And even if I did, I wouldn’t talk about it with my mother.”

      “When did you turn into a prude?”

      She sniffed, still not looking at her mom. “When did you turn into a nosy pain in the—”

      “When I could look at you without wishing I’d just die so you’d be free to live your life.”

      She wheezed, eyes tearing up with the sudden thought of a future without her mother. “Mom.”

      Donna reached for her hand and gave it a soft squeeze. “Sweetheart,” she murmured. “I never wanted your life to be all about taking care of me. I was a burden.”

      Grace shook her head. “I didn’t care. You’re my mom.”

      “Well, I do care.” Her mom gave her a watery smile. “I love you so much and I’ve only ever wanted you to be happy. Taking care of me sucked the life out of you.”

      “No.” She was tired all the time, but every minute spent making money to help her mother was worth each blister.

      “Yes.” One of those delicate fingers rubbed over the back of Grace’s hand. “And no matter what the Preors can or can’t do for me, I’m so happy to see you with Kozav.” Her mom’s lips curled up in a small smile. “I’m so happy to see that your future is settled.”

      “Maybe not. I mean, we haven’t really discussed…”

      Donna snorted. “Don’t lie to me or yourself. You’re it for him and he’s it for you. The rest is details.”

      Penis in vagina details.

      Of course, she didn’t say that. Her mom was already stomping on personal boundaries. Next thing Grace would know, the woman would want a play-by-play.

      Some kids were best friends with their parents, and that was cool. Other kids didn’t want to imagine their parents knowing anything about sex. Ever. Grace was an immaculate conception, dammit. Just poof, there’s a baby.

      “Mom—”

      The whoosh of medical’s door interrupted them and Detzan strode in, his massive body taking up the entryway. She was still amazed at the contrast between a Preor warrior’s sheer size and their careful gentleness around females.

      Detzan’s gaze quickly scanned the open room and landed on her. He gave her a tilt of his head. “Grace joi Kozav, your mate—”

      “Just Grace.” She wasn’t sure if the male would listen to her, but she had to try. The joi Kozav, while it sounded beautiful, also made for a mouthful.

      He kept speaking as if she hadn’t interrupted. That seemed to be a trait among the Preors. “—Awaits you on the command deck when you have completed your visit with your dam.”

      Well, she wasn’t done, dammit. She—

      “Come back and see me later, sweetheart.” Her mom’s smile widened and true happiness filled her expression. “And say hello to your mate for me.”

      Betrayed by her own mother. Grace really wanted to keep hiding from Kozav after last night, after the passion they’d shared in the darkness. She still had a hard time wrapping her head around her brazen actions. She’d never… And then… His wings and skin and the biting…

      Yeah. She sighed.

      “Yes, mom,” she drawled, voice monotone, and her mom… laughed.

      Outright laughed.

      And that made Grace think that maybe everything would be okay.

      She leaned over and gave her mom a kiss on the cheek before rising from her chair. “I’ll stop by this evening. Comm me if you need me?”

      The medical doors whooshed once more, an older, maroon-hued warrior striding past Detzan and toward them.

      “Oh, I don’t think I’ll need you.” Yeah, her mom spoke to Grace, but her eyes were all for the newcomer.

      She had to remember that her mom was an adult. She was healing now, if not fully healed, and could make her own decisions. Already, the difference between when they’d arrived and now was shocking. So if she wanted to make friends with a male, that was okay? Right?

      Grace wasn’t sure, but if he hurt her feelings in any way, he was a dead dragon.

      “Grace joi—”

      She shot Detzan a glare and he cleared his throat, wings trembling. “Grace, Kozav is waiting.”

      Yeah, well, he might be a big deal to everyone else, but that didn’t mean he was a big deal to her.

      Okay, he was a big deal. She mentally sniffed. Whatever.

      She left her mom in the company of the older warrior—Skala—and made a note to ask about him when she got to her mate. She didn’t want some Preor macking on her mother while she was still sick. If that guy thought he could get one over on Donna Hall, well, he—

      “Grace?” Detzan interrupted her thoughts and she shook her head.

      “Huh?”

      “Kozav?”

      She glanced around and realized that while they’d left medical, they hadn’t gotten far before she stopped moving all together. She groaned and huffed. “Sorry,” she grumbled. “If I’ve got a lot on my mind I tend to stop what I’m doing while thinking. The only time I don’t is when I’m following someone.” She waved at her head. “It’s a weird visual thing. When I’m distracted, I’m like a duck. I’ll follow you anywhere.”

      Detzan raised his eyebrows. “I see?”

      He didn’t see and his tone conveyed more than his words. He thought she was a crazed idiot. He was only partially right and even then, it was only half the time. She was occasionally a crazed idiot. At the moment, she was normal, if distracted.

      “Never mind. Let’s just go.” The look of relief on his face would have been hilarious if it didn’t offend her so much, and Grace propped her hands on her hips. “Is following me around that bad?”

      “It is not the task. It is the repercussions should I fail.”

      “Oooh. I get it.” Grace wouldn’t want to fight a pissed off Kozav either and if something happened to her… Her mate would be an ass kicking bad ass. “Right. Let’s do this.”

      The Knowing supplied directions and she did her best not to let her thoughts drift too far from reality. Embarrassing herself once with her oddness was enough. She could reveal something else equally weird later. Best not to blurt it all out at once. It’d keep the Preors on their toes.

      Though, no matter how hard she tried not to let her mind wander, it still did. The only difference was that this time, her focus snapped right back before she could lose herself, and Grace stumbled a step. She tripped forward and two large hands grasped her, keeping her from striking the ground. Detzan lifted her back to her feet, clutching her until she stood on her own, and then quickly released her.

      “Grace joi Kozav?” There went being called Grace. “Are you well?” He didn’t give her a chance to answer. “I should call medical.”

      “No…” she whispered and held out her hand to stave him off.

      She didn’t trip because she was ill. No, it was that rush of… hatred. Rage. Anger. Fury. Violence. It thrummed in the air, giving her goosebumps while the hairs on the back of her neck rose. The skin between her shoulder blades itched and she rolled her shoulders in an effort to shrug the sensations away.

      “No,” she shook her head. “I’m fine.” She wasn’t fine. “Just give me a minute.”

      Detzan took a step back, giving her a chance to turn in place, to glance up and down the empty hallways. Was someone hiding nearby? Did they lurk in a doorway just out of sight? The sensation of being watched increased, the malevolence crawling all over her like a jungle gym.

      “Do you feel it?” She fisted her hands and relaxed them slowly, trying to banish the sensations.

      “Feel what?” Genuine confusion filled his voice.

      So much for the big ass predators being observant. Maybe that was because they’d never been prey. Grace had—more than once—over the years. Men always saw a woman alone as easy pickings.

      Was that what was going on here?

      As quickly as the feeling bowled over her, it was gone. Vanished as if it’d never existed and she was just… the crazy human woman standing in an empty passageway and staring into shadows.

      “Sorry, I felt like we were being watched.”

      “The ship monitors common passageways—”

      “No,” she shook her head. “It felt like a per-, er, Preor was there somewhere.” She shrugged. “I must have been mistaken though.”

      Yeah, she wasn’t, but whatever she said was enough for Detzan and they went back to heading toward the command deck. The feeling didn’t reappear as they traveled the hallways, that feeling of being prey not arising again. Until…

      Until she arrived on the command deck and became the focus of everyone.
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      Kozav both respected and valued Taulan as well as Lana, the male’s mate. They made a striking couple who seemed filled with joy… when they were not arguing on Kozav’s command deck. The War Master and Mistress could have it back when they ceased arguing about dragonlet names, things called bay-bee showers, and kriss-n-ings.

      Lana became with young less than a week ago and if the remainder of her bearing time passed in this way… Kozav would invest in human contraptions called eer plugz.

      “Matilda is a perfectly good name,” Lana snapped at her mate and then turned to him. “Don’t you think, Kozav?”

      Preor males had one rule—do not disagree with a bearing female. Ever.

      “Of course, Lana joi Taulan.” Perhaps now they would leave.

      “See, Kozav agrees with me.” Lana turned back to Taulan. “Matilda Patricia den Coburn.”

      Taulan first glared at Kozav and then crossed his arms over his chest, feet braced apart, while staring down at Lana. “Preors have a birth name and their dam’s name, shaa kouva. We do not—”

      “I’m not Preor.”

      “Yes,” Taulan took a step forward. “You are.”

      “No,” Lana mirrored the movement. “I’m not.”

      Kozav never once believed Taulan would harm a female. Ever. But that did not mean Kozav was not happy to be interrupted by his mate’s arrival. The doors to the command deck slid open to reveal Grace with Detzan at her back. He nodded to the male, letting him silently know that he was free to go.

      “War Master Taulan, War Mistress Lana, I do not believe you have met my mate.” As he’d hoped, their argument ceased and all focused on his Grace.

      His beautiful mate. He’d left her sleep tousled and softly snoring when he’d risen, the aczi twined around her legs and her breasts bared to his gaze. He had been unable to leave without tasting just a hint of her and brushed a kiss across her forehead. He still carried her scent and he could not wait to have it all over him once more.

      Yes, he, Taulan, and Lana focused on Grace, but so did all of the other single males on duty. He swung around, lips curled to reveal his fangs while he released a low growl. “To work.”

      Taulan’s look told Kozav he’d overreacted. Kozav did not care. He strode to his mate’s side and carefully grasped her hand, using his grip to lead her toward the other couple.

      “Grace, this is War Master Taulan and his mate Lana. Lana—”

      “Kozav said you’re a nurse?” Lana did not wait for him to finish speaking and that first question led into many, many others.

      What was his mate’s specialty?

      Had she ever worked in OB/GYN?

      What did his mate think of this spot?

      Lana had a pain. What did his mate think could be the cause?

      Did his mate believe breast tenderness—

      Kozav was prepared to end the conversation in any way, but the last question forced Taulan to step in. “Enough. You will not speak of your breasts in front of—”

      “I won’t what?”

      Kozav did not have much experience with females, but he did believe Taulan had misstepped with this.

      Taulan’s face reddened with anger, Lana’s eyes narrowed with rage, and soon the couple stomped from the command deck and out of sight. Out of earshot as well.

      “Sooo,” Grace stared at the door after they left. “That was them, then.”

      He gave her a rueful grin. “Lana is newly bearing. Their hearts belong to each other, but…”

      Grace snorted. “Hormones. There’s nothing scarier than a pregnant woman on a rampage.”

      It sounded as if his mate spoke from experience and he furrowed his brow. “Do we need additional guards? Preor females are not typically violent, but we are unfamiliar with the range of changes a human female undergoes. We would not wish to hurt her, but perhaps a rotating guard to prevent her from harming others should be put into place.”

      He did not believe a female so small as Lana could be a true threat, but he also never believed a Preor male could harm a female, either. Thinking of one particular male—Impe—his fury over the warrior’s continued freedom vaulted forward. It surprised him with its intensity, and he fisted his hands when it felt as if his claws would spring free at any moment. His shoulders itched, a sure sign his scales lingered close to the surface, and he attempted to shrug the sensations away.

      Impe had still not been found and the male’s uncle—Sugal—was also free somewhere on the ship. Kozav did not believe the healer knew enough of the ship’s systems to evade detection, but Impe’s primary responsibility was in engineering maintenance. He was required to maintain and repair various necessary systems including the ship’s sensors. Other warriors worked to repair Impe’s destruction, but each moment, the mess grew larger and Impe remained free.

      Grace’s smile blossomed, her lips spread wide. “She’s no more a physical threat than she was before. Just a little more temperamental and probably a lot more demanding.”

      He believed Lana was a lot more temperamental, but he would never say so.

      “Come, rasi, there is something I wish to show you.”

      It would not be as good as the real thing, but they would explore Preor together once they returned.

      It did not take them long to arrive at their destination, the off-duty areas close to the command deck should males have to quickly abandon their relaxation to go to battle. There were several common rooms, a few males sparring while others lazed and told old stories from before the war that destroyed their people.

      No one wished to discuss the war itself.

      He drew her down the long, final hallway, the length lined with numbered doors, and he drew them to a stop beside the space he’d reserved. He tapped the control pad and waited for the low beep. “Kozav joi Grace Hall, Program Udriea.”

      “Kozav?” Grace twitched in his grip. “What…”

      “It is one of my favorite places on all of Preor.” The door to the senchamber opened for them. “Let me show it to you.”

      He drew her into the space, and he breathed deeply the moment he stepped across the threshold, inhaling the scents of home. The Preors had some of the best senchambers in the galaxies. A necessity considering their natures. Aggressive, sometimes violent, Preors needed calming outlets. A believable senchamber was invaluable.

      “This, shaa kouva, is Udriea.” The roll of salty waves filled the air, the soft whoosh and sigh of the water kissing the shore. Sand and rocks crunched under their feet as they walked, shoes sinking into soft spots. “And that is the Gor Ari sea.” She did not protest when he ventured farther and she listened as the senchamber’s doors closed. “I have a small cottage near the cliff’s edge. There were many days I could not fly to the Udriea aerie and soon had a home built here.”

      His mate remained quiet, but when he glanced at her, she didn’t seem upset. “It is large, not as large as some, but large enough for you and me.”

      “You and me?” Grace seemed to have found her voice. “This place is teeming with salt water.”

      He grunted. She spoke the truth. “I spent so many days here that I found I love it. Even if the salt stings my scales on windy days.” He shrugged. “It is not an easy place to love, but the skies do not tell us that love is always easy.”

      “But…”

      “This way,” he tugged, drawing her to his cliff-side property.

      It took mere moments to get to his home, and even less time to settle on the stone wall. He helped her sit on the hard surface beside him and he wrapped an arm around her waist. “Do you see why I can love this place even if its winds hurt me?” He pointed into the distance, showing her the brilliant sunset and sea animals that leapt from the crystal waters. “Anyone can see this from an aerie, but this is the Gor Ari as it was meant to be seen. Yes, the waters are deadly, but the peace I find here is priceless. Humans would say the cost is worth the reward.”

      Grace leaned against him with a soft sigh. “But it hurts you.”

      He shrugged. “Not as much anymore. I have built a tolerance to the winds and I only truly feel any pain if I go too close to the edge of the cliffs during a storm.” Sailfish burst above the water, the fans of a dozen fish sprinkling across the sky. “Think of so many who miss this because they were not willing to try hard enough,” he murmured.

      Grace did not say anything else and he was content to hold her and watch Preor’s sun set beneath the senchamber-generated Gor Ari. It was a beautiful sight and the only way he recognized the location was not real was due to the lack of aching in his wings. Otherwise, it looked the same—smelled the same—and it made him miss home even more.

      He ached to return, to settle into a daily routine with his mate and simply enjoy life. He would apply for a training position. He did not want to be off-planet should his mate be ready to present him with offspring. She would need to be bearing first—obviously—but he did not imagine that would be difficult. War Master Taulan accomplished the task quickly and with great efficiency.

      Kozav could do the same. He was a powerful, strong, and honorable warrior.

      His only concern was Grace. Already Melissa joi Jarek wished to work and Lana joi Taulan stated she would not hand off her duties once she held a bay-bee in her arms.

      “Rasi?”

      “Hmm?”

      “What did you do for employment on Earth? You stated you worked as a nurse, but also that you had two jobs. What was the other?”

      “Ugh. That. It was a necessary evil.” The disgusted tone told him he would only have to concern himself with keeping her busy with a single position though the idea of her being surrounded by unmated males did not sit well with his dragonish nature. Perhaps she could only treat human females or act as an advisor. “I was a Senior Mating Representative for the Intergalactic Mating Agency.”

      He stared down at her, confusion clouding his mind with the unfamiliar words. He did not recognize the saying. “What is a necessary evil?”

      Grace compressed her lips and wrinkled her nose. “Something you don’t want to do, but have to do.” She shook her head. “Working there was a stupid idea, anyway. Shitty pay to have happy couples thrown in your face every day.” She half-shrugged. “Desperate times and desperate measures.”

      “I do not understand. If it was a stupid idea, why did you choose to do so? Were you so desperate that you were forced to take employment there?”

      She quirked the corner of her mouth. “It was an easy way to meet off-world guys?”

      Kozav jolted and jealousy flared with those few words. He’d never been a male to experience such an emotion, but it roared through him louder than a dragon’s bellow. “Meet off-world…”

      “I know, it was dumb, but,” she sighed. “I’d just gotten another notice from the landlord that they were going to evict us and the Health Ministry refused another petition to have Pol Mutation recognized as a disease and they’d denied the medical claims.”

      He listened, he heard every word, yet he could only focus on three words. Meet off-world guys.

      “You took a position to meet males?”

      “Before I met you,” she accentuated the words as if that would calm his jealous heart. “I needed an off-world mate. Preferably a race that was medically advanced enough to help my mother. I didn’t have the money to join the IMA and search for a mate that way, but applicants went through the offices all the time. I’d hoped I’d find…” She suddenly straightened, smile on her lips once more. “But then I found you and we…”

      Kozav should be thrilled at her happiness. She said the words so easily, as if she’d already accepted him fully. But was it him or merely the fact that the Preors helped her mother? She’d been so resistant. Had her agreement and acceptance only come after she’d learned her mother was doing well? That was the reason she allowed so much in their bed. She merely used him to…

      He bolted to his feet, dislodging her though he was sure not to send her falling to the rocky ground.

      “Kozav?” He would not acknowledge that he found her frown adorable.

      “You sought a mate. At the IMA, you took a position with the purpose of locating a mate.”

      “Yeah,” she drew out the word.

      “You did not care which mate. Just that they had technology to assist your dam.” He gritted his teeth. He could not tell the hurt from the anger or the jealousy. He merely knew his emotions attacked him, swirling and beating at him like the fiercest winds of the Gor Ari.

      “When you say it like that, it sounds…” She winced and he told himself he did not care.

      “You would have taken any male. You would have done anything.” He sliced his hand through the air.

      “To save my mom? Yes. I’ve never lied about that. I don’t understand why you’re so angry.” She pushed to her feet, facing off against him. “What’s all this about?”

      He hated that her confused frown aroused him. “You would have mated any male willing to save your dam. Is there any length you would not have gone to? Would you perform genetic manipulation? Would you have lied? Did you alter—”

      He snapped his mouth closed with the last question and cursed himself for even entertaining the thought. Humans could not fool the Knowing. Even genetic manipulation could not force a mating.

      Grace took a step back and stared at the ground while running her hands over the front of her aczi in nervous gesture. Was she nervous because he discovered the truth? “If the person you loved most in the world, the one person who’d always been there for you, was dying,” she lifted her head and met his gaze, her eyes overflowing with tears, “what would you do? If it would have taken one sacrifice to save your family, what would you do?”

      “Anything,” he rasped.

      Another river of liquid snaked down her cheek. “How far would you go?”

      “As far as it took.”

      “Exactly. I’m sorry what I’ve done in the past hurts your feelings or makes you angry or disgusts you, but… I’d do it again. In a heartbeat. Even you should understand that.” She turned away and retraced their path, obviously intent on leaving him behind.

      Perhaps that was best. The urge to release his fire, to bellow to the skies and take to his wings, nearly overwhelmed him. Fury battled jealousy in his heart and he struggled to breathe past the emotions.

      Yes, for now, space was best.

      “Ship, reveal senchamber door. Monitor progress and notify guards standing by.” He knew she would not like the baybee sit-hers, but he could not have her unprotected.

      Grace continued on, not pausing a moment to glance back at him. Her steps remained smooth and unhurried as she approached the exit and left him in the senchamber.

      Alone. As he had been for so many years.

      But his mate was right, he would have done anything—sacrificed anything—to have his sire, dam, and sister back with him.

      Kozav stared at the digitized sun in the distance, the last rays disappearing beneath the Gor Ari. He didn’t take his attention from the glittering colors, letting the different shades calm him while he sought rational thought. His body remained attuned to emotion, but emotion wouldn’t solve his problems with Grace. Emotion was the source of his problems at the moment. He’d never experienced jealousy before. He’d never suffered such strong feelings. And now his reaction to her hardship pushed her away.

      He spun and stomped toward the exit. He should not have allowed her to leave. They could be mad at each other within the same room. They did not have to be apart when angry.

      “Ship, locate Grace joi Kozav Hall,” he barked out the order as he strode from the senchamber, anxious to locate his mate. This was their first disagreement and Jarek revealed that make-up sex was the best part of an argument. “Ship?”

      “Unable to locate Grace joi Kozav Hall.”

      Kozav stumbled to a stop. “Explain.”

      Perhaps it was merely a malfunction.

      “Grace joi Kozav Hall is no longer part of the Third Fleet. She was last tracked to section coru.”

      Section coru. A storage area near engineering that held nothing but supplies. It was also an area plagued with sensor outages and malfunctions.

      Impe.

      Kozav nearly doubled over in pain at those words. He didn’t believe Grace left voluntarily, and Impe had already proven himself to be a violent and dishonorable warrior.

      Instead of waiting for the rest of the ship’s explanation, he launched into new orders. “Primary Warrior Kozav to broadcast comm.”

      “Broadcasting.”

      “Warriors of the Third Fleet, this is Primary Warrior Kozav joi Grace Hall and we must hunt for one of our own. Impe sen Viz’on has taken my mate and he will be found.”

      Kozav did not have to question whether the warriors heard his message. The answering roars, the trembling of the ship, told him more than anything else could.

      By his claw or another’s, Impe would be dead and Grace would be back in his arms. He would then have to convince her to stay there.
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      “Listen, you piece of shit, overgrown lizard with wings!” Grace yanked in Impe’s grip, fighting his firm hold. She kicked, aiming for his shin, and missed. “I’m going to kick your ass and feed you to a great white shark.” She jerked and dug her heels in, throwing her weight back in an effort to stop him. “I’m going to turn you into chum and watch—”

      Impe jolted to a stop and bent until his face was an inch from hers. Reptilian eyes narrowed and he hissed as he spoke. “Sssilence.”

      She didn’t want to be silent. She was pissed and frustrated and she’d never admit it, but she was scared, too. And hurt. Fuck, she’d already been backhanded by the guy once and he really rang her bell. He hadn’t hit her as hard when he snatched her as she left the senchamber, but it was enough to make walking interesting.

      Grace curled her lip. “Or. What.”

      She was gonna die either way, right? She didn’t imagine the male who’d evaded capture for days and had already hurt her twice would just release her and flit away. Whatever his plans, she didn’t have high hopes about getting away unscathed—or alive.

      “Female,” he growled and snapped his teeth, acting as if he’d bite her and she fought the need to flinch.

      Grace Hall was a lot of things, but she wasn’t a weakling who backed off when faced with what appeared to be a dire situation. Otherwise her mother would already be out of her life. But she’d fought when the doctors told her there was no hope. She was ready to fight again. Unfortunately, this fight involved actual bruises and cuts so… not fun.

      With every step, she resisted as much as she could, trying her best to break free of his immovable grasp. Strong aliens were sexy, but did this particular alien have to be so strong? His fingers dug into her flesh, the punishing hold sure to leave her arm covered in bruises. Though, if she somehow managed to get out of this with only bruises, she’d count herself lucky.

      She glanced up and down the hallway, searching for anyone who could help her. On a ship of two thousand Preors, she’d think there’d be a big winged guy nearby. Or at least close enough to hear her.

      “Help! Somebody help! He’s trying to kidnap—” Her head banged against the metal wall, shoulders immediately following and then the rest of her caught up. Pain radiated along her body, overtaking every nerve and shutting out any other sensations. She slumped to the ground with a groan and brought one hand to the back of her head. It was sticky and wet and she pulled her hand away, glancing at her red-coated fingertips.

      Impe crouched down. “That was not smart.”

      Grace gathered saliva in her mouth and spat it at him, coating his face in the clear liquid. That earned her a roar and another strike. At least this one knocked her out, but not before she heard other male voices, shouts to stop, halt, and go no farther. Grace passed out with a small smile on her face. They’d found her and they’d save her.

      Except instead of a warm cocoon of blankets and Kozav’s scent filling her nose when she woke, she found herself strapped into a seat on a short flight shuttle. It bounced and jerked on its way through space, jolting as they passed through Earth’s atmosphere. Growls and curses—some she knew and others she didn’t—filtered back to her from the pilot’s seat.

      She hadn’t been saved, then. Had those voices merely been imaginary?

      The shuttle shook, veering left and then Impe overcorrected pulling them back right.

      “Curse you to the seas, Kozav.” Impe’s voice reflected his anger, but she heard something else in there too—crazed fear. “I will show you.”

      Yeah, she didn’t want Impe showing anyone anything. “What’s going on? What are you doing?” The first words were hardly a whisper and it hurt to form each one. She ghosted her fingers over her lips and winced when she found the large split. He must have hit her again while she was passed out. She cleared her throat and tried again. “What are you doing, asshole!”

      She could be obnoxious. It wasn’t like he could hit her while he tried to navigate and avoid whatever kept sending their shuttle swaying through the air.

      “You.”

      “Me. What are you doing? Where are you taking me? What—”

      “Do you ever fall silent?”

      “Sure. Usually when I’m not held captive by a poor excuse for a Preor warrior.” Yes, she poked the dragon.

      “I will kill you in front of him. I will show him what happens when a Preor deserts his race. I will show him what happens when a Preor takes a human to mate. I will show them all.”

      Cue the maniacal bad guy laughter.

      No, Impe didn’t laugh, maniacal or otherwise. He did curse more though. Another tremor shook the shuttle, sending them into a spin that had her stomach protesting and the contents threatening to make an appearance. She clutched at the straps holding her in place, gripping them tightly in an effort to ground herself. She didn’t have time to get sick. She had to focus and figure out a way to get out of this mess and… back to Kozav.

      A resounding thud echoed around the shuttle, vibrating everything, and Impe shouted, joined by the sound of a fist striking a console. “No, no, no!”

      “Having a little trouble up there? Men have problems asking for directions? Want help?” She couldn’t have stopped herself if she’d tried.

      “You will quiet your mouth or I will rip your tongue out and feed it to you.” His yell was nearly as violent as the next tumble of the shuttle.

      He’d have to get to her first and she didn’t see Impe getting a chance to leave his post and attack her. “Promises, promises.”

      The angrier he got, the more likely he’d be to make a mistake. At least that’s what old vids said.

      They pulled out of yet another tumble but still listed to the left, pulling hard on one side. “We lost an engine.”

      Fear that’d been threatening to overwhelm her didn’t give her a choice now. She was gonna be scared and that’s all there was to it. Funny thing—Impe seemed afraid, too. His voice rose in pitch, sounding like a frightened woman instead of an in control warrior.

      Grace’s body seemed to take fear cues from her kidnapper because that’s when cold sweat broke out to coat her skin and her teeth chattered as terror overtook her. Tears welled in her eyes and slithered down her cheeks while a knot formed in her throat. She would die like this—strapped to a chair by a madman and plummeting to the…

      She peeked past the pilot and navigator chairs, trying to determine their location on the planet. Maybe they’d go down near an Ujal station and the sea-living aliens could save them before the sharks really did turn them into dinner. Maybe…

      That’s when she saw it—salvation or the continuance of her torture, depending on the way she looked at things.

      “The training platform.” Impe acted as if he hadn’t heard her and she battled to raise her voice. “The training platform.”

      He had to see it, right? It was massive, easily two football fields long and wide, a space where the Preors could shift, train, and run drills as dragons. There wasn’t space on the ship to really get in a good workout so the Preors installed several training platforms above the middle of the Gulf of Mexico for just that purpose. There were no humans around to scare them and the warriors enjoyed the challenge of the salty air and sure death if they failed.

      Impe roared but the shuttle soon turned toward the hovering metal platform, which meant he’d heard her.

      Their approach was jagged and jerky, the ship bouncing up and down while sliding from left to right. She didn’t tear her gaze from the front of the ship, staring at the projections of the world outside their small pod. The platform grew larger and larger until it nearly filled the view screen and that was when they finally landed. Sort of. The ship pounded down on the flat platform, sliding across the expanse while spinning like a top. Metal grated against metal and she held onto the restraints as hard as she could while they skidded over the training station.

      The rolling went on and on, each second feeling like a year passed until their speed gradually slowed, easing until they came to a jarring, rocking stop.

      Then it was just Grace and Impe—and he was no longer distracted.

      Grace wasn’t one to sit around and wait to be rescued. She pushed and prodded her restraints, searching for a way to crawl free of the webbing that held her captive. Clip after clip slowly released, giving her more space to breathe while she tried to get away. Groans came from the front of the shuttle, the sounds spurring her to go even faster than before.

      “C’mon, c’mon, c’mon…” she mumbled and then released a shout when the last buckle popped open. “Yes!”

      Impe snorted and growled. “Female!”

      She should learn to keep her mouth shut. She tossed off the straps and pushed to her feet, stumbling forward when wooziness overtook her. She listed right and then left, catching herself on a nearby seat for a moment. She straightened and pushed one foot in front of the other. She’d get away. There had to be others on the training platform. It wasn’t like they Preor would leave it unattended, right?

      Grace poked, prodded, and pounded the identipad beside the shuttle door, silently begging it to let her free already.

      But it didn’t do anything. I remained passively red, denying her the chance to escape. “Open.” She pressed. “Open.” She slapped. “Open, open, open.” She punched the identipad with each word. More tears, more pain, more flat-out desperation. “Ship, open the fucking door!”

      “Confirmed.” When the mechanical voice filled the area, Grace didn’t question its response or next actions. She simply took advantage of them. The doors parted and she hobbled away, fighting to go as fast as she could before Impe realized—

      The roar seemed to vibrate the platform and she stumbled forward, catching herself on her hands and knees. She grunted and shook her head, trying to banish the dizziness that came with the new position. She didn’t have time to sit down and rest. She had to keep moving. Had to keep running. Had to keep—

      A fist snatched her hair, fingers digging into the strands and yanking her backward until her back slammed against a hard front. Her head was jerked aside, exposing her neck, and a rough cheek scraped her throat.

      “Did you think I would let you escape? Let you make a fool of me again?”

      “If you don’t let me go, they’ll…”

      “They, who, breeder?” he purred. “There’s no one but me and you.”

      “But I thought…” Her lungs froze and she snapped away from him, wincing when he held her fast. “The training platforms are staffed.”

      Impe snorted. “A her-eh-cane forced evacuation. They do not even know you are missing. The shuttle had mechanical malfunctions and was not monitored by the battleship.” He lowered his head and a wet, warm tongue traced her skin from shoulder to jaw. “No one will save you, breeder. No one even knows where to look.” Sharp fangs cut into her skin and she hissed with the pain.

      He released her hair and shoved, sending her sprawling to the scraped and damaged metal ground. His shoulders grew in width, scales slinking over his skin and eyes fully that of his dragon. He spread his wings, stretching them outward, and gave her a smile that chilled her to her bones. “And no one can stop me while I teach you how to behave.”

      Grace froze, heart stuttering to a stop and lungs refusing to work. This was it. This was where she’d die. At this crazed monster’s claws and with no one around to stop him.

      Not even Kozav.
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      Kozav would destroy the ship with his bare claws if he did not get answers soon. “Where is my mate?”

      Warriors searched every inch of the ship, going room-to-room as they sought Grace. With each failure to locate her, his anger grew.

      As did his fear.

      He’d gone after her when she’d walked away, but when he’d emerged from the senchamber, it was to find an empty passageway.

      And a splatter of blood on the wall. Her blood.

      The ship’s sensors were down and monitoring systems had worked spottily at best, which only left a physical hunt.

      Every male had been rolled out of their sleep chambers and ordered to find Grace, and each male vowed he would not stop until she was returned to him. Grace wasn’t merely a female—Preors valued all females—but also a symbol of hope. She was another human who’d matched to a Preor. Another human who may bear his dragonlet.

      Gone.

      Kozav stood in the middle of the command deck, gaze not straying from a layout of the entire ship. He sought any odd readings, any hint of where else Impe had sabotaged. Impe had caused havoc and now he had Grace in his clutches. The last time she encountered the male, he’d knocked her unconscious.

      What would he do now?

      Reports from warriors flowed through the room, comm operators making note of each searcher’s location and failure to save his mate. She needed saving. That thought was upmost in his mind. It thrummed in his veins and pounded in his head. His mate needed him and he was not there for her.

      He fisted his hands, frustration and pure rage turning his nails into dragon’s claws. He sought an inner calm that seemed to linger just out of reach, and then he merely begged his body to remain on two legs. He could best find her if he could walk.

      “Kozav!” The deep voice was familiar and he turned to find Jarek approaching with Taulan right behind him. Jarek reached him first. “Catch us up on your progress.”

      Catch us up…

      A human colloquialism. Each day Jarek spent on Earth with his mate resulted in even more changes to the old Preor’s mind and body. Good? Or bad? Impe felt associating with human breeders was definitely to the detriment to their people.

      That knowledge fueled his rage to burn hotter.

      “Warriors are searching every corridor and cargo hold. If it has a door or an access panel, they are exploring the space. They have not found her.” And Kozav’s dragons fire burned hotter because of it.

      “What is the status on your hunt for Impe and Sugal?” Jarek spoke once more, acting like the War Master even if he no longer held the title.

      “Impe remains unfound and Sugal was recently discovered hiding within one of the engineering tunnels. The sensors were modified so the ship could not sense his presence. Engineer Master Vende located him.” Kozav ran a hand through his hair and cursed himself once more. So many things he could have done differently to stop this and now his mate was gone.

      “Does Sugal have anything to say about Impe’s intent?” Taulan’s voice was equally forceful but his tone held something more.

      “Not yet.” He shook his head. And the skies knew he’d tried to learn what he could from the Healing Master.

      Taulan grunted. “I believe I will speak with Sugal.”

      Kozav looked forward to hearing whatever Taulan could discover. In the meantime, the search would continue.

      “Do you believe he has taken her off the ship?”

      Kozav would not snap at the male. He was to be respected. But did Jarek think he hadn’t had the ship count their shuttles the moment he knew Grace was gone? “No. Shuttle count shows that all are still onboard.”

      Jarek grunted. “Ship.”

      “Yes, Esteemed Warrior Jarek joi Melissa?”

      Exhaustion and worry had him snapping at the elder warrior. “I already asked—”

      Jarek held up a hand to silence him. “You are a newly promoted Primary Warrior. When you request something of the ship, its answers are based on pre-programmed inquiries. You ask it how many warriors are on the ship, it will tell you how many able-bodied warriors are on the ship. It will not count those who cannot help in its defense.” Kozav nodded and remained silent. “Ship, prepare shuttle count—inoperable and able. Compare it to current shuttle count—inoperable and able—and calculate any discrepancies.”

      “One inoperable shuttle is not onboard.”

      Kozav felt as if his heart had been ripped from his chest. He stumbled forward and caught himself on the back of a comm officer’s chair, using it to hold him upright. Impe had taken her on a shuttle—an inoperable shuttle.

      “Time of departure?” Jarek barked.

      “My shuttle bay was opened thirty-one minutes, fifty-two seconds ago.”

      “Destination?” Jarek still ignored him and continued questioning the ship.

      “Ultimate destination unknown. Direction indicated an Earth sea landing near the coast of Florida.”

      “No,” he rasped. He did not believe his mate could survive in the waters. Humans were not made… Kozav straightened. Humans and Preor did not like the oceans, but there was an alien race that did. “Ship, transmit last know shuttle coordinates to the Ujal and request recovery assistance. Include images of Grace and Impe for identification. Grace to be rescued, Impe to be captured and held for arrival.”

      “Confirmed.” The ship was quick to acknowledge his orders.

      Jarek squeezed his shoulder. “And now we will search as well.”

      “The oceans of Earth are vast.” He shook his head.

      “And your connection to her can stretch across any distance. Ship, transmit all data to the short flight in bay kuik.”

      Kozav did not get a chance to question the warrior. Not when they began their rapid winding through the passageways and finally to the shuttle bay. He followed Jarek into the shuttle and strapped himself into the co-pilot’s chair. “How will we find her?”

      “You will find her.” He raised his eyebrows and Jarek grumbled. “Ignorant youth.” Jarek started the engines and in one smooth move had the bay doors open and the shuttle shooting out of the ship. Kozav would not remind the male that he was elder of them. “Mates share a biological connection. When that connection is recognized, the Knowing manifests.” Kozav knew enough to remain silent. “Because of your genetic connection, you can find your mate anywhere. You can connect with her mind.”

      “After a mating has been sealed.” Kozav pointed out the obvious. “Grace and I have not.”

      “Sealing is not necessary. I communicated with Melissa mind to mind before we joined fully. Emotions are the core of the connection.” Jarek had them diving toward the planet, streaming through the layers of the atmosphere. “Do you care for her enough to find her?”

      “Yes.” His answer was immediate and heartfelt. He would do anything for Grace. He would live and die at her word and would happily do either on her behalf. “Yes.”

      “Then search for her with your mind. I will take us to the coordinates supplied by the ship and we will travel from there.”

      It went against everything ingrained in him as a warrior, but Kozav closed his eyes, making himself vulnerable, and looked within. He should be visually searching or relying on technological systems, but he would put his trust in Jarek.

      He slowed his breathing and looked inward, searching for any foreign presence and discovered nothing. More and more nothing.

      Jarek’s words drifted through his mind. “Mates share a biological connection.”

      Grace wouldn’t be a foreign presence. She was part of him. So he sought a softer side of him, one that was tough yet vulnerable. A portion of his soul that welcomed being cared for by others and was also fierce in its protectiveness.

      Kozav sought his rasi. And found her huddled and crying, calling out for him while blow after blow rained down on her. Scarred metal cut into her flesh, the burnt surface stained red, and he saw through her eyes. Saw Impe lift his hand and then her flinch as she closed her eyes and braced herself for pain. But before she erased his vision, he observed something else.

      Something that told him exactly where to find his mate, and with whom.

      His eyes snapped open, the rush of battle’s fire coursing through his body and it felt as if his nerves were aflame. He pointed into the distance. “That way. Training platform ruor. Come in silently from the North and twenty feet above the waves.”

      “Kozav, you can’t—”

      Risk being that close to the tumultuous waves. A recent hurricane made the entire area dangerous.

      However, he could. It was what he’d trained for. It was why he had a home at the edge of the Gor Ari and why he hated, yet loved, the waves. He’d trained to collect things that would make him worthy of a mate. Now he would use those tools and rescue his Grace. This act would make him more than worthy.

      “I can. Do it.” He would not be denied and Jarek must have sensed that determination in him.

      Jarek brought the shuttle around, communicating with the Ujal within the waves while maneuvering. When they were finally in position, the warrior opened the rear doors, exposing them to the salty air. Jarek approached and hissed with the sting while Kozav rejoiced in the hint of pain.

      “I will comm you once it is done.” Kozav stared into the sky, watching the clouds and gauging the gusts of wind. Flashes of color in the seas showed him the Ujal waited and he was pleased the other race would help if needed. He lowered his attention back to the male at his side. “Impe will not survive this.”

      The esteemed warrior squeezed his shoulder. “As long as you and your mate live, I do not care.”

      Kozav jerked his head in a quick nod, turned his attention back to the sea below… and leapt.

      If the situation were not so serious, Kozav would laugh at Jarek’s surprised shout when he jumped from the shuttle. Others would have immediately fought to go upward, but he allowed himself to fall, to nearly skim the uneven surface. His wings caught the updraft coming from the waters and he used the push to launch himself upward. Then steady beats of his wings took him higher. He kept his gaze trained on the metal platform hovering above, refusing to allow his attention to drift in any way.

      With each beat of his wings, he thought of his mate—his Grace. Her eyes. Her smile. Her frown. Her growl. Her teeth on his flesh.

      He would have that all again.

      Kozav drew nearer to the training platform, the edge nearly in reach, and he folded his wings when he approached one of the engine repair posts. A small shelf cut into the side of the platform used by engineers to rest during repair work. He used it for another purpose now. He fought to calm his racing heart and drew air slowly into his lungs. As soon as he’d gotten himself under control again, he would—

      The scream that rent the air pushed him into action when he would have waited. He reached up, grasped the top edge of the platform and hauled himself onto the scarred metal. The ship Impe stole teetered near the edge of the opposite side, the large swath of black char showing the path it’d taken when they’d landed. He scanned his surroundings for the male and his mate, and rage infused him when he caught sight of the pair.

      Of Impe standing tall, wings spread.

      Of Grace huddled on the ground, clothes torn and blood coating her pale skin.

      Of Impe pulling his leg back.

      Of Grace tightening into a small ball in preparation for the kick.

      The roar that tore from him was more dragon than male, and he did not realize he was flying until he landed in front of the other osri. He caught Impe’s leg, lifted it and twisted the ankle. The move forced the other male to flip over and fall to the ground. To become vulnerable like his mate.

      With a snarl, Impe shot to his feet, wings spread for balance. When the other warrior reached for his blades, Kozav did the same. He would gleefully cut Impe into pieces and feed him to the sharks circling below. Metal clashed, swords gleaming and sparking with each blocked strike. But this was not a sparring match, it was a battle to the death—Impe’s.

      So when the male left himself open, Kozav stabbed deep. When the male stumbled, Kozav did not give Impe space to right himself.

      Kozav cut and sliced, kicked and shoved, beat the male with the base of his blade and broke Impe’s nose with his forehead. Blood flowed freely, painting the metal in a deep red, and Kozav couldn’t wait to see all of it coating the platform. They circled left, then right, each of them searching for an opening—a vulnerability.

      Movement behind Impe reminded Kozav his greatest vulnerability was not his own body, but Grace. Somehow Impe caught his slight inattention and whirled, capturing Grace before Kozav could stop him. The warrior bled freely, but he still had enough strength to hold his mate tightly in his grip.

      “No more. Be ssstill,” Impe rasped and Grace strained against the male’s hold. When Impe pressed the tip of his sword to her flesh, she froze. “Good.” Impe glared at Kozav, one eye swollen shut while the other narrowed to a mere slit. “I have your little breeder, Kozav. Will you listen now? Will you hear me when I say that humans can only weaken us? They do not listen. They do not do as they’re told. They will not be good mates and their dragonlets will be weak.”

      Each word was a blow to Kozav, another ember added to the dragon’s fire in his heart. It pushed him closer to the edge, closer to the point where he’d lose control and kill the man where he stood no matter the cost.

      But he could never hurt Grace. It would kill him to harm her and his fury needed to come back under control.

      “Weak like you, Impe? Weak like your uncle?”

      Impe hissed and Kozav did the same, letting lies leap to his lips. “Taulan did not even have to touch Sugal to get your secrets out of him. We know all, Impe. Release Grace and—”

      “He wouldn’t.”

      No, for all Kozav knew, he hadn’t, but Kozav needed to keep the male unbalanced. “He is weak, like you are weak. Your line should not have even been granted passage and the chance to seek out a mate.” He sneered and stared at Impe, searching for any opening. “Your line is filled with cowards and useless males. Your line is nothing.”

      The words pushed Impe into action and the male threw Grace away from him before launching himself at Kozav. He watched Grace tumble to the ground, catch herself on the damaged surface and… continue falling.

      She didn’t stop as she neared the edge, or even when she balanced right on the rim. She tumbled over the side while Kozav could do nothing but watch.

      No.

      He was merely an observer once and failed. He would save his family this time.

      Impe’s lurch was awkward and stumbling, giving him the perfect chance to bury his sword in the male’s chest. It was a quick death, the strike precise and sinking through the heart. A well-practiced killing blow. One he did not derive pleasure from despite the male’s actions.

      Before Impe’s body teetered to the ground into a lifeless heap, Kozav was gone, diving over the side. He held his wings tightly to his body, forming an aerodynamic pod that sliced through the skies. His speed increased, bringing him closer and closer to his flailing mate. She twisted and spun, body twirling and hands snatching at air as if there was something that could slow her fall. There wasn’t something, but there was someone.

      He flicked his attention to the waters, gauging the distance, and he knew he would have to time his next movements precisely. Otherwise, he’d lose his mate before he had a chance to truly have her.

      Kozav tensed his muscles, constricting himself further to help speed up his approach. He had to catch her at the right moment, let everything flow through him at the precise second…

      He let his dragon’s soul ease closer, close enough that the mind was present, but the body remained a tight streak of flesh and wing. It was there, ready and waiting to spring, to do as demanded to save his mate. They drew nearer to the watery grave below, hitting the liquid a sure death sentence at these speeds.

      Seventy-five feet. Fifty. Thirty.

      When the distance narrowed to twenty, Kozav let the dragon take control. The transition washed over him in a blinding rush, body expanding, wings stretching, face transforming until a two-hundred-ton dragon covered in teal scales emerged. Claws outstretched, he caught Grace, cradling her as he allowed ocean winds and his wings to lower them into a smooth glide above the rolling sea waves. The water churned a mere six feet beneath his claws, death lurking near while he cradled life—and his future—in his claws.
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      Four days later and her hands still shook. No matter what she was doing or where she was, they shook. The trembles never left, not even when she slept. Just a constant vibration that seemed ingrained in her body.

      She wondered if it’d ever go away. Though, does a person ever get over being kidnapped, beaten, thrown over the edge of a training platform and then rescued by a dragon?

      The Heart Master Sobol joi Zurer didn’t have an answer for Grace. Typical.

      But today wasn’t about her or her shaking or the nightmares she hid from Kozav. The silent, brooding Kozav who kept his distance. He’d saved her, watched over her while the healers repaired her injuries and then was just… gone. They still shared rooms but they were near strangers. Who knew a fight over a job would end in such a tangled mess?

      Another question Sobol couldn’t answer.

      Right. Today. Today was about her mother. She stood beside Donna’s medical platform, fingers twined around her mother’s, while the maroon warrior—Skala—remained on her mom’s right. In reality, Skala had hardly left Donna’s side since she’d arrived on the ship. He was still a total stranger to Grace, but Kozav had assured her he was an honorable First Warrior who acted as guard to Lana joi Taulan.

      And Skala, in turn, brought her mom comfort. When her mother patted Skala’s hand, some of the wrinkles on his face would ease. When Skala grunted because a healer got too close, her mom would chuckle and smile.

      Grace’s mother said there was nothing going on between them. Though, really, as sick as her mother was, a platonic relationship wasn’t surprising. But the occasional twinkle in Skala’s eyes and the blush on her mom’s cheeks had Grace skeptical about the platonic thing.

      Donna squeezed Grace’s fingers gently. “You okay, Gracie?”

      Grace snickered. “Asks the woman who’s about to have her DNA screwed with.”

      “There will be no screwing.” Skala’s voice was a harsh, forceful rasp.

      Grace suppressed her grin and raised a single brow. “Right. Of course not.”

      Skala grunted and the entire exchange reminded her of time spent with Kozav before Impe had their world imploding. She peeked at her mate from the corner of her eye and caught him staring at her, a look of pure longing and utter desire etched into his expression. She missed that. They hadn’t enjoyed much passion before their fight, but she missed the closeness they’d shared for that short time. She missed talking to him. She missed just being near him.

      Then he noticed her staring at him and the expression vanished as if it’d never been.

      She turned back to her mom and found her whispering to the winged warrior, only catching snippets of their conversation.

      “Shouldn’t get your hopes up.”

      Skala grunted.

      “I just don’t want you to be disappointed. If you don’t hope for…”

      Another grunt. “A Preor lives life with hope.”

      Those few words ended their not-quite-private conversation.

      “Mom? Something you wanna tell me before we get going?” She tilted her head meaningfully toward Skala.

      “No. Nothing to tell.” The smile she got was wide and faker than press-on nails.

      “Uh-huh.” If that was how her mom wanted to play things, that was up to her.

      Ever since moving to the Preor ship, the weight of responsibility had lifted from Grace’s shoulders. More and more as her mother recovered her strength. With daily injections, her mother could live a fairly healthy life. But that wasn’t enough for Donna Hall. She said she had grandbabies to live for and wanted a cure.

      Grace was pretty sure some of her mom’s motivation for a cure came from Skala, as well.

      The healer approached their small group, a hypo resting in the middle of a small tray. “As we discussed earlier, the side effects of this injection—”

      “I know.”

      Her mom’s hurried interruption had Grace panning her gaze slowly toward her mother. “Mom?”

      Donna took a deep breath. “At worst, nothing changes. I keep living as I have been here on the ship. The treatments keep me fairly healthy though I get tired. I’ll be able to have a life outside of a bed. I’ll be able to have my own room near medical and be independent. At least, a little.”

      The healer spoke once more. “Donna Hall, there is another negative—”

      “Negative to you.” Her mom’s response was whip fast and Grace knew that tone. That was her mother’s “proceed at your own risk and I may rip your face off” tone.

      Apparently the healer was familiar with it as well because he remained quiet as he lifted the hypo from the tray. “Are you prepared, Donna Hall?”

      Grace squeezed her mom’s hand, holding tight, and was surprised when a large hand came to rest on her shoulder. She glanced back and met Kozav’s gaze. There was the mate she’d been missing, his emotions lurking in his eyes.

      There was the mate she’d get back once this was done. They’d have a come to Jesus meeting and work through their problems if it killed them both.

      “Ready.” Her mom nodded and held out her right arm. Skala mirrored Kozav’s position, holding onto Donna’s shoulder as well.

      The hypo hissed as it dispensed its contents into her mom’s bloodstream. Then it was merely a matter of waiting.

      Seconds? Minutes? Hours? Da—

      Seconds won.

      Her mom’s first gasp was followed by a groan and then a growl from Skala with a demand to help her. But there was nothing anyone could do. They could only watch and wait and see how Donna’s world had changed with the genetic modifications. Not modifications so much as a tidying, as her mom called it. Just a quick scrub of the old DNA, repairing the Pol Mutation, and then all would be well.

      And it was. Mostly. Cries turned into groans turned into moans and then back to cries again. She writhed in the bed, Grace still clutching one hand while Skala refused to relinquish the other.

      Kozav stood sentry over them all, his gaze a comforting, heavy weight on her while time slipped past them. Grace wasn’t sure how long it’d been when Donna’s thrashing finally ceased, but it eventually did.

      A few other things happened when the last tremors left her mom, too.

      Skala, the warrior who’d snarled and growled at everyone, who’d fiercely defended his place beside her mom, fell to his knees beside the platform. His scarred hand brushed Donna’s hair aside and he cupped the woman’s pale cheek. Tears slipped from his eyes, trailing down his weathered cheeks and his lips formed two words that shocked Grace to her very center.

      “Shaa kouva.” Skala’s words resonated in the room.

      Okay, it definitely shocked Grace. It did not, however, shock her mom. As proven when her mom cupped Skala’s cheek in return, brushing aside the tears that continued. “Shaa kouvi.”

      Nor, apparently did it shock Kozav because he was quick to shuffle Grace out of the room after she’d given her mother a kiss and continued leading her down a twining path of passageways.

      Did everyone know they were mates but her?

      Screw that, she’d ask it aloud.

      “Did everyone know they were mates except me?” She jerked to a stop, arm wrenching free of her mate’s hold, and she propped her hands on her hips. “Did they?”

      Kozav ran his fingers through his hair, a gesture he was doing more and more and definitely reminded her of a frustrated human man. “I wished to have this conversation after our next, but it seems it cannot be delayed.”

      She had no idea what the other conversation was going to include, but this one needed settled. “Nope, it can’t. Did everyone—”

      He came closer but stopped just shy of touching her. She struggled not to lean into him, to take comfort in his presence. The turn of events wasn’t bad, but unsettling. So many changes, so short a time.

      “Your dam did not experience a full Knowing, but did begin receiving knowledge she should not have had when she arrived on the ship.” His movements were slow when he reached for her hand and she met him halfway. Something inside her said that their relationship wasn’t lost, but it did require compromise.

      She could do that. “No one said anything.”

      “Your mother demanded it of every male who spoke to her.” It sounded like Kozav was more than a little pissed about that rule.

      “And Skala? He felt…”

      Kozav nodded. “From the moment she was brought aboard. He searched for her. It was not a full Knowing, but it was enough to bring them together. They have spent this time getting to know one another.”

      “And no one…”

      Kozav’s free hand stroked her cheek. “Your mother felt that our mating deserved a ‘good start’ and she did not want you worrying over her. The healers were instructed to mention nothing of Skala’s importance to your dam and simply report that her health improved. You saw the improvements yourself.”

      She swallowed hard and nodded. She had, but… her knees went weak and she leaned against the wall. “I’m so selfish.”

      “Shaa kouva.” Those two words struck her heart and she felt tears gathering behind her eyes. It was the first time he’d called her that in days and she’d almost thought she’d never hear it again. “You could never be selfish.”

      “My mom had all this going on and I’m just flitting off and—”

      “I do not believe you are capable of this flitting. And you must recall you also had to deal with a pig-headed male for a mate while some other asshole attempted to put your lights out.”

      Grace wasn’t sure she was ready to accept his explanation, but his words did bring a smile to her lips. “Did that come from my mom or one of the other human-Preor mates?”

      “Our dam.”

      “Ours?”

      Kozav puffed out his chest. “I have been instructed to call her dam. It is an Earth tradition.”

      Yeah, yeah it was. In the good families. In the families that got along and were loving and stuck together when shit blew up.

      Grace figured crashing on a training platform and then falling over the edge only to be rescued by her dragon mate was as close to blowing up as the Preors could get.

      “It is.” She reached for his hand, twining their fingers together. “It is.”

      “Good.” He tightened his hold on her hand and gently pulled her away from the wall. “There are other traditions I would like to explore. Dam gave me a list and I would like to share a few with you in the senchamber.”

      She was good until they got to the senchamber bit. “Kozav?”

      “Peace, shaa kouva. I…” He frowned and stared at their joined hands. “I cannot tolerate the idea of you seeking another. It was what drove my anger.” He frowned harder. “Your dam slapped me for being pig-headed.”

      Even if she hated that her mom hit him, Grace had to smile.

      “She also said you would find it humorous.”

      She just shrugged and waited for Kozav to continue.

      “We both had lives before we found one another. Yours much shorter than mine, but no less diverse. I must learn to accept that your past actions are in the past and working for the IMA was out of desperation and need. You did what was necessary and I would have done the same if it would have saved my family.” When he looked at her again, it was with a wary yet hopeful expression. “The female who stands before me today is my mate. I wish to forget our pasts and start over. All that matters are our days going forward.” At Grace’s nod, he continued, his voice hesitant. “I would like to try going forward with you again, Grace joi Kozav Hall, if you allow it.”
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      Kozav waited, holding his breath until he believed his four lungs would burst. Grace’s dam truly had slapped him and even though her strength was nothing compared to his, the strike hurt him in his heart. He’d erred with his mate, pushed her away when he should have pulled her close, and now he waited to see if she would give him another chance. A chance to make it right and forge a future together.

      A chance to be mates.

      A blank mask descended over his mate’s face, hiding her thoughts from him. “I do want to move forward, but…” She shook her head. “We can’t start over.” She pulled her hands from his and he felt the loss down to his soul, his dragon recoiling with the withdrawal and his body growing cold with the loss of her warmth. “Everything that’s happened, everything we’ve experienced and every word we shared, will form our future. Do I hate the arguments and drama? Sure. But I wouldn’t forget them for anything.” She cupped his cheeks and he reveled in her soft touch. “Those arguments are just another facet of our relationship. Not a shiny facet, but still part of us. I can’t promise we’ll never argue again—”

      Kozav grunted. No, they would never argue again. He would not allow it.

      “—But I can promise that there will be no running.”

      He nodded his agreement. There would be no running. He would not allow it.

      “Good.” He pulled her hands away from his face. Any further touching would have him pinning her against the wall. His normally possessive half even agreed with that plan, aching to claim her here where all could see. Grace belonged to him and him alone. He would assert his dominance and taking so there could be no question.

      Though, word had already spread among the men, the witnesses to his mate’s rescue passing the story along from warrior to warrior. Kozav joi Grace Hall would kill any who thought to harm his mate and he had the strength and power to do so, no matter his opponent.

      His fingers tingled with the need to caress Grace, to explore her body and trace her curves. But low, baritone voices echoed from one end of the passage and he knew this was not the place.

      He had to remember he wished to get his mate to the senchamber. That was his goal. Then he could explore her at his leisure.

      “Then we shall go to the senchamber.” If he asked her, she could deny him. If he told her, she would not.

      Even after Dam Hall smacked him, she helped him.

      Without giving her a chance to say another word, he spun and strode down the hall, away from the approaching warriors. He did not want to be stopped and asked to tell the story of his mate’s rescue yet again. Later, after he’d sated his mate—and himself—he would recount the words over and over. Not now.

      “Kozav, don’t you think we should…”

      He did not slow. “We should do nothing but proceed to the senchamber. If your objection is related to your dam, I have given orders that we be contacted about any negative change. She has also given the same orders though I believe human curses were used as well.”

      Donna Hall had pointed at the healer, a scowl on her delicate features. “If you fucking comm them and interrupt them I will break off your arm and beat you with it until you cry for momma.”

      Kozav promised to protect the healer if he agreed to only contact them in an emergency.

      Grace’s tinkling laugh filled his heart with joy. “Did you think of everything?”

      “Of course.” He did not tell her that if he did not, the senchamber could provide whatever was required. He preferred her to see him as a fully competent mate. She could see his other flaws later. He could show his mate his worst after he “put a ring on it,” as Dam said.

      Kozav did not understand Dam Hall’s reference, but the female promised to explain once they’d finished their vay-kay-shun. A vay-kay-shun he was anxious to begin and he wondered if Grace could comfortably increase her speed. A quick look showed that she nearly ran already. Instead of slowing, he swooped toward her, bending and lifting her into his arms in one smooth move. He cradled her close, enjoying her surprised squeak and then the feel of her arms wrapping around his neck. She rested her head on his shoulder with a sigh, and her moist, warm breath fanned over his skin. The wafting scent was enough to send his arousal flying high, his cock thickening and hardening within his katoth pants. His clothing became tight, the katoth unforgiving and not stretching to accommodate him.

      The arousal was joined by a pinching pain, but it was a glorious one. The ache was caused by his mate, his mate who he’d rescued and now held close. A mate he’d soon claim as his own.

      Mine.

      The word resonated with every step. Mine. Mine. Mine.

      Kozav ignored the warriors they passed during their race to the senchamber, only barely acknowledging them with a tilt of his head. When their gazes invariably turned to Grace, they quickly jumped away, some even hiding in nearby rooms. They did not wish him to believe they coveted Grace.

      He would laugh if he was not in so much desperation for his mate.

      Grace, on the other hand, did laugh. He should tell her that laughing at males was disrespectful, but… he could not ruin her joy. He would simply kill any who took offense to her giggles. That seemed to be the perfect answer and it would keep him in top condition.

      Excellent plan.

      It was not long before they stopped outside the familiar senchamber, the area prepared for them. It was pre-programmed with his desires for their vay-kay-shun, but he’d also had food stocked for the duration of their experience. They would not have to leave the senchamber and no others would have to deliver meals to them. This was their space alone for the next few days—longer if he could convince her to remain. He’d requested a full seven risings free of duties, but their activities would be at her discretion. Always.

      Kozav refused to relinquish her now that he held her close. He leaned down. “Reach over and place your hand on the identipad, shaa kouva.”

      His mate reached for the small pad, the stretch pulling her xina tight across her breasts, and his need for her grew. A whimper leapt to his lips and he pushed it back. Preor warriors did not whimper. They did, however, blatantly stare at their mate’s body whether the mate was aware of being seductive or not. The curve of her mounds were outlined by the sleek, thin material, the neckline pulling low with her movements, exposing the shadows between them.

      He would worship her breasts. No, he would worship her entire body… as many times as she would allow.

      She righted herself in his grip, arms sliding back around his neck and those tempting breasts nestled against his chest. Hard points prodded his flesh, telling him that his mate was aroused as well. He’d read about human females extensively, staying away from vids at Jarek and Taulan’s suggestion. Apparently, the vids were not accurate. Human females did not require the presence of another male or female in order to receive pleasure from mating. Some may enjoy those attentions, but it was not a necessity.

      Which pleased Kozav. The killing fire burned in his heart when he thought of others joining in their matings.

      Now he would not have to.

      The senchamber door parted, revealing a dimly lit space, twinkling stars high above them and the full moon illuminating the area.

      “Are you prepared, shaa kouva?”

      Grace’s attention drifted to the scene he’d designed. When she turned her head and met his stare, eyes filled with wonder and joy, he knew the hours he spent researching and crafting their vacation was worth each moment of worry and frustration.

      “What…” her hoarse whisper held a hint of disbelief and he took the single word as permission to enter the senchamber.

      He stepped across the threshold, his strides taking them deeper into the scene. The doors whooshed closed behind them, sealing against any intruders other than those he’d placed on his approved list. Kozav would rip the ship into small pieces if it allowed any other than his superior, his mate’s dam or Skala to interfere.

      “You created…” She wiggled and he carefully lowered her to the ground, snatching her hand before she could stride away from him and explore. “That’s the cabin…” She pointed in the distance, her steps slow. “And that’s…”

      His booted feet sank into the pale sands, the near white material reminiscent of Tampa’s beaches. It was just one part to the whole of the senchamber. Dam Hall gave several locations as a basis for the senchamber and Kozav… Kozav took them all to create this.

      “These are the beaches of Tampa.” He gestured in front of them.

      “The cabin is my grandfather’s. Before…” Tears filled her eyes and he glared. He would shout at Dam Hall—softly because he did not wish to battle Skala—for lying to him. “I didn’t think I’d ever see it again and there it is.”

      “If it displeases you, I can have the senchamber remove—”

      “No!” She whirled to face him, placing her palm on his chest. “No. I love it. I have so many good memories there and I can’t believe you brought it back.” Good. It meant he did not have to shout softly at Grace’s dam. Or fight Skala. “Show me everything else.”

      Grace’s joy and excitement was infectious, suffusing him, and he led her along the beach path to explore.

      To the left, he pointed out a replica of his personal aerie, the pillars rising high above the clouds instead of the mountaintops he normally called home. He did not wish to trek across a mountain to show Grace his caves. When they traveled to the planet, they could see much of Preor from the very top and he was anxious to reveal the planet’s beauty. To the right, they ambled past the cabin, the sand transitioning to grass and Tampa’s sea becoming a smooth, placid lake. Grass soon gave way to craggy cliffs, water lowering until it formed a thin river far below. A gentle breeze whipped at their hair and he breathed deeply, enjoying the scents of the outdoors even if they were not real.

      They stopped at the edge, staring down at the twining ribbon of water.

      “The Grand Canyon.”

      “Your dam stated you always wished to explore, and after seeing the twists and turns, it is not a challenge I could miss.”

      “Challenge?” She glanced at him from the corner of her eye, eyebrows raised.

      Kozav tugged her into his arms, pressing his front to her back. “Can you not imagine, shaa kouva? Racing along the paths, testing your strength against the winds and rocks? We shall explore the lands on foot, but I wish to take time to try myself against the great rocks.”

      “You can’t get hurt in here, right? I don’t want you to get hurt.” Her worry lifted some of the remaining worries.

      “Of course not, the senchamber does not allow its visitors to come to harm.” He did not tell her that he’d also asked for permission to visit the site on the planet. Her dam mentioned something about asking for forgiveness instead of permission, however. He would ask her more after this time together.

      “Good.” She turned and laid her hand on his chest, over his heart. “I don’t think I could handle you getting hurt.”

      “And I feel the same way, shaa kouva.” He laid his palm atop her hand, rubbing the back gently with his thumb. “I would lose my mind should you be injured.”

      Memories plagued him, images of her condition when he’d finally shifted back and gotten her inside a shuttle. The swelling and bruises combined with the bleeding cuts nearly sent him back over the edge and into his dragon’s scales. The only reason he’d resisted was because his mate needed hands, not claws, when she huddled against him.

      “I nearly lost myself to the skies when you were taken from me, rasi.” His fierce jungle cat who’d fought Impe despite her injuries.

      “What does that mean?”

      Kozav grimaced and brushed a lock of hair behind her ear. “I almost shifted into my dragon form in my anguish and it would not have ever let go if you had not been returned to me.”

      “I didn’t do it on purpose,” she grumbled.

      “I know this, but that did not lessen my rage. In truth, it magnified my feelings. Knowing another had his hands on you…” He shook his head, unable to finish the thought.

      “Kozav,” she sighed his name, her eyes going soft and lips forming a small smile. “I won’t leave you. And if I’m ever missing, know that it wasn’t by choice.”

      A new tension thrummed in his veins, nerves sparking to life and catching fire with excitement. “You are staying with me.”

      Statement, not question. She could tell him no if he asked questions.

      “Yes,” Grace’s voice was a breathy whisper.

      “You are my mate.” He kept his words hard, leaving no room for disagreement.

      “Never doubt it.”

      Kozav grunted as he thought. He knew she would agree and any who asked him, that was what he would say. He would not tell them he lied and had truly been worried over her agreement.

      The colors of the sky gradually changed, the midnight retreating while the pinks and purples of sunrise slowly unrolled for them. The stars retreated, hidden behind the sun’s emerging rays, and Grace stepped away. He quickly snatched her hand, unable to tolerate her putting space between them. “Where are you going?”

      The smile he received was peaceful, her eyes reflecting contentment, and happiness seemed to surround her. “I’ve never sat on the beach and just watched the sunrise, relaxing and with nowhere else to go.”

      Pride filled him. He provided her with something she’d always desired. “Then we shall do so.”

      They would do whatever she desired because Kozav was content being in her presence. He would feel better within her, but he would find solace in the time they spent together.

      And his hand since bluh ballz had not yet killed him.
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      Grace leaned against Kozav, enjoying the feel of him strong and sure at her back. He’d sat on the sand, knees bent and spread, with his feet on the ground. He leaned back and put his weight on one hand while he waved at her.

      “Vids show females resting with their mates in this way. You are to sit here between my thighs and I will protect you with my body.”

      He saw the position as protection while she looked at it as sweet affection. Well, she’d let him keep thinking whatever he liked while she enjoyed their closeness.

      She welcomed the enveloping quiet, the comfortable silence only broken with the gentle murmur of the ocean. The water seemed to stretch out into an endless expanse and she was breathless by the time the edge of the sun kissed the horizon.

      “It’s beautiful,” she whispered. She knew it wasn’t real, the senchamber reflecting its programming, but it was created by Kozav, which made it real enough for her.

      “Not as beautiful as you, shaa kouva.” His lips ghosted over the delicate skin on her neck, sending a shiver of desire racing through her.

      “Are you cold?” Her mate growled and she opened her mouth to… what?

      Tell him that she was ready to get down and dirty? The question was still a question in her mind, the events of the last couple of weeks still whirling through her mind. There was the Knowing and all that came with it as well as the differences that formed a wall between them. There was both good and bad in both their pasts, events that shaped them today but still caused problems as well.

      “Ship—”

      Grace half-turned in his embrace and laid her hand on his arm to get his attention. “It’s fine. I’m not cold.”

      “Ill? Ship—”

      “Or ill.” He was cute in a very over-protective way.

      “Then…”

      If she was going to do this; be present in their relationship and move forward with honesty, she had to lay it all out. “Your kiss.” She stroked the small spot where he’d touched her with his lips. “I liked it. When human females become aroused…”

      Yes, she chickened out. Sue her.

      Kozav’s smile was slow, a gradual curling of her lips. It started at the outer corners, a slow procession until it was so wide, his teeth were exposed. “You wish to mate with me.”

      “My body does.” It so did. Ever since their shared passion, her body craved him. She wanted his mouth on her, his hands caressing her skin and his cock deep inside her pussy.

      “And your heart, shaa kouva?”

      That sweet endearment whispered so effortlessly. Did her heart want him? Even if it was fast, even if their “courtship” was hardly the thing dreams were made of, and even if… Excuses were pointless at this point. They’d promised to speak the truth and that’s what she’d give him.

      “Yes.” Her voice was firm and even when she spoke. “Yes, my heart wants you, too.”

      He grunted as if to say, “I knew that” and she resisted the urge to thump him.

      Cocky males. “And what about you?” she demanded.

      Kozav chuckled, his deep laugh shaking them both. He closed his legs, holding her still, and then grinded his cock against her ass. “My cokh has been hard for you from the moment I sensed you. Never doubt that I crave you, shaa kouva.”

      She glared at him and this time managed to suppress her trembling. “And your heart?”

      He’d better say yes or she’d…

      “You should never doubt that you own me, shaa kouva, body and soul. Never.”

      Grace released the breath she’d been holding, the air coming out in a low whoosh of relief at his declaration. “Good.”

      Kozav leaned down, his lips caressing hers with a barely-there kiss. “It is good. It will be better when I have you in my arms. When I can witness your passion and stare when you come apart for me.”

      Grace shivered and didn’t bother holding back that time. “That sounds…” She imagined herself beneath him, his massive body pinning her to the bed as she screamed his name. “I like the sound of that.”

      He trailed kisses along her jaw, tongue flicking out to sample her skin and teeth scraping the juncture of her neck and shoulder. He ran his nose up her throat and nipped her earlobe. “I can smell that you do, my rasi.”

      She stiffened. “What?”

      He widened his knees and leaned forward, arms sliding around her waist, and his palms came to rest just above her mound. Her pussy ached, heating with arousal and need. He scraped her with his fangs once more, scratching her skin and she whimpered in response.

      “I can smell your desire. Sweet.” He licked. “Salty.” He nipped. “Mine.”

      His growl stroked her every nerve ending, plucking each one until she trembled. Her clit twitched and throbbed in time with her heart as if silently begging to be stroked and pinched. Her nipples hardened within her xina, straining against the thin material. She stretched and twisted, moaning when the silken fabric caressed the hard nubs.

      “Tell me what you desire, my rasi.”

      “Shaa kouvi,” she whispered the endearment, one she hadn’t used often, and Kozav stiffened in response. The tenseness in his body lasted a split second before he released a low, deep groan.

      “Grace,” he rasped and he tightened his hold. “Grace, you cannot say that and expect me to behave myself. I want…”

      So did she. So very, very much.

      She traced his strong arms, fingers dancing over the corded muscle of his forearms before encircling his wrists. He went to withdraw, but she held him, not allowing him to retreat.

      “Grace?” His strained tone was followed by the ruffle of wings. Her Preor warrior was slowly losing control.

      Good.

      She gently tugged on his right arm, pulling until his large palm settled between her thighs. She rolled her hips against his hand, moaning with the new sensations—the added pressure his touch gave her. “I want you to touch me here.” She encouraged him to move his left hand, sliding it over her belly, up her abdomen, and finally he cupped her breast. She arched into his caress, moaning when he captured one hard nipple between his thumb and forefinger. “And I want you to touch me here.”

      “As you wish. Anything you wish.” The bestial growl had the hairs on her arms standing up, goosebumps covering her skin, and she found she liked that hint of dangerous threat with her lovemaking.

      Kozav rubbed her cloth-covered pussy, heel of his hand rubbing up and down her sensitive flesh. His fingers toyed with her, stroking and petting, pressing when she needed more pressure and tapping her sex lips when he wanted to drive her crazy. All the while, she moved with him, rolling and rocking her hips, seeking out more and more pleasure with every breath.

      He pinched and teased her nipple, plucking it and then gently toying with the stiff nub. She was torn between the pleasure, pussy aching to be filled and breasts begging for attention.

      “Kozav, so good. Feels so good.”

      “Will you come for me, Grace? Will you let me smell more of your cream?” A growl followed those words, the deep rolling sound adding to her desire. “Will you let me taste you, my rasi?”

      “Oh God.” She shuddered and she wheezed, the image of Kozav’s teal head between her thighs as he lapped at her pussy nearly sending her over the edge.

      “Will you let me devour your,” he nibbled her ear and whispered the last word in her ear. “Cunt?”

      Grace’s body contracted, trying to curl in on itself with the wave of bliss that overtook her. The hard word coming out of his mouth, dirty and delicious, had tiny orgasmic tremors snatching control. Even she could smell her arousal, the musky scent of her craving for Kozav filling the air.

      And he wanted to taste her—taste that part of her.

      Taste her cunt. Even thinking of that single syllable had her pussy riding nearer to the precipice once more, almost throwing her over the edge into release.

      “Please.” She wasn’t too proud to beg. Not when she needed her mate with such ferocity. “Please, Kozav.”

      He increased the pressure on her center, fingers drawing small circles along her hidden slit. “Please lick you? Please fill you? I will give you whatever you desire, rasi. You but have to say the word.”

      That’s when her throat closed up, when the reality of having to make the decision creeped up on her. Now… Now her body sang for his and she didn’t care. Her pussy needed to be filled, fucked, and claimed.

      By Kozav.

      Now.

      With that realization came a few other surprising events. In one hurried movement, Grace fell forward and spun around in the sand, her knees rubbing on the uneven surface. But no grating of sand on skin harmed her. No, the ground was silky soft, almost like the bed in their room. The moment she faced her mate, she pounced, pushing him until he fell against the pale sands. His wings spread, stretching out behind him, and she sighed when the sun sparkled over his blue-green scales. So beautiful, yet so deadly. And all hers.

      “You. I want you.”

      “How?”

      She ran her hands along his abdomen, caressing his flat stomach and muscular chest. “However I can have you.”

      Every way I can have you.

      “Since you do not have a preference…” Kozav’s voice was practically a purr, like the rasi he called her.

      Grace was not expecting her world to tumble and turn, for up to become down or for her back to land on the cushioned sand while her mate loomed above her. His wings shielded her from the sun, the glow filtering through the thin flesh. The position of the sun accentuated his size, the breadth of his shoulders and every carved line of his muscles. Strong. Fierce. Powerful.

      He encouraged her to spread her legs, placing one foot on either side of him, making herself vulnerable to him. He skimmed her outer legs with his palms, caressing her through the xina. “Then perhaps I shall do as I wish, shaa kouva.” His gentle caresses reached her hips and the lower hem of her top, teasing the cloth and gradually lifting it up her body. “How does that sound, my mate?”

      He wanted her. Wanted her to strip for him. Wanted her to make herself vulnerable by choice and not forced circumstance like the last time she’d been half-dressed with him.

      She wanted the same. She brushed his hands aside, hating the twist of disappointment in his expression, but that sadness vanished when she finished the job he’d started. She did a half sit-up, giving herself room to lift the shirt up her body and then over her head. She tossed it aside and returned to her relaxed pose. The wind teased her skin, the senchamber-generated sand ghosting over her flesh and her nipples hardened even further. They’d become puckered nubs that were desperate to be touched, kissed, caressed.

      “You are so glorious, Grace.” He traced the dip of her waist and skimmed her rib cage before turning his attention to her breasts. He cradled them in his palms, her plump flesh overflowing his large hands, and rubbed the hard tips with his thumbs. “So responsive.” He pinched those bits of flesh, a jolt of pain adding to her desire, and she whimpered in response. “So mine.”

      “Kozav.” She arched against his tormenting ministrations, seeking more of the pleasure and aching pain.

      He leaned forward, his gaze never leaving hers as he captured one nub with his mouth. He suckled her, licking and nibbling the sensitive bit of flesh. He tormented her left breast before moving to her right, giving it the same torturous treatment. She whimpered and whined, begged him for more and more. Every pull on her breast went straight to her clit, her center anxious to be filled—taken—by him.

      He lifted his head and blew a soft puff of air across a damp nipple. “You are mine, are you not, shaa kouva?”

      Kozav scraped the nubbin with one of his sharp fangs, snatching a pleasurable scream from her throat. “Yes!”

      His, his, and his again.

      He gave her the same snip of pain on the other breast and then moved on. He kissed the valley between her rounded mounds, going farther south to tease her stomach and then pause at her belly button. “This is where your dam’s life cord connected you while she was bearing,” he murmured. “The dragonlets I give you will have the same.” He nuzzled her belly. “I will fill you until you are bearing and heavy with our offspring, shaa kouva.”

      Grace shivered at the promise and pleasurable threat. “Yes.” She wanted that tie to him, wanted them as connected as possible. “Yes.”

      Kozav grunted, this one sounding more pleased than cocky.

      He dipped his fingers below the waist of her xina pants, plucking the cord that held the soft material in place. “And are you ready to give yourself to me? Ready for me to fill you? Claim you?”

      The way he said those words—the deep growl and seductive tone he used… She rocked her hips, lifting them slightly and widening her legs a hint farther, and she sought any friction available. “Please.”

      He chuckled. Now that was cocky. But when he untied the cord and slid the fabric down her legs, tossing it away when he was done, she didn’t mind him sounding so cocky. Not when his gaze was filled with wonder and she held his entire focus.

      “So glorious.” He petted her newly exposed skin with gentle fingers, teasing the closely cropped curls that shielded her mound and her damp sex lips. “So pink and moist.” He lowered his head, nuzzling her curls and breathing deeply. “Do you know how delicious you smell? I cannot wait to taste you, shaa kouva.” Teal eyes met hers. “Say yes, Grace.”

      “Yes.” No hesitation. Not ever again.

      Grace had been with men before, but never a Preor. Never a male whose dragon gave him a forked tongue. And Kozav used that tongue to his advantage. He slipped along the seam of her pussy, sliding between them to stroke her inner flesh. She arched her back, crying out to the skies while her mate did his best to drive her mad. He licked and teased, flicking her clit with rapid flexes of his tongue and then soothing the overwhelming sensations with gentle laps.

      He suckled the bundle of nerves, each one followed by a burst of bliss that consumed her entire body. Her pussy clenched, inner walls rippling with every tormenting caress of his lips, tongue, and teeth. Yes, teeth. Teeth he used to nip her clit and nibble her lower lips. His ministrations were pleasure on the border of pain, but every part reveled in that hint of an ache. She wanted more. She wanted it all.

      Each of Kozav’s touches pushed her closer to release, the ecstasy luring her to the edge of orgasm and nudging her to take the flying leap into pleasure. Grace cupped her breasts, mirroring the movements he’d used on her mere moments before. She plucked and kneaded, pleasuring herself while he gifted her wave after wave of pure joy.

      Then he introduced a new sensation, the blunted tip of a finger coasting along the seam of her pussy and then delving into her with a strong thrust. She cried out, overwhelmed by the sudden invasion, and sobbed when he pulled back and eased into her once more.

      “Kozav,” she whispered his name with a needy whine.

      “Do you like that, my Grace? Shall you pretend it is my cock filling you?” Before she could answer, his tongue was back, destroying her defenses with pure pleasure.

      “Kozav, I’m…”

      As if he knew what she meant, he growled and increased his pace. His finger plunged in and out of her sopping wet pussy, her cream easing the way for his thick penetration. She panted and begged, taking in every hint of ecstasy she could and letting it draw her nearer and nearer to her peak. She balanced along the edge, wavering and twisting in the gentle winds. Her body needed more, needed a hint of something else to send her screaming over the tip and flinging her into a sea of joy.

      Then… Then he did it. He growled and pricked her clit with the tip of his fang. That searing pain wrenched a scream from her throat and she arched her back, opening herself to him even more. The orgasm was like a tsunami of pleasure, drowning her in the bliss, and she screamed his name.

      “Kozav.”

      He soothed the sting with his tongue, slowing his pace and gently lapping at her pussy while bringing her down from the clouds. He made love to her pussy, lips gentle, tongue softly lapping at her wet pussy, and whisper-like hums soothing the remaining sensitive nerves. She gasped and panted, his overwhelming attentions eventually lessening until she could breathe once more.

      “Shaa kouvi.” She needed his attention—needed him. She sifted her fingers through his hair, the silken strands easily sliding between the digits. “Come to me.”
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      The scent of Grace’s need teased his nose and stoked his dragon’s fire. His cock throbbed within his katoth pants, desperate to be freed and pushed into his mate’s waiting heat. She was gloriously spread before him, the moist pinkness of her pussy open to his gaze. Her flavors clung to his lips and he licked them once more, enjoying the salty sweet taste. He ached for another sampling, more time spent with his head buried between her lush thighs.

      But his dick was insistent. He needed to give her more pleasure with his body, needed to slide into her waiting heat and give her the fulfillment of that joining. He eased away, intent on standing, but his mate caught him with her legs. She wrapped them around his waist and restrained him. He could break free of her hold easily, but her whimpered no had him remaining in place.

      “Shaa kouva, I must remove my—”

      “No, just push them down. Need you.”

      “I will not rut on you like an impatient young one.”

      “Kozav, I need you. Now.” She propped herself with one hand and reached for the ties of his pants with the other.

      He could not believe a female would be so desperate, but one look in her eyes revealed the truth. His mate was in great need and he was not one to deny his kouva. With quick hands and dragon’s nails, he shredded the lacings that confined his cock and his length popped free of the katoth. He fisted his dick, sliding his hand along his shaft, and was gratified by his mate’s uneven breathing and wide eyes.

      “Is this what you want, shaa kouva?”

      She licked her lips and nodded, falling back to the sands while dropping her legs. She opened her knees, spreading her thighs wide once more. “Please.”

      When she cupped her own breasts, he nearly groaned aloud. When she pinched her nipples, he did. “You drive me to insanity.”

      “At least I won’t be alone.”

      Kozav moved over her, letting one hand rest beside her shoulder while he gripped his cock with the other. He nudged her opening with the tip of his dick, shuddering when her hole kissed the head. “Once I do this, Grace, I will never let you go. If you run, I will chase. If you hide, I will find you. We shall be one until I take my final flight.”

      She stroked the side of his face, her gaze serious and intent. “Mate me.”

      He did not need another invitation. He thrust into her in one, fierce movement, the slam of his hips against hers jarring them both. And he was inside her, her wet heat surrounding his cock and massaging him with her rippling walls. She milked him, stroking him within her sheath, and he nearly spilled himself. He clung to his control by a thread, searching for any shred of restraint that might still exist.

      “By the skies, shaa kouva.” He withdrew and pushed forward once more, moaning with her snug embrace. “So tight, so wet.”

      “Shaa kouvi,” she purred and lifted her legs, wrapping them around his waist.

      The movement opened her even more fully, allowing him to sink into her even deeper. He rolled his hips, slipping in and out of her center, adopting a pace that nearly drove him out of control with need.  In and out, he plunged, giving and taking pleasure as they made love. He recalled the Earth records—Cosmopolitan magazine—on intercourse he’d reviewed and changed the angle of his penetration, tipping his hips in just the right way to…

      “Kozav!” Grace shouted his name to the skies, pleasure filling her voice, and her pussy rippled around him, squeezing him tightly.

      Humans had an inner pleasure-spot and he’d discovered his mate’s. Now he would drive her mad—drive them both mad.

      His mate panted and moaned, her tremors turning into rolling waves that kept time with his thrusts. Their hips slapped together, the scent of their sex filling the air, and the sounds of their passion piercing the silence. Sweat gathered on his brow and slid down his back, and a fine sheen coated his bare chest.

      And Grace? Her hair became a tousled, sensual mass atop her head, cheeks flushed and eyes glazed with passion and desire. She looked like a well-fucked—pleasured—female. And he was the male to make her that way.

      His mate’s small nails dug into his shoulders, scratching and scraping his flesh as she tried to pull him nearer, but he remained as he was. He would not lose the position that drove Grace to babbling. Not until she screamed his name with completion.

      He prayed to the skies she’d find completion soon. His balls were tight against his body, his seed anxious to be released and fill his mate.

      Her grip on his flesh tightened, blunt nails digging into him and a light scent of blood—his blood—filled the air. Pride suffused him. He’d driven his mate to violence and he would gladly reveal those wounds to other warriors. He hoped to carry the scars for centuries.

      “Grace, shaa kouva…” He did know what he was saying, but the words leapt to his lips.

      Her eyes focused on him, remaining locked on his gaze. He increased his pace, slamming in and out of her pussy. Each thrust jarred her body, breasts bouncing, and the sight had him gritting his teeth. He could not find his release without her. He… must… hold…

      “Fuck, Kozav.” She threw her head back with a gasp and her center became so tight he believed she would squeeze his cock off.

      “Rasi.” His dangerous she-cat. She scratched and clawed while searching out her pleasure and he loved every facet of her.

      “Gonna…” The word hissed out with uneven pants and he knew what she meant. His mate was about to find her female’s pleasure. His own body took that as permission to let his passions free. His cock swelled further, balls throbbing and aching with the need to fill her. The bubble of pleasure gathered at the base of his spine. It wrapped around him like a physical thing, embracing his waist before spreading. It traveled and twisted through his body, sinking into every cell, caressing every nerve, until he was consumed by the impending ecstasy.

      Then…

      Then the bubble of joy popped. It bathed him in immeasurable pleasure, stealing the air from his lungs. His mate screamed for him, his name long and loud escaping her lips. Her pussy milked his shaft, drawing more and more of his seed into her body. The ecstasy slithered over his skin, traveling over his flesh in a sinuous wave of unknown bliss.

      Grace sobbed and moaned, her own release not allowing her to speak, and Kozav found himself moving in time with her rhythmic twitches and jerks, balls continuing to empty into his delicious mate. She would smell of him and all would know she was taken—his.

      Tremors continued to rack them both, but he slowly recovered, finding his breath and his heartbeat gradually returning to normal. And still he remained inside her, their hips flush, his dick softening. He did not wish to leave her wet perfection, but soon he would have no choice.

      Spent, exhausted yet energized, Kozav carefully changed their positions until he cradled his mate in his lap. She truly was his mate now. They’d shared their bodies and already he sensed the strengthening of their emotional ties. He could not live without her, his heart already filled with… love. Love for the sensual woman and fierce protector. Love for the female who’d accepted his faults, his horror-filled past, and embraced them.

      The human vids had been wrong. Love did not need a specific amount of time to have passed. Love did not need to know a favorite color. Love did not need to know a favorite food.

      The wetness from their passion covered his cock, the senchamber-generated wind drying the dampness. He knew that his seed covered Grace’s pussy as well. With luck, she would catch quickly. He had not lied when he’d said he could not wait to see her large with his offspring. Could not wait to see the result of their… love.

      “Shaa kouva…” He pressed a soft kiss to her temple and nuzzled the top of her head.

      “Shaa kouvi…” She wiggled against him like a rasi kit, snuggling close.

      “Am I, Grace?”

      “Hmm?” She tilted her head back, a sleepy smile gracing her lips.

      “Am I your beloved?”

      “Am I yours?” she countered.

      He liked that she challenged him, but he would not tell her so. If she knew how much he liked arguing with her, she might begin agreeing with him all the time out of spite. His mate was a contrary creature.

      “The Knowing drew me to you, but it does not create emotions. I have told you this.” He brushed his lips across hers and then spoke against those tempting bits of flesh. “But now, I know that you are truly my beloved, my mate. I have taken you, Grace, and now I shall keep you.”

      “And I’m going to keep you.”

      Kozav grunted. As if she had a choice. He had done much in his life, had many regrets, but he would not add losing Grace to his failures. He would tie her to him if she ever tried to leave, and he did not care if humans had laws against such things.

      “When we return to Preor, we will have decisions to make.” Many.

      “Like…”

      “Where to live.”

      “You have an aerie, already. I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

      He rested his cheek on top of her head. “I built it with my mate first in mind. Everything was crafted for a female’s comfort. But Skala does not live close, which means your dam will not be near. We must move or ask Skala to relocate with your dam.” Kozav did not look forward to that discussion.

      The male was not as strong as Kozav, but with age came knowledge. An opponent did not always have to be more powerful to win, just smarter. “He is an old dry scale and set in his ways. I do not know—” He heard her sniffle and snapped his mouth closed. Gripping her shoulders, he encouraged her to lean away from him. “Grace? Are you in pain? Do you require a healer? Ship—”

      She placed two fingers on his lips. “Hush.”

      He would have to explain that females did not tell warriors to “hush.”

      “I’m just… happy.” A single tear escaped her eyes and his gut tightened. Did humans cry when happy? He did not recall that fact from the vids and records. “My mom really is okay.”

      “The healers believe so.”

      “And Skala is her mate?”

      Kozav slowly nodded. Perhaps her “happy tears” were a trick of some kind. “Yes. As I said, they had suspicions, but until Dam Hall’s treatment completed, they were not certain. The Knowing has fully manifested now. They are mates.”

      “Then nothing else matters, Kozav.” She wiped at the tears and he was relieved to see no others emerged. “I have my mom healthy, I have you, and,” she cupped her lower stomach, “I have any offspring we may create. The where doesn’t matter, just the who.”

      Staring at his mate, at the emotions in her eyes, he knew his mate was correct. “Beautiful and intelligent. I am a lucky male, shaa kouva. I have a mate and a future. Nothing else matters.”

      Not where they’d live, or worries over continuing his family line. Because today, now, he’d regained all he’d lost on that horrible day so long ago—a family.
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* * *

      If you enjoyed this book, please be totally awesomesauce and leave a review so others may discover it as well. Long review or short, your opinion will help other readers make future purchasing decisions. So, go forth and rate my level-o-awesome!

      Interested in reading more of Celia’s books? Head over to AMAZON to read more!

      Did you miss the first two books in the Dragons of Preor series?

      Jarek - http://bookbit.ly/jarekzon

      Taulan - http://bookbit.ly/taulanzon
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      Interested in other scifi awesome?

      Captured by the Alien Savage by Marina Maddix & Flora Dare

      Just when I think nothing else could go wrong…I see her.

      My crew and I are on a desperate mission hunting a villain, but he’s always one step ahead. Now we’re stuck in orbit over a primitive planet called ‘Earth’ without enough fuel to get us home. And worst of all, every last one of us is about to go into heat.

      That’s bad. Very bad.

      Our only hope of survival lies somewhere on the surface. I can’t afford any distractions, least of all a beautiful, curvy human female who my body tells me is my fated mate, my amavar. But that’s impossible! My mate can’t be human…can she?

      Buy or Borrow on Amazon!
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* * *

      Ice Planet Barbarians by Ruby Dixon

      You'd think being abducted by aliens would be the worst thing that could happen to me. And you'd be wrong. Because now, the aliens are having ship trouble, and they've left their cargo of human women - including me - on an ice planet.

      And the only native inhabitant I've met? He's big, horned, blue, and really, really has a thing for me...

      Buy or Borrow on Amazon!
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