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      He’s an arrogant, celebrity warlord who thinks marriage and snot-nosed children sound like the lowest level of hell.

      She’s the filthy-mouthed daughter of a High Priest who wants LOTS OF KIDS.

      When their deck explodes they rush into the same executive escape pod and eventually crash-land together on a mysterious planet. Without food and water. Without any way to communicate with their ship. And most importantly, without Zhoryan’s gloves of the unmated. The one item that will prevent testing of mating compatibility.

      And then they find out why it’s called ‘Ship-Trap Planet.’

      Will Zhoryan be able to resist touching this female’s bare skin while being hunted by the psychopath who owns the planet?

      And will Janet learn to love such an unbearable @$$hole?

      Because, one touch is all it takes…
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      Janet shoved tiny chunks of juicy red meat past her lips, happily noshing on Xylan delicacies because, dear gods, so good—when a crude remark entered her consciousness.

      “…and then the woman took her bra off, palmed her bare titties and started pinching her nipples, and we knew she meant business…”

      What?

      Janet dropped her fork, staring in shock at the four males seated around her.

      Oh gods, they did not just say that.

      She’d been so absorbed in examining the exotic dishes offered at the buffet table and returning to her seat to devour this freaking amazing Xylan breakfast, she hadn’t even heard a word the men had been saying.

      “So…what did you do next?” Maksim mumbled as he stuffed more bloody protein into his mouth.

      She threw a dark frown at the male seated next to her because—these men. Ugh. Even Daniel, the level-headed one, was chuckling as he listened along to the story.

      What were they thinking?

      This was a Xylan warship, and Xylan didn’t boast about having sex with random partners. Their species couldn’t physically mate until the spark of a bond was initiated between a male and his Bride. Pleasure mating wasn’t a thing with them. Therefore, species who boasted of pleasure mating antics were considered primitive to the Xylan. And possible non-allies.

      “Then we stripped and joined her on the bed, and…” Haruto leaned forward, along with Arnav, his partner-in-crime, so they could both tag-team a rendition of their favorite sexcapade, which involved the two of them skillfully fucking the same woman at once, and then scrambling half-naked out her window to avoid her raging husband.

      Janet groaned and pressed her fingers to her temples.

      “…then we switched places and Arnav took her mouth…” Haruto proudly declared. He elbowed his friend, “although she could barely take Arnav’s monster cock.”

      Arnav gave them all a cheeky grin.

      Maksim barked out a laugh.

      Janet desperately glanced around the crowded mess hall. Each time these two retold this story it got louder and more X-rated. When she’d first heard it, she’d thought it was hilarious too. But they were now in a public place and the five of them were supposed to be representing New Earth on this Xylan ship. She had a feeling this wasn’t the type of behavior New Earth’s government had in mind when they’d allowed the five of them to be escorted by the Xylan military to Kolothan University for specialized academic training.

      “Haruto moved behind her and started to lick her—”

      “Hey,” she hissed, “You guys…please, how about you finish this story later? Remember at intake how they told us we shouldn’t be talking about pleasure mating during this trip because it might upset the Xylan?”

      Haruto let out an exasperated snort. “I was at that same lecture and I’m not telling this story in front of any Xylan. It’s only us here at the table. It’s not like I’m walking up to the Imperial Warlord and explaining my sex life.”

      The Imperial Warlord?

      Speaking of…

      Her gaze darted across the room and landed at a table situated on a raised dais in front of a wall of glass, offering exquisite views of the vastness of space. This was where the senior officers ate their meals. And at that exact moment Zhoryan of Eighty-Two, the mighty Imperial Warlord of Sector One, turned his regal head and briefly made eye contact with her from across the room.

      She sucked in a breath. Oh, holy gods. Her stomach fluttered like a thousand butterflies taking flight.

      Had he finally noticed she existed? That she was on his ship?

      Then the warlord turned to listen to a comment from his gorgeous, female second-in-command.

      Nope.

      For a moment she’d been bathed in the light of his attention, and then the power flicked off again. Her jaw clenched. Janet refocused on the human males around her and not on the fabulously handsome, untouchable, god-like sphinx at the head table.

      Best not to think of him at all.

      Therein lies madness.

      “They have better hearing than we do,” she muttered.

      Haruto and Arnav both shut their mouths then, mulish looks plastered on their faces. Everyone turned toward Daniel, their defacto leader. Tie-breaker extraordinaire. A thoughtful look settled on his features as he gave the matter his undivided attention. Finally, he nodded in agreement. “This is a great story, but maybe we should save it for quarters. The Xylan have better hearing and eyesight than us and they don’t appreciate pleasure mating like humans do.”

      Her shoulders softened. At least here was a bit of support.

      Haruto angrily tossed down his napkin. “Why should we follow Janet’s orders? Her mouth is filthier than any of ours.”

      Her cheeks heated. It was true. “But I don’t talk that way…here. When we’re in public I act the part. As should you. I’m not saying don’t ever tell the story. I’m saying just save it for when the five of us are alone, that’s all.”

      Arnav snorted. “You’re just jealous.”

      Her brow furrowed. “Jealous of what?” What the hell did he think she was jealous of—that men could have sex with whoever they wanted without repercussions (okay maybe a little jealous), or…did he think she secretly wanted to be on the receiving end of their threesome? Eeew.

      “Janet?”

      She tore her gaze away from the two meatheads and met Daniel’s kind blue eyes. He shook his head, telling her to let this go.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      She exhaled. “I’m worried we’ll give these Xylan the wrong impression and embarrass New Earth Government. What if they decide we’re too primitive and kick us off their ship? Then how will we get to Kolothan University? New Earth doesn’t have any currency or influence.”

      “Whatever. I’d be fine if that happened. We’d find someone else to help and a different escort sounds like a terrific idea,” Hurato cut in. “It gives me the creeps that none of these Xylan like sex.”

      Janet’s mind flashed to her Xylan brother-in-law, Kayzon of Twenty-Seven. She’d once accidentally walked in on him and her sister vigorously going at it in the hallway of their home. They’d had no idea she was there, and she’d quietly scuttled away, the shocking visual burned into her brain for all eternity. That moment had certainly taught her one thing—the Xylan species definitely enjoyed sex, they just saved it all up for their mates. “It’s not that they don’t care about sex,” she answered, “they just focus all their energies on their life mate.”

      Arnav shivered with disgust. “Sounds boring as hell. You know they don’t have prostitution, right? Because, get this—they don’t need it. They don’t understand the concept of paying for sex with strangers. And there’s no rape, or adultery…”

      She twirled a strand of her long, dark hair, willing herself to not peek at the warlord across the room. “I don’t know, sounds kinda perfect to me.”

      “All of this is ridiculous,” Maksim remarked. “Why should we worry if the crew on this ship can overhear us? They don’t care. They don’t even act like we’re worthy of speaking to. The Xylan might’ve saved our planet from the Hurlians and technically consider us allies, but that doesn’t mean they’ve tossed out their pigment caste system. Royal pigment is still the highest, then Margol, and then ‘colorless,’ which is basically considered an unnatural aberration.”

      “And the four of us,” Haruto pointed a finger at himself, then at Janet, Maksim and finally Arnav, “are probably Margol to them, but Daniel here is a colorless aberration.”

      Arnav laughed out loud and high-fived Haruto. “Good one. It’s true, Daniel is an aberration.”

      “Hey,” Daniel exclaimed, throwing up his hands, pretending to be shocked. “Don’t hate me because I’m beautiful.”

      They all chuckled at his antics. Janet’s lips twitched. She glanced at Daniel’s white-blond hair and blue eyes, and silently agreed that they deemed him a freak of nature. Poor guy. She’d actually witnessed Xylan crew bugging their eyes out with horror at his light skin and avoiding him in the hallways.

      “Dude, they think you’re ugly as hell,” Arnav chortled, slapping Daniel on the back.

      “Meanwhile those royal pigment officers don’t even notice us. We’re either Margol or colorless to them, and not even Xylan. Totally beneath their notice.”

      “We’ve been given the lowest status on this entire ship. We’re not considered worthy enough to be seated with any of them,” Arnav answered. “We’re not with the Margol crew or the royal pigment officers. We’ve been assigned this remote corner of the mess hall and our cabins are basically next to the engine room. The rumbling is so loud in my room at night it’s hard to sleep.”

      “True,” Janet answered. And it was a total bummer because after two diurnals on this ship, she still didn’t know anyone beyond the four males seated around her. She’d actually been hoping to get to know more Xylan on this trip, but it hadn’t happened. Maybe they didn’t know yet how to categorize a human who was part Gravian? The humans on New Earth never seemed to notice she wasn’t fully human, but she bet the Xylan knew all too well.

      “Well…” Daniel responded, trying to be the voice of reason in the midst of their crazy. “I’d rather be here relaxing with all of you than over there”—he gestured—“trying to make forced conversation. Maybe the Xylan have us at our own table because they think that’s what we want, to be seated with our own species?”

      “Whatever,” Janet muttered. She took a sip of Traq and swallowed the last chunk of meat on her plate. “If they’re not speaking to us, I think it’s because they’re following the pattern of their leader. The Imperial Warlord hasn’t greeted us either, not once.”

      “You hate him, don’t you?” Daniel remarked.

      She blinked in surprise. “Him? Him who?”

      “The Imperial Warlord. You’ve never said one nice word about him.”

      “What? No, I don’t hate the Warlord. I’m just…annoyed, as anyone would be by a person who acts like he’s never met you in his life, when you’ve actually met before.”

      “What?” Haruto broke in, “You know Zhoryan of Eighty-Two How is that possible?”

      Shoot. Why did she let that remark fall out of her mouth? Stupid. Stupid. This was a slippery slope to them finding out everything else she didn’t want known.

      “Maybe you were in the same room with him once but you two weren’t actually introduced?” Daniel offered.

      “Nice try, but no, we’ve been introduced many times. And he still acts like I’m a complete stranger.” And yet she knew everything about him. Asshole.

      Daniel’s eyes widened.

      Aaaaand there she went, digging the hole deeper. Ugh. She bit her lip and glanced down. Maybe they hadn’t really heard what she’d admitted there…

      “How could you possibly know the Imperial Warlord of Sector One?” Maksim sniffed.

      She lifted her chin and narrowed her eyes at the male who’d been an annoying thorn in her side since the moment she’d met him. This guy had some kind of chip on his shoulder when it came to the fact that she was the lone female in the midst of their band of bros. Like if only her bothersome female presence wasn’t around, their circle would be complete. “It’s not any big deal,” she answered, trying to be vague, “I’m not getting special treatment or anything. I think he’s unaware I’m even on this ship.”

      “Wait…does this finally explain why you’re here with us?” he asked, giving her a hard stare. “Why they picked you?”

      You.

      Meaning, why they picked a female. Her jaw clenched. She’d labeled Maksim as a first-class asshole since the moment they’d met and not one thing had happened since to change her mind.

      “I know why she’s here,” Arnav blurted out. “It’s because her father is Dago Cho. That’s why.”

      The table went quiet.

      She glanced around at everyone’s looks of shock and surprise. Oh hell. She’d been hoping to keep this secret for…the entire mission. She would’ve been happy if they’d never found out. For once in her life she’d been hoping to make friends and be judged as herself, not on who her family was or the power her father held.

      Her hands fisted underneath the table and she threw a sharp stare at Arnav. He smirked back. How long had this jerk been hoarding this information, waiting for the right moment to toss the grenade?

      “Dago Cho?” Maksim dropped his utensils. “Holy gods. Your father is Dago Cho, the High Priest of Singapore? Well, that explains everything.”

      “Explains what?” she gritted, gearing herself up for some serious bullshit.

      “Explains why a woman is here with us.”

      Her entire body tensed. “I earned my spot on my own merits, just like everyone else,” she responded, falling right into his scripted trap, but she couldn’t let it go.

      “Yeah, right. Sure you did. I’ve been trying to figure out why New Earth would put a woman on such a serious mission and now I finally understand. Although finding out the real reason doesn’t make it any easier to deal with.”

      “Maksim…” Daniel cautioned.

      “Fuck off, Daniel, you’ve all been thinking it, I’m the only one who’s ready to call this shit out. I’ve been doing my best to treat her like one of the guys, but enough is enough.”

      “I earned my spot here,” she raged. “I worked my ass off to get a slot on this mission. It doesn’t matter who my father is. He didn’t even want me here. I had to prove I could do this, just like each of you did.”

      “Well, then you should’ve listened to him and stayed behind and let a man take your place. You’ve bumped a worthy male out of this mission. A male who could’ve used this training to financially take care of his family.”

      “Hey, one day I’ll have a family to take care of too.”

      “No, your husband will support you and your children, not you. Women stay at home. It’s wrong for you to take a male’s place on this mission. Sending you to university and giving you this knowledge is a waste. We’ll come back, you’ll marry, get pregnant and work from home for the rest of your life. What then of all the time and currency spent on training you? Wasted.”

      “You know birth control is a thing, right?” she countered. “Ever since New Earth opened up to the four sectors there are new-fangled things, like birth control. Now I can actually wait to have children. I’ll go to university on Kolothan and study Hydrology and Water Management, just like you are, and come home and put those skills to use helping our planet revamp its water reclamation systems. We will do it together and make better lives for our people. And then when the time is right, I can start a family.”

      “No, you won’t. You’ll return and get married. Within a year you’ll be pregnant and busy at home, where you belong, while your husband is working his ass off to provide for you. And meanwhile, your skills will be lost because a woman’s brain can’t retain higher-level education like a man.”

      Her jaw dropped. “You did not just say that.”

      “Maksim, you go too far,” Daniel warned. “You need to drop this. Now.”

      Maksim shrugged. “It’s the truth. Women can’t think like men do. It’s why they’re better suited for womanly tasks, like taking care of their household. Women belong in the home and men in leadership and the workplace.”

      “Take it back,” Janet threatened. A familiar pounding began in her ears, the beginnings of a rage so bottomless it knew no end. She usually managed to keep down this anger concerning the roles New Earth boxed her into, but she was finding this situation more difficult than most. There was nothing wrong with a woman working from home to raise her children and create a nice environment for her family. This was admirable. But what was wrong with a woman having the choice of whether to stay at home or not? Maybe some women sucked at cooking and organizing.

      “Why would I take it back? There’s science and data that prove there’s a difference in brain development between the genders. Women are not as smart as men. And the written word of god proclaims men should be the head of the household. I’m not making any of this up, it’s fact.”

      Her nostrils flared. “Well, I’m sure your science is laughable trash. And the ancient text you’re referring to also says men should have ten wives and two goats, each. We don’t even have goats on New Earth. Are you kidding me with this shit? I’m just as smart as any man at this table. And I’m going to work my ass off my whole life, taking care of business and my family. I don’t need a man to take care of me, I can take care of myself.”

      Maksim crossed his arms. “You’re a disgusting freak of nature. Not even a real woman.”

      Oh hell, no.

      “Okay, that’s it,” Daniel hissed. “Maksim, you’re…”

      Rage erupted and her vison blurred, narrowing into a crimson mist.

      She stood, breaths bursting from her chest. “You are such a fucking asshole,” she exclaimed. She’d taken so much crap from Maksim this last week. All the snide comments and rolling of eyes. All the times he’d acted like she was a complete imbecile. The innumerable times he’d stared pointedly at her chest and ass, and this was compounded on every cutting or sexist remark some of the males back home had made to her since puberty.

      Today…today she’d had enough.

      Janet leapt from her seat, reached across the table and grabbed Maksim by the neck. He gurgled as she dragged him down to the table, her fingers digging into his throat. Dishes, cups and utensils crashed to the floor. She got on top of him and dug a knee into his chest.

      “Take it back,” she snarled into his face. “Take. It. Back.”
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      Zhoryan found himself staring unnecessarily at a human. Normally, primitive species were beneath his notice, but something was happening across the room at the human table.

      “We’re passing by it now. It’s a mystery,” Uryan remarked.

      “Huh…what are we passing by?” Zhoryan asked, trying to keep up with the conversation swirling around him.

      “We’re passing by some planet no one’s ever heard of.” Lysista, his second-in-command shrugged, picking at the food on her plate. “The crew dread this part of space, they wanted to chart a longer course around, but I forced them to overcome their fears and keep our bearing. There’s absolutely no need to waste time and power on ‘superstitions.’ We’re already behind schedule. We need to get the humans to Kolothan, and this ship to its scheduled maintenance on Omega Nine.”

      Zhoryan grunted his agreement. “Does this place have a name?”

      “The old space charts call it ‘Ship-Trap Planet,’” Uryan replied. “It’s a good name, isn’t it? Tells us all we need to know.”

      “I heard that too. This planet supposedly traps space ships? Come on, how is that even possible?” Lysista chuckled, then lowered her voice, “But even Captain Hyzel, that tough old Margol, told me this place has an evil name among spacefaring crew.”

      Zyoryan glanced back across the room in time to see a female stand, grab a human by the throat, and slam him onto the table. He chuckled. This morning had finally turned interesting. He watched as she pulled back a fist, ready to plow it into the male’s face. This female was fierce. Who was she? She looked familiar. “Who is that human?” he asked.

      Uryan blinked with surprise. “Human? What human?” He twisted and glanced over his shoulder. “Oh, the female who sits with the humans?” He shrugged and went back to eating. “I keep forgetting we have humans on board. I don’t remember her name, but I was told her father is a Gravian Priest of ancient lineage. Must be why she’s dominating that weak male.”

      “Why is a Gravian of such high standing sitting with humans?” Lysista asked. “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “I guess she likes humans?” Uryan deadpanned.

      Then they both burst out laughing. Zhoryan’s lips twitched too, because it was true, the idea of liking humans was comical. There was no order in their species; their range of pigment options was nonsensical. And they pleasure mated, which was disgusting. But Zhoryan was determined to keep humans safe from the Hurlians, because no matter how primitive they were, no species deserved to be caged and experimented on by those assholes.

      He glanced back at the female again and a memory finally surfaced. “Aaah.” Now he remembered. She was Kayzon’s sister-in-law. Damn. He’d promised his friend he’d personally check on her safety. He needed to get on that.

      “Zhoryan?” Uryan asked, wiping tears from his face. “Do you realize we’re only two diurnals out from Kolothan? Soon we can get rid of those humans and start our vacation.”

      Zhoryan grinned. “Sounds great.” Hunting was his favorite sport. And lately it seemed he was becoming more of a diplomat than a Warlord, and a break from managing threats among warring factions of Margol on mining colonies sounded terrific. A good hunt would do well to take his mind off the minutiae.

      “I’ve seen you pick off a marmal moving in the bush at four hundred nanco with nothing but a primitive bow and arrow,” Uryan, his cousin and partner in hunting, remarked. “I am planning on besting that score.”

      “Zhoryan is the best hunter in the four sectors,” Lysista said, her tone laced with admiration.

      Zhoryan frowned at her random statement. Lysista was a highly capable warrior and an excellent second, but she was often far too complimentary, and he did not suffer sycophants. Although he liked the fact that she never seemed to want to test compatibility with him and treated him simply as a mentor-warrior, which was a rarity.

      “Zhoryan’s not the best hunter,” Uryan snorted. “I am easily his equal. And there are about ten others of varying species who are also his equal. And speaking of hunters, why didn’t Kayzon come hunting with us?” he asked. “He could’ve monitored the humans during this voyage and then continued on with us to the range. That would’ve been convenient.”

      “Apparently his Bride is about to give birth to their second offspring.”

      Uryan grimaced. “Mated pairings. Must be awful to be tied to another being so absolutely.”

      “Right?” Lysista agreed, lifting her claws, so they could all examine her latest pair of brightly colored gloves of the unmated. She enjoyed collecting new pairs, which she bought while shopping at every station they passed through. “These stay on my claws at all times when I’m out and about. What if I were to accidentally brush claws with an unmated male and he turns out to be my mate? Hell no. I’d be tied to that warrior for life and instantly pregnant. No thank you! I know that moment is the dream of most females, but not me. My freedom is important.”

      Zhoryan nodded in agreement. “I keep sets of gloves stored in my office, in my shuttle…wherever I might need to grab another pair. I’m thirty-five years old and I still have zero yearning for a Bride and offspring. I suspect I never will.”

      “Oh, old warrior,” Uryan laughed as he stood from the table and picked up his tablet. “Who would want you as a mate anyway?”

      Zhoryan snorted. “Didn’t you hear? I’m the most eligible bachelor in all the four sectors. Just check the celebrity vid channels, you’ll see. I don’t have a Bride for lack of offers, it’s because I’ve never wanted a mate. I’ve never asked a female to test with me, and I’ve never said yes to an offer.”

      “Not once? I mean, I’ve even tried compatibility testing a few times out of curiosity…let the Manager of my line talk me into it before I finally put a stop to all that nonsense…”

      Zhoryan shook his head. “No. I don’t want a Bride. I never want to let someone else have that kind of control over me.”

      “Then you’ll never have offspring, ever.” Uryan reminded him. “And that’s okay with you?”

      “Children are snot-nosed and bothersome. Raising children sounds like the lowest level of hell. I’ll leave the bearing of young to others who enjoy that kind of torture.”

      Lysista shivered with exaggerated disgust. “Offspring… No thank you.”

      Uryan shrugged. “Well, I admire you both for not inflicting your apathy on an unsuspecting mate. If you don’t want offspring, then don’t have any.”

      Lysista gathered her things and stood next to Uryan. “But Zhoryan, here’s a thought. What if your Bride turns out to be human?” she remarked. “I’ve heard we’re mating compatible with that species.”

      Zhoryan’s eyes widened with horror.

      Lysista laughed out loud.

      “No fear,” Uryan responsed with a twinkle in his eyes. “I’m sure you’ll remain pleasantly unmated until the day your body is reclaimed by the fires of eternity.”

      Then they both left, chuckling at his discomfort.

      And Zhoryan was alone.

      He glanced across the room. The female was gone. He frowned, displeased with the idea of her being out of his visual range. He stood and left the mess hall, determined to complete his vow to Kayzon and finally check on her safety.
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      Janet started the walk of shame back to her quarters.

      She rolled her shoulders and shook her fingers out. Okay, she’d totally lost her cool back there. Maybe…maybe she shouldn’t have attacked Maksim in the mess hall? After all, she’d been the one so intent on putting on a good show of decorum for the Xylan. And then she’d started a fight with Maksim, the one most likely to blow up.

      A heavy sigh escaped her lips. Dammit, she hated it when her parents were right. Dad was worried this exact type of thing would happen, that she’d blurt out something outrageous and not keep her cool…

      And he didn’t even know about the strength she’d been acquiring these last few months. She’d done her best to keep that hidden because if any of her family knew about her new-found power, there was no way they would’ve let her leave. She would’ve been stuck in some sort of boring Gravian training program, instead of here, on this mission to learn the exact type of science she was interested in. This mission to the University at Kolothan was a once in a lifetime opportunity and she had to take it.

      Ugh. And yet she was messing it up and this mission might already be slipping through her fingers. Even Daniel had thrown her an accusing stare. Daniel, who she suspected had a bit of a crush on her.

      “Leave,” he’d ordered, with a huff of disappointment. “Go to your room and cool down. We’ll talk later.”

      “How did she do that? I can’t believe she took Maksim down,” Arnav whispered as she’d left. “She’s so small…”

      Grr. She’d been so tired of Maksim’s shit she’d basically lost her mind. He’d been poking at her since their team met on Singapore.

      As she’d left the mess hall, the Xylan in the vicinity had made eye contact with her, offering genuine smiles of encouragement. Not a frown anywhere to be seen. A few had even stood and given her a standing ovation, which was weird considering she thought she’d technically made a fool of herself, tossing Maksim to the table and knocking dishes to the floor.

      Being half Gravian, she’d always felt different than her human peers, and Maksim had confirmed her worst fears, announcing she was a freak of nature and not even a real woman. And the next thing she knew she was on him, digging her fingers into his throat. And the moment he realized he couldn’t get her off, that she was actually much stronger than him…

      “Help!” Maksim had screamed, clawing at her arm.

      “Dude, stop playing around,” Arnav grumbled, obviously annoyed with his friend’s wimpy response. “Get her off of you.”

      “I can’t,” Maksim gurgled.

      “What’s going on?” Haruto questioned, his eyes flying between both Janet and the struggling former police officer—the six-foot-tall muscular male nearly double her weight who should’ve been able to easily throw her off.

      She was the weak girl. The petite academic with her nose in her tablet, reading. Her eyes on an ecosystem. Head in the clouds. But instead she had the strongest of them pinned to the table. And she pulled back a fist…

      “No,” Daniel shouted. He grabbed her arm. “Stop it, Janet. Let him go.”

      She’d looked up and around the room, realizing where she was. Oh shit. What was she thinking?

      She let go and Maksim rolled to his side, coughing and gasping for breath. Arnav and Haruto helped him stand on shaky legs. And Maksim’s final threat rang in her ears. “I’m sending back a complaint to New Earth Government,” he rasped. “I don’t care who your father is, you can’t just attack me. How can you possibly be that strong? There’s something wrong with you and I’m going to get you kicked off this mission if it’s the last thing I do.”

      Oh hell. Her parents hadn’t wanted her to go, afraid for her safety so far away. This incident would be the only excuse they’d need to pull her back home. And going back was the last thing she wanted. Her older sister Kia was married to the Xylan Ambassador of New Earth and the model older sibling. Harmony was the youngest and cherished. Janet was the thorny rose people walked up to, pricked a finger on, and left behind.

      She longed to be somewhere, with other beings where she could explore this strength that had been growing inside of her, bit by bit, these last few months, and especially the last two weeks. A place where she could be herself with no one telling her to whisper or calm down. She hadn’t even admitted her strength to her father and Kia yet. They thought of her as the daughter who was all human with no Gravian traits.

      She stopped for a moment. Maybe she should try to talk to Daniel alone? Apologize. He’d been nothing but nice to her and then she blew up and embarrassed him in front of the others. Guilt washed through her mind. She paced in the hall back and forth, anxiety making her jittery and impatient. Would he want to see her, or would he be mad that she hadn’t gone to her room as he’d asked? Was he alone, or was Daniel chatting with the others? Were they all together talking about her, about how she had to be removed?

      She turned around and swiftly started back towards the mess hall, determined to peek inside and see if Daniel had left yet. Time for some damage control.

      And then she whipped around a corner and bumped into a wide chest. “Umph.” Janet tripped backwards and almost fell on her ass except at the last second two gloved claws gripped her upper arms and lifted her up.

      “Oh wow, thanks, I almost…” Then she caught two familiar hazel eyes.

      Holy crap.

      Zhoryan of Eighty-Two. The Imperial Warlord of Sector One was holding her in the hallway. “Watch where you’re going,” he rumbled.

      “I…”

      He was so unbelievably handsome. Up close and in real life, he looked even better than he did on all the celebrity gossip vid channels. She couldn’t stop remembering how, two years ago, he’d swooped down to New Earth with the Imperial Fleet and kicked out the Hurlians. Zhoryan stood next to Kayzon’s Bounty Hunter ship and announced that her planet was free.

      She lifted her chin to gaze at his full lips and that peek of sexy fang. He was so tall the top of her head barely reached his shoulders. Silky black and caramel braids swept back from his perfect face and hung down his back, almost to his waist. His proud features were accented by deep ridges that lined his forehead, embedded with threads of silver that glinted in the ambient light. His royal pigment was the darkest of any Xylan she’d ever seen.

      Zhoryan was the best and brightest his species had to offer, and it was extremely intimidating.

      He stared back, waiting for a response, but she was shocked into silence. She’d never been this close to him before, with all his attention focused on her. It was stunning. He was stunning.

      The warlord finally let go and stepped back. “I am here to check on your health and safety,” he said. “I promised Kayzon…”

      “Oh,” she swallowed. “Yeah, Kayzon.” He wasn’t there for her, he wanted to do right by his friend. Of course. Well, at least Zhoryan finally noticed she was on the ship. This was an improvement. It was just the worst possible moment for him to decide to check in.

      “Are the humans bothering you?” he asked.

      Oh jeez. “No…”

      He crooked an eyebrow.

      There was no way in hell she was going to discuss this with him. Someone as arrogant and powerful as Zhoryan would never understand her troubles. He’d run off to alert Kayzon, who would immediately tell her dad. And within one diurnal she’d be sent home.

      Although Maksim was probably in the med bay right now getting his injury documented in order to expedite his report to New Earth government. Haruto and Arnav would be eager to bear witness. She might be going home anyway.

      She shifted on her feet.

      “I saw you in the mess hall. You attacked that—”

      She bit back a groan. “You don’t even remember my name, do you?” she blurted out, deliberately changing the subject.

      He stared at her unblinking, not even trying to deny her statement.

      “Do you at least remember meeting me before?” she prodded.

      A muscle ticked in his jaw.

      Oh gods, not even that. He thought they were strangers and he was meeting her for the first time. Why was she digging herself deeper? She’d thought this man was the epitome of hero for saving her planet. And she wasn’t the only one. He was basically considered the most eligible bachelor in the four sectors. Females from a variety of species desired Xylan warriors because they didn’t rape and once a Xylan male bonded with his mate, that was it—no cheating, ever. And they were virgins up until the moment of their claiming. Lots and lots of females found this devotion appealing.

      Why would she expect this famous warrior to know who she was or care about her? She was nobody.

      Tears pricked at her eyes and her throat tightened. This was the story of her life. Kia was the star at home; Harmony the baby. Janet was the annoying and prickly middle child. The one everyone forgot. ‘Oh yeah, you have a third daughter, don’t you?’ people would say to her parents.

      She was only noticed for her outbursts, which happened often because she couldn’t seem to keep her thoughts to herself. And even now, when she’d left home in order to find her own way in life, even here she was either prickly or forgotten. A male who’d met her many times in the past didn’t remember her; and her co-workers wanted nothing to do with her.

      Really, this was the worst day ever.

      Janet turned, ready to hide in her quarters and have a good cry.

      He grabbed her arm. “Where are you going? We’re speaking.”

      “Speaking?” she choked. “No. I’m leaving and going back to my quarters to be alone.”

      “What is your name?”

      She shook her head in disgust. “My name is Janet Cho. The daughter of Dago and Mariah Cho, the sister-in-law of Kayzon of Twenty-Seven, your close friend. And you’ve been to my family’s house many times. We’ve been introduced before.”

      “Janet…” The way he pronounced her name was so pleasant, it sounded better than it actually was. Damn it.

      And then suddenly a siren blared. The kind that could make a person go deaf. It echoed through her bones and rattled in her chest. A red light began flashing.

      Zhoryan cursed.

      “What the—?”

      And then the floor tilted, and an almighty crash groaned through sheering metal and suddenly the empty hall to the left disintegrated—the walls, the floors—tore away in a flash and she could literally see black infinity. Holy fucking shit. Her life flashed before her eyes as the freezing blast of space sucked her forward, knocking her off her feet and pulling her through the air.

      A force field blinked into position, sealing off the opening. She bounced against the blue webbing and crashed to the floor as gravity reestablished. Zhoryan grabbed her arm, pulling her to her feet. “The safety field is temporary,” he shouted in her ear. “This hallway can collapse at any moment. We have to get out of here.”

      She scrambled to her feet and followed him. The floor tilted again, and Janet dodged flaming wires and falling beams. Zhoryan roared with anger when an overhead panel burst and exploded next to her head. She squeaked with surprise as he scooped her into his arms and continued racing down the hall. They turned a corner, only to find another force field lit up in front of them.

      “Oh hell,” she whispered.

      They were trapped between two force fields. The warlord banged on a door, cursing. She tightened her arms around his neck.

      They were so going to die.

      Then Zhoryan slammed his claw on a panel of another door she hadn’t even noticed. It shooshed open.

      “Get in. It’s an executive escape pod. I vowed on my honor to safely escort the daughter of the Gravian High Priest to her new position, and I will do that or die trying.”

      She didn’t have to be told twice to get into the pod because any fool could see they really were that desperate.

      The other force field collapsed, and Janet floated in Zhoryan’s arms. She screamed as wind began to suck her back toward open space. Zhoryan grabbed her tight and shoved her past the door and the two of them fell in the pod, safe and secure. She focused on even breaths, her hands shaking as she took her seat. In two seconds flat they were both locked into position.

      “Hold on,” he shouted.

      And then her back pressed against the seat and her spine stiffened. She dug her fingers into the arm rests as they blasted away from the ship.

      “The pod’s computer is programmed to automatically send us to the nearest habitable planet. But first we need to see what happened,” Zhoryan said as he pulled up a screen, which held a visual of the Xylan warship they were leaving. The screen showed the fact that a hole had been blown into the very section where they’d been standing. The rest of the ship seemed to be perfectly intact, the engines still glowing with life. And she could see the edge of a dense collection of round objects floating in space, almost like an asteroid belt or debris field, but instead it was stealth mines.

      She blinked in awe. “Wow, we’re lucky to be alive. We were both standing in the epicenter.”

      “They’re leaving us behind,” he commented.

      “What?” she squeaked.

      “The ship is moving on to avoid the minefield.”

      “Do you think they know we left?”

      “After the confusion subsides, they will eventually know I’m missing, and they will begin a search. But the minefield will—”

      The pod rocked with an explosion.

      Zhoryan cursed. “The ship plowed past the edge of that hidden field and we’re going right through it. Also, the minefield is blocking communications. I can’t let them know we’ve left and where we’re going.”

      “We can’t be the only ones who left.”

      “We are. There are no other pods in the vicinity.”

      “Why did we leave on an escape pod when no one else did?”

      “It was either that or die. Did you want to die? Our floor must’ve been the one with the most significant damage. We had to get to the pod because there was no other way out.”

      He kept tapping on a screen in utter concentration.

      “Can’t we just turn around and go back to the ship? An escape pod is supposed to save us from a failing ship but now that we can see the ship isn’t actually failing, can’t we go back right now?”

      “No, because we’re trying to avoid those other mines. This whole damn area is full of mines.”

      They rocked through another explosion and alarms started blaring. Zhoryan cursed again. This was going from bad to worse.

      “The pod is compromised. We’re going to crash-land on the nearest planet.”

      “Crash where? There’s a planet around here? I thought we were going through a long stretch of open space.”

      He shook his head. “I didn’t even know it was here. It’s a mystery planet. But the computer thinks it’s habitable for us.”

      “Will your crew know where we’ve gone?”

      “No,” he gritted, his claws tapping on the controls. “And the planet is mostly water and we’re going to slam into the ocean. First, we couldn’t communicate because of the minefield and now the pod is going to sink.”

      “What are we going to do?” she shouted with a shrill voice.

      “After we finish burning through the atmosphere, I’m hitting the ejectors,” Zhoryan yelled. “We’ll eject and land safely in the ocean, leaving this pod behind before it crashes. When you fall in the ocean make sure you unlock the belts and then swim around and look for me. We’ll find each other and figure out next steps.”

      “Oh okay,” she breathed. Not at all sure what that meant. “You know I can’t swim, right?”

      “What?” he roared.

      And then they were both ejected.
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      Zhoryan blinked awake, floating in a dark alien ocean. A wave washed over his face and he spit out salty water, coughing and gasping for breath, his throat burning. Then he did his best to ignore the discomfort, thankful to be intact and alive.

      He hit release and the ejector seat disengaged. He twisted, looking for the pod they’d arrived in, but there was no evidence of their crash. No bubbling water, or lights flickering in the dark. Nothing. It had already sunk to the bottom of the ocean.

      And the female? He jerked around, his two hearts beating furiously. Where was she? Moonlight reflected off the water, allowing him to sight her bobbing in the waves nearby. She groaned and sharp relief flooded his system.

      She couldn’t swim. Of course, she couldn’t.

      Janet of One originated from a semi-arid planet that was dangerously close to losing its water supply due to lack of proper water management. This was why she’d left to study Hydrology. New Earth government had sent a group of its best and brightest to learn cutting-edge skills that would save its citizens from thirst and famine.

      “Female,” he shouted, trying to rouse her from sleep, but his words were cut short by another slap of ocean. He spat out warm water and swam to her, releasing the female from the ejector that was keeping her afloat. He’d grabbed a first-aid kit and a flotation device prior to ejection, and now he held her and put the device over her head and secured it to her torso, tying it into place. It was difficult to do in the bobbing waves, but he managed.

      Her face was unnaturally pale, glowing colorless in the moonlight. A tightness formed in his chest, an unbearable need to see this female to safety.

      And then a blaster shot echoed in the far-off distance. He stilled in the water and calculated what he’d heard. It was multiple caliber. And Xylan-made? Hmm. Actually, this was good news. Where there were blaster shots, there were beings and land, and therefore help.

      Finally, he had a plan.

      He stripped off the jacket he was wearing, freeing his arms for the work ahead, double-checking that the passed-out female was still properly floating on her back and harnessed to him. Then he oriented to the direction where the sound had originated and started swimming. He swam determinedly in the choppy alien ocean, dragging the injured female. Gods knew what kind of creatures lurked in the warm waters below.

      He had one hundred more strokes left in him. After that he’d have to find an alternative.

      Finally, he heard thundering surf. There had been open ocean, and then he was upon rocks and a dangerous swirl of crashing waves. He dug his claws into the craggy rocks and pulled himself, and the tiny human, out of the ocean. When he reached shore, he bent and scooped her out of the surf and carried her to dry sand. And then he fell to his knees, gently placed the female on the ground next to him and passed out cold.

      

      Zhoryan woke to sunshine warming his cheek.

      His eyes focused on Janet, who slept next to him, on her stomach. Both of them were splayed on the shore, the water line close to their feet. He stifled a groan as he rolled over and stretched, temporary aches and pains pricking his back and arms. The swim had been difficult, but not overly strenuous. It would take only a short while for the discomfort to level out.

      How was the female?

      He reached out and touched her clothed back, reassured by the rise and fall of her breaths. She appeared intact. Her half-color skin glowed pleasantly in the sunlight, which was strange because usually he felt nothing but a faint disgust for non-royal pigment and maybe a mild sympathy for those who’d been born without the markings of ancient night. But, she was a Gravian of ancient lineage and now he could see the tell-tale markings of her species—the golden glow to her skin and their females’ small frames that hid an inner strength.

      He cracked his neck and sat up. Zhoryan glanced up at the cloudless sky, unable to decipher its exact color. This planet reminded him of a holo deck jungle setting. The beach was colorless sand, curving out in either direction. The ocean water glinting in the sunlight an attractive blue. He grimaced. It was deceptively beautiful—right before a predator came out to tear a being’s head off. In the distance an enormous serpentine creature rose out of the ocean, a spray of water rising straight into the sky in its wake. Good thing they’d crashed at night, the lack of visibility and dozing predators kept them safe while they’d swum over whatever ruled the seas on this planet.

      He glanced over his shoulder at the wall of dense jungle behind them. That was going to be interesting.

      And then he looked down in panic, realized his gloves were gone.

      He clenched and unclenched his bare fists. Holy gods. The gloves of the unmated had been torn off as he’d swum to shore. His claws were tender from the abrasive rocks. He frowned as he stared at his exposed claws, and then at the bare skin of the female so close to him. He’d reached over and touched the fabric on her back, without his gloves on. What if she’d been bare skinned? What if he’d accidentally brushed against her while dragging her to shore?

      And what of their time stranded here together on this planet? Their rescue would not happen fast. Meanwhile, she might grab for his claw because she was half human with zero etiquette. He was alone in a wild place with a primitive species who had no idea how to behave correctly around unmated Xylan. Nothing good was going to come from this.

      The female took a deep breath and flopped over onto her back. She coughed and blinked awake, using an elbow to brace herself to a sitting position. Her eyes, a startling shade of blue, darted over and caught on his face. Recognition lit her features and she threw him a brilliant smile, disquieting in its intensity. The curve of her full lips and the brightening of her eyes changed the whole look of her face. He decided her facial appearance was pleasant, for a human.

      “Did you just wake up too?” she asked with a raspy voice as she brushed long hair back from her face. She was a half color, but her hair was dark as ancient night. At least there was that.

      “Yes.”

      “We both crashed and washed to shore? Do you even remember being in the ocean and how we got here to this beach? I don’t.”

      “I remember everything. You passed out from the crash. I was alert and I found you bobbing in the water. I released you from your ejector and secured you to the flotation device. Then I wrapped you in the ties, harnessed you to me, and pulled you behind as I swam, looking for somewhere for us to land because we’d crashed in the dark, open ocean.”

      “You dragged me, unconscious, to shore?”

      He gave a curt nod as he stared at her forehead, which had a scrape. It was bothering him. He pulled out the first-aid kit and flicked it open.

      “Zhoryan, thank you. Thank you so much for taking care of me and saving my life. I can’t swim, so without you, I would’ve drowned.”

      He supposed. “I promised Kayzon I’d—”

      Her lips twisted. “Yeah, you promised your friend you’d take special care of his bothersome sister-in-law. I remember. Well, thank you anyway, for saving my life.”

      He frowned at her odd statement. “You are not bothersome.”

      “Oh shit, look at that.”

      He turned his head, tensing, expecting a predator to appear from the dense foliage. Then he realized she was pointing at his forehead.

      “You’ve got a huge gash in your ridges. Don’t worry about me, I’m fine. Just a bit of a headache and of course I’m hungry and thirsty, but you’re actually bleeding. I think you don’t realize how hurt you got from all that rescuing.”

      Hurt? Was she referring to his tiny scratches? “That swim was nothing beyond a normal daily training session.”

      “You train that hard every single day? Damn. Well, we still need to fix you before we move on. Even big, bad Xylan Warlords need to medicate occasionally.”

      He nodded, agreeing with this statement. Staying in top physical condition would improve their success in this extreme environment.

      She moved closer and took the first-aid kit from his bare claws. He sucked in a breath, seeing how close they’d come to touching. Never in his life had he been in a situation this fraught with disaster.

      “Where are we?” she asked, as she sat next to him, completely unaware of the enormity of her bare hand and his claw, so close. “And second, how soon can we get off this rock and back to your ship?”

      He took a deep breath, trying to calm the beating of his hearts. She didn’t know. She was simply trying to help. He eyed the movement of her hands as she spoke, “I don’t know anything about this planet. But I do know my crew didn’t immediately know we’d left. They kept on without us. The ship’s damage was minimal, and if they have realized that the two of us are missing, and an escape pod was deployed, they still don’t know where it went because of the minefield deactivating our coms and our tracking beacon.”

      And then she opened the kit and took out a wet cloth and reached over to his forehead… He forced himself to remain still as she cleaned his head, reminding himself that there were very few mating receptors elsewhere on his body beyond his claws. This type of skin-on-skin contact was uncomfortable, but not catastrophic. The number one position to confirm mating compatibility was the meeting of claws.

      “Why was a minefield out there?” she asked. “Aren’t they illegal?”

      He’d never had a gloveless, unmated female attend to him like this since he’d reached age. This didn’t happen in his species. And suddenly here he was, with their warm skin so close. “I have no idea why there was a minefield there,” he answered, trying not to stare at her hand. But he’d had plenty of time to think about the placement of that minefield while he’d swam. “We are not in conflict with anyone in this sector. This is a quiet part of space with little traffic. I suspect the minefield is left behind from an ancient war. Although I don’t understand how it could’ve gone this long undetected. A minefield like that is a hazard and needs to be flagged and cleaned up.”

      “Now that our pod is destroyed and at the bottom of the ocean, we have no way of getting back to the ship or contacting them, right? And they don’t know where we are.”

      “Exactly. And they won’t know if we’re on this planet, or…maybe they think we exploded in the minefield.”

      She bit her lip. Pink, full lips. “Oh no. So we’re on our own?”

      “Yes. We need to start walking in order to find food, water and shelter. And hopefully a communications system.”

      “Okay that sounds… Wait. Communications system? You think there are sentient beings living on this planet?” she asked excitedly.

      “Yes. While I was in the ocean, I heard a blaster shot. I oriented and swam towards the sound.”

      “I guess I thought you were lucky to find land, but you swam towards this beach.”

      “Where there are blasters there are Xylan.”

      She smiled. “You know, this planet could have any type of being living here.”

      “The blaster was Xylan-issue. A 403 long-range.”

      “Oh. Wow. You knew that from hearing a shot in the distance, across the ocean, at night?”

      “Yes. I’ve been in the military since the age of ascension. I originally trained with our special forces before I was upgraded to—”

      “Yeah, yeah. You’re a badass. I know,” she laughed as she smoothed healing gel on his wound. “No need to go on and on about it.”

      He blinked with surprise. No one talked to him this way.

      “Okay, you’re all better now.” She closed the first-aid kit, stood up and brushed sand off of her pants. Then she looked up at the position of the sun. “We should get going, it looks like it’s afternoon. If we’re going to find food and water and maybe even shelter, before it gets dark, now is the time. And I don’t know about you, but I’m starved.”

      He nodded in agreement and stood, pleasantly surprised at her logic. Then he examined the dense wall of jungle and grinned.

      “You’re secretly enjoying this, aren’t you?”

      Well, he had to admit that now that this female was intact, he was beginning to consider this the start of his vacation. If he had his gloves, it would be perfect. “This setting is very similar to where I planned to vacation with Uryan, just earlier than I expected.”

      “What? Xylan vacation on wild planets like this, for fun?”

      “We find it challenging.” He examined the jungle, looking for the best way forward. “I don’t see any path. The jungle itself looks so dense it will be difficult to travel through. But”—he pointed at the shoreline—“we can go around the edge of the jungle that way, along the shoreline. It will be easier to traverse.”

      “Okay and I think… Oh no!” she exclaimed, pointing at his claws. “Your…your gloves are gone and your skin is bare.”

      He shook his head with a rueful smile.
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      “Tell me the rules of the unmated again.”

      They’d been trekking around the edge of the jungle for some time. And he’d told her every rule, which she’d absorbed with the eagerness of a youngling in the academy. He proceeded to explain the rules as if to a small child, reminding himself that this Gravian had been raised among humans on a remote planet. She might be lacking etiquette but was obviously eager to learn. He planned to teach her the Honor Code and the major tenets of the Scales of Xylan Law. No being could consider themselves properly civilized until they could recite the Scales.

      And she was keeping up very well with his longer stride on their trek through the alien wilderness. With zero complaints, in very much the same fashion as a Xylan warrior on a hunting expedition. She might even be someone he’d consider inviting with him on such a vacation.

      “You are small, but you seem to pack power inside of a tiny package,” he remarked.

      She grinned. “I do. And this is all new to me. I grew up without any Gravian attributes. In fact, for most of my life I thought I was fully human. I didn’t find out that my father was Gravian until two years ago. I’ve been learning about the Gravians, but I guess I wasn’t in a hurry to fully assimilate because the concept of being part of this other species seemed so distant and not what I was…and then a few months ago I noticed I could carry heavier objects. And over the last few weeks I could run or walk much farther. And a few days before I left on this mission, I, um accidentally cracked my tablet my because I didn’t know my own strength.”

      “This is good news. Congratulations. You should be proud to be claiming your Gravian heritage. They are a proud and illustrious species.”

      “Oh, thanks.”

      “Your sister is Kia of One, Kayzon’s Bride?” he asked, remembering how Kia was now a Bounty Hunter alongside Kayzon. He knew Kayzon was proud of his Bride’s strength.

      “Yes, Kia is the oldest and I’m the middle child, then there’s Harmony, she’s the youngest and still living at home with our parents. Do you have siblings?”

      He blinked, surprised she’d asked him about himself. “No, my mother died in childbirth. And then my father died soon after,” he explained quickly, and simply.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Does that mean you don’t have any family? No nieces or nephews?”

      “I have a large extended family line with the House of Ulmath, but my position as Warlord of Sector One causes me to travel often from Chronos. I have lost contact with much of my line. And…I don’t know any children,” he admitted.

      “How is it possible to not know any children? None of your friends have children?”

      “I mainly live on warships. There are no children on warships. I have one friend with children, but I don’t ask to see his youngling.”

      She was quiet, then she said, “Kayzon is your only friend with a child? That’s it? Baby Kay is the only child you’ve seen, not that you’ve really seen her beyond a vid?”

      “Yes.”

      “You avoid children?”

      His jaw clenched and he roughly pushed aside a fallen branch. “I consider offspring to be screeching, snot-nosed balls of terror. I avoid them at all costs.”

      She barked out a laugh. “Really? A big, bad Xylan warlord is scared of…children?”

      “I’m not scared of children,” he answered sharply, turning away from her. “I find them annoying. There’s a difference. I have no desire to be around them.”

      “So that means you don’t ever want to have offspring?”

      “No, I don’t,” he answered emphatically. “I will never have offspring.”

      “Okay.”

      And then they were quiet as they continued on. He was surprised she didn’t say more on the subject and try to talk him out of his beliefs or some such nonsense. After all, this is what females wanted, right? They wanted him to claim them as a mate and father for their offspring. He was aware of the vid channels that had sprung up about him. He just never checked them and did his best to ignore the strange fascination females seemed to have with the fact that he remained unmated. It was all nonsense. After all, they didn’t know him personally. And he was never going to claim a mate. So what was the point?

      “Are you promised to a mate?” he asked, suddenly finding this information important. Maybe she planned to have a ceremony on her home planet with a human male? Or there was a Gravian she was promised to through her father’s connections? Both of which he found strangely annoying.

      “No.” She shook her head. “No.”

      “The males you are traveling with are all unclaimed and yet none of them are your potential mates?”

      “No, of course not. We’re just co-workers. In fact, I’m certain they’re all secretly thrilled that I disappeared. Nothing would make them happier than if I never came back.”

      “What?” he chuckled. “The males you are traveling with don’t like you? This seems highly unusual.” And then he remembered how she’d pinned one to the table, and his smile widened.

      “One or two of them are putting up with me, maybe one is a friend, but Maksim hates me with the intensity of a thousand suns.”

      Zhoryan laughed again. The female was amusing. “A thousand suns? Why?”

      “Because I’m female.”

      “Why would any of those males resent your presence simply because you’re female? That’s nonsensical, a female joining a mission is a value add.”

      “They’re angry because I bumped out a male they felt would be more qualified. They feel there’s no need to educate women, it’s a waste. On New Earth woman are meant to bear children and care for family and ideally, not to work outside the home. The men in my group consider me a freak of nature—a woman who wants to learn and work and isn’t interesting in marrying.”

      “You never want to find a mate and bear children?”

      “No, that’s not what I meant. I adore children. I want a large family one day. I want a mate and offspring. I’m okay with taking my time and waiting. I love the idea of going off to University first. I want to see the universe and learn all I can and gain new experiences before I settle down and give all my attention to a husband and children. I just…want to take care of myself. I don’t need anyone to take care of me.”

      “You are the first woman to do this from your planet? The first female to leave for University?”

      “Yes. There are many schools for males on my planet, and more being built every day. But there are hardly any schools for girls. Girls aren’t considered worthy of education. In fact, Maksim was trying to remind me of the conventional wisdom on my planet—that men are smarter than women.”

      He threw his head back and laughed heartily. He was going to have to share this tidbit with Uryan later, they’d have a good laugh over strange human customs. “Do you know my second-in-command is a female? And my mother was a highly acclaimed scientist. Xylan and humans are able to mate, therefore our species cannot be far apart biologically. I am assuming the difference between male and female brains in humans is as negligible as it is with Xylan. It is therefore inefficient to use the brain power of only half of your citizens. Females make up generally fifty percent of your population and if you’re only using the knowledge and ideas from the males and cutting off those from the talent pool in the other fifty percent of your population… It is literally a detriment to your growth as a species.”

      “Exactly,” she answered, throwing her hands up. “That’s how I feel, and how a group of women and men I know feel, but mainly everyone else is mired in the old ways. New Earth just recently opened up to the four sectors and all kinds of technologies and ideas are flooding the vids and chat rooms and people are having a hard time with so much sudden change.”

      “Primitives,” he muttered.

      “We might be primitive, but I have hope for New Earth. We’ve come far already. Tell me, how are women treated on Chronos?” she asked.

      “Males and females are equals.”

      “I noticed on your ship that your crew is both male and female.”

      “Yes, but in order to enlist in battlefield training, a warrior, whether male or female, has to meet certain weight and strength criteria. This criteria is met more often by men than women due to their size. So there are more males in the military in battle service. But women are better, on average, at administration, diplomacy and logistics. My second-in-command is Lysista of Thirty-Three. She is a fierce warrior. We train together often.”

      “I hope to have a career someday too. I’m here to study Hydrology and Water Management at Kolothan University. We’re being sent to receive a degree and bring back knowledge to improve the life of the citizens of our planet.”

      “I know. It’s a good idea.”

      “Yes, it is. And those men think I’m only on this mission because of who my parents are.”

      “What do you think?”

      “I think I’m on this mission despite who my parents are and I’m smarter than all of them combined.”

      He grinned. “You are.”

      “You think so?”

      “You’re stronger and more cunning than I thought you would be.”

      Her cheeks pinkened. “Oh, thanks.”

      They were both quiet again as they continued along the rocky edge of the beach, where the sand ended and the vegetation began.

      “How is it that no knows about this planet?” the Gravian female finally asked. “It seems habitable. I’m surprised no species has tried to claim it yet.”

      “This area of space used to house an ancient civilization but is now empty. This is not a route the Xylan usually take but, in this instance, the quickest route between New Earth and Kolothan was through this section. It is technically intergalactic space. I was told original space charts call where we’ve landed ‘Ship-Trap Planet,’” Zhoryan answered as they turned around a bend in the path. “The crew dreaded this place. I don’t know why…”

      “Oh, look,” Janet exclaimed, as a sweeping vista came into view, revealing an ominous building, sitting on the edge of sheer cliffs. “I bet the beings that live there know why this is called ‘Ship-Trap Planet.’”

      His lips thinned, because any Xylan living hidden on an unknown planet couldn’t be the best of warriors. But, they needed help and this was their only option. It would have to do.

      “I don’t want to go to the spooky mansion either,” Janet quipped, “but it’s not like there’s a resort around here…” She started forward.

      “Stop.” He held his arm out to block her way. “I can see the print of hunting boots.” He bent down to examine the ground, following the imprint of steps. “A hunter was flushing out its quarry. There are drops of blood on the crushed foliage. And footprints.” He looked up, “Footprints that are leading along the edge of this cliff.” He pointed. “And in the direction of that compound.”

      She exhaled and placed her hands on her hips. “Well, there’s our confirmation. Looks like we know which way we need to go.”

      He nodded.

      Darkness was descending on the island when they finally turned the last windy corner in the coastline and reached the compound. The multitude of lights in the pointed tower were a beacon that led their way. As they approached, he could see it was set on a high bluff with sheer cliffs on three sides of the building, leading to roiling ocean below. There was only one way into the compound and one way out—the front door.

      He creaked open an enormous spiked gate and walked up the stone steps to the imposing, wooden front door. Zhoryan glanced around with appreciation. The entire compound was an exact recreation of hunting compounds built on the edge of Xylantic forests on Chronos from the ancient era. Nice.

      He lifted a knocker, made in the iconic image of the head of a grimacing Rooknos. The pounding echoed pleasantly.

      They waited. And waited some more. He knocked again.

      “This place is creeping me out,” his female muttered.

      And then the door swung open and light flooded the step. And a blaster was shoved in his face.
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      Janet squealed with surprise, because, holy crap, she had NOT been expecting that. Some giant Xylan with a head of wild hair had just shoved a blaster into Zhoryan’s face.

      And she couldn’t believe how freaking calm the warlord was about the whole thing. “Don’t be alarmed,” he replied, like a blaster in the face was an everyday occurrence. “I’m not here to bring dishonor to you or your line. I am here to place my honor before yours or any member of your House. My escape pod crashed on this planet. My name is Zhoryan of Eighty-Two of the House of Ulmath.”

      She crooked an eyebrow, deciding it must be nice to walk into any situation with the confidence of a Xylan warrior of royal pigment. Although, she noticed he kept his title as Imperial Warlord out of his explanation.

      The wild Xylan on the doorstep didn’t drop his weapon a millimeter, and continued to tag Zhoryan with a hard, threatening stare.

      “I’m Zhoryan of Eighty-Two,” her warlord tried again, “and this human is my companion, I have vowed to see her safely…”

      And then, behind the giant, Janet caught the form of another Xylan walking down an imposing set of stairs. He was as tall as Zhoryan, but a bit thinner and older. And he had the same level of royal pigment and unmistakable snobbish demeanor as Zhoryan—the impeccable grooming and the perfectly braided hair falling halfway down his back, but his hair was threaded with white. He was one of those beings whose hair and the lines on his face made him look older, yet it was obvious he was as fit as Zhoryan.

      Oh wow. This was a Xylan-inhabited planet.

      “Welcome,” the male answered in formal Xylan, which she could decipher and speak due to the translation chip the Xylan had implanted in her brain at intake. “I accept your vow and I see your honor. I am General Pyzon of Forty-Eight.”

      And only then did the giant lower his blaster and gesture for them to enter the foyer of the compound. They both stepped inside, and the door thudded shut behind them.

      The general gestured toward the towering giant. “This is my assistant, Ivan of Thirty-Three. He is both deaf and mute, but he is strong and loyal.”

      Ivan nodded impassively.

      “This is my companion, Janet of One,” the Warlord answered, his voice echoing in the two-story, stone-covered entry. “She is a human in my charge. I have accepted responsibility for her. There was trouble on our Xylan warship and we had to jettison on an escape pod. We crash-landed in the ocean and our pod sank to the bottom of the sea. We have no way to reach our ship in order to seek a rescue shuttle. Can we use your communications equipment to request pick up?”

      “Yes, you can certainly use our communications array. The only problem is that due to gamma rays from our sun, communications can only be sent every third diurnal. You will not be able to communicate for two more diurnals.”

      “Oh no,” Janet gasped.

      Zhoryan’s brow furrowed, his silver threads glinting in the light of the rustic torches. “Do you have a transporter we can use instead?” he asked. “I can code in the exact coordinates without needing to alert the ship and we can directly transport there.”

      “We have a transporter, but unfortunately, it is industrial grade.”

      “Ah, that is unfortunate.”

      Janet felt her stomach sour. This was going from bad to worse.

      “But I would be happy to house a Xylan of royal pigment and his companion for two diurnals comfortably in my compound while you wait for the comm to become available. We do not get enough civilized visitors as it is, and certainly first-hand news from Chronos would be welcome.”

      Zhoryan seemed to think about this. Think and think. He was taking so long to answer it was getting a little rude and Janet was afraid the general might take back his kind offer and kick them out. And then where would they stay? In the jungle?

      “Yes, thank you,” Zhoryan finally answered. “We would be honored to accept your hospitality.”

      And right then her stomach growled fiercely with hunger. Everyone heard it, and her cheeks heated.

      The General gave her a warm smile. “I was about to eat dinner, but I will wait for the both of you to wash and change.” He looked Zhoryan up and down. “I think you will fit nicely into one of my suits. Ivan will guide you to your room so you can ready yourself for dinner in the great hall.”

      

      Fifteen minutes later the door to their suite closed behind them.

      “The general seemed nice, don’t you think?” Janet asked, unable to wait a second longer for Zhoryan’s reaction.

      The warlord hadn’t said a word since they’d left the foyer. Ivan had escorted them to their suite, and her mind raced, trying to figure everything out. Crash-landing on a mysterious planet and meeting the equally mysterious owner was enough to blow anyone’s mind. And now that they were finally alone, she was eager to hear what Zhoryan thought about this whole fucked up situation.

      He strode over and checked the door. “It’s locked,” he announced. “And the ‘niceness’ you are seeing,” he said over his shoulder, “is simply Xylan formality. Hospitality is a time-honored tradition amongst Xylan.” He jiggled the old-fashioned lock again before letting go. “I do not trust him.” He turned around and continued. “Pyzon seemed unimpressed with the fact that a Xylan warship had trouble and we’d arrived here in an escape pod. He didn’t ask for specifics, which is troubling. The first question I would’ve asked was why was a Xylan warship in distress? What could cause that? It leads me to believe he already knows the answer.”

      “Oh shit, you’re right. He was totally calm about that, as if it happened all the time.” She glanced around, puzzled. The room was lit with an array of heavy, flickering candles. “And what’s up with this room?” She stepped around, giving it a good look. It was very nicely appointed, with one large bed in the middle covered entirely in shiny black bedding. There were substantial dressers and nightstands made of ebony, and no other furniture, not even a chair. An enormous black stone fireplace with a blazing fire on the hearth graced the wall opposite the bed. And in contrast to the black, the walls were all painted blood red. She walked to another door and opened it, only to find a reasonably modern restroom. She turned around in a circle. “I thought Ivan was guiding us both to this same room because it was going to be a two-room suite. Didn’t you? But there’s only one bed here. Why have they placed us in the same room, when there are many rooms in this compound? He understood that we’re not mates, right?”

      Zhoryan spread out his naked claws for her to examine. “Believe me, he and Ivan both understood that you and I are unmated. And they can also see that I have lost my gloves. My claws are bare as are your human hands. Pyzon knows humans and Xylan are mating compatible. He is hoping that by pairing us in the same room, he will increase my anxiety.”

      She met his troubled gaze. “Is it working?”

      “Yes.”

      She crooked her head. “Why would he want to stress you out?”

      “I suppose it has something to do with the fact that he’s living on the edge of the universe. He must be in hiding. And now the Imperial Warlord of Sector One has arrived and he’s concerned his cover is about to be blown.”

      “What cover? What is he hiding?”

      “I have no idea, but I’ll find out.”

      She took a deep breath, frowning. “Zhoryan, I promise I won’t touch you. They can try to do this to you, but I won’t let it happen. I’ve learned your rules and I’ll follow them.”

      He gave a curt nod. “I will allow you to call me by my given name and not my title because, for some reason, it sounds pleasant when you speak my name with your New Earth accent.”

      “Uh…thanks?” They’d crash-landed and spent the whole day together chatting and getting to know one another, and he was now barely accepting the fact that maybe it was okay to call him by his first name?

      Gods. Arrogant much?

      “I know you think you won’t try to touch me,” he continued, “but—”

      She fisted her hands. “No. Really. I tried to tell you this on the beach. I know you think I’m some sort of primitive, one step above cave dweller, but remember my sister is mated to a Xylan warrior of royal pigment. I promise I would never force testing of compatibility on you. I would never touch your bare hand without your consent.”

      His eyes flashed. “Good, because I don’t want a mate, ever.”

      She sucked in a sharp breath. “Okay, I can respect that. I remember you said you didn’t ever want offspring, so I figured that meant you never wanted to find your Bride either. I have an Uncle who feels the same way. He’s never wanted a mate or children and he’s perfectly happy with his life,” she rambled, trying to find the bright side to his announcement, even though the idea of never getting married sounded sad and lonely.

      “You may want to touch me, but you must deny your cravings.”

      “What?” Okay, now she was getting offended. “I didn’t say I wanted to test with you!”

      He sniffed. “All females want to test compatibility with me.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Must be nice to be so popular.”

      “Not really. It’s why I wear the gloves. I am often subjected to females trying to force testing, even though I’ve removed myself from the mating database. I also ordered the Manager and the Champion of my line to discontinue setting me up with compatibility tests. I have never participated in a mating test. I’ve refused them all.”

      “Never? Not even by accident…?”

      “No. I told you, I do not want offspring. A mate means offspring. The whole point of finding your mate is to breed.”

      She threw her hands up, totally frustrated with this line of reasoning. “You’re the opposite of me. I’ve always wanted kids. Lots of them.”

      He curled his lip and turned away.

      Her shoulders slumped and she sighed dejectedly. She’d known this male was completely off-limits due to the fact he was a freaking warlord of royal pigment and she was a lowly half-color human. There was no way there would’ve ever been a testing ceremony between a Xylan of such high-standing in his society and a…Margol human. But part of her had found those reasons negligible, like maybe there’d been an embarrassing hope buried deep inside her heart that a miracle might occur and Zhoryan would meet her, get to know her, and request testing with her because maybe, maybe he’d see what she saw—that there was the possibility they’d be a good match.

      But finding out he didn’t want a Bride or kids—well, that was a deal breaker. She’d originally thought he was unmated because he hadn’t yet found his Bride. But now she knew he was very firm in the belief that he never wanted to find his Bride or start his line. He wanted to remain unmated and celibate for the rest of his life. So, all hope was lost. And she couldn’t help the anger that flashed in her heart as she finally came to terms with the absolute truth that Zhoryan wasn’t for her.

      “Actually,” she told him, “I respect that you know you don’t want to be a father. Why inflict yourself on future children if you know ahead of time you’d make a terrible parent? I appreciate all your help. And I’m appreciating your friendship, but because you don’t want offspring and I do, we couldn’t be mates. So, I’m onboard with this no touching thing. I also want to make sure we don’t accidentally touch. I wouldn’t want to be stuck with the wrong mate.”

      He stared at her, his mouth open, and she swept past him with her chin held high. And then she glanced at what was laid out on the bed and gasped. “Wow, what is that? I can’t believe we didn’t notice this yet.” Because there were amazing clothes draped across the black bedding. A dark shiny suit for Zhoryan and a flowing purple dress for her. She reached out to finger the material, biting her lip.

      Zhoryan lifted his suit and checked the tag, clearly surprised. “This is bespoke from Chronos.”

      “What?”

      “This clothing is handmade by artisans, not flash-made from a clothing fabricator.”

      “Oh.” She shrugged, “Everything on New Earth is handmade.”

      His lips twisted. “I’m not referring to primitive humans trying to clothe their families against the elements. I’m talking about the best designers and materials in the four sectors. This suit is made by the same clothing designer who suits the Imperial household.”

      “Whatever.” Jeez. This man was arrogance on some whole other level of arrogant. And the worst part was he was going to look amazing in his suit. And she’d have to pretend like she didn’t notice. “Well, nothing we can do about any of this, right? We’re going to have to get dressed, go down and eat with the general and play along for now and see how this works out.”

      He gestured toward the bathroom. “You use it first.”

      “Okay, and I’ll um…take the dress with me and change in there.”

      He nodded absently as he stepped over to stare pensively into the fireplace.
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      “I have a chef and two assistants in the kitchen. They serve artisan meals, made from fresh ingredients. I never eat from a food dispenser, only fresh food is served here. It is shipped in each diurnal through the transporter.”

      Zhoryan nodded, suitably impressed. He understood how incredibly expensive it was to transport fresh ingredients. In fact, he considered it cost prohibitive onboard his own warship.

      “Do you think the ingredients suffered from the transportation?”

      “No, this meal is excellent,” he answered as he tore through slabs of meat.

      In fact, everything in the dining hall was the best. The room was expansive, with a beamed ceiling and rows of lit torches along the paneled walls. The table was long; it could easily fit two squadrons of warriors and the chairs gleamed with the ebony wood of Xylantic forests. Tapestries depicted ancient battles. The hearth was tall and wide enough for a warrior to step into and it blazed with a satisfying fire. And the heads of rare beasts from the four sectors were mounted about the hall. He’d never seen a more impressive collection of specimens.

      Zhoryan glanced at the human seated next to him. Always so close they could touch. He’d caught Ivan’s grin as the giant had placed the two of them side-by-side at the sprawling dinner table. Oh yes, these two knew what they were doing in this regard, putting him so close to an unmated female. But why wouldn’t they care that they were angering an Imperial Warlord? This was what caused him true concern. Their lack of remorse. Their lack of fear.

      The female heartily guzzled a giant mug of ale like she’d been born of his House. And she wore a dress that exposed much of her bare flesh—arms, neck, even the tops of her breasts. Her dark hair was caught neatly on her head, and she smelled delicious. It was most annoying.

      And whenever Zhoryan looked up from his plate, he caught Pyzon’s gaze, appraising him. “We don’t get visitors from Chronos,” the general said. “I am afforded little civilized company. Therefore, I am quite happy to have the best hunter in the four sectors as a guest in my compound.”

      “One of the best,” Zhoryan responded. “There are a few select warriors in the four sectors who are at my level.”

      “Jeez. Arrogant much?” Janet sniffed. And then she turned toward Ivan, who was stationed at the door, and whisper-shouted, “Hey Ivan, can I get some more ale, please?” gesturing at her empty mug.

      Zhoryan smiled indulgently, knowing Pyzon would be delighted at her eagerness. “It’s not arrogance when it’s the truth,” he answered, “I speak facts about my ability as a hunter.”

      Pyzon laughed. “It is true that you are the best.”

      “I am one of the best,” Zhoryan repeated. “Uryan is slightly better when it comes to flushing out prey. There are nativist Margols who hunt in the ancient ways who are more skilled than the two of us. And there’s—"

      “You are definitely among an elite few. I have heard of you,” Pyzon said. “Four years ago, I booked a trip to the Renuga and discovered when I arrived that you were to have been part of our group, but you’d cancelled. We would have met then.”

      Zhoryan paused then answered, “Ah, yes, I remember that trip. I had to cancel due to unexpected business. I was disappointed. I heard it was excellent hunting.”

      “It was…Janet of One, tell me more about yourself. You are human?” Pyzon asked the female, trying to include her in their conversation like an honorable Xylan. “I believe I’ve heard of your species. Isn’t your planet primitive and off-limits?”

      Janet glanced up. She swallowed a piece of meat and used the back of her hand to wipe a spot of blood from the corner of her mouth. She’d been doing her best to tear and eat strips of the meat in front of her with her useless human hands, making little progress. “Yes, I’m human,” she answered as Zhoryan dragged her plate close and used his own sharp claws to shred her meat into smaller, more manageable chunks. She mouthed “thank you” then continued, “A human must be a surprise because we’re not seen in the four sectors. My species is from the original planet, Earth. But, a thousand years ago, the Hurlians began secretly kidnapping some of us from our home planet. We are similar in physiology and they wanted to use us as test subjects and sexual respite.”

      Pyzon nodded. “The Hurlians are notorious xenophobes. All other species are beneath them. They have no allies.”

      “Exactly. They’d eventually taken so many of us off our home planet that they needed a place to store us. They couldn’t keep humans on Hurlia because then we’d be mingling with their own species, which was unacceptable, so they found a remote planet to place us, calling it New Earth. It was basically an overflow planet to put all their kidnapped earthlings. Eventually the original planet, Earth, was deemed off-limits due to the passage of the Rare and Indigenous Species Act and they were no longer allowed to go there. But by then it didn’t matter to the Hurlians. They’d long ago stopped bothering to go all the way to Earth to snatch new humans; we’d been living and breeding new offspring on New Earth for centuries and they could just quickly come over to New Earth to grab any humans they needed.”

      “Is this still happening?”

      “No.” Janet shook her head. “Zhoryan rescued my planet. He freed us from the Hurlians.”

      The general looked askance at him, which was understandable. Why would a Xylan notice what humans were doing? “A Xylan Bounty Hunter, Kayzon of Twenty-Seven, was on a mission that took him to New Earth,” Zhoryan explained. “He reported back to the High Command the atrocities that were occurring there. Breaking the Rare and Indigenous Species Act was against the Scales of Xylan Law. The High Command went swiftly into action.”

      “No, Zhoryan went swiftly into action,” Janet reported.

      He raised his eyebrows.

      “I know the real story. My sister told me that the High Command got the message and were dithering around. You were the one who immediately whipped everyone into action. You told them there wasn’t a minute to lose because beings were suffering.”

      He coughed and took a sip of ale. Janet of One grinned at back at him and he felt a strange warmth blossom in his chest.

      “Well, it was good that the Xylan removed the Hurlians then,” Pyzon commented.

      “Oh yes. That’s why I’m here now and not isolated on my planet. Humans on New Earth do not have the same designation as humans from the original planet. Earth is still protected under the Rare and Indigenous Species Act and humans from New Earth are not allowed to return to the original planet. But humans on New Earth are considered citizens of the four sectors. We are assisted in nation building by the Gravians. The Xylan are our allies. As citizens of the four sectors, New Earth humans can to travel to any part of the universe that we wish. So, you might run into more humans now, because we’re free.”

      Pyzon smiled warmly at his human. “I hope so.”

      Zhoryan found himself in an expansive mood. Pyzon’s etiquette and hospitality were on par with the best royal pigment on Chronos. And he was a fellow hunter. A peer. Maybe there was a satisfactory explanation for this male’s choice to live on this remote planet, and for his annoying habit of continually placing him in proximity to this female.

      Zhoryan lifted his chin. “I am enjoying your display of heads in this hall. Are these ancient?” he asked, giving the older warrior an opening to boast of the exploits of his line.

      “No, I hunted these specimens myself.”

      Zhoryan’s eyes widened. “You did? All of them? I assumed these heads were well-maintained relics passed down in your line, or replicas…”

      “No,” Pyzon smirked. “I bagged those beasts. They each represent a hard-won hunt.”

      “But live hunts are only allowed in specific areas in the four sectors and the license fee is exorbitant. I myself have only ever joined five different live hunts in my entire life.”

      “Really? Only five? But I read your treatise on the joys of hunting in the snows of…”

      “I did that on Xylan’s training facility. They have one of the most enormous holo decks in the four sectors. There is every type of animal to hunt. Rare species. Extinct species. All planets, all types.”

      Pyzon sniffed. “I’ve hunted in those settings myself. But it still lacked an essential element. I didn’t enjoy the safety, the boundaries, or the fact that it’s not actual hunting. You see, Warlord Zhoryan, my whole life is centered around the hunt.”

      Zhoryan found himself staring again at the heads, amazed at such a varied collection of live hunts assembled in one place. Although each animal had been legally hunted, the waste of a magnificent animal when a comparable replica of that hunt could be simulated on a holo deck, was mildly disturbing. This was in fact a heated debate amongst hunters, the ethics of live hunts for sport versus holo hunting. He always found himself in the middle of such debates, able to see both points of view.

      “I think they’re terrifying,” Janet remarked. “That animal over there looks like it’s about to jump off the wall and tear my throat out.” She shivered with obvious disgust and reached forward to chug more ale, letting out a wet burp. Her eyes widened and her cheeks pinkened. “Oops, sorry.”

      Pyzon smiled indulgently. “The Ikitza is indeed terrifying. That was the most difficult hunt of my life, I was severely injured and had to spend a week in the medical bay. For me, each of those heads is a memorial to a pleasant memory, a reminder of the passion of my life. After my line was banished from Chronos in the great diaspora of the four Houses in oh-nine, many nobles lost everything, but I maintained my wealth by investing heavily in Gravian securities. I’d been hunting my whole life, having started at five years old when my father showed me how to hold a blaster and take down an Ooster on our reserve. And I’ve never stopped since and only grown in my skills. After I left Chronos, I of course continued to hunt. My whole life was hunting. And after I’d exhausted all the holo hunting and licensed options in the four sectors, I wanted to hunt real animals in my own way and therefore I bought this planet to stock, and this is where I now live and hunt.”

      “It’s very remote,” Zhoryan responded.

      “It is, but as you see we still keep all the Xylan ways of civility. I have re-created a Xylan hunting lodge here, befitting any great House of Chronos. I have servants. I can teleport what I need. We are comfortable here.”

      Zhoryan continued to eat. It was true. This meal was comparable to eating in the Hall at House Ulmath. “You don’t mind the silence? The lack of a Manager, or Champion. Of a Bride and offspring?”

      Pyzon’s lips thinned. “None of those things appeal. I live for the hunt, and yet the form of hunting I was able to partake of within the rest of the four sectors had ceased to interest me. I found I could take down any beast. I’ve had the occasional broken bone attended to, but I always won. No animal was a challenge anymore, and hunting was beginning to bore me. Do you know that when some warriors lose the thing they value most in life, they fall apart? Some even take their own lives. So, as you can imagine, I did not want to fall apart. It was important that I found a new challenge, a reason for living.”

      Zhoryan nodded, because yes, he knew exactly how important this was, and how shattering to the family left behind. His own father had once lost his reason for living, and as a result had taken his own life.

      “I understand. So that was your reason for coming out here? To hunt in this setting and create a new challenge for yourself? How do you stock this island? What type of beasts are out there?” Zhoryan asked, wondering how he and the female had managed to avoid any of Pyzon’s deadly predators as they’d trekked to the compound.

      “Oh, there is only one. I invented a new animal to hunt.”

      “A new animal? How did you do that?”

      “I thought to myself, what type of animal has the perfect attributes? An animal that is courageous and cunning—an animal that can reason.”

      Zhoryan blinked. “There is no such animal.”

      “But there is,” Pyzon smirked.

      His mouth fell open. “You can’t mean…”

      “And why not? This is the perfect hunt.”

      “Hunting? Pyzon what you speak of is murder.”

      Janet dropped a bone to her plate. “Murder?” she squeaked.

      And there was silence in the great hall. The blazing fire in the hearth popped and hissed.

      A muscle ticked in the General’s jaw. “I can’t believe someone as seasoned as you would maintain such old-fashioned ideas of honor.”

      “Old-fashioned? I follow the Scales of Xylan Law and the Honor Code. Don’t you?”

      “You seem to overly value the life of beings who aren’t Xylan.” And Pyzon glanced pointedly at the human.

      Zhoryan’s claws fisted. A growl rumbled in his chest.

      “See, you make my point. You are too embroiled in the dignity of other species to the exclusion of your own. Surely your experiences in the Xylan military have hardened you towards—”

      “My experiences have not caused me to accept the murder of sentient beings.”

      “Murder? There you go again, using that word. I am simply creating a new type of hunt, using a different game. In fact, why don’t you join me on the hunt tonight? I have a Creekan. He’s very a strong buck and will prove a good chase.”

      “I refuse to hunt sentient beings.”

      “How do you capture them?” Janet cut in, her eyes flashing with barely concealed rage. “How do you get these beings to this island and get them to join in as your game?”

      Pyzon popped a rare Thern egg into his mouth, letting it melt on his tongue, then answered, “An ancient minefield surrounds this planet, and fortunately for me, it remains unknown to most of the four sectors, and it’s near a medium-usage shipping route.”

      “Mines are illegal,” Zhoryan pointed out, “and should be identified and removed per Intergalactic space law.”

      Pyzon shrugged. “I need those mines, so their continued placement is unavoidable.”

      “Do you even follow the Scales of Xylan Law?”

      “When it suits me.”

      “This really is ‘Ship-Trap Planet’!” Janet exclaimed. “You allow ships to be caught in your minefield and then you invite the desperate survivors into your compound, and then…what, what do you do next?”

      “I like to keep them well-fed and exercised. They are taken care of and in peak physical condition. I can take you there and show you my training school tomorrow. I have a whole crew there right now, in my cellars.”

      The general waved to Ivan, signaling the final course. “It’s a game, you see. I suggest to one of them that we go hunting. I give him a supply of food and a good knife, and a three-hour head start. I follow with only the smallest caliber blaster. The being is given three diurnals to evade me. When dawn rises to begin the fourth rotation, and if they’ve managed to still avoid me, their time is complete, and they’ve won. And if they win, I will let them off this planet and return them to the nearest space station.”

      “And if you win?”

      “Well then, if I win then I finish off my prey.”

      “What if someone says no?” Zhoryan asked. “What if one of the males you keep in your cells refuses to play your game?”

      “It is unfortunate, but this does happen occasionally. It is then I give them a choice, they can either choose the hunt, or they can choose to go with Ivan. And Ivan was the executioner for the Royal family on Chronos.”

      Right then Ivan came forward with a tray of Traq, dessert and more liquor and placed the delicacies in the middle of the table. Pyzon reached forward and poured himself a single claw of amber liquid.

      “Has anyone ever won?” Zhoryan wanted to know.

      “Not yet,” Pyzon commented. “I have won all of my hunts. But there were a few who proved exceptional sport. I had to bring out the hounds to help me in my search.”

      “So the hunted gets a knife and a head start, and meanwhile you get a blaster and hounds. Sounds fair.” Janet commented, sarcasm bleeding through her tone.

      “And now would the two of you like to see my other display of heads, in the library?”

      Janet gasped. “Oh gods, you don’t mean…”

      “No,” Zhoryan interjected. “No, we have no interest in your other display.”

      Pyzon shrugged and delicately took a sip of five-hundred-year-old Sipperon. “Well then, I will have Ivan escort you to your room, for I am going hunting tonight. Too bad you can’t join me, maybe you’ll change your mind tomorrow?”
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      Janet threw down her napkin, her eyes blazing. “Don’t bother. We’re leaving.”

      Zhoryan stood. “Excuse us,” he explained to the general, correcting the human’s faulty etiquette. “My human is exhausted from the crash. She needs rest.”

      Janet meant well, but a diplomat she was not.

      Zhoryan wrapped her napkin around his claw and grabbed her arm as she stood on shaky legs. He stared at her with a hard gaze, willing her to shut up and let him take over this charged situation. Her blue eyes flashed with rage fueled by inebriation, but her lips remained closed. Then he dragged her out of the hall.

      “You’re going to miss good sport tonight,” Pyzon shouted after them. “Very good sport!”

      Ivan waited in the hallway with a blaster tucked into his belt. The giant escorted them up the stairs and to their suite. Luckily, the female didn’t say a word. Although she didn’t need to, her bared teeth and sharp breaths clearly showed every emotion. He kept his hold on her arm, one thin layer of fabric between their bare flesh. Zhoryan dragged her into their room.

      The door clicked shut behind them.

      And then Janet whipped around, jabbing a finger in his face. “We have to get out of here,” she hissed. “That guy is fucking insane. I can’t believe you, being polite to that asshole. We can’t come back to this room like nothing happened! Like he isn’t going out there to murder someone tonight!”

      “This is obviously not what I want either,” Zhoryan responded as he walked to the door and checked the lock, confirming they were again sealed in. “But as of now we have no way out and have to play by Pyzon’s rules.”

      “Why do we have to play by his rules? We can’t stay here,” she raged. “That crazy bastard is systematically destroying ships with that hidden minefield. And then he offers desperate beings refuge, only to take them prisoner. The only reason your ship made it out with just the two of us captured is because it’s a badass Xylan warship.”

      This was true. In fact, he was disappointed his warship had been affected at all. Later he’d have to go over specs with his engineering team to find ways to upgrade the fleet so this situation never occurred again. He glanced around the room, calculating their circumstances, and found no escape—for the moment. “What choice do we have?” he asked, genuinely hoping she’d suggest a new solution.

      “We…I…” she stuttered and looked around. He could see her calming down; logic and sobriety replacing blind emotion and inebriation.

      “We can’t get out the door, it’s locked.”

      “Well, what about…” And she raced over to the window, her purple dress flowing behind her legs. He joined her there and they both looked down the sheer wall to the courtyard below. A pack of muscular, four-legged animals moved about on the stone pavers down below. He exhaled, not at all surprised to find another layer of security. “They’re Gorgas,” he explained. “It’s a whole pack. They’re the finest hunting animals in the four sectors. A pack this large can easily take down a one-ton Manta.” The animals’ eyes silently glittered up at them in the moonlit darkness.

      “There’s no way out,” she answered bitterly.

      His claws fisted. “Not yet.” But he’d find a way. He was getting this female to safety if it was the last thing he did. He’d willingly go to the eternal fires knowing he’d returned her to her family.

      She lifted her chin and met his gaze with those intense blue eyes—a color no one on Xylan possessed. She pursed her lips, still clearly annoyed with him. “When we were in the dining hall, why were you so polite to that guy? You found out he’s a murderer who uses that old minefield to trap ships. He rescues beings nicely, like he did with us, and then he locks them up in his dungeon and hunts them to the death. I thought right then you’d lose your mind and attack him, but you stayed polite, like you’re going to let him get away with it or something.”

      A growl rumbled in his chest. He walked away, willing himself to not physically lash out at her for this insult, as he would another Xylan.

      “Don’t make that sound at me. You’re the warlord who’s letting that guy get away with murder.”

      “Are you insinuating that I have no honor?” he warned.

      “Well…you’re not doing anything to the warrior who’s killing beings. Is this some weird Xylan loophole I’m unaware of? Is it okay for you to find out someone is a murderer and then let them get away with it?”

      His nostrils flared. She no idea the weight of this insult. Literally no one had ever said this to him before, charging him with dishonor, because they knew—male or female—he would challenge that Xylan to an honor battle, immediately. And win. “I formally placed Pyzon’s honor before mine!” Zhoryan roared. “Did you hear what I said to him when we first arrived? I placed his honor before mine because it was the only way a warrior with a questionable background would’ve taken in an Imperial Warlord, and the only way for you to leave here without a single hair on your head touched. Because of this he is allowing our presence. It is the reason we aren’t in the dungeon with the others.”

      She blinked. “Oh…but how did you know General Pyzon had a questionable background before you even met him?”

      “Why else would a Xylan isolate himself from Chronos, in the middle of nowhere? And in the end, I was right. They are here to break the law in isolation.”

      Janet sat down heavily on the edge of the bed, her hand over her stomach. “True. And he admires the fact that you’re some kind of fancy hunter, that would be another reason for taking you in.”

      “Yes, there’s that.” He took a deep breath and placed a claw behind his neck. “To Pyzon my hunting status is more important than my position. But, because of my vow, I cannot reach across the table and tear his hearts out, even though he is an obvious lazhul. I am locked into the honor code during my stay in his compound.”

      “Why can’t you go back on your vow?” she asked. “Aren’t these extenuating circumstances?”

      He stared at her in shock, continuing to find other species and their lack of honor…disgusting. “No, I cannot. A Xylan never goes back on a vow that was made and accepted. It has never happened, in all of recorded history.”

      She shook her head, muttering something under her breath he couldn’t understand. Then she asked, “Do you think he’s telling the truth? Is there really a two-day delay on the communication array?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      Her eyes grew wet and she wrung her hands. “That warrior has a room where he mounts the heads of beings he’s killed. A whole room devoted to displaying and taking pride in his murders.”

      His shoulders softened and he stepped over and sat down next to her.

      “I’m worried we’re not going to make it off this planet alive and we’ll both end up with our heads on display in Pyzon’s library.”

      He stared into her blue eyes. “I will get you off this planet if it’s the last thing I do.”

      “I know you take your vow to Kayzon very seriously but—”

      Surprise washed through him. He’d actually forgotten all about Kayzon—how his concern for this female was supposed to center on his vow to his friend.

      And then she gagged. “Oh no.” Her eyes widened in shock and a hand flew to her mouth. She sprinted for the bathroom, not bothering to close the door. And he could hear her loudly vomiting up her entire meal. Again and again.

      “Oh gods,” she moaned weakly. “I’m so sorry.”

      He stood near the door to check on her status until he finally heard the flushing of the toilet, then he walked to the side table and poured a glass of water. He stepped into the open doorway of the bathroom and found her using the cleansing unit to wash her hands and face.

      “Here.” He offered her the water. “Xylan ale is very strong. There is no shame in regurgitation after your first try. It happens to most warriors at their initiation.”

      “Thank you,” she gasped, taking the cup and gulping down most of the contents.

      “Now let’s get some sleep,” he said, guiding her out of the restroom.

      “Sleep?” She blinked up at him. “How can I sleep knowing a Creekan is being hunted and murdered out there? Did you hear how Pyzon spoke of other species? He’s trying to act like the Hurlians are the xenophobes—meanwhile he’s the worst.”

      “Pyzon is a Xylan without honor,” Zhoryan agreed. “A lazhul.”

      “He’s a psychopath.”

      “That too. But still, we need to recharge if we’re going to escape and free the other beings held captive on this planet. And I don’t think we will be disturbed. So, we must try to get even a small amount of sleep.”

      She glanced around the room. “Okay…which side of the bed do you want?”

      “I will sleep on the floor,” he responded.

      “Are you kidding? The floor is cold stone. The bed is huge and soft. Just sleep on the bed with me. We can put pillows between the two of us if it makes you feel better.” And then she walked over to the dresser, opening drawers. “Aha!” She took out sleep clothing for herself. “I’m going to the bathroom to change. I’ll be right back.”

      He shrugged, continuing to not understand why this female always tried so desperately to cover her nakedness while changing. As long as the skin wasn’t in proximity for touching, who cared? Avoiding nakedness was an unusual obsession of species who pleasure mated.

      While she was gone he changed out of his borrowed suit and found the sleep pants selected for his use in the dresser. They were made of the finest fabric, very much like the ones he used while vacationing or visiting his home compound on Chronos. He pulled on the pants and looked around for an accompanying sleep shirt and found none.

      Of course.

      The female returned from the bathroom and he sighed with annoyance. They’d again given her inappropriate wear, the type of skin-baring clothing mated couples enjoyed in their chambers with each other. But this was not the type of clothing an unmated Xylan would choose when in close proximity to other unmated warriors. The blue silky fabric barely covered her breasts and dropped to only just cover her ass. Her arms and chest were completely exposed due to the thin straps on her shoulders.

      And they were going to have to sleep next to each other like this, both of them with their skin so completely exposed they might as well be naked.

      This was basically the worst nightmare of the unmated.

      She glanced over at him and stumbled mid-step, her eyes hungrily roaming up and down his naked chest and thin pants. The delicate smell of her arousal wafted in the air.

      A growl rumbled in his chest. He was so not ready for this.

      She gave him a rueful smile, shook her head and continued forward. She placed a line of black pillows on the bed between them as a barrier. It was satisfactory.

      “Come on,” she said, climbing into the bed and slipping under the sheets, pulling the fabric firmly up to her chin. “See, it’ll work.”

      He gave a curt nod and lay down on the other side, still tense.

      “Do all the houses on Chronos look like this?” she asked. “So old and creepy?”

      “No, and I don’t find this ‘creepy,’ as you say. This room is actually very luxurious and in perfect taste. This is a recreation of a hunting lodge found on the edge of pristine Xylantic forests, about a thousand years ago. Maybe more. It is a revered style of architecture and often copied in new builds—although usually it’s combined with modern technology.”

      “At least the bathroom works,” she remarked.

      “Yes,” he agreed. “I was pleasantly surprised.”

      They lay together, quiet and unsleeping in the locked room of a psychopath’s compound—who was out hunting sentient beings. And for some reason he felt a strange urge to tell her the truth about his parents. A truth he never spoke of; all Xylan knew not to bring up the subject of his parents in his presence. And yet, he wanted her to know this piece of the puzzle.

      “I respect your parents,” he started.

      “Oh…really? That’s nice. Thank you for saying that. I know my dad appreciates your help with keeping New Earth safe.”

      “I never knew my parents.”

      “I remember you said that, and I was thinking about what you said, and again, I’m so sorry. That must’ve been hard, growing up without your mother and father.”

      “My mother died in childbirth and my father committed suicide, unable to live without her.”

      The female sucked in a sharp breath and rolled over, staring at him wide-eyed over the barrier of pillows.

      “I’ve lived my whole life unable to fathom this chain of events,” he continued. “My mother died from birthing complications, which rarely happens in modern times. She died and I was pulled from her womb and saved, alive and healthy; a child shockingly without its mother. And my father—instead of doing his best to push past his grief in order to care for and bond with his newborn son—refused to leave the side of his dead Bride. He stayed with her body far too long, delaying the burial rituals. My father’s grief at his Bride’s death was so extreme, the medical staff eventually found him dead next to her, having used a double dagger to stab his own hearts. My father took his own life, wanting nothing more than to rest in the eternal fires next to his Bride—having entirely forgotten about his own offspring.”

      “I’m so sorry, Zhoryan,” she whispered.

      “This is why I’ll never be in the same position, why I don’t want a Bride. It’s not for the reasons you may think—that I want to think of no one but myself. I suppose there is that. And it’s true that I have no desire to be around offspring. I have been happy in my unmated state. But the real reason is that I carry the same genes as my father. I will never allow myself to become so embroiled in another being’s welfare that I’d discard all else, including life spent with my offspring, in order to remain with my mate.”

      “You’re worried you’ll be like him?”

      “I know I’ll be like him.”

      And then he heard footsteps outside their door. They both went quiet, not wanting whoever was listening in the hallway to overhear their conversation.

      He rolled over, trying to sleep, which was impossible. But as the night wore on, a strange thought entered his mind. A subversive thought: If he were to have a mate, he’d want one with the same traits as this part-human, part-Gravian female who lay at his side.

      And as the rosy fingertips of dawn filtered through the windows, they both heard the distant report of a blaster shot.
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      Janet woke up to mighty Xylan arms of royal pigment wrapped around her. Her eyes widened and her gaze darted to the placement of his claws.

      How had this happened? Oh no. Were their hands touching?

      The black pillows were now scattered across the bed, some having fallen to the floor.

      No. No there wasn’t contact of bare skin. She sighed with relief. His claw rested on her hip, which was covered with not only her pajamas, but also those weird all-black sheets of the Xylan bed. And his other claw was over her head. They were actually snuggled together. She could feel the rise and fall of his chest against her back as he slept. His warmth, his masculine scent. She continued to stare at the parts of him that she could see and to her eternal shame she could feel herself melting in his embrace. Her clit throbbed for attention and the area between her thighs was dripping wet; her nipples two hard points begging to be pinched. She bit her lips in despair.

      She might be a virgin, but this didn’t mean she wasn’t a girl who wanted a good fuck. Because she did, she so did. Just…with the right man.

      She was spending all of her time with a male who was not attracted to her. A male who vowed to never marry and to remain celibate for the rest of his life and never, ever wanted children. And conversely, he was also considered to be one of the most beautiful males in the four sectors. There were whole vid channels devoted to sightings of him. She knew, because she’d subscribed to them all.

      She could see why this whole celibate and no marriage thing was actually easy for him. He didn’t physically feel attraction, so he didn’t know what he was missing. At least she knew if Zhoryan didn’t want her, it wasn’t because of her, it was because he physically couldn’t feel attraction for anyone. He couldn’t, um, get it up, for any female besides his future Bride. Of course he was going to treat her as a friend or co-worker and nothing else.

      But meanwhile both Gravians and humans pleasure mated prior to finding their true mates so she was left throbbing for him—a male who wanted nothing to do with her.

      Pure torture.

      And this was just stupid. This male didn’t want a mate. He had real reasons for this denial. She needed to respect that because she eventually wanted lots of offspring and needed to find a husband who wanted that too. So, they were not a good match. Spending time with Zhoryan confirmed that. But her body hadn’t received the memo. How could a single girl, hanging out with a male this beautiful, remain aloof? And even though he was an arrogant asshole, the longer she spent with him the more she saw beyond that and to his heart of gold.

      She clenched her jaw and sat up, allowing that seductive claw resting on her hip to drop away. Yes, she’d spent the last two years swooning over pics of this male. But that was officially over.

      He’d always been a fantasy she could indulge in, but now that she’d met the reality she was not going to spend her time chasing after a male who didn’t want her. A male she knew wasn’t right for her. One day she’d find a male who wanted her for her and wanted the same objectives in life. A man who would be her best friend and the love of her life. And of course, hot sex. And a great father. And… She smiled to herself—basically all the things. Why couldn’t she have that? And until then, she’d remain single, because she wasn’t settling for less. Essentially, she was choosing to live as a Xylan did—no pleasure mating and waiting for sex until she found her mate. Except with her this celibacy was self-imposed, which made this decision ten times harder to follow.

      Janet silently scooted out of Zhoryan’s warm embrace, her heart breaking as she left behind his scent and his touch.

      Remain strong. He’s not the one for you.

      She stood at the side of the bed and looked back down at Zhoryan sprawled in sleep.

      Her jaw dropped open.

      A half-naked Xylan warrior at rest, taking up most of the bed, was like trying to look directly at the sun. He rolled onto his back and she had to look away, because the sex appeal was hazardous. Holy gods, all that luscious skin. Her knees weakened. She’d caught yet another gratuitous glance at his perfect chest, outlined with outrageously hard abs and a preternaturally flat stomach. The V at the end of his torso pointed down to the glory down below. And best of all, his pajama pants were thin and pressed against his crotch, giving her a perfect mapping of his cock, which even at rest was epic.

      She wanted to jump him, straddle his hips and shove her tongue down his…

      Oh, dear gods.

      She twisted and walked straight into the bathroom, shutting the door behind her.

      

      Zhoryan’s eyes blinked open and he slowly smiled. He wasn’t sure why, because there wasn’t anything to smile about.

      He hadn’t slept until the moment they heard the blaster shot. After that he’d managed to fall asleep and strangely…slept every comfortably, despite the fact that he was imprisoned on a planet owned by a psychopath who had just murdered a sentient being and would murder someone else tonight.

      He sucked in a breath and his nostrils flared, feeling discomfort. He glanced around.

      Where was his female?

      His female? Why did he sometimes think of her this way? It was puzzling.

      Some of Janet’s pleasant scent lingered, but not the amount he’d grown used to filling his lungs. His claw went out and he patted the still-warm but empty spot in the bed next to him. And then he heard the hum of the cleansing unit in the bathroom and he relaxed knowing she was near and she’d return momentarily.

      Eventually, she strode out of the bathroom, looking fresh and ready for the day. She again wore sleeveless clothing which left her arms bare, but at least the pants covered her legs. “Good morning,” she said sweetly, seeming to have lost all her anger from the night before.

      He returned her smile and went into the restroom. Sleeping and waking up with this female in his personal space was not as aggravating as he’d assumed it would be. In fact, he found himself enjoying her presence. It was…comforting.

      After he cleaned up, Zhoryan dressed from the next set of clothes that were available in the dresser. The clothes they’d originally arrived in were long gone, as was his first-aid kit.

      Then they left the room and walked down to partake of an amazing buffet set up in the main dining room. Ivan, as always, was on guard in the hallway by the set of double doors. At the buffet table his female tried to plate her own food. A growl rumbled in his chest. “I will choose your food. Sit and I will feed you.”

      Her eyes widened, but she did as ordered.

      After he carefully chose their food, he sat closely next to her at the dining table. He handed her a plate piled high with every type of delicacy he thought she might need to ingest to remain strong. He also poured her a glass of Alor juice, determined to watch her eat and drink everything.

      She coughed and shifted in her seat, then she started to stand, grabbing her plate as if she were leaving.

      “What are you doing?” he barked.

      “Don’t you think we’re sitting too close?” she hissed. “We’re in this huge dining hall. The table is enormous. Ivan isn’t watching us, so we can sit wherever we want, and we don’t need to be this close. I’m worried you might touch me. Or I’ll make you feel uncomfortable and—”

      “Sit down,” he growled, cutting off this nonsense. “If I wanted to sit farther away, I would have. Eat. I want to make sure you eat everything and remain healthy.”

      “Healthy?” she blinked. “Okay…”

      She complied with his order, and they ate side-by-side, her scent filling up his lungs, which helped his nerves.

      General Pyzon finally showed up, nearly at noon, looking refreshed. Zhoryan’s eyes narrowed as he took in the general’s fastidious appearance and wide smile. Lazhul.

      “You missed a good hunt last night,” Pyzon remarked as he plated his second helping of salty emul pods. “The Creekan put up a good chase, until the end. He left nothing but a straight trail, easy to follow. Boring, as you can imagine. Not even any difficulty to track. These space men aren’t the brightest. They put up no challenge since most of them have been off-planet for most of their lives and they don’t understand how to survive in natural settings.”

      His female placed her fingers at her temple and kept her lips firmly shut. He was proud of her for keeping explosive remarks locked inside and not letting them fly out of her mouth. He knew it must be hard, but this was a lesson in Honor Code training all offspring from the House of Ulmath learned in their youth, and she must too.

      “I want off this planet, immediately,” Zhoryan stated. “And I’m not waiting for the communication array to be in place. You must have a private shuttle. I want use of your shuttle.”

      “But…” the general sputtered. “You’ve had no hunting. How can you leave without first sampling the sport?”

      “I want nothing to do with your...” and he forced himself to maintain his honor and refrain from insulting his host by pointing out, yet again, the murdering that was happening on this planet. “I again decline to hunt with you,” he amended.

      Pyzon stared at him intently. “Very well. I will give you my private shuttle to take you and your human back to your ship,” he responded, pouring himself a second mug of Traq. “But, as an understanding between honorable warriors, you must not tell anyone what you’ve seen here. If you will both leave you must give me your vow that neither you nor your human will ever tell another being about what is happening on this planet. If you give me this vow of silence, then I will gladly transport you off this planet.”

      Zhoryan clenched his jaw. Honorable warriors? This lazhul was the least without honor. Janet made a noise. Zhoryan didn’t need to look at her for confirmation, he knew where her mind and heart were on this matter. He spoke for the both of them. “I am not giving you my vow of silence in this matter. The moment I leave this planet my duty in placing your honor before mine ends. I will immediately alert the High Command to your activities here. The military will return, and judgment will be swift.”

      Pyzon sighed with disappointment. “Well, then, that changes everything.” Then he seemed to brighten. He came and sat at the table across from Zhoryan and his female. “I have another idea,” Pyzon said, spreading sauce on his chucks of meat. “Tonight we will hunt, you and I, and…you can bring along your human.”

      “Hunt? I said that I wasn’t…”

      “Or, you and your human can decide to go with Ivan.”

      And suddenly Zhoryan understood Pyzon’s meaning, and rage flooded his body. The hunter would be the hunted.

      The general stared at him eagerly. Would a warrior of the House of Ulmath maintain the renowned control of that line in the face of such an outrageous offense? Zhoryan clenched and unclenched his claws, a growl rumbled in his chest…and he managed, barely, to remain seated. This would go down in his life as the moment when his honor was tested the most.

      “He doesn’t mean—” Janet cried.

      “He does.”

      “Holy crap, he’s going to hunt us?”

      General Pyzon lifted a water glass and made a solitary toast. “Normally, I never hunt another Xylan, but in this instance I drink to an adversary finally worthy of my mettle.”

      They both stared back, quietly.

      The general set down his glass. “You’ll find this a game worth playing,” he continued, his voice filled with enthusiasm. “Your tracking skills against mine, your strength and stamina against mine, and your jungle skills against mine. And the stakes will be valuable because your human will be with you too. I will hunt the both of you. See, I am weighing the odds in your favor. Two against one.”

      Zhoryan bared his fangs and scored his claws against the table. His two hearts thundering in his chest. “And if I win…” he rasped.

      “By midnight of the third diurnal if I do not find you on the island I will gladly give you my shuttle which will take you and your human back to your ship… And I know what you’re thinking…I give you a vow upon my honor that if you win I will safely transport you and your human, as long as you vow to not tell anyone of what is happening here.”

      “I already told you, that isn’t happening.”

      “Ah well, we’ll worry about that later—drink a bottle of liquor over it. Let’s get this game started. Ivan will supply you with the basics, a knife, hunting clothes and food. I own this entire planet but the boundaries of the hunt are on this island. In the southeast corner of the island is an area known as Death Swamp. I suggest you avoid that location. One being tried running through the quicksand to hide and all that happened was the death of him, and one of my best Gorgas. You can imagine how I felt, I love my Gorgas. Well, I must leave. I always take a nap after lunch. I’ll let you get a bit of a head start and I’ll follow at dusk. Hunting is always more fun at night, don’t you think?” And with that, the general stood, pounded a fist against his chest, gave a deep Imperial bow, and left the hall.

      And then Ivan stepped forward with a blaster pointed at them to escort them back to their room. This time there was simple clothing laid out on the bed for the two of them to select. One hunting knife. A sack of food. Zhoryan dressed properly for the hunt and made sure Janet dressed right too. “Put these shoes on,” he said, choosing soft hunting boots for them and making sure hers were correctly secured.

      And then they were both escorted out the front door of the castle. Zhoryan creaked open the spiked gate and they stepped outside.

      Game on.
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      They had a three-hour head start.

      “We need to leave a difficult trail,” Zhoryan told Janet. For the last two hours he’d dragged her through the jungle, in a fight for his life and the life of his female.

      He gritted his teeth. I will not lose this game. I. Will. Not.

      His brain was muddled when he’d first exited the compound, worrying about nothing else than putting time and distance between them and the general. Then he stopped deep in the bush and took stock of the situation. They were on an island and he’d been walking a straight line, which would eventually lead to the ocean. They had in fact been following a preexisting path, leaving behind a messy trail that even a child could follow in the rain.

      “Where are we going?” Janet asked.

      He glanced back. Her dark hair was now tied back from her face and off her neck with a string of fabric she’d found. She shouldered a sack of food on her back, and she’d remained tireless, not once complaining and managing to keep pace with his much longer stride, just like when they’d originally walked from the shore to the compound. And this time there was an ever more determined look on her features.

      Why did he continue to find her so fascinating? He normally did not have unmated female acquaintances beyond the occasional co-worker. He knew many females, but none he let in close—because most of the unmated had ulterior motives and zero problem trying to trap him, despite the fact that forced testing was against the Scales of Xylan Law and punishable by death.

      But Janet seemed genuinely concerned with the idea of approval—that their testing would only happen upon his consent. And for this he was grateful. And she’d even stated that she felt they weren’t right for each other and that she had no interest in him as a mate, which he found amusing and refreshing. This was an angle no female had tried before.

      “I’m changing tactics,” he told her. “First, I was creating distance from the compound, but now I want to move cautiously and instead leave a trail the general can’t follow. This will allow us to eventually find a place to hide and sleep. Which way do you think we should go first?”

      She glanced around at the terrain. “I’m surprised you’re asking my opinion. I know you consider me to be a lowly human.”

      “You’re only half human,” he reminded her of a fact she seemed to always forget. “And you’re actually a Gravian of ancient lineage.”

      “True.” And then she pointed to her left. “You know, if we start in that direction it will be the most surprising and hardest to follow because of the rocky landscape.”

      “Good idea,” he grunted. “Let’s go.”

      He continued on his trek, using all his skills learned from hunts in every type of climate and terrain, on many different planets both live and holo-created, against a variety of animals, both small and large. Janet followed close behind, exactly mimicking his steps. He started with a series of loops and doubled on his trail again and again, remembering the way many of the animals he had hunted had behaved. For the first time, he had to put himself in their position. Tonight, he was the hunted.

      And while he trekked through the wilderness, he thought deeply of the female who traveled with him and found himself at war with his own mind and hearts.

      What if, upon his return, he did something crazy, like ask Kayzon for her hand? What if, when this was all over, he spoke to his Manager and set up a compatibility test with Janet of One? It was just a test…

      And then his stomach roiled with uncertainty. He was in a fight for his life, they both might die if he couldn’t get them off this island, and he was thinking of initiating an action that might result in making a female his Bride?

      It was folly. Why risk a testing?

      And then he remembered all the excellent reasons he had for not seeking a Bride. And he remembered every female from his past, who had started to befriend him, only for him to find out he was nothing but a challenge. Bragging rights. Who could finally claim the great Warlord?

      Why did he think this female would be different?

      No one would claim Zhoryan of Seventy-Five. No. One.

      He was serious about his rejection of mating.

      “Zhoryan, can you…?”

      “Leave me alone,” he bit out. “I do not want to talk with a human.”

      “Wow, where did this unbearable asshole come from? Did something bite your ass?”

      “You’re slowing me down,” he threw out, unable to think of any other excuse.

      “Walk faster, I’ll keep up,” she challenged.

      “Having a human with me on this hunt is slowing me down.”

      “Didn’t you just remind me that I’m part Gravian? You only seem to remember I’m half human when you’re mad at me. And speaking of…I don’t even know why you’re mad at me!”

      “I’m tired of having to keep you away from me and make sure you don’t grab my claw and force a testing.”

      “Hey, I’m not your groupie! Gods! I can’t believe you. I told you this already, I’m not spending time obsessing over how I can trick you and force testing of mating compatibility. I’m sorry that there are females out there who aren’t very scrupulous, but I’m telling you that’s not me. I don’t want you as a mate, so we’re on the same page. I’m tired too of keeping our hands apart. It’s exhausting.”

      “You don’t want to test compatibility with me?” he asked, puzzled. It hadn’t occurred to him that she was being serious. He assumed all unmated females were trying to trick him into a testing.

      “No, I don’t. And I’ve already told you this, it’s not like this is new. Were you even listening to me when I told you how I felt?”

      This was unbelievable. “Let me ask you a question. If you were asked by your brother-in-law, who I assume is the Champion of your line, if you’d like to test compatibility with the Imperial Warlord of Sector One at the House of Ulmath’s testing altar on Chronos, you’d…decline?”

      “Well, I suppose if we were back on Chronos or New Earth and out of the blue your Manager or Champion approached Kayzon and asked for my hand, I mean, I wouldn’t embarrass you by saying no. But if we did test, I don’t think it would be positive, so why bother? Remember, you don’t want offspring and I do. We aren’t right for each other. And I actually have other things going on in my life that are more important than you right now.”

      She did?

      Janet of One kept walking and slapped at a bright alien bug that was trying to land on her arm. “But I have to tell you, I think it’s sad that you took yourself off the database because of what happened with your parents. You aren’t your dad. You can make your own decisions and be a different warrior. And also, I think you’d be an excellent father. I’m hoping—and I’m saying this as a friend—that you’ll someday reconsider those compatibility tests that are offered to you and maybe one day you’ll find some fabulous Xylan female who is your true mate, your Bride, and you’ll have offspring and then you can experience what it’s like to be in a family. A tight-knit family. It makes me sad that you don’t ever want for yourself, the love that flows between parents and children, and between husband and wife.”

      He stopped for a moment, stunned at this pronouncement.

      She glanced over at him. “Too much? My family always complains that I never know when to keep my thoughts to myself. You can just ignore me if I go too far. Wait, are you hungry? Is that why you’re being such a grouch? Here.” She opened her backpack and handed him a ration bar. He took it and ate it because maybe she was right. About everything.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled through his food.

      “No worries,” she said, as she brushed past him through the vegetation and took lead on the trail.

      This female was very confident—always saying what was on her mind and having the audacity to tell him the truth. He liked that. Her main objection with her situation on her home planet was that she’d felt stifled. Janet was a Gravian who had much to offer and the humans were tamping her down. She had to minimize herself to be accepted on New Earth. Leaving her planet was understandable, especially considering she was half Gravian.

      

      Zhoryan and his female continued their steady pace through the jungle. They both worked hard, leaving a faint trail no one could follow, not even a Margol on the range. Finally, they were both weary and scratched by bushes and branches. He looked around at the edge of a wooded ridge and found a thick tree with large, outspread branches.

      “Climb up the tree,” he ordered as the sun set. They both took care to not leave a single mark behind as they scrambled up. He crouched into a natural “seat” in the middle of the tree and leaned back. This was literally the only safe position, there was nowhere else on the tree for his female to hide alongside him. So he reached out, grabbed her by the waist and sat her on his lap.

      “What are you doing?” she gasped.

      “Stay here,” he whispered against her ear. “We are going to sit quietly and hide in this tree. No talking. Lean back onto me and sleep. There is enough fabric on our bodies to cover our skin. Keep your hands in your own lap and we’ll be fine.”

      “I can’t sit on you like this all night.”

      “You can and you will.”

      She wiggled in his lap and whimpered. “Why are you torturing me like this? It’s not fair.”

      He could smell her arousal.

      A smile curved his lips. Arousal was something he put up with often from females who pleasure mated, and for the first time ever, he welcomed it. He was secretly happy to smell her arousal again and confirm she wasn’t as unaffected as she pretended.

      As she leaned back against him, he placed his chin on the top of her head and his arms wrapped around her tiny form, and for the first time in his life he felt mild interest at the thought of mating. Her breasts were generous, her waist small… What was it like? Why did other beings find it so pleasurable? What would this female’s core feel like underneath his claw?

      He’d never let another being this close to him, physically and mentally. For once he’d found a female who didn’t seem to care about his wealth or his power. Nor did she care one bit about his exalted position in society. Janet was basically the only female in the four sectors who seemed to like him for him. She was spending time with him, actually getting to know his likes and dislikes, his past and his present. And offering advice as a…friend? And she always told the absolute truth, no matter how biting, and he enjoyed every minute of her truth talk.

      He sat with his nose in her hair, inhaling her scent. It kept him calm. She eventually stopped moving and settled into a favored position on his lap and fell asleep in his arms.

      He thought long and hard about what she’d said earlier.

      Did he want a mate?

      Had his true barrier to a mate and offspring been his fear of becoming just like his father? There were other Xylan who chose to remove themselves from the mating database. This was not uncommon. There was no shame in remaining unmated. Yes, the unmated received smirks from those who were mated, as if you’d chosen to not join a select club. But he and the others like him were content—why change?

      If he could live a life knowing that he’d never turn into his father, would he then want a mate?

      He didn’t know.

      This was moot. He couldn’t possibly test Janet’s bare hand now, on the island. What if something astounding happened and it turned out she actually was his mate? Then he’d be running for his life while flooded with breeding hormones. And what if it turned out she was in her breeding cycle? What then?

      The most pressing matter was life versus death. They were being hunted on this island by a psychopath. First, he’d see to Janet’s safety and the safety of the other beings in captivity on this island. He would tear out Pyzon’s two hearts while they were still beating and display them to Ivan, prior to beheading the giant. And then afterwards, when he was back on his warship and thinking clearly, he’d decide what to do with the Gravian female.

      And with her scent providing him a sense of security, he pulled his female tighter into his arms and fell asleep.

      And then at sunrise he heard a noise below. Then the startled cry of a bird in flight. Janet woke and tensed. He placed a single claw over her lips, ordering her quiet.

      Something was coming through the bush, by the exact same path he’d followed last night. He watched through the shadowy network of limbs and leaves to the base of the tree. And then the general came into view below, his eyes fixed on the ground in front of him looking for any tell-tale sign of life and movement. The general dropped into a crouch, studying the area for some time, then he stood and looked into the distance, a smile curving his lips. He leaned back against the trunk of the tree and pulled out a case of black Xylan smokers, the pungent fumes wafting up into the limbs of the tree. Pyzon lazily blew smoke rings for some time, then deliberately walked away. Eventually, they could no longer hear his footsteps.

      Zhoryan blew out the breath he’d been holding.

      “Pyzon knew we were up here, didn’t he?” Janet whispered. “And he let us go so he could continue to play with us, because his game would’ve been over too fast.”

      He gave a curt nod. And for the first time he felt actual fear. The general could follow an extremely difficult trail, at night. This lazhul was a better hunter than he had first thought. One of the best.

      

      They slid off the tree and ran desperately through the jungle.

      Zhoryan forced himself to continue on, there was no time to waste. When before he’d brought his B game because he’d underestimated the hunter following him, now he was bringing his A game to this hunt, because this was going to take every trick he and his female could think of, together.

      Three nanco away from their original position he found a huge dead trunk that was leaning on a live tree. Perfect. “We’re going to build a Margol warrior-crusher and try to catch him off-guard.”

      “A what?”

      “Watch.”

      They each slid off their packs of food, took out their knives, and got to work. His female was quick-minded and she easily caught on to what he was trying to create. Between the two of them they were quickly finished and they threw themselves down behind a fallen log, a hundred nanco away.

      They did not have to wait long.

      General Pyzon followed their trail with the sureness of a highly trained Gorga. He so intently checked each broken twig, bent blade of grass and each mark in the dirt, that he did not see their trap until he was nearly upon it. His foot touched the limb that was the trigger, but even as he sensed the trap catching, he leaped back with the agility of the famed wags of Chronos. Zhoryan had never seen a warrior that large move that fast. But Pyzon was still struck a glancing blow by the dead log that had been balancing on the live tree. If he hadn’t moved, he would’ve been caught dead on by the log and killed, but instead his shoulder was injured. He staggered but didn’t fall, managing to keep a grip on his blaster. Pyzon stood, rubbing his shoulder, inhaling deep breaths.

      A growl rumbled in Janet’s throat. “That asshole is upgrading his weapons because he’s scared of you.”

      “Scared of us,” Zhoryan gritted. “I told Pyzon you were human, and neither of us mentioned you were also part Gravian. He doesn’t know of your strength and stamina. Keeping this from him is our edge in this game.”

      “Zhoryan,” the general called out, “if you can hear me, I want you to know I congratulate you. That was good, you almost got me. That was smart, using a Margol warrior-crusher. Luckily, I too have hunted with the Margol in the old ways. I am leaving now to tend to my wound. But I will be back tomorrow to finish the game. Thank you, I am finding this a challenging sport.”
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      Running. It was all they seemed to be doing lately. Running and hiding.

      And making traps.

      And trying to fucking stay alive.

      Janet was feeling pretty darn tired. Not that she’d let Zhoryan know.

      After their near-death experience with General Pyzon at the tree, and then with that Malay warrior-crusher trap, they’d anxiously charted through the bush throughout the rest of the day, trying to catch some sort of lead while the general was away tending his wound.

      Dusk came and they began trekking through a section of the island that was getting ranker by the minute. Huge, bright alien bugs began buzzing around and biting their exposed skin. The ground grew softer and their boots began to sink into ooze. It was pretty terrible.

      “Death Swamp,” Zhoryan said, stating the obvious.

      Janet stared at the soft earth around them, memories resurfacing of a former trek she’d taken back home. “I have an idea,” she said. “How about this time we dig a Curmese Ligan trap?”

      “A what?”

      “Here, let me show you.” Janet stepped back from the quicksand a dozen nanco or so, and squatted to the ground. She picked up a stick and sketched into the sand a crude outline of the type of trap she was talking about. “See, we dig here and then we can cut and sharpen the end of those saplings over there and put them pointing up inside the bottom of the pit. Then we cover it and it’s a trap that he could step onto and fall in. This is originally Curmese, but we used this on New Earth to catch Yorbu. I’ve helped make this type of trap several times.”

      “You hunt?” he asked. “Why haven’t you mentioned this before?”

      “I’m not a hunter. I like to go out and study and document the plants and animals of my home planet, sort of an amateur biologist, but the humans I was allowed to go with were on a hunting expedition. The wild lands on my planet are pretty inhospitable and going with experienced hunters was the only way I could get out and explore nature and remain safe.”

      He nodded. “I like this trap, it’s similar to one I’ve made before. Let’s get started.”

      And then Janet watched in awe as a Xylan warrior, in peak physical condition, dug like a prehistoric beast. She tried to dig too with her bare hands and any branches she was able to fashion into tools, but this was comical next to the ability of the massively strong male with his huge, sharp claws. Dirt flew over his head and in no time the sweaty brute had dug a pit he could stand inside. In fact, by then she’d completely given up and was busy sharpening the hard saplings he’d found into pointed stakes. He planted the stakes into the bottom of the pit with the points sticking up while she wove a netting of weeds and branches. Zhoryan pulled this over the top of their trap, and suddenly it was complete.

      Then, filthy and covered with sweat, they both crouched behind a lightning-charred tree and waited.

      She could smell the general’s cigarette in the breeze before she saw him. And actually, from their vantage point, they couldn’t see him at all, just anxiously listened to the rapid pounding of feet.

      Would it work?

      She wanted to grab Zhoryan’s hand, but instead clutched the fabric of his shirt, biting her lips. Beside her, Zhoryan was holding his breath, tense as stone.

      And then they heard the cracking of netting and a sharp scream of pain.

      Oh wow.

      Zhoryan leapt up, only to immediately sit back down.

      Oh shit. This couldn’t be good.

      “You’ve done well again, Zhoryan,” the general called out. “Your Curmese Ligan trap has taken my best Gorga. Again, you score. Now I think I’ll see what you can do against my whole pack of Gorgas. I’m going back to the compound for a rest. Thank you for providing an interesting game.”

      Janet slumped back against the tree trunk. His whole pack? She couldn’t believe this guy’s audacity. He gave his quarry clothes, food and one knife. Meanwhile it was his island, so he understood the terrain like the back of his hand, and he could upgrade to a blaster and hounds at any moment as he saw fit.

      “Motherfucker,” she whispered.

      “Indeed,” Zhoryan replied.

      

      Janet felt like she’d been down ten miles of bad road and put through a broken wringer. Like she’d hit a wall and there was simply no energy left. Each step was like lifting a ten-pound weight. Her neck and shoulders were aching stiff and her tongue dry as the great desert. She was hungry, thirsty, hot, sweaty, tired and filthy. Small scratches nicked her arms and legs, not to mention the multitude of red bug bites that were everywhere her skin wasn’t covered. And to top it off, her feet hurt like hell.

      Basically, she wasn’t good company and she just wanted to go home. They were trying to walk out of Death Swamp to find somewhere reasonably safe to sleep for the night, but all she could think about was safety, a soft bed and a cleansing unit. “I can hardly wait to get off of this crappy planet,” she groused, angrily pushing strands of lank hair off her sweaty forehead.

      “I agree,” Zhoryan responded. “The moment I can communicate with the ship I’ll alert Lysista and she’ll send shuttles and a squadron to retrieve us and rescue the other beings being held captive.”

      Jealousy flooded her mind as she remembered this beautiful female with her glorious royal pigment, who she was certain was all the things Zhoryan or any Xylan male could wish in a mate, and not a half-color human like herself. Not that she was ashamed to be human.

      “First we need to—"

      One moment she was walking through an area that seemed to be the stable edge of the swamp, and the next she was hip deep in quicksand. It was that fast. She was walking behind the warlord, and then falling into the goopy earth.

      “Zhoryan!” she screamed.

      He turned and ran, throwing his body to the ground and trying to give her a branch to grab onto, which broke off in her hand. She sank deeper. It was getting hard to breathe. She couldn’t even cry out anymore, the pressure against her lungs was enormous. And then the quicksand was at her shoulders. An overwhelming panic took over, leaving her gasping for air.

      Oh god. Oh god. Oh god.

      “Janet!” he roared.

      Right when she was thinking this was the end, because if she moved, her head would slip under the sand, an enormous claw engulfed her fingers.

      Zhoryan!

      His. Bare. Claw.

      He began to pull her hand, and her eyes bulged because she could see he’d thrown himself perilously close to where she was and she was terrified he’d be sucked into the quicksand too.

      “What? No!” she cried. What was he thinking? This was too dangerous. What if he died?

      He strained with all of his might, trying to pull her out of the muck. At first it didn’t seem like she was going to budge, and then she started moving up, slowly. The worst part was she couldn’t help because if she moved, she made it worse. It took time, slow and steady, but inch after inch she moved forward and out. Finally, there was a huge sucking sound and the last half of her let go in one sudden motion and Zhoryan fell backwards and she clumsily fell on top of him. And then she was lying on the side of the quicksand, panting, and Zhoryan was next to her, equally out of breath.

      And their hands were still clasped.

      Zhoryan turned to face her. Silence stretched between them as he pulled her in close and placed their entwined claws and fingers, that point of extreme contact, between their bodies and against his chest. She could feel the pounding of his two hearts and her own racing pulse. A spark of awareness began where their hands were joined and washed along her entire body, lighting up parts of her that had been formerly unknown. She gasped at the intense pleasure. The area between her thighs rushed with wetness and her nipples were two hard points of need.

      He locked his gaze with hers. “My Be’Ih,” he rasped.

      Oh no. She was the biggest bitch who ever lived.

      She tried to jerk her hands out of his grip, but he wouldn’t allow it. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” she blubbered. “I meant to keep your vow. I didn’t want you if you didn’t want me. Why would I want a mate who never wanted a Bride in the first place? I’d never do that to you, you have to believe me. I wanted to wait until I found the right man.”

      “I am the right man.”

      “No, you’re not. You don’t want me.”

      “Feel this,” he said, placing her hand on the enormous erection tenting his pants. “I want you.”

      She sucked in a breath. “Your body is making you do that. You want to relieve the hormones rushing through your body. You don’t want me!” she cried.

      “Janet,” he growled. “Believe me. I want you and only you. You’re my Bride.”

      “I don’t want to live with a mate who doesn’t want me.”

      “Stop saying that,” he growled.

      “Zhoryan, you—”

      And then he covered her mouth with a rough, punishing kiss, sealing all her doubts. His lips were warm and his mouth tasted amazing. She’d never been kissed. Did he realize this was her first locking of lips? That she was as virginal as he was?

      His demanding tongue slipped between her lips and she sucked on it desperately, like his essence was her life blood.

      Finally, she managed to break away, gasping for breath. “I feel…”

      Drunk. She felt drunk, like she’d sucked down another tanker of Xylan ale.

      And then a firestorm swept throughout her body. It not only centered at the joining of their hands but also in the kiss that had transferred his need to hers. And all her tiredness was erased. She was filled with vitality and strength, and…and she needed her mate more than life itself.

      A growl escaped her lips. This wasn’t enough. She needed more.

      She yanked out of his embrace and pushed two flat palms against his chest. Then she leapt on top of him. His eyes widened with pleasure, his claws cupping the sides of her waist. She threw a leg over his hip and then she was sitting on him, her pussy directly on top of the long pipe of his erection.

      He threw his head back and moaned. Then his claws dug deeper into her sides, keeping her still.

      A shred of sanity returned. A half second of wonder. “What is wrong with me?” she pleaded.

      “You’re being overwhelmed by claiming hormones. You aren’t yet fully in your breeding cycle, but I can see that you’re close.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “I can smell it and taste it. And also, you’re trying to dominate me even though seconds ago you were denying this mating.”

      “Oh.” And then she was distracted yet again by all the epic masculinity before her, and the pulsing between her thighs. She bent down and captured his lips again, because he tasted better than the Xylan ale she’d chugged in the dining hall. Better than any delicacy. He was her mate, and he tasted exquisite. Masculine and like home.

      “How does that feel, Zhoryan?” she purred as she ran her hands over his hard chest and ground her hot core against his crotch. “How does it feel to be hard and ready for the first time in your life?”

      He groaned. “Don’t…I won’t be able to control myself.”

      “And this is bad because…?”

      “I cannot penetrate you. I can only spend inside of you during the claiming ceremony, in order to make our mating legal and binding. I must wait. Later I will take you to my warship and claim you on the holo deck in a recreation of the exact way all Xylan claim their mates. But, I can relieve your need, right now.”

      She shivered. “Now?”

      “Yes.”

      He slid his claw along her stomach and was underneath her pants and between her legs before she could even comprehend what he was doing. And then his thick, rough claw was right between her cleft and along her clit, right where she needed him. She pressed down, seeking more pressure.

      “Zhoryan,” she moaned.

      His other claw went behind her neck and he pulled her down and claimed her lips again. He kept that claw at her core, rubbing alongside her throbbing clit. His touch was like fire and lava and everything combustible. And his tongue fucked her mouth while his claw stroked her cunt. It was too much. She was so wet and already so close to coming.

      And then her hands were in his hair, gripping so hard. She broke from their kiss and moved down to his neck, needing to suck his flesh.

      “Come for me,” he ordered. “I want my Bride’s pleasure on my claw.”

      “I’m so close,” she breathed. And then her whole body tensed and she went over the edge. The sharp, sharp edge. And she let out a long, low animal-like moan, her teeth scoring his flesh.

      And she rested on top of his chest, spent. And yet still edgy, as if she could easily start all over again. She whimpered at the sexual torment raging through her body.

      He brushed her hair back and kissed her forehead. “Don’t worry, my Be’Ih, I will relieve you as many times as you require. Again and again. I am your mate. I will take care of you.”
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      At daybreak, Zhoryan was awakened by a sound that sent fear pulsing through his veins. It was a distant sound, faint and steady—the baying of a pack of Gorgas.

      His Bride stiffened in his arms. “Oh no,” she whispered hoarsely.

      His Be’Ih. He could still smell the lingering scent of her decadent arousal on his claws and wafting from between her thighs.

      Last night he’d grabbed her hand when she’d fallen in the quicksand. He’d heard her cry and turned around to find her up to her waist in sand. At first, he’d wasted precious time, trying to throw her a useless branch. Fuck that. She’d let out another strangled cry as the sand went to her shoulders and he’d thrown himself to the ground because he couldn’t possibly let his female die.

      She was his entire life.

      The Gorgas bayed again, and he didn’t have a moment left to think of his new Bride and what it meant. He had to get the fuck out of there and keep them both alive.

      “What are we going to do?” she asked, terror causing her voice to waver.

      He took a deep breath. They had two choices: stay and die or flee and put off the inevitable. He stared into her frightened gaze. “I have an idea,” he said.

      Then he took her hand and they ran. The baying of the hounds grew nearer and nearer. He found a tree on a ridge that would work as a vantage point. “Wait here,” he told his Bride. And he scrambled up to the top limbs, through the leaves, and looked around. He could see bushes moving in the distance. Straining his eyes, he finally identified the lean figure of General Pyzon, and just ahead of him was Ivan, holding the entire pack of Gorgas on leash. The sleek animals howled in the distance, catching their scent. They were moving in their exact direction.

      He slid back down the tree. “It’s Pyzon and Ivan too, with a whole pack of Gorgas. They’ll be here any minute. Let’s go. I have a different trap for us to try, one I learned from the Creekans.”

      “Okay.”

      And they got right to work because every second counted.

      Zhoryan caught a nearby sapling that was along the path the general was heading and fastened his hunting knife to it, pointing it in the direction of the trail the hunters would be following. He used grapevines as twine, securing the knife and tying back the sapling.

      Then he grabbed the hand of his Bride and they again ran for their lives. Hopefully this trick would work, or at the very least slow them down, but he still needed to create distance between his precious Bride and the lazhul who hunted them.

      He found another tree to scramble up and hide in, this time with his Bride at his side. They both watched, catching their breath. The baying suddenly stopped, and he knew the pack must’ve reached the knife.

      “Do you see anything?” Janet whispered. “It’s so quiet now. What’s happening? I can’t see—”

      “There.” And all hope died, because General Pyzon was now leading the pack away from the body of Ivan, lying prone on the ground.

      “Dammit,” she hissed. “We missed our mark.”

      They shimmied back down the tree and hit the ground running because the game was still on. A gap of blue ocean appeared between the trees ahead. They burst out of the tree line and hit the edge of the shore, onto a cliff that terminated in roiling sea below.

      Janet looked back, hearing the bay of the Gorgas, then back up at him. “No, no, no,” she wailed. “Zhoryan, you know I can’t fucking swim. I can’t do this. I can’t—”

      He glanced down at his Bride and thought she was the most beautiful being he’d ever seen. Brave, strong and loyal. Boldness in a tiny package. His enemies would constantly underestimate her. He used his claws to cup her cheeks, kissing her hard and desperate. “I love you,” he panted. “You’re perfect. I am lucky to have you.”

      “That’s sweet, but—”

      “You can do this.” He grabbed her tiny hand. “Jump. Trust me. I’ve got you.”

      “I can’t—”

      He heard the Gorgas approach at a run.

      “You can do this,” he said, fiercely.

      She gave a sharp nod.

      And they both leapt out into the sea…

      

      Zhoryan burst up from the ocean, immediately searching for his Bride. He dove into the water again and again, and finally caught her sleeve, dragging her up to the surface, over the churning waves and into the fresh air. At first, she was silent and unnaturally colorless, then she began coughing up water.

      And still her eyes were closed and she remained completely silent.

      He wrapped an arm around her and dragged her across the cove as he swam to a barely discernable cave at the base of the seaside cliff they’d just jumped off. Inside, he found a shelf that was high and level enough for him to sit on and drag his Bride out of the water alongside him. He laid her head in his lap and checked her beating pulse and her soft breaths.

      He cleared his throat and gazed at her with watery eyes. “Janet?” he pleaded. His beautiful Bride, who he was unable to attend to in the ancient ways. He couldn’t properly claim her, and they were instead in a fight for their lives. She was unconscious and he had no idea how to…

      And then a drone buzzed in his face.

      He swatted it away, then gave it more attention because he recognized the design. Black and red—exactly like a Xylan military drone, without the typical markings of origin. Which made it Bounty Hunter tech.

      He looked straight into the drone’s vid feed and growled, “Kayzon? Stop watching and get moving. Get your ass down here and help.”

      “Zhoryan?” a mechanical voice barked through a distortion device.

      “Lysista?”

      “Who the hell is Lysista?” a male clearly answered. “Is that one of your snooty royal pigment friends?”

      Zhoryan placed a claw over his Bride’s erratic heart, his anger surging to new heights at this delay in her care. “This is Zhoryan of Eighty-Two, the Imperial Warlord of Sector One. If you do not connect me to your superiors immediately, I vow I will tear your hearts out.”

      “Fuck you. This is Joyzal of Seventeen, Bounty Hunter and Margol, here to save your royal ass. You better act grateful or I’m gone.”

      Zhoryan blinked with surprise. Joyzal? He remembered this annoying Margol. The male who had possibly force mated a human of royal pigment. It had been an unusual case. But Joyzal was now part of the Bounty Hunter Guild and, strangely, a friend of Kayzon’s. “Is Kayzon with you?”

      “No, you’re stuck dealing with me. I was working this section of space because I’d accepted a Bounty placed on some asshole who owns this planet. Apparently one too many beings have gone missing in this part of space and someone with enough currency finally got angry and posted a Bounty on the being who owned this planet. Maybe you’ve heard of my target, his name is Pyzon of Forty-Eight, a former General in the Imperial Military?”

      “Oh yes,” Zhoryan rasped. “I know him.”

      “Your warship hit a minefield and lost you and Kayzon’s sister-in-law in the process. They sent out a distress signal and began a search. Kayzon alerted the Hunter Guild for backup, and when it was discovered I was here anyway, they sent me in to—”

      “Joyzal,” Zhoryan cut in. “My Bride needs medical help immediately.”

      “Bride? What Bride? I was told—”

      “Use the drone for a visual, you will see. Send this vid to my crew and the others so they know what happened and make sure my orders are recorded and carried out. My Bride is Janet of One. We were standing in the same hallway when the ship exploded, and we escaped using an executive pod. We were unable to rejoin the ship because the mines hit the pod and also blocked our communications. We crash-landed in the ocean here, and the pod sank, destroying the beacon. We have been in a fight for our lives against Pyzon of Forty-Eight, who is trying to hunt and kill us here.”

      “Motherfucker.”

      “Yes. Pyzon owns this planet and uses the ancient minefield as a trap and if any crew end up crash-landing on his planet, he takes them prisoner.”

      Joyzal let out a snort of disgust. “Well, luckily for you I attached two coded transporter beacons to this drone. Just take them off and snap on one to each of you and I can get both of you to safety immediately.”

      Zhoryan detached a beacon and placed it on his Bride’s tunic. He then slipped the other into his pocket for future use. “Transport my Bride to your hunter ship, where I expect her to receive the best in medical care. And then I want her redirected to my warship and sent to the med bay there for a second opinion. I want her possessions moved into my quarters because she is my Bride, therefore she will be living with me. And she is about to slip into her breeding cycle so she might possibly need to be tranq’d while she waits for me to relieve her discomfort. Tell my crew I want the holo deck readied for a Xylan claiming ceremony, to be immediately initiated upon my arrival.”

      “Upon your arrival? You aren’t returning with your Bride?”

      “No, you are taking Janet to safety and I am staying here on this planet. I will return shortly.”

      “Staying? Why? Return now and claim your Bride on your ship.”

      “I am staying to hunt and kill Pyzon.”

      “Zhoryan, that’s why I’m here. The moment I have you two safely on my ship, I’ll swoop down, snatch Pyzon’s ass and lock him in stasis. I’ll take care of this so you can focus on your Bride. That lazhul will end up in a Detention Center and never see freedom for the rest of his life.”

      “That is not good enough. He tried to kill my Bride. Retribution is mine.”

      Joyzal was quiet for a moment, then finally answered. “I see. I will leave it to you then, but after one diurnal if I don’t hear from you, I’ll be here to retrieve my target.”

      Zhoryan nodded acceptance, and then he activated the beacon and watched as his beautiful Bride wavered and disappeared. He sighed with relief, knowing she was safe and he could focus on what came next.

      “Contact my ship,” he ordered, “and tell my second-in-command to send two squads to this location. There are Xylan working at the general’s compound who need to be checked for compliance with the Scales of Xylan Law. And there are at least a dozen prisoners in his cellar who need to be freed and returned to their home planets.”

      “As you wish. And…do you want me to tell Kayzon you and he are now both legally part of the same line, because you’re each mated to sisters, or do you want to tell him yourself?”

      Zhoryan let out a sudden chuckle. “I will tell him myself.”

      “Done. And Zhoryan…make sure you tear Pyzon’s hearts out in front of his eyes.”

      “I will.”

      And with that the drone cut out. It silently zipped away and disappeared over the orange and pink horizon.

      And he was alone.

      Zhoryan rested his elbow on a bent knee and looked out through the mouth of the sea cave and across the cove, to where the lights flicked on in the pointed tower of the compound. Tonight one of them would be sleeping on a soft bed, and one of them would be a repast for the Gorgas.
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      Janet woke up in a claiming forest.

      Her eyes blinked open and she sat up, her hands pressing against soft grass. She rubbed sleep out of her eyes and stared in amazement at the glory that surrounded her.

      Zhoryan had warned her. He’d said he was going to mate her in a specific ceremony. Kia had told her stories of her own claiming in a Xylantic forest on the holo deck on Kayzon’s ship, immediately after he’d accidentally grabbed her sister’s bare hand.

      And now it was happening. He’d grabbed her hand and accidentally tested mating compatibility, only to find they actually were mates. And now…now…she swallowed, and a hand went to her chest as a watery smile spread across her face.

      It was exactly as Kia had described.

      Janet sat in the middle of an open meadow of silver-tinted grass, edged by freakishly tall trees that cut into the nighttime sky. The moon glowed a pale greenish-yellow. Stars glittered overhead like jewels, but clouds were gathering in the distance.

      And where was Zhoryan?

      The last thing she remembered was jumping off that terrifying cliff. He’d said he loved her and that he’d take care of her. And he had. He’d scooped her out of the ocean and…

      Wait. He loved her?

      Since when?

      Wow.

      And then she stood and looked down at herself, giving her arms and legs a thorough examination. She’d been through hell and back on that island, but now she was perfectly healthy. Not a cut or scratch and clean. Gods, it was nice to be clean again. She wore a short-sleeved soft blue tunic with a deep v at her chest. It fell to her thighs and underneath she was completely naked.

      Naked.

      No shoes. No hair ties. Her fell down her back.

      This was a Xylan claiming ceremony and she was so ready for her male. That same edgy eagerness from before was rushing through her body. Her nipples were hard, her core hot, needy and impatient. Where was he?

      Her new husband needed to attend to her right this minute.

      A roared boomed through the forest. The sound of a male in heat. And she smiled as a wave of pleasure rushed along her lower stomach; her body reacting to the call of its mate.

      He stepped out of the shadows, naked. Not a stitch of clothing obscured Zhoryan of Eighty-Two, the Warlord of Sector One, the most eligible bachelor in all the four sectors. And he was hers.

      Fuck yeah.

      And…he was sporting a huge erection. As in, it could be seen from space. The Xylantic forest was dark and shadowy, and she couldn’t see his cock in perfect detail, she’d only felt it against her core through two layers of fabric. He wouldn’t let her touch it before because he wanted to wait until this moment, to make things legal.

      She shifted on her feet, so ready to take him inside of her body.

      And then he started speaking in that deep, guttural voice she loved. He was reciting the formal words and vows of the Claiming ceremony. She could understand what he was saying, but the meaning was going right over her head. She continued to shift on her feet, finding it hard to stay still because she was impatient for his touch.

      Luckily, she knew exactly what was required of her. Kia had explained that the Xylan ceremony was a time for the male to claim his aggressive female. And this was being recorded so the vid could be played later at a post claiming ceremony for the line. It was a moment to be cherished and watched by the male and his Bride for years to come. And the more fight the female put out, and the damage she inflicted on her male, the more honor was brought to their line. Her job was to make this hard for him. And she would.

      “You may run,” he finally said.

      She blinked. Run? Why would she want to run? Oh wait, a claiming ceremony meant there was a chase. It was all about the chase.

      A giggle burst from her lips. She was completely on board with this ‘ceremony.’

      And the she turned and fled. He’d seen her stamina in the jungles on ‘Ship-Trap Planet,’ but he hadn’t seen her run like this. She was nourished, refreshed, and ready—at peak performance. He seemed to be giving her a head start. And she ran, barefoot, not caring about the sharp branches, or rocks jabbing underfoot. Her initial goal was to create distance from the male who was intent on domination.

      She zigzagged through a flat terrain, weaving around enormous tree trunks. Behind her, in the distance she heard a thunderous roar. He was coming. Oh hell. She ran faster.

      Zhoryan was scary-strong. This male had dug a pit in seconds. He’d saved her from drowning in an alien ocean, twice. He was probably the best hunter in the four sectors.

      Holy crap.

      Her nostrils flared. And she double-downed, legs pumping faster and harder, her mind racing as she thought of a way to trick this male who was impossible to trick. After all, he’d taught her well. Going through the jungle with Zhoryan had been a crash course in hunting.

      And then raindrops began to splatter on the leaves around her. They hit her arms and her shoulders. Ugh. Dark clouds covered the sky, blacking out the stars and dimming the glow of moonlight. The intensity increased and the rain immediately switched from sprinkles to a downpour. Her hair was wet and her tunic clung to her breasts and stomach.

      It was time to find a hide out.

      She scurried up the nearest tree, digging her knees and feet into the sides, her hands clawing on the bark. It hurt like hell, but she managed to climb up on her own. And then she was resting in the crotch of the tree, just like Zhoryan had shown her. The rain switched to torrent-level.

      And in minutes he was below, at the base of the tree. That enormous chest moving up and down as he panted, his breath escaping in huge puffs. She eagerly eyed his huge frame. The wide shoulders. The perfect ass. Oh, that ass.

      She was drooling, and at the same time her mind beat a rhythm of win, win, win. She could not make this easy. He was going to try and claim her, and her job was to make it hard. She was determined to honor her new husband with the hardest claim in documented history. He wouldn’t know what hit him. Literally.

      She leapt out of the tree like a New Earth panther. Dark, silent and deadly. And crashed right on top of his head, taking Zhoryan to his knees. And then she had an arm under his chin and across his neck. She clung to him like a leech, trying to cut off his air. The rain was making it hard for the both of them to gain purchase. He roared and slipped in the slick ground and then the two of them fell in the mud, causing her grip to loosen. He grabbed for her and she jumped up. Suddenly they were both standing in the downpour and she whipped around and kicked out both legs at once, directly at his ankle. Zhoryan crashed to the ground. He rolled over, moaning, and she again kicked out, hitting him in the chin with her heel. He spat out a tooth. And she wasn’t done. Oh no.

      She turned and sprinted. Yep. In the rainstorm. She left him and ran again, forcing him to try to chase after her with a broken ankle.

      She grinned. Victory was hers. This would be the longest claiming in history. Next, she’d hide in the banks of that river she’d glimpsed during her initial run and it would take him forever to…

      And then she crashed in sloppy mud, a huge male on top of her.

      What the fucking hell? How did he manage that? She’d left him on the ground, broken and bleeding.

      He was enraged, growling and snorting like a raging beast. His claws tore her tunic off and she was wet, naked and muddy. He rolled onto his back and placed her on his dick. She threw her head back and screamed into the night as he shoved her down onto his enormous spike of an erection. It hurt like hell. A sharp blade piercing her flesh. She scored her nails across his chest. Then she leaned down and bit him in the neck, because two seconds after the initial flash of despair, he began pumping up inside of her and…oh gods, it was beginning to feel so, so different.

      His claws were around her waist lifting her up and down, and his hips flexing beneath her. And she rode him like a beast of burden. The pain was now a thing of the past, replaced entirely by a pleasure so intense she thought she’d die of it. It grew and grew, each time he pounded inside, sliding and scraping against parts of her that had been formerly untouched.

      “You are mine.”

      And then an orgasm rushed through like a brutal hurricane.

      “Zhoryan,” she screamed.

      Wave after wave, causing her pussy to clench around his throbbing erection. She desperately grabbed for his arms, scoring her nails in his flesh.

      A roar ripped from Zhoryan’s throat and his claws dug into her sides. They both stilled as his warm seed jetted inside of her, again and again.

      Afterwards, they both lay there, catching their breaths as the warm rain blanketed their bodies.

      He wrapped his arms around her torso. “My Be’Ih.”

      And she smiled against his chest, exhausted and happy.
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      Janet woke up the next morning in the luxurious quarters of the Imperial Warlord of Sector One, with Zhoryan wrapped around her and decided this was something she could easily get used to.

      They weren’t locked in the tower of a compound owned by a mad-man murdering sentient beings. The general was no longer the hunter, and they his prey. And they were dry and clean. She was safe in the arms of her husband, his strong legs tangled with hers and a giant arm over her waist. His four-fingered claw was gently splayed over her lower stomach.

      Zhoryan was her husband.

      Wow.

      His even breaths pleasantly brushed along the skin of her neck, and his warmth sank into her flesh. Her stomach fluttered, and her thighs clenched as his sexy scent filled her lungs.

      This man.

      He was everything and she couldn’t believe they were actually mated.

      She’d always been in ordinarily fascinated with the Warlord of Sector One. She’d hid her feelings toward him from everyone she knew—the pull, the tug—for two long years, because it was nothing more than an embarrassing girl crush on an untouchable celebrity, right? She’d even resorted to pretending she hated him, just to hide her stalking from her family and friends.

      But then she’d met him for real on the warship and realized the whole time she’d been following his every movement via vid channels and swooning over his visits to New Earth—the famous Zhoryan of Eighty-Two hadn’t known she existed. That was a kick in the stomach. And on that island she’d decided it was time to grow up, gain some self-respect, and move past that foolish nonsense where she put this warrior on a pedestal. How many human males had asked her on dates and she’d declined because she’d been busy watching Zhoryan on the vid channels?

      She’d been thrown together with him on that island and…and it turned out what had started as a crush on a male she admired had turned into true feelings. She’d gotten to know the real warrior behind the mystique, and despite his well-known arrogance, it turned out he was easy to get along with. And he’d risked his own life to make sure she got off that planet alive. Tears pricked her eyes as she thought of all he’d done. How he’d saved her life. And she knew if she reminded him of this, he would remind her of how much she’d helped.

      He’d said he was lucky to have her. And…and just before they’d jumped off the cliff he’d said he loved her.

      She bit her lip. Was that how he really felt?

      Because all she could remember were the times he’d repeated how he was never, ever taking a mate or having offspring. And she hadn’t been joking when she’d decided she was forcing herself to move on because she wanted a male who wanted what she did—a family.

      Zhoryan had convinced her in the swamp that he was thrilled to discover she was his Bride. And she’d listened because he’d kissed her and his hormones had flooded her body and she’d reacted to him and, bam—she’d been out of her mind.

      And then there’d been the claiming ceremony on the holo deck. Her face heated as she remembered all that happened last night. In the mud and dirt, with the rain pouring down and thunder booming overhead. How she’d attacked him, and he’d sat her on his dick and claimed her.

      It had been the greatest moment of her life. In fact, her pussy was still pleasantly sore from all the fucking during the claiming, and the three times afterward in the middle of the night on their bunk.

      A growl rumbled in her husband’s chest.

      She giggled with delight, happy to learn he was also awake.

      He clamped a claw on her right breast. “My Be’Ih,” he rasped. And he was rubbing his erection against her ass and she thought she’d pass out from the glory of it all. He didn’t say another word, just began pinching her nipple with his claw. He lifted her hip and reached between her thighs…

      But her sexual needs were cut short with her mind’s insistent demand for information. She placed a hand over his claw and closed her legs. “Wait, wait, I need to know first what happened on the island. We jumped off the cliff and then what? How did you manage to get me back onto this warship?”

      Zhoryan left a trail of kisses along her neck and shoulder as he told her the story of how Joyzal’s drone had appeared in the sea cave and he’d transported her to the bounty hunter ship, and then to the Xylan warship. And how he’d stayed behind.

      “Well, what happened with the general? Is he in the brig?”

      “No, he’s dead.”

      “Dead? How?”

      “I challenged him to an honor battle in his room, and I won.”

      She smiled. “You did?”

      “Yes. I swam across the cove, broke in through the front door of the compound and hid in Pyzon’s bedroom. After he rested downstairs and ate a luxurious dinner, he eventually retired to his room and I stepped out from behind the curtains.”

      She bit her lip. “I bet you shocked the hell out of him.”

      “True. He did not expect my arrival in his bed chamber.”

      “What did he do when you revealed yourself?”

      “He congratulated me and announced I was the winner. I told him the game was not over and I was a beast at bay. He bowed deeply and our battle began.”

      “Did you use weapons?”

      “No. We fought like original warriors—claw to claw. And in the end, I tossed him out the window of his own room and allowed his pack of Gorgas in the courtyard to determine his fate.”

      “Oh wow, I—”

      And then a tone started ringing. Janet recognized it immediately.

      “What is that?”

      “Um, it’s my tablet…”

      Zhoryan glanced over and reached back. He grabbed her glass tablet off the night table next to their spacious bunk.

      “Oh no,” she gasped, remembering the last screen saver she’d been using. The one that was a pic of Zhoryan, shirtless and exercising.

      “What is this?” he chuckled. “Is this a picture of me?”

      “Give that back,” she gritted, her face flaming. She grabbed it out of his claws and checked the screen. “It’s Kia calling. I’ll just wait to answer, when I’m in private. Or I can switch to audio…”

      “No need for that.” He grabbed the tablet and tossed it on the bedding, then he tapped a button on the night table which caused their incoming vid message to pop up and materialize into a large holo screen floating in front of them.

      “Holy crap. Zhoryan we’re not even dressed.”

      The screen immediately flashed to life and her sister’s worried features came into view. “Janet, thank gods you answered,” Kia gasped. “I’ve been so worried. I didn’t know what happened to you. Mom and dad are freaking out. How are you…wait,” her sister paused and Janet could see her eyes darting back and forth. “Zhoryan, is that you? Are you two in bed together?”

      Janet sunk further in the sheets, pulling the fabric up to her neck. Oh jeez. Meanwhile, Zhoryan sat up straight with his naked chest exposed and the sheet covering his waist. He crossed his arms and grinned.

      “Zhoryan is there?” A deep voice questioned. And then Kayzon strode into view. His eyes widened as he took in their positions on the bed. He lifted his chin. “Zhoryan.”

      “Kayzon.”

      “I did not see this coming. Did you see this?” Kia said. “I thought she hated him.”

      “No,” Kayzon shook his head, laughing. “I did not expect this pairing. I thought Zhoryan would go to the enteral fires, unmated.”

      “Zhoryan and Janet?” Kia sputtered. “Impossible!”

      Her shoulders slumped. Zhoryan shook his head and reached over and pulled her into his arms. “Janet of One is my Bride,” he announced. “We accidentally tested mating compatibility while on the island and discovered we were mates. I have claimed her per Xylan law and planted my seed in her womb and started my line.”

      Her jaw dropped. “Stared your line?”

      “Girl, you’re pregnant,” Kia announced.

      “You’re okay with this?” she asked him.

      “I’m delighted.”

      A goofy smile spread across her face. “Okay.”

      Zhoryan glanced at his friend. “Tell Dago Cho that Janet has acquired her Gravian strength. I will assume responsibility for her training. She is now House Ulmath and will learn to act accordingly.”

      “I will?” she smirked.

      He stared at her with hooded eyes and ran a claw along the side of her cheek. “You will.”

      Kia clapped her hands and squealed. “You’re Gravian now too? I’m not the only one. Yay! Mom and dad are going to be so happy, especially if they know Zhoryan’s in charge of you now.”

      Janet rolled her eyes.

      “And you know this probably explains why some co-worker of yours has been sending messages to New Earth government complaining about you attacked him and wanting you kicked off the mission…”

      Zhoryan let out a snort of disgust. “I will take care of that.”

      “How?” she asked, genuinely curious to hear his solution.

      “All of them are going back unless you decide differently. Only you will continue on to Kolothan University, and you will decide who goes with you.”

      She blinked. “I’m still going to the University?”

      “Of course, why wouldn’t you?”

      “Uh,” Kia broke in, “Because you just knocked her up. She’s married and pregnant now and she figures your super-important career will come first. How can she focus on her education if you’re taking her all over the four sectors and she’s trying to take care of you and a small child?”

      His claw went to her stomach. “I will do whatever it takes to make sure you can continue your education. I will move for you. I will attend our child. I would never compromise your career to further my own. You are brilliant and I want that nurtured.”

      She literally started to weep. Right there in front of everyone.

      “Oh wow,” Kia whispered. “That’s the most beautiful declaration I’ve ever heard.”

      “But, but…what if the High Command or your House won’t let you keep me and stay in the military?” she blubbered.

      “Then I won’t remain in this position and I’d go wherever you went. Ulmath is lucky to have a Gravian of ancient lineage added to our bloodline. And the High Command knows you have to remain with me, or I’ll go insane. My life has changed. My Bride and offspring will now always come first.”

      “You…you wouldn’t decide to break this off?”

      His brow furrowed. “I don’t understand.”

      “Divorce? You wouldn’t divorce me to save your career or to—”

      Kayzon growled from the screen. “This would never occur…”

      Kia elbowed him. “Honey, stay out of this. It’s their relationship.”

      “I don’t know this word,” Zhoryan answered. “There isn’t a translation in my language.”

      “Divorce is when a mated pair decide they don’t want to be together anymore. They break their bond and separate, as if the mating never happened.”

      He looked shocked and disgusted. “This happens in your species? Is this what you are planning, to break our bond?”

      “What? No. We are not divorcing. I don’t want that. I want to stay with you until the day I die. Right, isn’t what you’re expecting?”

      “You are mine,” he snarled, and slammed a claw against the button on the night table and the vid blinked out.

      Then he rolled on top of her, spread her legs wide and notched his erection at her sopping wet entrance. “You are my Bride. We are not breaking our bond. We will have many offspring and remain together as long as days turn into time.”

      “Okay,” she agreed, wrapping her arms around his wide shoulders.

      “And your new training starts today. First, I’m fucking you. Then I’m taking you to the holo deck for swim lessons. I am going to personally teach you how to swim.”

      Then he slid inside of her in one smooth motion, his jaw locked and his body tight as he moaned out his pleasure.

      Oh gods. Long, hot and enormous. Her fingers dug into his biceps. “I love you,” she breathed. “And I plan on loving and taking care of you until the end of my days.”

      He tracked his fangs along her neck and pumped into her hot channel. “I know, my Be’Ih…I know.”
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      The core plot of Zhoryan’s Game (the hunter becomes the hunted) comes from my careful adaptation of a story I admire - “The Most Dangerous Game” by Richard Connell. Prior to my life as a full-time romance author, I was a High School English teacher and I taught this story for years to my Freshman English classes. And now my dream has come true, turning the story I loved teaching and had basically memorized, into the genre I adore. I worked my ass off merging that short story into this Science Fiction Romance novella and I hope you enjoyed the results!:)

      If you glance at the Wikipedia page for “The Most Dangerous Game” you’ll see adapting this amazing story is a time-honored tradition. I’m not the first author, director, etc. who has become enthralled with this fast-paced story from 1924 and felt the need to translate it for a modern audience.

      If you would like to compare the original to the novella you just read, because you want to see how the two are similar and how they’re different (I’d be curious if I were you!), then here’s the link to the short story, “The Most Dangerous Game,” which is free online. Or you can listen to the audio on Youtube.

      I hope you enjoy the exquisite language and the nail-biting action as much as it did!

      Thank you so much for taking the time to read Zhoryan’s Game. The 6th book in the Alien Bounty Hunter series, Daxon’s Hostage, (which is NOT an adaptation. Lol) is ready for preorder!

      xoxo

      Michele
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      Kroga’s Bride (Prequel+Glossary Available for FREE with newsletter sign up.)

      Rayzor’s One

      Joyzal’s Prize

      Kayzon’s Wish

      Syrin’s Mate

      Zhoryan’s Game

      Daxon’s Hostage

      

      *The Virgin Warrior Bundle (ABH #1-3) includes an all-new extended epilogue featuring a meet-up between Rayzor, Joyzal and Kayzon.

      

      *Kroga of Seventy-Five also makes an appearance in Warriors’ Embrace, The Swirl #3.
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      ABH #6 - Releasing October 15th!

      

      Daxon of Seven is trying to take make it through the first day of a new job. After being kicked out of the Illibrium mines, he’s starting a brand-new career as a Bounty Hunter. And with his ferocious size and mighty fists, he figures he’ll be a great fit. On day one he starts his ship, leaves dock and finds a stowaway.

      

      A delicate New Earth female is sleeping in his bunk. Meanwhile, some rich idiot is screaming, red-faced through the holo vid that she’s his bride and he wants her returned, immediately.

      

      He should give her back—rich idiot has powerful friends. Except he’s inhaled her scent and he’s 99% certain this tiny human is destined to be his mate. Therefore, this precious cargo is his.

      

      And if anyone feels different…they’ll have to go through Daxon first.

      

      Daxon’s Hostage is Available Now for Preorder!
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      Please join my FB group, Michele’s Smutty Sci Fi, for sneak peaks, giveaways, and oversharing.
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