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      He’s big. He’s bad. His claws are epic.

      

      Frantic to avoid detection, Lila hides for the night in a condemned outbuilding on the edge of town. She checks each bunk for comfort and rests on the one with a strangely enticing scent and falls into an exhausted sleep.

      

      One problem—this place isn’t abandoned. Miners actually live here. And she’s chosen Zayzon’s bed. The loudest, tallest and sharp-clawed out of a band of tragically messy Xylan brothers who can’t clean to save their lives. And he keeps standing much too close. And sniffing her hair. And muttering something about mating compatibility.

      

      Whatever.

      

      She’s just that desperate, so she offers to become their housekeeper if they’ll let her stay. The brothers accept, and Lila cleans up their freaking mess, relieved to have somewhere safe to live. Meanwhile, Zayzon keeps insisting that she continue to sleep on his bunk. And she keeps accepting! Because it’s getting harder and harder to deny her attraction for his possessive gaze, razor-sharp claws and his large… um, personality?

      

      But Lila can’t fall for anyone, even a scary male who turns out to be cuddly. Not when demons from her past are about to return for their down payment.

      

      Can a human save an alien miner’s life, without breaking his heart?

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2020 by Michele Mills

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Cover Artist: Mayhem Cover Creations

      Editor: Aquila Editing

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

    

    
      
        Newsletter

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Michele Mills

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Bitter wind whipped Lila’s long, dark hair into a knotted mess.

      Ridiculous amounts of rain lashed from the sky.

      Then she tripped over a curb and dropped onto her ass in a puddle of water. “Dammit.” She sat there for a second, totally shocked at her circumstance, then spit water out of her mouth and resolutely pushed herself into a standing position, trying to ignore her freezing wet butt. The precipitation here was crazy, and she couldn’t be more unprepared for it if she’d tried.

      Thunder rumbled and lightning flashed across the dark alien sky. Lila jumped with fright. “Holy crap, that was loud.” This whole damn situation was basically her worst nightmare.

      She clenched her fists, trying to ignore the tell-tale signs of heightened anxiety and took even breaths, trying to loosen her chest. She glanced furtively up at the sky, knowing her fear of Hurlian snatching was irrational, but still unable to control the reflex. What if she had a panic attack out here, alone in the wide open, in this unknown location? What if…what if something or someone dropped down to try and capture her? How would she survive, without any help?

      She sobbed with dismay and ran over to shelter beneath an overhang, shivering in the cold and dripping wet, with no idea what do to next. Her pink pajamas were useless in this storm, acting more as a sponge than a repellent. And her slippers—her most prized possession—were already soaked and filthy. She whimpered as they squelched with each step.

      Lila glanced around the shadowy streetscape. She’d been shoved onto a transporter disk, the dissolution sequence initiated, and now she was…here. Wherever here was.

      Maybe this was a dark rainforest world? It was hard to tell, considering the nighttime thunderstorm that was making it hard to focus on details, but it looked like a modern city with actual buildings and streets. At least there was that. What if she’d ended up on a planet with an atmosphere that didn’t support humans? Or in the wildlands with predators and biting insects? That would’ve been awful. The only thing she hated more than the outdoors was the wildlands.

      She shook her head, trying to process the crazy chain of events that had led to her unexpected removal from her safe, comfortable home and her random placement onto an alien world.

      She’d dressed for bed that night like usual, pulling on her favorite pajama set and tucking her bare feet into the slippers with darling kitten faces stitched to the top that mom had bought prior to her death. It was the same routine as every evening—alone in her gated mansion, the household staff gone for the night.

      She lived alone in echoing luxury. Mom, Dad and her brother Kevin had all passed away in the last few years and she was the last of her immediate family, living alone with their memories, trying her best to carry on and make sense of this new life without the people she loved.

      Chai tea and snack cheese had been kindly arranged left for her on a tray by the housekeeper, and a brand-new, ridiculously expensive “original planet” contraband erotic romance ebook waited to be read on her tablet. Both of her precious kitties were asleep in their matching pet beds. She’d sat on her favorite chair, making herself comfortable, propping her feet on her ottoman and pasting a fake smile on her face.

      Living alone wasn’t so bad, she told herself. This was going to be a nice evening.

      Nice. Evening.

      And then a shadow darted across her room and a scream flew out of her mouth. A freakishly strong arm shot out and jerked Lila to her feet.

      “Remain quiet and I’ll make this fast and painless,” a strong voice ground out, sounding distinctly feminine. And human.

      Lila swallowed hard against the blade pricking at her throat, her heart beating furiously. Was she going to pass out before she was killed?

      The assassin pressed the blade harder, nicking it against Lila’s skin…and then huffed out a disgusted breath and loosened her grip. “Dammit, I can’t do it,” she snarled. The female shoved Lila forward a step and sheathed her blade.

      Lila gulped back a flood of tears.

      The intruder turned, revealing a gap in her black face mask that exposed flashing blue human eyes. The swells on her chest and the curve of her hips under her skin-tight dark clothing betrayed her gender. “I can’t do it,” the surly assassin growled. “I can’t kill Bruce Garabedian’s last living child. I thought I could, but I can’t. You’re so…so small and defenseless. I didn’t know you’d be so young and frail. I can’t kill you. But she will send others in my stead and they’ll kill you if I don’t.”

      “She?” Lila croaked as she rubbed a hand against her sore neck. “She who?” Who would want her dead? She didn’t even know that many people.

      “Your stepmother, Daniela Garabedian, hired me to kill you because I’m the best assassin on New Earth, but I have rules. I don’t kill innocents. Others in my profession won’t have this unnatural compulsion. One of my peers will find you and complete this task.”

      “My stepmother is trying to kill me?” Lila shrieked. “Daniela sent you to kill me? No, that’s not possible. You’re lying. This is all a big mistake. We’re close friends. She was here in the house this morning, having breakfast with me. Daniela was married to Dad. She loved him. She loves me. No…no…”

      “Yes, your stepmother is trying to kill you. And I don’t lie,” the assassin growled. “She placed an unusually large amount of currency on proof of your death. If I leave you here alone, you’ll be dead within the next diurnal.”

      Oh gods. Lila’s nose started to sting, and she gripped her hands. “You’re sure it was Daniela? Maybe you think it was her, but it was actually…”

      The assassin frowned and pulled out a tiny glass tablet; she swiped the screen and tilted it toward her. “Look for yourself.” And sure enough, there was the mark of Daniela’s official code, requesting the death of one Lila Garabedian, human.

      “She didn’t even bother with anonymity. She’s that certain your death won’t affect her.”

      Lila stepped back and placed a hand over her chest, trying to keep her breaths steady. The woman she thought of as her best friend was trying to kill her? There was only a small group of people she was close with, and Daniela was at the top of the list. It couldn’t be true and yet it was. Her stepmother wanted her dead.

      She glanced up and met the harsh gaze of the killer standing in her bedroom. “Wh…what should I do?” she asked with a rough voice. “How can I get out of this and stay alive?”

      The female crossed her muscular arms and examined her with narrowed eyes, obviously calculating the odds. Then she let out a grunt, seeming to come to some sort of conclusion. “Come with me,” she announced. “I have an idea.” She grabbed Lila’s arm and yanked her out of her bedroom.

      Oh wow. Her feet flew down the sweeping staircase. “Wait, my tablet,” Lila gasped. She couldn’t go anywhere without her tablet. Not even downstairs, or simply to the next room.

      “Leave it. The other assassins will just use it to track you.”

      Dammit. True.

      At the base of the stairs they cut toward the grand foyer and stopped at the imposing front doors. And suddenly it all became clear. This assassin’s plan involved taking her outside. Out-side. In open spaces without cover. Of course it did. Of course. Why didn’t she see that from the first? Holy crap. Lila let out a squeak of dismay and dug in her heels. “B…but, what about my cats?” she asked, trying to stall the inevitable.

      “You can’t bring them with you. Everyone in this domicile, including the pets, are safer with you gone. If you’re not here, then the assassins won’t come here either.”

      She tried to pry the female’s iron grip from her arm. “You don’t understand,” she choked. “I’m terrified of being out there. I never go outside.”

      “You do now.” The assassin pulled the heavy door open and tossed her out.

      “No.” Lila cried, then bit her lip, trying not to have a full-blown panic attack. The dark sky loomed overhead, a grim reminder of how it was possible to lose her freedom in an instant, when she least suspected it. She did her best to hide her panted breaths, trembling hands and the roil in her stomach as the nameless assassin dragged her into a waiting vehicle. She sat still, breathed the fresh air and avoided looking at the boundless wide-open space as the vehicle pulled away from the house. It was the first time in over a year she’d been beyond the sprawling grounds of her own mansion. It was unbelievably scary.

      But she could do it. She could. She glanced at the assassin’s profile. Snatching didn’t always come from Hurlians dropping from the sky, did it?

      And this was what she’d been working toward with her virtual therapist—this upgrade from the crippling panic attacks that kept her locked inside the mansion. It was just all happening much faster than planned.

      She focused on her breaths, and on keeping her thoughts in control as they quietly drove to the Singapore Transport Station; the very same station her father had built and owned prior to his untimely death. The station she was about to inherit. At least the floor plan and schematics were familiar. She’d studied them for hours on end, fascinated with this new technology. It was closed at this time of night, but they were able to bypass security with her handprint and retina scan.

      “What’s the plan?” Lila asked, trying to hide the tremor in her voice as they walked the halls. “Why did you bring me here?”

      “Your father once saved a desperate girl from the streets,” the assassin answered, “and gave her honest work, when no one else would, and plenty of food to eat. If it wasn’t for him, I’d be long dead. Therefore, I can’t kill his daughter.”

      “Aah, now I understand,” Lila whispered. This suddenly all made sense. This wasn’t the first time she’d heard a story like this—her father was well-known for his tireless work saving children from both starvation and abuse. Dad might’ve had many faults, but he’d also had a very big heart. This was his greatest legacy, and the acts of which she was most proud.

      The grim female stepped into the nearest transporter room and Lila followed.

      She might be the heir to the corporation, but this was the first time she’d been inside this station. She glanced around, secretly proud of herself for being here at all. And why was she here? The only reason to be at the transporter station was to go off planet. Her eyes widened. “Is this really necessary?” she asked. “Can’t I just hide from the other assassins somewhere on New Earth?”

      The female stepped in front of a panel of screens and began powering up the transporter. “Nope, not good enough. I’m going to repay Bruce Garabedian’s kindness by helping his daughter, and to help you, I have to get you off planet. You have to immediately leave New Earth and go somewhere where even I don’t know where you are. Hide from me, hide from everyone, and when you get to your new destination, don’t tell anyone who you are. Make sure you’re off the grid.”

      Off grid? Off planet? It felt as if a stone lodged in her stomach. No, no, no. She could barely handle stepping out of her home and traveling to the immense transporter station her family owned. How was she going to handle a foreign location filled with strangers?

      Plus, this assassin needed the protection of Garabedian wealth and power. “What will Daniela do to you when I’m gone? Are you going to be okay? Won’t you be in trouble for helping me?”

      “Don’t worry about me.” The assassin glanced over. “Why does your stepmother want you dead? I thought you said you were friends.”

      “I don’t know. I thought we were friends. My mother and older brother died in a vehicular accident three years ago. Dad was remarried to Daniela less than a year ago. Three months later he died of a sudden stroke. I’ve been living here alone for the last six months because Daniela moved out after his death to get her own place. When I turn twenty-one, at the end of this moon cycle, I’m set to inherit everything. Daniela was an employee of the company who was hired after my mom died, that’s how she originally met my Dad. And now that he’s gone, she’s in charge of our corporation until my birthday, and then the control and the fortune passes to me. I didn’t realize she was so mad about it. She does a great job of pretending it’s all a burden and she’s relieved to hand the business over to someone else so she can retire. She’ll have an extravagant inheritance that’ll keep her comfortable her entire lifespan. But apparently that isn’t enough.”

      “Heh,” the assassin grunted. “Your stepmother is power-hungry. And you’re obviously a shut-in. So, you’ve been an easy target for her plans for domination.”

      “Apparently,” Lila answered, tearing up over the female’s blunt, spot-on assessment of her situation. Her entire relationship with her stepmother had been a lie. A big, huge fucking lie. None of it was real. Had she ever loved Dad? Lila sucked in a deep breath and thought of the employees who relied on her to keep the company afloat. And all the times her cousin Gerard and the CFO, Roberto, had tried to warn her that something wasn’t quite right. But she’d blown them off because of her blinding loyalty.

      And she thought of that bitch who’d betrayed her and was betraying Dad’s legacy. Oh hell, no—Daniela wasn’t getting away with this.

      “Stand on the disk,” the assassin ordered.

      Lila forced herself to step onto the circle of light. The disk hummed with energy. It was this or death. Her entire body trembled with fear, but there was only one choice if she wanted a chance at survival.

      Where would she go?

      The assassin paused. “Your stepmother sent this mark out to the entire assassin network, offering a ridiculous amount of currency for your death. One of them will find you. Your only hope is to hide somewhere no one expects.”

      Lila blew out a breath. “Okay. Where do you think I should go?”

      “Hide for one moon cycle,” the female continued, “until you are legally in charge of the corporation and your fortune. And then come back and give her hell. Make her pay for what she’s done.”

      A tremulous smile tugged at Lila’s lips. “I will.”

      The female met her gaze. “You can do this.” Then she hit the transport initiation sequence.

      “Wait,” Lila gasped. “What are you doing?”

      “I set it to random,” the assassin calmly informed her.

      “No.” Lila shouted over the noise. She hadn’t expected that. At all. “I might be arrested. They won’t be ready for—”

      But it was too late. The room dissolved. In seconds Lila was painlessly disassembled in a scatter of atoms and whisked across the universe to coalesce onto a light disk on an unknown transporter station on the other side of the four sectors.
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      Lila kept her eyes firmly closed and her fists clenched.

      This could be anywhere.

      She could be on Chronos, or Hurlia, or some obscure sex trafficking space station…anywhere. She might be standing someplace safe, or she could be one step from unrelenting abuse that would only end with the sweet release of death.

      Dear gods, her life was a complete fucking mess:

      An assassin had broken into her supposedly secure mansion and tried to kill her.

      Daniela didn’t love her and in fact wanted her dead.

      More assassins were on her trail.

      And now she was outside, trying to survive in the great unknown.

      Heavy breaths slowly turned into quiet puffs. Having a panic attack while running for her life was the last thing she needed right now. There was no time for anxiety and phobia to rear its ugly head in this life or death situation. And she had no freaking clue where she’d ended up. The transporter hadn’t been coded for a specific destination.

      Okay, okay, okay…what places in the four sectors were advanced or wealthy enough to afford transporters? There was only one transporter station on New Earth, but some places had stations in all cities, both big and small. Transporters were also on warships, space stations and colonies. Luxury space liners occasionally had personal transporters. Maybe she’d been sent somewhere urban and populated? But that also meant this transporter could be owned by a crazy-rich individual, or a criminal organization.

      Ugh.

      She pushed her long hair from her face and opened her eyes. All she saw was a darkened room, similar to the one she’d left behind. Well, at least she’d arrived intact and perfectly fine, and there wasn’t a crowd of peacekeepers ready to rush her off to containment.

      That was an improvement.

      The assassin’s plan for escape had actually worked?

      The disk powered down. Lila gingerly stepped off the platform and glanced around, trying to figure out where the hell she was. An unrecognizable language scrolled across the nearby screens on a display panel. Dammit. This made figuring out where she was ten times harder. Normally, beings sent via transporter were offered a language translation chip, if they needed, in order to smooth out their arrival at their next destination. Obviously, that hadn’t happened in her situation.

      Was this a planet, or a space station? There weren’t any windows or portals to let her know. The dimensions weren’t right for a personal-size facility. This had to be a larger, public station, just like the one back home. This meant employees would arrive at opening and find her here, and she’d be busted because transporter travel was strictly regulated in the four sectors. She had to get out of here.

      No one back home knew where she was. Even the female who’d sent her didn’t know where she’d ended up. Step one of the plan had worked. Now she needed to implement step two and find somewhere off the grid to hide for the next moon cycle so that the other assassins wouldn’t eventually pinpoint her location. But where?

      She walked over to the door. All transporter stations across the four sectors were essentially set up the same, which meant she was already familiar with this building’s layout and the security. She placed her palm on the locking mechanism, relieved when it slid open. This really was set up like the station on New Earth—locks were meant to keep beings out, not lock them in.

      She stepped into the dim hallway, feeling better. So far, this wasn’t as terrifying as she’d thought. Her heartbeat remained steady and her breaths were even. It helped that she’d arrived in a place that was quiet, indoors and familiar. Pin lights glowed along the darkened pathway, allowing her to continue forward. She placed her palm on a series of locking mechanisms that kept opening, until finally she’d passed through a final set of doors and into a torrential rainstorm.

      Rain slapped her face, letting her know she was planet-side. Oh gods, this was the exact moment the degree of difficulty increased. She’d forced herself to continue outside without pause. Her only option was to dart across the street, praying she wasn’t seen by whomever was the dominant species on this unknown planet, or snatched by something flying from the sky. She did her best to hide in bushes and in deep shadows, running in her pink pajamas through the wet streets of some rando alien city in the middle of the night.

      It was pretty terrible. Tears burned behind her eyes. Everyone back home would be stunned that she was outside in the elements like this. When the assassin had pegged her as a shut-in, it was the honest truth. She’d come a long way in battling her anxiety and was so far managing to avoid a panic attack. But for how long?

      She tried to keep her mind off of the downward spiral and the open sky above and focus on escape…and her kitties. Those two precious cats always lifted her spirits. Jasper and Abby. They needed her. The household staff needed her. The employees of the entire corporation needed her. And Gerard needed her to remain strong and alive. Most of all Gerard.

      Tomorrow morning the staff would return to find her gone. Her stomach twisted, thinking of how upset and worried they’d be. The cook, the groundskeeper…the people she spent her time with day in and day out. Would they think she was dead, or just missing? She knew that Ines, the lovely housekeeper, would take care of Jasper and Abby and make sure they were fed and safe. And the currency deposits for employee paychecks and household expenses were set to automatic, so they should be fine for the next moon cycle while she was gone. At least there was that. One less worry.

      Another roll of thunder boomed overhead.

      Lila whimpered, thinking of all she’d left behind. The familiarity. The structure. The routine. One moment she’d been home and the next she was running for her life. All because she was stupid enough to fall for Daniela’s lies. Heat raced across her body, causing sweat to form on her brow. Her chest tightened and her hands began to tremble.

      No, no, no.

      Lila closed her eyes and breathed deeply. She needed off the streets. But she didn’t know anyone here. The buildings were dark and closed, the streets quiet. And it was raining so damn hard. The beings of this planet were probably asleep or sheltering from the storm and she was the only crazy being running outside in the middle of the night.

      Deep laughter sounded from behind a building. She turned toward the sound. Ooh. Sentient beings? Finally, she could see up close what species lived on this planet. Lila crept close to the alley where the sounds originated. She couldn’t read any of the signage on the nearby public vid screens; it looked familiar, but she was having a hard time placing it. If she could just figure out what species lived here, this might give her a clue as to what planet this was.

      She peeked around the corner of a tall building and saw the shadowy outline of two beings in rain gear standing and talking. Godsdammit, it was so far away and dark, she couldn’t make out their species, and she couldn’t understand their language, it sounded like grunts and snarls, but she could see the glint of their peacekeeper badges. Uh oh. She turned and swiftly ran the opposite direction, rain dripping off her face and her kitten slippers squishing on the pavement.

      Typically, she’d run straight to law enforcement for help, but in this situation hiding and remaining off-grid was the only way to stay alive. If they found her they’d arrest her for illegal transporter travel. They’d enter her in the criminal database and that would be the end of that.

      She had to stay alive, because she couldn’t let that evil bitch, Daniela, gain control of the Garabedian fortune. Who else would Daniela seek to destroy on her path to ultimate power? Gods knew what she planned to do with the corporation and their employees. And what about Gerard? And Roberto? Would Daniela kill them too? She couldn’t keep her cousin and the CFO around—they’d been loyal to Dad. In fact, Gerard hated Daniela with the intensity of a thousand suns and had blamed her for every ill in his life, to the point where Lila had ceased to believe his rants. Now she knew he’d been right all along.

      Holy crap, it was cold now, and she was so, so very tired. And could she be more pruned and wet? Her feet were killing her. Tears clogged her eyes. She really, really needed somewhere to stop and rest. Food and drink would be nice too, but mainly somewhere out of the cold and rain, where she could hide and wait for morning. Keeping her mind and body together this whole time was exhausting. She needed to rest and come up with a new plan. But where could she hide? All of the buildings appeared to be office, retail or high-rise apartment buildings with locked entrances.

      Finally, she turned a corner and saw the edge of a dense jungle. It was dark and quiet. Damn. Going into a jungle with dangerous predators wasn’t a good idea. Staying in a busy town that would soon reopen with beings starting their day wasn’t an option either.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      And then she found a street that seemed to lead out of town. She walked down the street determined to leave no stone unturned in her search for somewhere to hide. And then a building appeared on the left, at the end of the street. This wasn’t a main road, it turned out to be a dead-end street with only one lone house at the end.

      She stepped closer, emboldened by the fact that it was darker and quieter here than anywhere she’d seen so far, with no other housing nearby, so less worries about being seen. The housing she’d passed in the settlement, even in the dark rain, had all looked shiny and new, but this street seemed older and on the edge of the settlement.

      Upon closer inspection the building looked condemned. The porch was slanted, and a rain gutter hung at an angle, spewing water onto the walkway. This place was a mess and looked barely habitable, with a wall of jungle behind and overgrown foliage in front.

      Which made it a perfect place to hide.

      Lila ran up to stand under the leaky front porch. She paused and glanced around, checking yet again that yes, this was a place where no one lived. The jungle encroached, and it looked completely abandoned. She stopped at the door, surprised to see the dim glow of a security system next to the dented panel. This decrepit building had power to maintain security? It had to be an old back-up system.

      She placed her palm over the entrance lock. What if it didn’t work? Was it broken? Would it remain locked and not let her in?

      Then what would she do?

      At this rate she’d end up sleeping in the jungle, eaten by predators. Or caught by the local peacekeepers for breaking and entering, which would be a tragedy. They’d enter her in the universal criminal database and the assassins would be on her in a hot second.

      Or she could end up in the throes of an extreme panic attack, while caught outdoors.

      She chewed on her lip.

      The lock lit up, examined her palm and retinas and then the door slid open. She blew out a relieved breath. Wow.

      Lila stumbled inside, freezing and wet. The door shut behind her, sealing out the wind and the rain. She stood there, shivering with cold and fear. Were there lights? She cursed under her breath, because even if there were lights, she couldn’t turn them on, someone might see from the outside and notice. Derelict housing that suddenly lit up at night would bring the dreaded peacekeepers.

      Dammit. She had no way to create light to find her way around. She’d left her tablet behind because it was coded to her and would make her traceable. So she was standing there, like a girl from ancient times, wishing for a candle.

      Large windows at the front of the room let in the moonlight. Her eyes adjusted to the dim glow. She carefully walked through a cluttered room with an unusual amount of chairs. Everything was so dark, it was hard to see but she could feel the grit on her fingers and coughed at the dust that floated in the air. Her teeth chattered as she progressed. It was filthy and a giant mess, but at least the building was still intact, and the roof wasn’t leaking. She was very lucky to have found this empty dwelling. Hopefully she could hide out here at least until daylight.

      She paused and lifted her chin and took a deep breath. Hmm, this place smelled strangely good, with a light manly scent.

      Manly?

      She blinked and glanced around. What type of species would have males whose scent she thought smelled good? A scent so strong it could cut through the cobwebs and clutter? Where the hell was she? That tantalizing scent was confusing. The outside of the house looked overgrown. It had been difficult to navigate a rainy entrance covered with dense foliage. But, how could a scent linger in a vacant building?

      She continued on, determined to find somewhere in this house to rest. It was eerily quiet here. No vermin. No bots. No signs of life whatsoever. How long had this building been abandoned? Why had the occupants left?

      At the back of the front room she found a hallway lined with doors. She turned and slowly made her way down the dark hall, feeling her way along the dirty walls, hoping to find somewhere to rest. The pleasant scent seemed to grow stronger as she moved down the hall. Sunshine, soil and wood, with a note of spicy manliness. The beings on this planet must smell terrific if even their vacant buildings smelled good.

      She stopped at the last door in the hallway, where the scent was strongest. It just seemed logical to try this room first as a place where she could possibly rest.

      She put her hand over the lock. It easily opened. Strange. Did this world even believe in locks? Did they just let strangers right on in? If so, why bother with locks at all?

      She walked in and a night light lit up. Was it coded to just anyone? She had no idea. With the small amount of light, she could see much better. The room was cluttered with boxes and furniture, very much like the front room. Dust and grit filled the air. There was a spacious bunk, a chair, desk and a cabinet. Everything looked dusty and strewn about, and nothing had its own place, which bothered her immensely.

      There weren’t any personal objects, but because of that manly scent she’d detected, she assumed a male used to live here. How long had it been since this house had been vacated? She wondered why they’d left and who used to live here.

      Lila walked up to the cabinets and opened one and gasped at a collection of sharp, vicious weapons. She immediately slammed it closed. Why would anyone leave those behind? Was the owner coming back for them? Was she invading someone’s house or was she hiding out in a condemned building?

      She sat on the edge of the bed and thought it through. The outside looked like the building was about to collapse. The inside was a cluttered mess—and that was all she could see in the dark. If the lights were on, she was sure it would be much worse. But this room, the room where the scent was strongest, also seemed unoccupied. The bed was made but maybe there was still a cleaning bot left behind trying to do a bit of work?

      But it smelled very, very good, which made her want to stay.

      She scanned the room again and this time noticed another door. Oh, thank gods, there was a restroom. She rushed inside and used the surprisingly high-tech toilet that still worked. At least the house had some residual energy left for this too.

      Her clothes were soaking wet and dripping water onto the floor. If she could just get this wet clothing off and wrap herself in a warm blanket, she’d feel so much better. Exhaustion hit her hard. She pulled her long, dark, curly hair into a tight grip and squeezed the water out. Then she kicked off her slippers and peeled off her top, pants and underwear until she was entirely naked. She crossed her arms over her chest, which immediately lessened the chatter of her teeth.

      A nearby mirror reflected her bedraggled appearance through the dim light. She wasn’t exactly a raging beauty—more of a too-thin, too-tall plain young woman with long black hair, dark eyes, blindingly pale skin, small breasts and narrow hips. She’d inherited Dad’s distinctive nose, and everyone said she looked just like him. So she’d left it alone.

      She let out a heavy sigh, padded out of the restroom and quickly laid out all her clothes to dry on the backs of chairs and on any available hooks in the wall. The bed looked clean enough, although it was hard to tell in the half-lit room, but she was just that desperate for warmth and rest. Whoever lived here wasn’t coming back and she was only staying until first light anyway. In the morning she’d figure out her next step.

      She pulled back the covers, lay down and closed her eyes. Worry and fear flooded her heart and mind, but then she turned her head and buried her nose in the pillow and inhaled that addictive scent, which was strongest right here.

      Immediately she felt better.

      Out of all the millions of locations that the transporter could’ve placed her on, why had she ended up here on this planet? And where the hell was she? She had no idea.

      Logically, she should be frightened of trying to sleep naked in an alien bed but…Lila snuggled under the covers, inhaled some more of that tantalizing scent, and managed to fall into a deep sleep.
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      “The front door is unlo—”

      Zayzon bumped against Chief, cutting his oldest brother off and shoving him forward a step.

      “Umph.”

      They were all exhausted from the double shift at the mine. And it was hard to hear anything over the incessant pounding of the unseasonable rain. The moisture shield covering Zayzon’s mining gear did a good job protecting him against the elements, but on Timbur there were worse things to fear than the weather.

      “What?” Scar yelled from behind. “What did he say?”

      Zayzon shook his head. “I don’t know. Couldn’t hear.”

      “I said,” their Crew Chief replied, raising his voice and gesturing towards the porch, “I said…the front door of our domicile is unlocked.”

      They all collectively tensed.

      “Unlocked?”

      “Holy hell.”

      “Exactly.” His older brother turned and glanced down at the row of resolute males crowding the porch. “Take positions,” he ordered.

      All seven of them swiftly moved into place and readied for combat without a second thought. They’d trained hard for this eventuality. The click and hum of energy weapons powered up down the line. Zayzon took lead and glanced back at the fierce Xylan miners lined behind him, checking for their readiness, then he turned and gave Chief a curt nod.

      Everyone knew what was at stake here—the last time they’d found a front door unlocked was the night they’d discovered both their parents murdered in their beds and the masked gang of killers still in the house, ready to take them down. Zayzon and his brothers had been surprised then, but this time would be different. No one would catch them unaware again.

      “Go.”

      Zayzon entered the domicile first and swept his blaster around the front room. He used his night vision to carefully scan the space and found nothing out of the ordinary. “Clear.”

      Scar, Chief, Trunk, Cannibal and Heavy moved in behind.

      His youngest brother, Rook, stood beside him and lowered his energy weapon and his beheading ax. “You see anything out of the ordinary?” he whispered.

      “Not yet. But, I smell something…pleasant,” he admitted.

      Rook’s ridges lifted in surprise. “Pleasant?”

      “Stop talking,” Chief growled. “We need a complete check of the premises before we stand down.”

      Zayzon gave a curt nod and got back to work. It didn’t take long for them all to check the front living area and kitchen in detail. There weren’t any outbuildings and no bay for vehicles. This was the lowest level of crew quarters—an ancient domicile left over from the initial claiming of this mining outpost by the Xylan Margol two centuries earlier.

      “I don’t smell anything and neither does anyone else,” Trunk whispered as they converged again at the entrance to the back hallway, readying to check the sleeping quarters. “How can you smell something that we don’t?”

      Zayzon shrugged. “How the hell should I know?” But it was still there, growing in intensity. A pleasant scent, tugging at the edge of his senses.

      “Go, go, go,” Chief gestured.

      Then they systematically made their way down the hallway and through seven bedrooms. They ran a visual scan of each room, then burst in and performed a physical search, confirming that there were no intruders. Finally, they made their way to the end of the hall and stopped in front of Zayzon’s room. It was the only spot in the domicile left to be checked.

      “If there really is an intruder, it has to be in Claws’s room.”

      “Or, maybe there’s no intruder?”

      “Why else would the front door be unlocked?”

      A random growl rumbled in Zayzon’s chest. The scent was strongest here. It filled his lungs and lit up his senses. “Mine,” he snarled, the odd word coming unbidden. It seemed to be the only word he could say.

      “What did he say?” Rook asked.

      “Mine,” Zayzon repeated.

      “What the hell?” Cannibal swore. “That’s weird. Why would he say that when we’re about to bust into his room?”

      “The scent is strongest right here,” Zayzon tried to explain.

      “Mine?” Trunk shrugged. “What scent? I have no idea what he’s talking about. I don’t smell anything and neither does anyone else beside Claws. I’m beginning to wonder if this is all a hoax. Maybe we don’t really have an intruder and we’re searching the domicile for no reason.”

      “Why else would the door be unlocked?” Chief repeated.

      He had no idea what was wrong. Why could he scent when no one else could? Why was it only for him? It was causing his claws to stretch and his fangs to lengthen. He turned his head and stared at the door to his room. There was something there, inside. Someone inside. A female. His female.

      “Mine,” he growled again.

      “He’d better not be talking about dinner,” Cannibal snarled. “Claw can’t fucking claim my food as his own.”

      “No one would be stupid enough to do that,” Scar snorted.

      “I smell her,” Zayzon rasped. His chest swelled as he inhaled her scent.

      “Her?”

      “My future mate.”

      “No.”

      “Zayzon declared last year he wasn’t going to ever mate.”

      “Yeah, he took himself off the mating database.”

      “Everyone shut up. This is serious,” Chief ordered.

      “He was tired of all those Managers asking for him to test with their females.”

      “Yeah, such a chore,” Scar said with a heavy dose of sarcasm.

      “I said, shut up,” Chief snarled.

      They quieted down and stared at Zayzon.

      He stared back, dumbfounded. He couldn’t believe this was happening. He’d thought it was impossible. “Her scent is strongest here,” he tried to explain. “There’s only one being in this domicile, and it’s my future mate.”

      All six of his brothers crowded close, whisper-shouting at him and with each other.

      “No fucking way.”

      “There’s a female in there?”

      “What the hell?”

      “You scent your Bride waiting for you in your room?” Chief asked.

      “Yes. The intruder we’ve been looking for in this domicile is in my room and I can scent her compatible mating pheromones.”

      “Impossible,” Scar grumbled.

      “If Claws says it’s true, then it’s true,” Trunk retorted.

      “Well, it would explain how a being was able to bypass our security system and enter this domicile and his quarters,” Chief said. “She was let in because she’s his mate.”

      “True. But why did she show up in the middle of the night like this?”

      “Hmm.” A growl rumbled in Chief’s throat. “Let’s check before going in.”

      Zayzon pulled out his tablet and used his sharp claw to swipe across the screen, eager to see his Bride and confirm her safety. He synced the tablet to the security vid feed and brought up the visual. There she was—on his bed with the covers pulled up to her chin. Zayzon tilted the screen so they all could see.

      “She’s sleeping?”

      “This female snuck into our domicile while we were working and walked right into your room and fell asleep?” Cannibal snorted. “That’s bold.”

      “Who is she?” Rook asked. “I thought Zayzon had already sniffed and rejected every female on the colony.”

      “Hold on,” Heavy noticed. “I don’t think she’s Xylan.”

      Zayzon blinked. He looked closer and used his claws to zoom in. The female’s eyes were closed, but even in the darkened visual he could see she lacked ridges on her forehead and the texture of her hair was unusual. Her hands had five crowded fingers with blunt tips.

      Scar reared back. “What is she?”

      “She doesn’t look Xylan.”

      “What is she?”

      “We don’t know,” Chief growled.

      Rook sucked in a breath. “What’s wrong with her pigment? Is…is she colorless?”

      Trunk bowed his head and placed a claw on Zayzon’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Claws, it must be hard for you, of all Xylan, to realize your Bride is without pigment.”

      A growl rumbled in his throat. How dare they criticize his female? “She’s perfect the way she is.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with her,” Zayzon repeated. “Can’t you see that she’s human?”

      “Human?”

      “Oh, yes she is,” his youngest brother exclaimed. “He’s right, this female is human like Leah and Darcy. It was hard to see at first. We really need to upgrade to night vision for our visuals, I’m tired of them turning out dark like this.”

      Cannibal threw back his head and laughed. “Claws said he’d never mate a human. Remember?”

      Oh hell, he’d never live this down. The whole colony knew how he felt about that. He’d made sure of it. For once his loud mouth was coming back to bite him in the ass.

      “What is this, are we all going to end up with human Brides?” Heavy said.

      His other brothers cringed in horror.

      “Damn, if that’s the way this is going then I’d rather remain unmated. Sorry, I don’t mean to offend you, Claws, but I wouldn’t mate with a human. They’re so tiny and defenseless. I’d be afraid I’d break one. What are you going to do with her? You’ve got those claws.”

      He glanced down at his hands. It was true, he would have to be gentle. His nickname was Claws because he was known for his abnormally large, sharp claws. Xylan females swooned over them and males admired him for his deadly appendages, but when mating a female without scales or claws of her own, this would be tricky.

      “And he’s the loudest of us. He often scares our own females.”

      It was all true. He had no idea how to treat this human correctly.

      “At least she’s not a real intruder. She’s just in there sleeping. In your bed.”

      “We’ve all been waiting our whole lives to find our Bride and yours just shows up unannounced and delivers herself to you?” Scar growled. “Claws has always had it easy when it comes to finding a mate.”

      A wave of warmth hit his chest and a smile played across his lips. His mate, in his bed. She was here. He’d found her. He blew out a breath and flexed his claws. He could make this work.

      “Well, it won’t be that easy,” Trunk broke in. “Humans don’t mate like we do. Hook’s Bride didn’t know what the hell mating compatibility was.”

      “Same thing with Daxon’s Bride.”

      “Well, we could move her into Hook’s old room, it’s empty,” Heavy gestured. “That way she could have her own bunk and wouldn’t be in there taking up all the space in your bed. And then you could have more time to think through what your approach will be.”

      Zayzon bared his fangs and emitted a low growl.

      Chief crooked a ridge. “Guess moving her elsewhere isn’t an option.”

      “She sleeps with me,” he snarled.

      “Okay. Okay. Be careful with this female though, she might not understand our culture or how we mate. You will have to talk her into agreeing to test for compatibility. She doesn’t have a Manager or a Champion. It will take time.”

      Zayzon nodded and flexed his claws. He would do his best to convince this human female of the necessity of testing compatibility. Meanwhile, he was keeping her close.

      “I’m glad your mate is here in the compound with us and we’re all together,” Chief said. “Daxon was forced out and Hook left us when he took his Bride. Our crew was nine strong and now we’re only seven. My priority is that we stay together. There is safety in numbers.”

      They all nodded.

      “I won’t be leaving,” Zayzon said to the crew. “Hook wanted new quarters for his Bride and offspring, but I prefer to stay here.”

      “Hopefully your Bride will feel the same.”

      “I still can’t believe this,” Scar huffed. “All any of us have ever wanted is to find our mate, and Claw, who said he didn’t want to mate, has his Bride delivered to him, like he’s some kind of spoiled royal pigment asshole.”

      “Shut up,” Zayzon snarled. He hated being compared to those elitists.

      “It’s true.”

      He lifted his claw, ready to teach Scar a lesson.

      “Let’s hurry this up,” Cannibal interrupted. “I’m hungry.”

      “Are you going in your room?” Trunk questioned. “There’s no need for us to do a search. You can go in there alone.”

      Zayzon shook his head. “Uhh…” He glanced around at his brothers, unsure of what to do.

      “I think he’s speechless,” Heavy laughed. “Since when is Claws left without words?”

      He was known for his big bad claws, his towering height and his loud mouth. It had been that way since his youth. And yes, he didn’t know what to say, or how to act in the presence of his future mate. His Bride was sleeping in his bed. This was wholly unexpected.

      “I’m hungry,” Cannibal repeated. “I don’t have time for Zayzon’s drama, I need to eat. All of us just got off a double and we’re exhausted. There’s no danger here, it’s just Claw’s Bride who entered our domicile and she’s waiting for him in his room. Let him deal with it. He can find out why she’s here and what she needs. Everything else can be sorted out in the morning. This is Claw’s problem, not ours. I’m going into the kitchen and eating last meal before bed. If anyone wants to come, they can, and I’ll feed you too.”

      And then Cannibal turned and walked down the hall. The rest of his brothers followed.

      “Good luck,” Chief muttered as he walked away too.

      Zayzon was left alone, in front of the door to his room. He took a heavy breath.

      His Bride.

      His hunger for last meal dissipated. His body buzzed with adrenaline. He thought he’d never find his Bride, and yet here she was. Their high-tech security system must’ve scanned this female, verified that she was his mate and gave her immediate clearance. This was good news, because he’d want his Bride safe and comfortable.

      He had to see her. What was her name? Why was she in his bed?

      He placed his claw on the lock and the door slid silently open. The night light clicked on, but his vision allowed him to see clearly no matter the light gradient. Bright-colored clothing was strewn across chairs and hanging from hooks. All of it was wet. Strange shoes that looked to be crafted in the image of some sort of mammalian creature lay nearby on the floor.

      His gaze darted to the bed, eager to take in the image of his mate. Did she think she’d entered an empty domicile in which to shelter from the storm? If so, out of all the rooms, why did she choose his? He grinned and walked to the edge of the bed and gazed upon his Bride. This human might not understand mating compatibility or even realize he was her mate, but she’d followed his scent straight to his room. She was asleep because the moment she’d entered his quarters, engulfed by his scent, she’d known she was safe.

      Her hair was dark as ancient night, long and in gentle waves. The covers went over her shoulder, so he couldn’t see her exact form. But she was on her side and her hands, with those strange, five crowded clawless fingers, were exposed. There were no ridges on her smooth forehead, no fangs peeking past her full lips. He knew logically that if he hadn’t already scented her as his Bride, he’d consider her lack of pigment…disturbing. But she was his and he studied her profile, loving the slope of her distinguished nose.

      Tomorrow they’d speak and he’d learn her story and find out why she’d arrived this way, but for now he required sleep. He quietly put away his blaster and took off his mining gear. He was filthy from his double shift, so he silently padded into the cleansing unit. When he finally returned he was worried he’d woken her, but she was still deeply asleep.

      He dug into the items on the floor and found his long-ago discarded gloves of the unmated. He shook off the dust. He hadn’t needed these in ages because he’d removed himself from the mating database, and also, he’d scented every unmated female on the planet and knew none of them were his future mate. So why bother with gloves? But he needed them because he might be ready to clasp his female’s hand to initiate claiming, but this didn’t mean she was ready. He pulled on the gloves, covering his large claws, and strode over to the bed.

      He placed his personal fever crystal on the table next to his bunk, like always. The bright light confirmed once again that his Bride was near. It would only glow in the presence of beings attuned to Illibrium, and glowed brightest for one’s mate.

      He smiled and lay down next to her and slid under the covers. He placed his gloved claws on his chest because he could sleep next to his female, but he couldn’t touch her. Well, he couldn’t touch her palm to holy palm. This would initiate mating compatibility.

      He turned his head to stare at her again in the dim light cast by his Illibrium. Dark lashes rested against her colorless cheeks. Strangely, he didn’t find this lack of pigment unsettling. In olden times an offspring born in such a colorless state would’ve been thrown into the wildlands so that nature could reclaim its mistake. But he found the discrepancy between her lack of pigment and his golden brown Margol delightful.

      Luckily he had recently grown used to humans. Leah of One, Hook’s human Bride, often worked alongside their crew in the mines, but she almost never came over to their domicile. For some reason Hook found their compound unacceptable quarters for his Bride. Zayzon still didn’t understand why his brother felt this way. Yes, this dwelling wasn’t nearly as nice as the compound they’d been raised in, but to leave and take his Bride with him? To Zayzon this was a safety risk. At least Hook and Leah were living in the biggest high-rise on the planet. This was good, especially since his Bride was carrying his brother’s offspring.

      A strange, subversive thought entered his mind. His eyes drifted down the length of her covered form. What would it be like to mate this female and fill her with his seed and watch her grow large with his offspring? All Xylan remained celibate their entire lives until the moment they found their mate. Usually this was through the clasping of claws during a mating compatibility ceremony. He was lucky to possess this rare ability to be able to scent his mate prior to their touch—this was the only reason he knew she was his.

      He would have to convince her of the necessity to clasp claws in order to initiate his mating pheromones so he could claim her. And fill her with his seed. He smiled again, pleased at the thought of eventually mating with this female. He pulled up the covers, closed his eyes and fell into a deep sleep, his female’s scent filling his lungs.
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      Something smelled fantastic.

      Lila raised her arms and felt her breasts move freely against the bedding.

      Holy gods.

      Her eyes flicked open and she tensed, her fingers digging into the sheets under her chin. The events of last night came crashing back. Oh wow. This wasn’t her bed, or even her own home. She could’ve died last night, except the first killer to arrive was the ethical assassin. She’d been shoved onto a transporter disk and left New Earth in order to hide from Daniela and an untold amount of assassins, and ended up on some random planet. She’d run through a dark rainstorm, terrified, until finding a derelict building to hide in…and she’d taken off her wet clothes and went to bed naked.

      Naked.

      Why had she done that? Why had she thought she could just fall asleep here, without her clothes on? Had she lost her mind when she left home?

      A soft snore pierced the quiet morning.

      A tiny squeak escaped her lips.

      She crooked her neck. A huge form slept peacefully in the bunk next to her. When had this happened? She’d originally gone to sleep in an empty bed. She stared at this unknown being, terrified of what this meant. She glanced up at the square jaw, the wide shoulders and confirmed, yep, a male. A very large male. His forehead had a series of ridges and she glanced down at the huge, green-gloved hands that lay on top of his bare chest.

      She’d been so deeply asleep she hadn’t even noticed this hulking being walk inside the room and fall asleep next to her? And…was that all that happened? He’d simply lain next to her and slept? She wiggled her toes and moved her legs slightly, giving herself an assessment, and felt no discomfort, nothing out of the ordinary.

      Hmm. Apparently, she was still a virgin.

      She turned to study him, trying to figure out his species. His skin was medium-toned and those ridges that lined his forehead were deep and went from his hairline all the way to the top of his nose. Fangs peeked past his full lips. His hair was long and dark and went past his shoulders in a series of black and gold braids. And his gloved hands had four fingers each—she gave them a closer look—and were so large they covered his entire stomach.

      Her mouth dropped open.

      She was in bed with a Margol Xylan warrior. That explained why she was still a virgin—Xylan didn’t pleasure mate. And this was the male who smelled so good. He was right here, in bed with her. And up close, he smelled even better.

      Lila covered her mouth, trying to not freak out and wake him up. She actually knew a lot about Xylan. Humans were Xylan allies, so she was familiar with this species. The Xylan had freed humans from a century of Hurlian domination and the Gravians were assisting with nation building. Kayzon of Twenty-Six, a Xylan Bounty Hunter, had once saved her life in the Singapore market. Five years ago, he’d rescued her from a Hurlian snatching. And now Kayzon was the Xylan ambassador to New Earth. Lila had known Kayzon, and his Bride, Kia Cho, back before everything went to hell and she turned into a shut in.

      She’d crawled into the bed of an unmated Xylan warrior? He had to be unmated because he was wearing gloves to protect his claws from touching her bare palm.

      Lila continued to stare at this male. She knew Xylan came in two pigment types—very dark-skinned “royal pigment” and the medium-toned Margol. The Xylan had a strange, very rigid caste system built upon these two skin types within their culture. The royal pigment Xylan were the elites and the Margol the working class? Something like that. She’d never understood since on New Earth humans came in all shapes, sizes and skin tones, and none of these mattered. The only thing that really conferred status on New Earth was youth, beauty, currency and/or power.

      Her brow furrowed. Was this the Xylan homeworld? No, it couldn’t be. Chronos wasn’t wet and jungle-like. At least she didn’t think it was. This must be some kind of Xylan colony? She still had no idea where she was.

      She swallowed hard. Oh hell, she’d thought this was an abandoned building, but clearly it wasn’t. This Xylan lived in this dilapidated dwelling and she’d accidentally fallen asleep in his bed.

      And he wasn’t wearing a shirt.

      She glanced at his wide chest and muscular abs. Oh. Was he naked too? She was naked in bed with this equally naked male?

      She chewed on her lip, staring at him like a creeper.

      This was terrible. He smelled so good. He was so very handsome. Her legs scissored as she tried to bring relief to the wetness that had quickly formed between her thighs. He hadn’t touched her last night, but dammit if she didn’t wish he’d touch her right now.

      No, no, no. This was stupid. She had to get out of here before she embarrassed herself. She was on the run. This left no time to molest unsuspecting Xylan—who didn’t even pleasure mate and would think her touch was disgusting.

      Morning light shone through a small, dirty window that offered a distorted view of the jungle outside. She glanced at her own clothes and confirmed they were exactly where she’d left them, draped over chairs and hanging from hooks. At least there was that. She could sneak out of bed and get dressed and be gone before he woke.

      Just because she was attracted to him and thought he was built like a hero straight out of an erotic romance novel, this didn’t mean he’d continue to be the nice male who’d left her alone last night and let her continue to sleep in his bed. Who knew what would happen once he woke up? Yes, everyone knew Xylan didn’t pleasure mate or rape, but this didn’t mean he was perfect. They had criminals in their culture, just like any other species. Plus, she was supposed to be in hiding. Was this male planning on alerting the peacekeepers to her presence?

      She started to inch to the edge of the bed just as he flopped onto his side and faced her. So of course she turned toward him. She couldn’t help herself. Damn, he smelled good. There was that smell again, the one that had lured her into his room in the first place. The bedding had slipped down to his hips to fully expose every dip and curve on acres of muscular chest.

      It was like he was posing for her. She was in bed with a gorgeous, naked stranger. And for once in her life, he was lighting up all of her girly parts. His veiny forearms, the fangs peeking past full lips. And those abs. She wanted to reach out and touch him so badly, map out every single dip and curve. She could lay here in bed with him and stare at him all day. Taking notes and making detailed sketches.

      She’d never been in bed with a naked male. Life as a shut-in didn’t exactly lend itself to date nights and heated encounters. She’d led a protected, rarified life on New Earth. Bruce Garabedian had been driven to build, create and leave a fortune behind to his children. He’d grown up desperately poor, living on a planet dominated by Hurlians who kidnapped humans for their terrible “experiments,” never to be seen again. Lila’s aunts and uncles had all been snatched by the Hurlians. Dad’s way of getting back at the assholes who’d killed most of his family was to become a crazy-rich success. He’d felt this was the way to keep his family safe.

      The male let out a huge snort. His eyes flicked open and she was pinned by an intense hazel gaze. Oh no. She tried to turn away, but the Xylan placed his huge gloved hand on her hip. He smiled, exposing those super-sharp fangs. His entire face lit up and revealed just how blindingly handsome he really was. Then he opened his mouth to speak and she leaned forward, eager to hear what he had to say…and heard only grunts and growls.

      Oh no.

      She stared at him, no longer concerned with trying to leave, or the fact that were both naked under the covers and she wished he’d be the male to rid her of this pesky virginity. She couldn’t understand a word he was saying. Not a single word. Dammit. It sounded like a series of snarls she couldn’t possibly emulate or decipher.

      She’d arrived on this planet illegally, therefore skipping the all-important first steps of having the appropriate language translation chip installed in her brain. This was terrible. She could be learning everything she needed right now, except she didn’t understand a thing he said, and he wouldn’t be able to understand her either.

      The male paused expectantly, like he was waiting for her answer.

      She sat up, making sure the covers were tucked tightly around her torso, covering her boobs, reminding herself that just because she thought he was highly fuckable, this didn’t mean he felt the same about her. Xylan literally remained celibate until they claimed their mate in some kind of ceremony. There would be no touching between them, which was fine because she really needed to focus on planning her escape. “Um, I don’t speak Xylan,” she admitted.

      His ridges deepened.

      Maybe he didn’t realize she was here illegally? Oops. Now he’d know. It was the only reason she wouldn’t have the chip. “I don’t have the translator for your language.” She tapped against her lips and shook her head. “I only speak English.”

      The Xylan cursed under his breath, or at least she assumed it was a curse, the way he snarled that one word. He sat up too, the covers pooling around his lap. She swallowed hard at the sight of so much spectacular male chest, so close. She lifted her chin to look up at him. Her entire body was basically throbbing and she shifted her hips, seeking relief from that continued heat between her thighs.

      She was so, so attracted to this guy she was sitting naked with in bed. He smelled terrific and he looked even better. Her cheeks heated. To him she was just a random human he’d found in his bed that he was probably trying to get rid of. He was naked because that’s just how ambivalent he was about pleasure mating. She wasn’t his mate, therefore she was immediately in the friend zone.

      He seemed deep in thought and then his face lit up. He put his claw over his chest. “Zaay-zzzzawn.”

      Oh, he was trying to tell her his name? Perfect. She did her best to imitate what he’d said. “Zayzon?” she tried.

      He smiled and nodded.

      Good. Zayzon. Hmm. It was a nice name and seemed to fit him. She put her hand on her own chest and paused. Should she give him her real name? She was trying to hide from her enemies. But, on the other hand, her first name was very common back home… Oh hell. She stared into his liquid hazel eyes, got lost for a moment and blurted, “Lila.”

      “Lll-eye-luh?”

      She nodded. It was good enough.

      He kept murmuring her name and staring down at her in wonder, which was really cute.

      Cute? He was achingly handsome. His sparkling eyes and ridiculously long lashes were pulling her in like a tractor beam, but she needed to remain on the move if she was going to avoid Daniela’s machinations. The employees back home depended on her. Cousin Gerard depended on her to remain on his side. She had to stay alive and out of Daniela’s reach until she turned twenty-one, which was exactly one moon cycle from now.

      This guy—Zayzon—was being super sweet and the last thing this poor guy needed was for her to bring her crazy on him. She had to get dressed and come up with a new plan that didn’t include putting him in danger too. “Close your eyes,” she told him.

      He looked confused. Lila mimicked placing her hands over her own eyes and then she pointed at him and gestured at her clothes draped on the chair.

      He grunted and complied. His giant green gloves went over his own eyes. She paused, making sure he wasn’t going to peek, then leapt out of his bed, her heart racing. She swiftly grabbed all of her clothes and rushed into the nearby restroom and shut the door behind her. Then she rested against the closed door and blew out a breath.

      She turned the lights on and glanced around, taking longer to look at it in detail than she had last night. An ancient clothes washer was embedded in the wall and still appeared to work. Jeez. Arriving in the middle of the night, exhausted and freezing cold, had gotten her all flustered to the point where she hadn’t even looked closely at what was available.

      Lila shoved her pajamas, panties and kitten slippers into the clothes washing unit and turned it on. Then she stepped into the cleansing unit. Everything was simple but it worked. It wasn’t perfectly clean though. She timidly picked her way around, avoiding the tacky walls and frowning at the fact that she was barefoot on a surface that wasn’t perfectly sanitary. Didn’t this male own cleaning bots? Bots were rare on New Earth, but she knew they were common elsewhere in the four sectors.

      And right then the cutest little bot moved along the outside of the unit. “Oh my gosh, you’re adorable,” she told the tiny machine. It was shiny, with a gleaming red exterior. Just the cutest thing ever. She’d never seen a bot with a colored exterior. The poor thing looked like it was two hundred years old though. It was really an antique. She lifted it up and put it in the cleansing unit with her and let it work around her feet. This must’ve been the problem, it was so small it couldn’t get in there by itself. Lila watched as it steamed away at the floor, leaving behind trails of bubbles. “Cute,” she grinned.

      Rough cleansing water sprayed her body and she continued to wash up. She thought about the big naked guy, Zayzon. He was living in desperate circumstances and yet he’d been generous and let her sleep in his bed and hadn’t touched her. He’d quietly accepted her presence and slid in next to her and fell right asleep too. She couldn’t believe how trusting this guy was towards a stranger he’d found naked in his bed. Would she have reacted the same if she’d walked into her room back home and found a naked, sleeping male in her own bed?

      Hell, no.

      She would’ve called the peacekeepers in seconds.

      She turned around to wash her entire body and wondered, why hadn’t he picked her up and moved her to the front room? She could’ve sworn she’d seen furniture out there that could double as a place to sleep. Or why hadn’t he left and slept elsewhere in the domicile? He’d found her there and then chose to leave her and stay. Why? He’d slept as if their proximity didn’t bother him. She was surprised an unmated Xylan would sleep that close to an unmated female. They were infamous for being super careful to not touch other unmated beings. Oh well, she’d just do him a favor and leave as soon as possible so he wouldn’t be bothered with her. Not that she knew where to go next… She needed to try and get in touch with Gerard, this was her main focus. And stay off the grid.

      The cleansing unit did its job, then switched to blow-dry. An older generation jet blew her hair in five different directions until she was warm and dry, her long hair shiny and clean. Lila stepped out and went to the clothes washer and found the cycle complete. She got dressed, delighted to discover there was even a mouth cleanser in this restroom. By the time she was done, she was perfectly ready, except she was dressed in her pajamas, as if she were going to bed.

      She picked up the bot and cradled it in her arms. “You’re coming with me,” she said.

      Then Lila opened the door and found the huge Xylan male already dressed and clean too. She blinked with surprise. Apparently, he’d used a cleansing unit in another part of the house?

      She lifted her chin to get a good look at him because now that he was standing in front of her, and she could appreciate how freakishly tall he was. She’d never been this close to a male this tall. Her breath caught because he was even more fine-looking than before, dressed from head to toe in shiny black clothing. Long gleaming braids fell down his back, highlighting his proud features. His shoulders were so very wide.

      She had no idea she’d continue to be this attracted to him. Her hands itched to reach out and touch him, grab him. Maybe kiss him.

      Was she losing her mind? She couldn’t hook up with anyone right now. Least of all with a Xylan who didn’t pleasure mate.

      It was intimidating how good he looked, and she was standing there in her pajamas and kitten slippers, holding a bot in her arms, looking like a dorky reject from a low-budget vid show.

      She glanced down at his very large claws and noted he was still wearing the green gloves of the unmated.

      He smiled, exposing those sharp fangs and reached out to gently tap the tip of her nose. Then he glanced at the bot and chuckled, then pointed towards the door and said something in a loud snarly voice she didn’t understand.

      Deep male voices rumbled outside from the hall.

      Her eyes widened as she realized at that exact moment that they weren’t alone. She tightened her grip around the bot and hugged it to her chest. “Oh no, how many beings do you live with?” she squeaked, belatedly remembering that Xylan lived in extended family compounds.

      There went her grand plans for sneaking out. How was she going to get away now? Gods, she’d screwed up. Not only had she hid out in a building that wasn’t abandoned, but it was filled with beings. How had she been able to get into their domicile in the first place if they lived here full time? Why had the front door opened for her? The fact that it had been unlocked and let her in was a major reason she’d thought it was abandoned.

      The Xylan male placed a gloved claw against the small of her back and guided her out of his room and down the hall. The voices grew louder. She took a calming breath and kept going where Zayzon lead, holding the bot in her arms.

      She had to trust him, right? What other choice did she have? She continued to inhale Zayzon’s soothing scent. Normally, a situation like this where she’d be meeting a group of strangers would trigger all of her anxieties. But she’d come a long way these last few months. And last night she’d taken a giant leap—she’d left her planet and arrived here in a rainstorm in the middle of the night and hadn’t had a panic attack. She could do this. She lifted her chin and straightened her back. The old Lila, who’d been shut off from the world and a target for her stepmother’s deceptions, was gone. She’d worked hard at her therapy to set herself up for this freedom and responsibility, but she’d been unable to take the last step. Well, now she’d literally been pushed out and she was ready to try.

      She entered the front room she’d only seen last night in the dark. This morning it was shining with light, which didn’t make it look better. In fact, it looked worse. The dark had hidden most of the mess. This place really was a dusty and filthy. The walls had cobwebs and the windows were streaked with dirt.

      And there were—she counted them—oh gods, there were six other enormous Xylan males crowding around the front room or in the kitchen. She was in a house with seven males.

      She set the tiny red bot on the floor. “Do what you can,” she whispered to it. “I know it’s a big job but try. Anything you do is better than leaving it like this.”

      It hummed to life and started moving, leaving a streak of clean floor in its wake. Damn, that bot was so freaking cute.

      Zayzon spoke loudly to one of the other males. Then he pointed at her. The male threw his head back and laughed. Deep, genuine laughter. The first male turned and grunted to the others and they all started laughing. Her lips twitched in response. They didn’t seem to be laughing at her or looking at her in horror. She got a vibe of acceptance from them. They were laughing at Zayzon, and he looked uncomfortable. Also, Zayzon was the only one wearing gloves of the unmated. Hmm. Maybe he was the only unmated male and for some reason they were all here temporarily without their families?

      She had a feeling that they were laughing about how the two of them couldn’t talk.

      A male walked up and slapped Zayzon on the shoulder. Then the other Xylan approached her with big smiles of welcome. She gave them all a weak smile in return, wishing she could greet them all properly and find out their names.

      They began speaking to each other again and to Zayzon in those grunts and snarls. She grimaced at how loud they all were. A forest of Xylan males towered above her, their deep voices echoing in the small space. In fact, Zayzon was the loudest. He was certainly an imposing male, the tallest Xylan in the room. His language was very animated, and his hands were larger than the others. She began to realize she’d befriended the scariest of them all. But she gazed at him with pride. He was bold, decisive, popular. She liked that about him. This was what she’d always wished for herself, but she’d spent the last few years dealing with one trauma after another. She watched him, admiring his fearless way of communicating. It was infectious.

      Zayzon grimaced at something one of his brothers said and slapped a claw against his own forehead, obviously angry with himself. He grabbed a nearby glass tablet—surprisingly fancy for a male lacking credits—and started tapping on the screen with a sharp claw. He finished whatever he was doing then tilted the screen toward the other males. They crowded around and checked it, some of them tapped at the screen too, then finally they all grunted in agreement.

      What were they doing?
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      Zayzon stepped forward and shoved the tablet into her hands. He gestured toward the screen.

      Lila looked down in confusion and found a small paragraph written in English. She gasped with delight. They’d translated the words just for her.

      Greetings, small human female, I am Zayzon of Forty-Five. I am going to escort you to the intake center. A Xylan language translator chip will be implanted in your brain in order for you to easily communicate. This procedure will be quick and painless and afterwards I will bring you back to our domicile so I can properly introduce you to my brothers.

      A language chip? His brothers? These males were his brothers? She glanced up at the fierce, smiling faces in the room. How sweet. She wanted to ask her own questions. Like, where was this intake center? Was it far? Walking around outside, even with Zayzon at her side, sounded daunting. And how long would it take to implant the chip? Should she even agree to traveling to this intake center? She was supposed to be in hiding.

      But having the ability to speak to the beings on this planet was probably priority. Hmm. Lila glanced down at the screen, then over at Zayzon and moved over to stand right next to him. She took a deep breath, inhaling his luscious scent, and decided to trust these males. Then she settled down, tapped back a quick response, opened the appropriate translation symbol and handed back the tablet.

      Thank you, that’s perfect. I would love to be able to speak to all of you. I am okay with having to leave your house in order to have this procedure accomplished. Can you please tell me what planet I’m on?

      The brothers crowded around as Zayzon read it outloud to them.

      She waited, listening to their grunts and snarls and chewed her bottom lip.

      They all glanced up at her with surprise. Then they were talking and gesturing again. Anxiety began to flare in her chest. Would they hate her now that they all understood she was here illegally? Were they planning to hand her off to peacekeepers? Her hands grew sweaty and she shifted on her feet. Finally, Zayzon nodded and tapped back a reply and handed the tablet to her.

      On the display was a holograph of the planet Timbur.

      You are on Minecorp’s Timbur location. We are all unmated Xylan Illibrium miners who are living here in this compound. These are my brothers and my crew.

      Her jaw dropped. Lila looked up again at all the smiling faces. “I’m on Timbur and you’re Illibrium miners?” she whispered in awe. Oh wow. Just…wow. No wonder she’d thought Zayzon was handsome right away. This must be why she seemed to feel comfortable around him. She’d always had a secret crush on Xylan males, as did most females in the four sectors, but in addition, everyone admired Illibrium miners. They were badass superheroes. Only a select few beings in the universe were so attuned to Illibrium they could safely form bonds with the crystals and mine them.

      In front of her stood seven of those rare beings. And they looked different from the Xylan ambassador to New Earth. These males were thicker and heavier than most Xylan, with barrel chests and mighty arms and legs, used to hard work in deep, dark mine shafts.

      She glanced around again at their quarters, completely confused. What was up with all the mess and the ancient, barely usable furniture and bot? Margol Illibrium miners were well-known for having highly paid, secure life-long positions. Illibrium miners were rich. Why were they living like this?

      Zayzon took the tablet from her and pointed toward the door.

      She blinked and glanced toward the portal. Oh, they were leaving right now? She blew out a breath, readying herself to step outdoors again. At least this time there would be no storm, and Zayzon would be with her.

      She glanced down at Zayzon’s gloves. Did she need to wear gloves too before they went outside? She pointed at her own bare hands and his gloved claws. He shook his head, showing his complete unconcern. Oh-kay. If he wasn’t worried, then she wasn’t either.

      Another brother, with a thinner face than Zayzon, ran up and shoved something into her hands. He smiled, exposing some seriously long fangs, and gestured for her to open the package. She looked down, pried it open and was delighted to find some sort of meat. It smelled wonderful. Her stomach growled with hunger. This male was giving her breakfast to-go? He handed another packet to Zayzon. He also shoved a small disposable container of warm drink into her hand and he also gave one to Zayzon. Then he waved them both towards the front door.

      Well, it looked like they were ready.

      “I’m going outside in my pajamas and kitten slippers?” she said to no one in particular.

      Zayzon held his own food and drink in one giant claw and placed the other large, gloved claw on the small of her back again and guided her out the door.

      

      Lila blinked at the morning light. The air was chilly and refreshing. The storm had passed, and a clear blue sky streaked overhead leaving residual puddles on the pathways and patches of drying pavement. Vibrant green vegetation and colorful flowers burst from every corner.

      She’d landed on Timbur, a jungle planet. With wide, wide open skies.

      Anxiety began to bubble in her chest. Her breaths coming out in short pants. She closed her eyes for a moment and forced herself to keep her chin down, ignore the fact that she was an easy target out in the open and continue forward. Zayzon was right next to her. She had to believe he wouldn’t bring her out here if it was dangerous. She was going for a walk with an Illibrium miner as her protector. What was safer than that?

      She kept her eyes on the environment and focused on the here and now, trying not to worry about what might swoop down from the sky.

      All this precipitation was surprising and exotic considering she’d grown up in conditions one step above desert. Rain happened rarely on most of New Earth and water conservation was a fact of life. Standing on a colony where water was so plentiful that it fell from the sky and collected on the ground, on what seemed to be a daily basis—this was amazing.

      Last night this place had seemed so wet and foreign, but now in the light of day it appeared orderly and clean. And she was walking down the street with an imposing Illibrium miner, as if this was that reality show everyone watched about regular beings plucked from obscurity and paired with universal heroes. The household staff back home would be so jealous. Illibrium mines were mysterious and totally off-limits to random visitors. It really was amazing that she was here on Timbur, but she was also even more concerned than ever that she’d be kicked off the first moment a peacekeeper found her here.

      Everyone knew that the company that ran the mine didn’t allow beings on site who could potentially block production. Also, there was the possibility of thieves, because Timbur was the only planet in the four sectors with Illibrium.

      A different worry began to invade her mind. Worry over everyone back home. What cruel, evil plan was Daniela working hard to implement? Who was she going to hurt next with her attempted take-over of the Garabedian corporation?

      A rumble emitted from Zayzon’s chest. She glanced up and gave him a tremulous smile. He reached out and gestured to her hand.

      “Uh?”

      He grunted and bumped his hand against hers.

      “Oh.” She finally understood and moved the food and the cup she’d been holding to one side. He reached out and squeezed her free hand, as if he could sense her bubbling anxiety. They continued to walk this way down the street, hand in gloved hand. Gods, his grip, and his towering, powerful nearness, even his smell—it was an antidote. Her mind cleared in his presence. Like a little turbo boost of calm, just that little bit that she needed to clear the last residual of fear. It felt good to do something so simple as walking down the street, holding the hand of her boyfriend.

      Her brow furrowed. Boyfriend?

      She looked away and bit her lip. How embarrassing. She was turning into an annoying groupie. He was just being nice and supportive to the strange human who’d literally fallen into his bed. He was wearing gloves, making sure they didn’t touch for real. She could not fall for this male. There was no time right now for dating or desire. She was on the run from assassins. If he knew her last name, or her troubles, and then told the authorities either on purpose or by accident, they could both be killed. She had to protect him, as well as his brothers. This male did not deserve or need her problems to become his own.

      They reached the corner of Zayzon’s dead-end street and moved onto a larger thoroughfare. The other Xylan kept glancing at her with curiosity. Probably wondering why a human was walking around in pajamas. Or why a human was here at all—this was a Xylan mining colony, not a vacation spot. Visitors to this planet were employees or beings specifically visiting through proper channels. She didn’t fit any of those categories. And she couldn’t even speak Xylan.

      Shit, she was supposed to be hiding, not standing out like a flashing vid sign. If she could remain off the grid, it would take time for the other assassins to find out where she’d gone. They didn’t even know yet that she’d gone off planet. First, they’d search New Earth, and when that came up empty, only then would they widen their investigation. She had no identification on her. So far, she was hidden. But for how long? She didn’t know.

      Zayzon squeezed her hand again and she was reminded of the fact that everyone here knew Zayzon. He was holding her hand to show the other Xylan he knew who she was, and he was vouching for her. Warmth spread across her chest. Basically, he was staking his reputation on her.

      She noticed though that everyone was taking great efforts to stay out of Zayzon’s way, giving him wide berth and sometimes even crossing the street to avoid him. Lila peeked up at the male striding next to her. He was easily a head taller than everyone else they encountered. At the compound he’d been gregarious and easy with his smiles, but out here in public his face had turned serious. He looked almost sinister. He greeted no one, which was unusual considering he’d lived here his whole life. This was a small community and he’d been born and raised here, he had to know everyone.

      “What’s wrong? You look…angry.”

      He looked down at her with confusion clearly stamped on his face. She shook her head and looked forward. They were on their way to get the chip; she could wait to ask her questions later.

      Yes, she was afraid of arriving at this intake center only to be kicked off the planet, but there wasn’t any other way. She had to be able to speak to these beings, and to Zayzon. The male holding her hand and walking next to her seemed to have her best interests at heart. She couldn’t help but trust him. He wouldn’t lead her somewhere he thought would be harmful to her. Although, he didn’t know all the facts of her situation so didn’t always know what was harmful and what wasn’t…

      Her stomach growled. She let go of Zayzon’s hand and began to munch on the meat she’d been given, which turned out to be really, really good. She moaned with delight. It was surprising to be given such good food in the midst of that mess they called a home. Zayzon’s brother was a really good cook. It was sad that those males had to live that way. It didn’t look like any of them had an organizational bone in their bodies.

      She daydreamed for a moment, imagining that she was allowed to stay on this planet for the next moon cycle, maybe even staying with these Illibrium miners. Would they let her clean and organize their house? If they did what would she do? If she was given free rein to make that place into a home, what would she change?

      She continued to munch on her food, thinking about the clutter and how she’d rearrange what she’d seen so far, but this train of thought caused her mind to wander back to her own home. Everyone was probably waking to start their day—without her. Right now, Ines would be realizing she was gone. Her cats, Jasper and Abby would be waiting in front of her bedroom door, crying to be fed. Lila’s eyes watered and her nose stung as she imagined her lonely cats and the anguish her absence was causing the staff she cared about.

      She continued down the street and tried her best to concentrate on the here and now. If she could pull this off and remain hidden, then she’d stay alive and eventually make it back. She couldn’t let them down.

      Zayzon guided her to the nearest public transportation unit, a place she’d run past in the night. They stepped onto a crowded platform. A long vehicle soon pulled up and the doors slid open. Zayzon walked into the nearest section, sat down and pulled her into a seat next to him.

      Other Xylan continued to covertly stare at their every move. Some of them looked visibly frightened and sat as far from them as possible, leaving the space around them empty but the rest of the cabin full. Her brow furrowed. Why were they all staying away? Was it because she was human? Or because she was with Zayzon? She had no idea.

      A growl rumbled in Zayzon’s chest and his eyes flashed with anger. He sat up tall and snarled and growled at the other Xylan, saying something she didn’t understand. She had to cover her ears because, damn, he was loud. His booming voice echoed in the cabin. His message must’ve worked, because the prying eyes turned away.

      She lowered her hands. Zayzon draped an arm across her back and his hand cupped her opposite shoulder and she allowed it. She seemed to be allowing a lot lately. Actually, she wanted nothing more than to snuggle into his embrace, climb onto his lap and start kissing his neck, and then…

      Her gaze darted away, and her cheeks heated again.

      This was a weird situation. Zayzon seemed to be comforting her and was being very possessive for an unmated male who should be avoiding her touch. Why was he the one in charge of her? If she’d stumbled into another room, would she instead be the ward of one of the other brothers? Maybe they were all laughing because he’d been the unlucky one to find her in his room? Was he quietly beginning to realize she was a burden?

      She glanced up and smiled, hoping none of that was true. Wanting to let him know that she was forever grateful for his help and his company. He didn’t know this, but she’d never touch him without his consent, never let herself be a burden to him.

      He gave her a warm smile in return.

      Only for her.

      If it weren’t for Zayzon she’d be alone right now. She still had no idea what her next steps would be, but at least she’d had this unexpected support in the midst of her crazy. He was trying to give her a universal translator so they could talk. This was actually super sweet. This intimidating male, who the others looked at with fear, had been nothing but nice to her since the moment he’d found her invading his bed. She reached out and grabbed his gloved claw and squeezed tight. “Thank you,” she said.

      He gave her a curt nod and then began eating.

      She focused on finishing the rest of her food too and then her drink, and so did Zayzon, and they dumped their containers into a nearby incinerator.

      The transport stopped and she stepped off with him. He grabbed her hand again and they moved among the other Xylan on the streets who continued to brazenly stare at her—and at their joined hands.

      Zayzon led her to an official-looking building that wasn’t far from the transportation unit. It was too bad she’d arrived last night in the middle of a storm. She really didn’t need to run through the streets, the public transport here was really good. Maybe this was also why they didn’t have a vehicle?

      They walked inside, hand in hand, and Zayzon stopped at some kind of information desk. He snarled something to the Xylan working there. In minutes they were both led into a room with a lot of high-tech medical equipment. Two younger Xylan females and one older male stood nearby. They all stared in shock at her pajamas and at her hand joined with Zayzon’s.

      Her imposing Xylan spoke loudly and pointed at her. There was a long conversation back and forth between the four Xylan in the room that she didn’t understand. Finally, the older male frowned and left. The other two females approached with gentle smiles and made hand motions to have her sit on the edge of a med bay. Zayzon let go of her hand and nodded in agreement.

      She walked over and did as told, a hint of nervousness souring her stomach. She’d never had the need for a translator chip. It was a common enough procedure in the four sectors and was supposed to be painless. It was just that until today, she’d never had reason to have one.

      One of the females went to a screen and spent time adding information. Probably telling the computer that she was human and what language she needed. Next thing she knew she was lying flat on her back and a shield covered her head. She closed her eyes for a moment and opened them again. All the equipment was suddenly gone.

      She blinked, sat back up and put her hand on her head. That was weird. “Is it done?”

      “Yes,” a deep voice rumbled. “It’s done. You have the Xylan language implanted in your brain.”

      “I do? Already? Wow, that was fast.”

      “Well, actually you were asleep for a bit, you just don’t remember. But yes, it was quick and painless.”

      She glanced up at Zayzon, who towered over her. “Oh, my gosh,” she giggled, “we’re talking. I can understand everything you say.”

      He smiled down at her with those warm hazel eyes, exposing super-sharp fangs. “Yes, I am happy to be able to communicate with you.”

      His deep voice was even better now that he was speaking words she could actually understand. “I’m happy too. Thank you for everything you’ve done for me. I appreciate it so, so much.”

      “Of course,” he answered, pinning her with a sincere, tender gaze. He reached out and gently tapped the tip of her nose with a gloved finger. “I will always protect and care for you. You are my future Bride.”
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      There was a loud clang from the other side of the room as something dropped to the ground. “She’s your what?” a voice screeched.

      “What did he say?”

      “Claws said the human female he arrived with is his Bride.”

      “No fucking way. I thought he’d taken himself off the mating database.”

      “Right?”

      Lila swallowed hard and looked away from the agitated females, back into Zayzon’s steady gaze, which hadn’t wavered for a moment. “I’m your what?” she asked. “What did you say?”

      “I said you’re my future Bride,” he repeated. “I can smell and identify the pheromones of my mate prior to touch. I recognized your scent the moment I walked inside the domicile last night and I followed it right to my room.”

      She shook her head. This had to be the most surprising thing she’d ever had someone say to her. And this included being recently told that her stepmother wanted her dead.

      He stepped forward and engulfed her hand with his gloved claw. “Lila…”

      She frowned and tugged her hand out of his grip. “No, no. This is why you’ve been so nice to me all along? That’s why you’ve let me stay? Why you’re helping me? It’s because you think I’m your mate because of how I smell? How can that be? I thought Xylan chose their mates through touch.” She pointed at his claw. “You’ve had your gloves on this whole time. If you say you know I’m your Bride already, why are you still wearing gloves?”

      “I might be able to scent that you are my future Bride, but we still haven’t formally tested. Normally Xylan find their mates through testing of mating compatibility, but my line has the rare gift of being able to scent our mates prior to touch. But I need to remain gloved until the moment we are able to clasp claws, which will initiate my ability to claim you.”

      Claim? Her cheeks flamed and her belly swooped pleasantly. She’d been attracted to him since the moment she’d seen him in bed next to her. This whole morning she’d thought she was the only one who’d felt anything, that he was a nice guy saddled with an annoying stranger. But instead he wanted to claim her? Wanted to…to have sex with her? He’d been planning it out? Her eyes hungrily roamed up and down his large, muscular body. “Oh. Uh, you think if we clasp hands we will start this mating ceremony?”

      “Yes. I cannot clasp your hand though without first formally asking for your permission.” And then he did something she did not see coming in a million years. He got down on one knee before her. He fisted one claw and thumped it against his chest. “Lila of One,” he said, his voice hoarse with emotion. “I place your honor before mine. Will you also do me the honor of testing mating compatibility with me?”

      “No,” a voice shouted out. “He did not just ask for her hand.”

      Lila glanced at the two other Xylan females in the room, who stared back at her in shock. These two seemed unable to keep quiet.

      “He did, and he also placed his honor before hers…oh gosh, I haven’t seen a male formally do that, ever. Have you?”

      “No. Never.”

      Lila looked back at Zayzon, who was still on his knee, staring at her, waiting for an answer. She took a deep breath and made the hardest decision of her life. “I can’t test mating compatibility with you,” she blurted out. Yes, she was unbelievably attracted to him. Yes, she really, really liked him. She couldn’t believe this amazing Illibrium miner wanted to possibly marry her. But no, she couldn’t test while she was on the run from assassins. This was the worst possible timing ever. “I appreciate you asking, that’s very kind of you. But my answer is no, we cannot test compatibility.”

      There was a sharp gasp from across the room. “Did she just say no?”

      “Oh my gods, is she denying a Fever Brother?”

      “Yep. Claws directly asked for her hand in testing, bypassing her Manager, and she said no.”

      “She denied Claws?” the other female snort-laughed and pulled out a tablet. “Oh my gods, I have to tell Sulinda.”

      The other one eagerly pulled her tablet out of her pocket too. “I have to tell my mother. She’s going to die.”

      Lila turned back to Zayzon. “Why are they laughing?”

      His lips pursed. “Because you denied me.”

      “Why is that funny?”

      “The other inhabitants of this mining outpost find me and my brothers interesting.”

      Lila had a feeling there was more to this story than Zayzon was admitting.

      The two females loudly chuckled and elbowed each other. “…This is the second human his line has mated with.”

      “No, no, the third. I heard Daxon mated a human.”

      “Oh, that’s right, I forgot. Are they all going to mate humans? Is that why they’ve rejected every unmated female in the colony?”

      “Might be.”

      “That human is smart. I’d say no to Claws too. He’s scary as fuck.”

      A growl rumbled in Zayzon’s chest. He got up from the floor and stood to his full, intimidating height.

      Their heads jerked up and they both scooted back a step.

      “Sorry,” one of them breathed, “It’s just so…” And then she darted away, laughing, still tapping away on her tablet.

      Lila stepped down from the med bay bed and placed a hand on the fabric of Zayzon’s sleeve, trying to distract him. She hadn’t meant to embarrass him in front of the other Xylan. But he was the one who’d asked her in front of an audience. And she noticed that neither of the females were using the name he’d given her to use. “Zayzon, why are they calling you Claws?”

      “That’s my crew name, it’s what everyone here calls me.”

      “Oh I’m sorry, I can call you Claws, too.”

      “No, I like it when you call me Zayzon. It sounds right. Only my mother called me by my birth name and now you.”

      “Oh.” Gods, could he make her feel more guilty?

      “Let’s go,” Zayzon gritted. “We need to return to my domicile.”

      “Sure.” She glanced down at her pink pajamas and kitten slippers. “Um, can I purchase some new clothes, though, on the way home?”

      “Yes, you can.”

      

      Lila walked down the crowded street hand-in-hand with Zayzon. Despite the fact that she’d embarrassed him in front of the two females in the med bay, he’d still insisted on holding her hand. The moment they were outside he reverted back to the menacing miner he showed everyone else, except for his brothers, and now her. She glanced up at his profile. His fangs were bared, and his gloved claw twitched, like he was having trouble restraining himself from reaching out and kicking ass.

      It was actually kinda funny. And for some strange reason she found this endlessly attractive. She continued to walk next to him with that now-familiar warmth between her thighs and a pleasant tickling sensation in her belly.

      If only she could say yes. If only.

      She couldn’t believe that he’d basically asked for her hand in marriage. She had on no makeup, baggy pajamas and nerdy slippers—and this was when he’d gotten down to one knee? And he’d gently tapped on her nose twice now. He liked her nose? No one had liked her nose, except for Dad.

      And jeez, she’d publicly embarrassed this amazing man by telling him no.

      She hadn’t meant for any of that to happen. He’d been nothing but nice to her and this was how she treated him? But she couldn’t test right now and to make matters worse she couldn’t tell him why. If he knew the real story of her escape and how she was on the run, he’d understand, but she couldn’t tell him even that. She couldn’t tell anyone anything. She’d had to say no, without even a good explanation.

      Damn.

      The other Xylan on the streets began stopping and glancing at their screens and then back up at them with chuckles and smiles on their faces. They were whispering, pointing and laughing.

      Oh shoot. The females in the room must’ve recorded the whole thing and sent it out, and now it was going viral. Great.

      She squeezed his hand, hoping this wasn’t going to upset him too much. But she really couldn’t test with him. She was on the run, hiding from murderers. She needed to figure out where to permanently stay and remain hidden for the next moon cycle. She couldn’t pause to marry anyone when she had a pack of assassins and an evil stepmother on her heel. Right?

      Zayzon quietly led her to a public clothing fabricator. Lila let go of his hand and stepped into a private booth. It amazed her how easily she was moving about this colony. She found herself glancing up at the sky less and less. And being able to freely walk about, without having to worry about an unplanned panic attack—this was amazing. The combination of Zayzon’s nearness and this new location was bringing a rush of safety and calm into her life. Which was weird considering she was on the run.

      She reached up to tap the screen to start the commands and then dropped her hand and groaned. Dammit. “I can’t purchase any of this,” she cried. She couldn’t enter her currency code. This would instantly alert the assassins.

      “It’s okay, I’d already planned to purchase what you need,” Zayzon said as he crowded forward, gently pushing her aside.

      “You can’t do that.” It wasn’t fair for her to use him this way. She knew how little currency he had. He’d already helped so much, with nothing in return but public humiliation.

      “I am doing this,” he answered as he inputted his own currency code. “I’m happy to use my currency on my future Bride. I told you, I will always take care of you.”

      She blew out an irritated breath, not wanting to remind him that his dwelling was barely livable and his limited currency should instead be used towards keeping a stable roof over his head, not on buying clothing for a human he’d just met. A human who’d denied him in front of two females who’d recorded the whole thing and immediately sent it out to the entire mining community.

      “Choose your new clothing,” he ordered.

      She gave a curt nod and stared intently at the small screen for the fabricator, trying to decide which clothing would be the cheapest and yet serviceable. She really did need new Xylan clothes. She couldn’t walk around in pajamas from New Earth, and there weren’t other clothes at his home for her to borrow.

      When all of this was over, she’d make sure to deposit a large amount of currency into Zayzon’s account to thank him for his selfless kindness. This immediately helped to ease her concerns.

      “Tell me, why don’t you want to test compatibility with me?” he asked.

      Shoot, she’d been wondering when he’d finally ask. “Why don’t I want to test with you?” She tapped on the screen. Um, maybe because a pack of assassins was on her heels and her evil stepmother was probably right now plotting her demise? But she couldn’t tell him any of this. She needed to protect him from her drama. The moment the assassins pinpointed her location, they wouldn’t have any problem with taking him out, as well as his brothers. “Zayzon, you don’t even know me,” she pointed out. “Don’t you think you should wait to ask me something so monumental until you get to know me better? I arrived in the middle of a rainstorm and climbed naked into your bed. Don’t you find that odd? I’m not even of your species. I obviously don’t belong here on this planet. How can you want to test compatibility with a human you don’t even know? What if I’m a danger to you?”

      “I can smell that you are mine. This is all that matters, all else will fall into place.”

      She rolled her eyes and went back to focusing on the fabricator screen. “I can’t test with you or anyone else.”

      “Why? Why can’t you test mating with anyone right now?”

      She clenched her jaw. “Zayzon, I’m not here through the usual channels. Maybe I’m up to no good.” She glanced around. “In fact, I can’t believe I haven’t been picked up yet by peacekeepers for illegal immigration.”

      “Oh, they tried,” he said.

      “What? When?”

      “When you were in the middle of your language chip procedure. I walked out for a moment to deal with the peacekeepers in the hall. A human walking down the streets in foreign clothing was noticed. Also, the doctor in med bay alerted them. I knew this would happen when I took you outside this morning, but it had to be done to get you the translator you needed.”

      Her brow creased. “Are they going to arrest me?”

      “No. I told them I’d scented my Bride and that you’re my future mate. They backed off. According to the Scales of Xylan Law, any being that is the confirmed mate of a Xylan is instantly a citizen of the Xylan Empire.”

      She blinked. “I’m a citizen?”

      “Not yet. They’re giving us time to work this out.”

      Hmm. She felt guilty for thinking this but…this just might be the cover she needed to hide out. “How long are they giving us?”

      “One moon cycle.”

      Perfect. “I have one moon cycle until I’m kicked off Timbur?”

      “You will not be kicked off Timbur.”

      “Well, I could…”

      “You are my Bride. You’ll remain here on Timbur with me for the rest of your lifespan. This is your new home.”

      This guy.

      He thought this planet was her new home? As if she didn’t have her own home planet? Her own responsibilities elsewhere? He was so damn sure of himself. It must be nice to walk through life with the confidence of an Illibrium miner. “What if I don’t want to stay?”

      “Why would you want to leave without testing first? I know you feel this too.”

      She placed her hands on her hips. “What do you mean? What do I feel?”

      He inhaled deeply. “I can smell your arousal. It is always there, taunting me. Sometimes it’s low, as now, but other times it is very strong, like when we were together in the bunk.”

      Her cheeks heated and an embarrassed whimper escaped her lips. Oh gods, she wanted the ground to swallow her up. He knew? He knew. “You don’t understand, it doesn’t matter how I feel, I can’t commit to anyone right now.”

      “Why? Is it because you have a pleasure mate waiting for you on your home planet? If so, you need to discard him immediately. I will bring you more pleasure than this human ever could.”

      She stared at him in shock, then replied. “No, I don’t have a pleasure mate. I’m a virgin who’s never even had a single boyfriend. And I can’t tell you why I can’t test, for your own safety.”

      “You’re a virgin too?” he grinned. “Perfect, so am I. All Xylan are celibate until they clasp hands with their mate and their body is enflamed with sexual pheromones.”

      ‘Enflamed with sexual pheromones?’ She covertly fanned at her flaming cheeks. “I cannot clasp hands with you because I have to keep you safe,” she firmly repeated.

      “My own safety?” he snort-laughed. He lifted a giant claw for her perusal. “You think you have a danger in your past that my brothers and I can’t protect you from?”

      Her lips thinned. “Yes, there are some things even Illibrium miners can’t fight. And I don’t want you hurt because of me.”

      He crooked an eyebrow ridge at her.

      “It’s true. My troubles could get you hurt. Your brothers could get hurt too. I’m going to make sure that never happens. What you don’t know won’t hurt you.”

      He blew out an agitated breath.

      She turned back to the screen and chose a black shirt. “What is this testing of compatibility thing like?” she asked absently. “Explain it to me. I’ve heard of it, but I don’t understand the specifics. What would we have to do?”

      “Well, usually I would have to go to the Manager of your line and request testing of compatibility. Or actually I would talk to my Manager who would then talk to your Manager. Then we would perform the clasping ceremony at the multigod altar here on Timbur. But the Manager of my line was my mother, and she passed away last year. I no longer have a Manager and because you are human you don’t have one either.”

      She paused. “Oh, your mother passed away recently? I’m so sorry, Zayzon. My mother is gone too. I know what that feels like. My mother died three years ago, she and my brother both died in a vehicular accident.”

      “Both my parents are dead.”

      “Both of my parents are gone too. My father died this last year. And I…”

      She quickly shut her mouth. They stared at each other for a moment, then she blew out a breath and turned back to choose a few other items.

      Shoot. She’d almost told him everything, blurted out the entire story. Jeez. This male was going to be hard to resist.
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      Zayzon strode down the street, proudly holding Lila of One’s pink sleep clothing and the odd shoes she’d been wearing. Some kind of furred, mammalian creature was depicted on top of her “slippers,” as she called them. The fabric tickled his chin, but he didn’t mind. These were her clothes, which held her scent. It was as close as he was getting to his female prior to their testing and claiming. And at this point, he’d take what he could get.

      She was dressed now in typical Xylan clothing—a black shirt and pants and the same type of red shoes females sometimes liked to wear. She lacked the long, braided hair of his kind and had no ridges on her forehead or any claws and fangs. Her skin was basically colorless, but he was getting used to it. He liked how she looked, striding next to him down the street.

      He had her clothes bundled in one arm, because his other gloved claw was still holding her bare hand, letting everyone who passed know his claim upon this human female. He’d sensed her fear of the unknown the moment they’d stepped out of the domicile. He could smell it—stronger than her arousal. So, he’d held her hand to give her strength. It seemed to work because she was now striding down the street like she owned the planet.

      He grinned, loving her determination. He was proud of this female for showing up on a planet illegally and coming straight for him. His Bride was tall and lithe and her proud nose was in the air, despite the fact that every single Xylan they passed openly stared at them. Everyone. The entire colony knew he’d asked for her hand and that she’d rejected him straight to his face. The other females had heard everything and must’ve passed the vid around faster than a bolt of lightning.

      Yes, everyone on the colony knew he’d been rejected.

      Fuck them to the final fires. He was still pissed at how few of his so-called “friends and coworkers” had stood at the Fever Brothers’ side and allowed Daxon to be banished. It was ridiculous. And he still had no idea who was behind the death of his parents. Sometimes he didn’t mind living on the edge of town because it meant he saw the assholes less often.

      He should’ve waited to ask for her hand. This was true.

      It wasn’t the smartest idea to blurt out his intentions the moment they were able to communicate, but he couldn’t change how he felt. Zayzon was always the Xylan who couldn’t keep his mouth shut. The Xylan who strode forward to offer himself as a test case. He was always chosen first for anything. The loudest, his voice always heard above all others. He was literally first in everything. And everything had always come easy when it came to mating. Of course, he’d ask her the moment he was able.

      It never occurred to him that she’d decline. Plus, it was only right to assist this female. Now all of the citizens on the colony knew he’d identified this female as his Bride and that he’d placed her honor before his. Leah of One didn’t realize it, but this meant they all knew her denial was simply a delay, but a delay he hated.

      And why would this female reject him when so many had asked? Every single Manager on the colony with an unmated female in their line had requested his hand for testing at one time or another. Managers of ancient and acclaimed Margol lines on Chronos, who could trace their beginnings to the first fires, had contacted him for testing. He’d declined them all.

      And yet this one human female, whom he’d bent down on one knee and personally asked, face to face, did not want to test with Zayzon of Forty-Five? It was wholly unexpected.

      It was frustrating, being this close but not allowed to claim her. His Bride was finally here and sleeping in his bunk, but he was unable to unlock his own arousal. She wanted him, but he couldn’t touch her with passion until they clasped hands and their mating bond was initiated. He was dormant until she clasped his bare palm.

      Palm to holy palm.

      He wasn’t yet enflamed, but he felt a constant nagging need to remain by her side, and to protect her and keep her safe and happy.

      She hadn’t said yes yet to their testing and the subsequent claiming, but it was just a matter of time. Her reasoning for denial was nonsensical. She thought she needed to protect him? Heh. But he knew she wanted to mount him. She was constantly aroused. Her eyes always followed him, and she made sure to stand right next to him. She’d left whatever danger had happened on her own world and had come straight to him for safety. Right into his bed. And slept naked in his room, without a single worry creasing her brow. She’d subconsciously known she was coming to her mate.

      She didn’t understand that when she was in trouble, she’d run straight to him. And he was the one who would keep her safe.

      They used the public transport again and finally, arrived back at the compound. He was happy to be away from the prying eyes. But, his brothers immediately swarmed around them the moment they entered the domicile, loudly tossing out blunt questions.

      “Why did you ask her so soon?” Chief thundered. “Can’t you ever wait? You have no patience.”

      Zayzon blew out a breath. They obviously knew the news.

      Rook waved his tablet in the air. “Everyone on the colony knows what happened,” he confirmed. “It’s going viral.”

      “Yep.”

      “I can’t believe she said no,” Trunk declared, as if his Bride weren’t standing right there.

      “Who was in the room with you?” Heavy questioned. “Was it Pycana?

      Pycana? Oh damn. He’d thought one of those females looked familiar. “Yes,” Zayzon answered, “it was Pycana.”

      “Pycana pulled the vid of your proposal and shared it with the entire colony. She’s had it out for you ever since you denied her sister.”

      Zayzon winced. He’d forgotten about Pycana’s sister.

      “Heh. Claws has angered so many females with his blunt refusals he can’t even keep track of who he’s angered.”

      He shrugged. It was true.

      “Did you bring back food?” Cannibal asked.

      “No,” Zayzon growled at his brother’s idiotic question. “Why would I be thinking of food right now?”

      “Well, I would be…”

      “Hi, everyone,” Lila of One broke in. “It’s nice to finally be able to understand and meet all of you, I’m Lila.”

      All six of his brothers turned to stare at her with stunned silence.

      “Why did you deny him?” Scar barked.

      Lila looked taken aback by his brother’s harsh tone. She pressed into his side. “Well, I—"

      Zayzon wrapped his sleeved arm over her shoulders and pulled her in tight. “It doesn’t matter why she denied me,” he snarled. “All you need to know is that you’re to treat her with respect.”

      “We will all treat Lila with respect,” Chief shouted.

      “Of course it matters why she denied you,” Scar grumbled. “It’s ridiculous. All of us can smell her arousal.”

      His other brothers ignored Scar and began greeting Lila warmly. Zayzon took the time to introduce his Bride to each of his brothers by their crew names, as he knew they preferred. “You met everyone earlier, but let me make sure you know them by name. This is one over here is Heavy, and here is my brother Trunk, that one is Chief, and there’s Scar for obvious reasons, and this eating machine is Cannibal and this young pup over here is Rook.”

      “Ooh. Seven brothers?”

      “Well, actually there are nine of us. Our eldest brother, Daxon, is working off planet, and Hook moved out recently with his Bride but he’s still part of our crew. Now only seven of us live here together. Our crew is known as the Fever Brothers.”

      “Eight strong,” Trunk yelled out.

      All of them, including Scar, raised their fists in unison and chanted, “Eight strong!”

      “Oh wow,” his Bride breathed. He liked that she wasn’t scared or intimidated by the crew. Other females, and even males, often scurried away in fear at their collective vocalizations. But the only thing this female seemed to fear was the outdoors, and maybe strangers, but other than that his Bride was a tower of quiet human strength. Pride glowed in his chest.

      “Why are you called Fever Brothers?” she asked.

      “Our crew was given that designation because of our intense fever-bond with our Illibrium.”

      “And our number one position in the leaderboards for crystal acquisition.”

      “This too. And also, we really are brothers. Not all crews are comprised of brothers from the same immediate line. This is unusual.”

      “Is that why everyone was staring at us outside? Are you famous on this colony?”

      “Everyone is frightened of his Claws. They keep an eye on him. But they might’ve been staring at you because you were wearing those ridiculous clothes. But truthfully it was because they’d all seen the vid of how you’d denied Zayzon,” Scar grumbled.

      Her chin dipped to her chest.

      “Lila, what is the name of your line?” Chief asked, obviously trying to change the subject. “Where is your home planet?”

      His Bride bit her full lip.

      “I just want to get to know our future sister better,” his brother explained.

      Zayzon let out a heavy sigh. “It’s okay. The problem is my Bride thinks she’s protecting us by not giving us any information about herself.”

      “Protecting us from who?” Trunk asked.

      He shrugged. “I have no idea. She won’t tell me.”

      “I can’t tell any of you,” Lila answered with a rough voice. Her tiny hands were fisted at her sides and her dark eyes flashed with emotion. “That is sweet of you, Chief, to want to know me better, but I’m not Zayzon’s Bride and I need to keep all of you safe while I’m here on Timbur for the next moon cycle. To do that, I can’t tell you anything about me or my past. The less you know, the better.”

      They let out collective growls.

      He waved a claw at her. “This is why she denied me. She says she’s not free to mate with anyone because there’s something or someone dangerous she’s hiding from.”

      “What is it?”

      “She won’t say. She thinks she needs to protect all of us from whatever is threatening her by keeping it secret.”

      “She thinks she needs to protect us?” Chief asked with a comically exaggerated look of confusion on his face.

      His other brothers chuckled. Zayzon’s lips twitched. It really was hilarious.

      His Bride stamped her foot. “You guys, it’s true. Zayzon, I can’t tell any of you the truth about me. What you don’t know won’t hurt you.”

      “Zayzon? Claws, why does your Bride call you by your birth name?”

      “I told her to use my birth name. She’s my mate. Only my mother and my mate will call me this. All others will call me by my crew name.”

      They nodded.

      “I’m right here, you know,” his female gritted. “I can speak for myself.”

      “Well, tell us then, why won’t you test compatibility with Claws?” Scar asked. “He’s scented you. We all have this same ability. When we entered the house last night and noted that the door was unlocked, we stormed inside thinking to find armed intruders, but the compound was quiet, not a thing out of place. And Claws immediately noted a scent none of the rest of us could smell. He followed it to his quarters and found you asleep on his bunk. He declared that you were his mate.”

      His Bride turned her head to meet his gaze, surprise etched across her features.

      “I told you this,” he responded.

      “I know, but hearing it from them brings it into sharper focus.” She shook her head. “I’m not totally against clasping claws with Zayzon and testing mating compatibility someday in the future. It’s just that right now, for the next moon cycle, I can’t commit to anyone. This is terrible timing.”

      Zayzon stood taller, his chest expanding with pride. His female wasn’t opposed to testing? It was simply her circumstances. He had been right. She was admitting it.

      “Well, at least when she was in trouble, she had the good sense to run directly to you,” Chief noted.

      “True,” Zayzon answered.

      His Bride rolled her eyes. “It was completely random. The assass—” Then she tightened her lips and gave them all a mulish stare.

      “Assassin?” he questioned. “Is that what you were going to say?”

      She blew out a breath. “I was helped to come up with a plan for escape and I’m working my plan. I’m taking care of myself. Right now what I need is a place to hide, off the grid, for the next moon cycle.”

      “What happens at the end of one moon cycle?”

      His Bride pursed her lips, refusing to answer. So he gave them the little information he had. “Minecorp has given us one moon cycle to finalize my claim on this female.”

      His brothers nodded.

      “Also, at the end of one moon cycle I will turn twenty-one years old,” his female admitted.

      He crooked a ridge at her, surprised to find out how young she really was.

      “You’re just a baby,” Scar grumbled. “So very young.”

      “Finally, someone who is younger than me,” Rook laughed. “I’m not the youngest anymore.”

      “What happens when you turn twenty-one?” Chief asked.

      His Bride again refused to answer.

      “Well, you will stay here,” Zayzon said. “No matter what the circumstances, this is your home.”

      His Bride smiled. She bent and picked up the ancient bot working near her feet, the one she’d brought earlier to the front room. It looked like it was about to fall apart, but for some reason she found it “adorable.”

      “Thank you for letting me stay. I appreciate that and it gives me peace of mind, but actually I can’t just be a freeloader in your home for the next moon cycle. I need to keep busy. How about…” She glanced around and grimaced. “Can I stay here as your housekeeper? I can work for you guys, cleaning and organizing your house, in exchange for somewhere to live and eat. I just need somewhere to hide for one moon cycle and then all of this will be cleared up. I think if I remain inside and hidden it will be safe for you.”

      “The whole colony knows she’s here,” Scar pointed out.

      “Yes, but they know her as Zayzon’s future human Bride,” Chief responded. “No one knows her actual name or any specifics about her. If she remains hidden this will stay the same. And none of us will tell them your name.”

      “I don’t understand why she needs to be our housekeeper,” Trunk said. “This domicile doesn’t need to be cleaned.”

      His Bride’s jaw dropped. “Of course it does. This place is a huge mess.”

      “What is she talking about?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Hook left and never brings his Bride over here. There must be something wrong with the compound. They did give us the most remote quarters on the colony. I think we’re just used to it now.”

      “Heh.”

      “Okay,” Chief answered. “You can clean our domicile. This is fine.”

      Lila smiled, looking genuinely pleased at the idea. “I promise I won’t do anything you won’t like. I actually have lots of experience with this. I have organized my entire home, as well as the homes and quarters of family and staff. I need to keep busy this moon cycle or I’ll lose my mind.”

      “Staff? You have staff?” Scar asked.

      She frowned and didn’t respond to this either.

      “You do not need to acquire a job in order to stay where you belong,” Zayzon groused.

      “Zayzon, I’m not your mate. I’m not your Bride. I’m just a human in need of a favor—a place to hide. You need to let me give something to you in return for what you’re all doing for me.”

      He blew out a breath and gave her a curt nod.

      “I’m worried though. I was hoping that my presence here would remain secret, but now they know I’m here because of the implant and your proposal.”

      “No one is going to alert New Earth to your location,” Chief said. “They consider you Xylan now. Alerting New Earth or anyone else is not needed. Also, you’ve been entered into the database as Lila of One.”

      “Oh, good. That’s perfect. I’ll get started on organizing this place tomorrow.”

      “Okay, but don’t touch any of my food,” Cannibal declared.

      His Bride barked out a laugh. “I won’t touch your food. I promise.”
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      Finally, after lunch Zayzon had had enough of his brother’s prying and his female’s non-answers. He scooped Lila into his arms and carried her back to their bedroom.

      “Wait,” she yelled out. “Get Max.”

      He stopped. “Who?”

      “The tiny cleaning bot. His name is Max. You can’t just leave him out in the front room. That isn’t his normally programmed location. He’ll be confused.”

      Zayzon grimaced and turned, trying to look for this damn bot.

      And then Heavy stepped forward and handed the red bot over to his Bride. “Here it is,” he rumbled. “And I like the name.” He winked at her.

      She gave his brother a wide smile in return.

      Grr. Zayzon needed some sleep. His brothers needed sleep too. Even his Bride needed rest after her late-night arrival. “I worked a double yesterday,” he said as he strode down the hall with both Bride and bot in his arms. “And I have to work again first thing tomorrow at sunrise. I need a nap before dinner, and you need rest too.”

      “Okay,” she breathed.

      He loved having her this close. When he’d reached adulthood, he’d found ways to begin casually scenting all of the unmated females on Timbur, without being obvious. Never had his senses lit up like this. None of the females on the colony were his Bride. He’d finally decided “fuck it,” he wasn’t going to mate because he didn’t want to bother searching off planet. He’d taken himself off the mating database because he was tired with dealing with the flood of requests for his hand—some respectful and some downright stalkerish. And there’d been too much going on these last few years, with the death of his parents and the banishment of his brother, and the Fever Brothers’ demotion. He shook his head, bemused at how strongly he’d felt that he wasn’t going to ever find his Bride and how he’d never, ever want to mate with a delicate human.

      And here he was, with a human mate, and she was the center of his world.

      He supposed he deserved this turnabout.

      “Why do you have to work this much?” she asked. “Shouldn’t you be allowed a longer break between shifts?”

      He stopped at the end of the hall and set her on her feet. “This is part of our penance. We received the worst domicile and the worst shifts, only after everyone else has chosen.”

      “Oh.” She glanced at the row of doors. “There’s only one bedroom in this place for each of you? Are you sure there isn’t somewhere else I can rest while you sleep? I came into your room by accident last night. I truly thought that this compound was abandoned and empty. I didn’t know I was taking over your bed and you’d be coming home soon. You can have your bedroom back now. I can sleep somewhere else in this compound for the next moon cycle.”

      What nonsense was this?

      “No, you can’t sleep somewhere else. There are only enough quarters for each of us.” He rubbed at his chest because this untruth pinched his hearts. He opened their door and gestured for her to walk inside the room first, then followed behind and closed the door. Xylan didn’t lie, but his motives were pure—he wanted his Bride close.

      She walked over, slid open the door to the restroom and set the tiny bot down where it belonged and closed it in. She turned and gestured with one hand. “But I shouldn’t be in here each night taking up your space. It must’ve bothered you when you found me in your bed. I know you said you think I’m your future Bride, but we haven’t clasped hands. I know you view me as a…friend? Someone you think might be your future mate, but right now you have the gloves on and you’re trying to avoid my touch. This must be annoying for you, having me so close.”

      Again, what was this nonsense?

      He stepped close, stared down at her in amazement and met her wide-eyed, innocent gaze. “You have no idea, do you?”

      “No idea about what?”

      “You have no idea what you do to me,” he growled. He reached out with a gloved claw and cupped her cheek. He wanted so badly to touch his female with bare skin, but he had to wait for her consent. It was amazing how he was drawn to her. He wanted her next to him every second. It was going to be difficult for him to be apart from her while he worked in the mine. The only thing that would keep him sane was the knowledge that she was safe in his compound and he could follow her every movement with his tablet. “Lila, I got down on one knee today, in front of everyone and placed your honor before mine. Then I asked for your hand in testing. I’ve told Minecorp and the peacekeepers that you are my future Bride. This means I need you by my side, constantly. It is the only thing that will keep me sane while I wait for you to acquiesce. You are sharing my room each night.”

      Her eyes, dark as ancient night, glittered and her colorless cheeks held a charming flush. She placed a bare hand over his gloved claw. “Zayzon, you barely know me. In reality I’m just some annoying human who’s imposing on you.”

      “No,” he rumbled. “You are my future mate.”

      She dropped her hand and stepped back from his touch. “I can’t be anyone’s Bride right now.”

      “It’s true. You need to hear it, again and again until you realize the truth. I know this is hard for you because you are human, and humans mate very differently, but you will see I am right. You are my Bride, the mother of my future offspring, and we will live out our lifespans together. You will always sleep by my side.”

      Her mouth dropped open. She was adorable.

      “The mother of your…your offspring?” she sputtered.

      She hadn’t thought of this? He would have to school his Bride. “You will clasp my claw and enflame my body. Then I will claim you and fill you with my seed. You will be in the middle of your breeding cycle and your belly will grow large with my offspring. We will start our line.”

      She licked her lips. “You don’t know with one hundred percent certainty that I’m your Bride. What if we join hands and it turns out I’m not your mate?”

      “Oh, I know,” he rasped. Then he tapped the side of his nose. “That’s why we need to go through with the mating ceremony so we can confirm it.”

      She sighed and grabbed a long lock of her dark hair and twirled it in her fingers. “Zayzon, you know I can’t test right now.”

      He frowned at this reminder of the barriers to their mating she’d formed in her mind. Barriers he found nonsensical. He gave her a curt nod and then reached back and pulled his shirt off over his head and tossed it to the ground. Then he bent down and yanked his pants off too and kicked them away. He turned to face her.

      His Bride let out a squeak of terror. “What are you doing?” she shouted as she turned and covered her eyes.

      “What is wrong? I’m readying for sleep.”

      “You’re naked.”

      He glanced down at himself then back up at her. “Yes,” he confirmed. “And you are still fully clothed. Why?”

      “You can’t strip your clothes off in front of me.”

      “I can’t?”

      “No.”

      A tantalizing scent wafted through his quarters. “I can smell your arousal again.”

      “This is so embarrassing. It’s because you’re naked,” she whimpered. “This isn’t fair. Humans pleasure mate. And I’m not used to naked men standing right in front of me. Please, cover yourself.”

      This sensitivity to nudity that humans had was very strange. His body might not be clothed, but he had his gloves on, which was the most important touch point. He did as she requested, though. He set his crystal on the table and then lay down on the bed and pulled the covers up to his chest. “Ready,” he answered.

      She dropped her hands and turned around. Then she kicked off her red slippers and carefully lay next to him, but not touching. “I’m going to sleep fully clothed,” she announced.

      He shrugged. “That sounds highly uncomfortable, but if this is what you want then so be it. This will work better because you want to wait to test. We need to make sure we don’t accidentally touch.”

      She paused and looked down the bed at their placement, side by side. “Are you sure we can continue to sleep next to each other like this if we aren’t supposed to touch?”

      His ridges furrowed. “I am not going to touch you with my claws. Were you planning on touching me?”

      “No,” she gasped. “Of course not.”

      “Then there is no problem.” He held up his gloved claws for her inspection. “I can sleep with my gloves on. We did this last night and it worked. It will work again.”

      She nodded and pulled the covers over her torso, then moved back to the very edge of the bed.

      “Tell me,” he asked. “Why were you naked last night? I found you naked in my bed, and yet now you say you are frightened of nudity?”

      “Oh, that was because I was wet and cold and I thought I was alone. I had to take the clothes off in order to get dry. I wouldn’t have done that if I’d thought beings actually lived here.”

      “Huh,” he grunted. Also, her lungs had been filled with his scent. She’d felt safe in his room. This was why she’d remained.

      “Tell me why you and your brothers live in a remote compound easily mistaken for being abandoned.”

      His jaw clenched. “It’s because we were banished to the worst quarters on the settlement.”

      She stared at him quietly as if waiting for him to elaborate, and when he didn’t, she asked, “Are you going to tell me why?”

      “Now isn’t a good time.”

      She gestured. “It’s not like we’re busy.”

      He didn’t answer.

      She chuckled. “Hold on, you were upset before because I wouldn’t tell you about my past, even though I said I couldn’t tell you for your own safety. Meanwhile you have a big secret too that you won’t explain? That’s not fair.”

      She had a point. “I can’t tell you for the very same reason you can’t tell me your story.”

      “Okay, I guess I have to accept that. So, you and your brothers are living in barely habitable quarters on the edge of town because you were demoted? Is it something I should be worried about? Is it safe for me here?”

      “Of course it’s safe here. Living with the Fever Brothers crew is the safest place you can be. My brothers and I would die for you.”

      She blinked. “Isn’t that a little over the top? I mean, you barely know me.”

      “I would die for you,” he repeated. “I placed your honor before mine. That’s what I meant when I said that.” He lowered his voice, making sure his words were only for her. The walls here were notoriously thin. “Lila of One, you are my everything. Without you, I cannot find peace. I am falling in—”

      And suddenly her hand was covering his mouth, cutting off his sincere words. Their bare skin was touching.

      Her eyes widened. “Oh, sorry.” And she jerked her hand back quickly. “I just don’t want you saying anything you’ll regret.”

      “Come here,” he said. “I need you close.”

      Her features softened. “Zayzon…”

      He pulled her clothed body against his bare chest and rested his chin on her wavy black hair. Part of him could care less if he accidentally initiated testing, yet the other half of him knew this was illegal, that he had to wait until he gained consent prior to clasping her hand. Her scent wafted up and brought calm and relief. Waiting was going to be difficult, but the added strength of his fever crystal would get him through.

      “Okay,” she whispered against his chest. “I’ll do it. I’ll clasp your claw and test compatibility.”

      His hearts warmed. “You will? Right now?”

      “Noooo. Not right now, silly. After this is all over. At the end of one moon cycle, when everything in my life settles and I feel you and everyone I care about are safe, I’ll test compatibility with you, if you’d still like. You’re correct, we should at least try, right?”

      ‘You and everyone she cared about?’ He grinned. “Right. I can accept this waiting period as long as you agree to stay in this room with me every night until you are ready.”

      “You’re bossy as hell,” she remarked.

      He smiled, loving how she was becoming familiar with his ways. “Yes, I know,” he replied. “And so are you.”

      “Heh,” she grunted.

      And then they both fell asleep.

      

      Zayzon woke to the comforting sound of his Bride’s even breaths.

      She was still in his arms. He stared down at her strange, defenseless human features, loving the softness therein. She lacked ridges, fangs or claws and yet his female was fierce with a quiet strength. Her strong nose, the sparkling dark eyes, full of life.

      There was no way he’d ever let any being cause her harm. She was the mother of future Illibrium miners. She was his life partner.

      He wondered what it would be like, enflamed with the mating instinct. He and his brothers were celibate, as were all Xylan until the moment they touched their mate and responded to the rush of pheromones. He’d always wondered why mated pairs were so fixated on each other. It always seemed odd. And pleasure mating he viewed as downright disgusting. But, for the first time in his life, he found himself curious about this sex act so many beings were obsessed with.

      He loved the idea of having the ability to tend to her needs. To fill her with his seed and watch her grow large with his offspring. Finding one’s mate and initiating testing meant breeding. He inhaled, filling his lungs with her scent. There it was again, that tell-tale sign that let him understand where she was in her present cycle. If they tested soon, he could impregnate her immediately. And then he would be a father.

      He turned to stare at the ceiling, contemplating fatherhood.

      Feet pounded down the hallway, interrupting his reverie. They were all awakening from their afternoon nap and readying for evening meal.

      Lila shifted in the bed and her eyes blinked open. “They’re so loud,” she groaned.

      “Get used to it,” he answered. “We’re all loud. In fact, I’m the loudest of them all.”

      She let out a rough chuckle. “It’s true.”

      There was a bang on the wall that connected his room to Chief’s. “Get up,” his brother shouted through the barrier. “Bring her with you.”

      “Who was that?”

      “My oldest brother.”

      “Chief?”

      “Mmm.”

      “Wow, the walls here are thin.”

      “Yes.”

      He swept the covers aside and sat up.

      “Oh gods,” she yelled out and rolled over, putting her back to him. “You’ve gotta warn me before you do that.”

      He chuckled.

      “Are all Xylan males that…that big?”

      He grinned and glanced down at his cock at rest, wondering what it would look like and how it would feel when he was able to become aroused. Able to spend his seed within her body. “I’m bigger than most.”

      “I don’t even know how that’s going to work. Will it even fit?”

      He inhaled her arousal and a growl rumbled in his chest. “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure you can take me.”

      “You’re always so confident. I’m jealous, I wish I were the same.”

      He stared at his beautiful Bride, with her spill of wavy dark hair and that nose. That proud, elegant nose. “You’ll learn,” he stated. “Living here, with me and my brothers, will teach you confidence.”

      “Okay, I hope so.” She pulled the tiny bot she’d named Max out of the restroom where it had been working and placed it back in her arms. He chuckled at the sight.

      Minutes later he was dressed and walking with his Bride back down the hallway and out into the commotion that was his family compound.

      Heavy was stomping around, tossing items aside and finally settling into a comfortable seat near the fire. Rook, Trunk and Chief were drinking ale and playing a game of sticks. Scar stared intently at his tablet. All of them were in the front room, next to the huge, rustic fireplace. Everyone except for Cannibal, who was in the kitchen banging around.

      He tried to tug his Bride with him to the front room, but she dug in her heels and broke from his grasp.

      “I’m going to help Cannibal with dinner.”

      “What?” Zayzon asked, completely shocked at this statement.

      “I’m going to help Cannibal,” she repeated. “I can’t just sit in there with you and watch him working to feed us all while I wait for the food. That’s not right.”

      “Hmmf,” Scar grunted. “I thought you had ‘staff’ back home. You should be used to sitting and waiting for your food to be served.”

      She shifted on her feet. “Well, I was a good sous chef. It was fun.”

      “A sou…what?” Zayzon asked.

      “A helper. Like I said, I’m not used to just sitting and waiting. I like helping. Can’t I help?”

      “I don’t need help,” Cannibal yelled from the kitchen.

      “Yes, you do,” his Bride shouted back. Then she softened her voice. “Zayzon, he does need help, even if he denies it. Max and I are going in there.”

      “You sure?”

      She straightened her back. “We can do it.”

      His female was so damn adorable. And brave. He tapped the end of her perfect nose with the tip of his gloved claw. “Okay, I’m right here if you need me,” he answered as he settled into his favorite seat across from Heavy.

      His Bride marched off toward the kitchen and set the bot down.

      “This is going to be good,” Heavy remarked.

      “Yep.”

      “Get out,” Cannibal shouted.

      “No,” a female voice insisted. “I need to know what you do. If I’m going to organize this place tomorrow, I need to understand this kitchen. That way, I won’t mess it up for you because I’ll understand your routines.”

      Zayzon watched out of the corner of his eye as his feisty Bride challenged his brother, keeping his ears open for trouble. Cannibal was notoriously territorial when it came to food prep. But eventually he heard giggles from Lila and deep chuckles from his brother. Apparently, they were getting along well.

      An hour passed and he couldn’t handle the idea of being separated from his mate any longer. He needed her close and her scent nearby, so he stomped into the kitchen and dragged Lila away from her work and had her sit with him in front of the fire.

      “What are you doing?” she hissed, her cheeks that charming shade of pink and her eyes bright with anger. She was beautiful when she was irritated.

      “You’re mine. I need you by my side.”

      “Stop saying that. I’m not yours. I’m my own person.”

      He smiled at her indulgently. And then he leaned forward and shoved his nose in her neck and inhaled that wonderful scent.

      She giggled and tried to push him away. “What are you doing?”

      “What are you doing?” Scar grumbled. “It’s disgusting. Leave that human alone.”

      “One day you’ll feel the same for your own mate,” Zayzon explained. “I can’t get enough of her scent.”

      “I’m not your mate,” she protested.

      “Yet. You’re not officially my mate yet. In one moon cycle you will turn twenty-one and this problem of yours will be resolved and then we can test. Meanwhile, we will get to know each other and you will grow comfortable here with my brothers and learn to enjoy living on Timbur, because this is your new home.”

      She snorted and looked away but continued to stay in his lap.

      They all ate dinner together in the front room and afterwards his Bride fell asleep with her head in his lap. The whole time he had his gloves on, touching her through two layers of fabric.

      “I still can’t believe your Bride thinks she needs to protect us,” Trunk commented.

      Chief barked out a laugh, “Needs to protect us?”

      Zayzon laughed too and sipped more ale. It was hilarious.

      Lila shifted in his lap, snored and went back to sleep. He used a gloved hand to pet her hair.

      “We need to get to the bottom of this,” Chief declared. “We have to find out what she’s so scared of.”

      “I’ll look into it,” Scar answered. “I’m already running a background check.”

      Zayzon nodded. Scar was an asshole most of the time, but he was also the most focused and determined of them all. If anyone would get to the bottom of this mystery, it was Scar.

      “Don’t be concerned,” Chief said. “We’ll fix this. All of us, together, will make sure Lila of One is protected. She’s family now.”

      His two hearts expanded, and warmth glowed in his chest.

      He set down his pitcher of ale and picked up his Bride to carry her back to his room.

      “Wait,” Rook whispered. He bent and scooped the little bot off the floor and placed it carefully with Lila, careful to not wake her. “Don’t forget Max.”

      Zayzon gave a nod of thanks and went to their room. He gently placed her on the bed and slipped off her red shoes. He put Max back in the restroom. Then he stripped his own clothes off, leaving his gloves on, lay next to her and fell asleep with her scent lingering.
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      Lila woke up the next morning to the lively sounds of Illibrium miners readying for first shift. Cleansing units rumbled and feet stomped down the hallway.

      The crew would be leaving for work soon and she was charged with cleaning and organizing their tragic compound.

      This was going to be the biggest job of her life. Probably the biggest organizational job of all time. And she was doing it alone. Well, her and Max. And she could put the males to work, but she supposed getting them to help would be a chore unto itself.

      She glanced over at Zayzon. The male who wanted to clasp hands and have her as his Bride. Somehow, he was still asleep through all the loud noises. A gentle smile spread across her face. Should she wake him?

      She stared at the awe-inspiring miner. He’d carried her back to bed last night. And in the middle of the night she’d woken and mumbled for Max, worried he’d been left out in the front room, but Zayzon had told her he’d brought Max back too. So sweet.

      A light snore escaped his lips. Two deadly fangs poked from his mouth. He might frighten other Xylan on the street with his size, his claws and booming voice, but she knew he had two big soft hearts inside of that huge, scary exterior. His very presence lightened her own heart and mind. He was so certain she was safe in his compound. He thought this was the best place she could be to hide from her enemies. She had to believe him.

      He looked almost sweet and innocent, lying there on his back with his enormous green-gloved claws resting on his bare chest.

      She continued to lay in bed while Zayzon dozed and she chewed at her lip, as worry for the people she cared about invaded her consciousness. This was her second morning away from home. Was everyone okay? It drove her crazy that she couldn’t contact anyone. She had no idea what Daniela was doing in retaliation for the fact that she’d disappeared.

      Daniela…Tears pricked at her eyes. They’d grown so close after Dad’s death—and it was all a lie. All of Daniela’s concern and understanding for Lila’s fears and the reasons why she was housebound. It was all a long con to gain control of the corporation and the Garabedian fortune. She placed a hand over her heart because the betrayal hurt that bad.

      If only she could contact Gerard and Roberto too, so they could join forces. Gerard had been Dad’s assistant and would know what to do. Basically, she needed to turn twenty-one, gain control of the corporation and go back home. But maybe afterwards she could return to Timbur? Maybe not.

      Did Xylan like cats? Hmm.

      She had so much responsibility. But she’d also promised Zayzon that she’d clasp his hand when all of this settled. So she’d find a way to make this work. And while she was hiding out here for the next month, she was going to do her best to turn this place into a comfortable home.

      It was weird sharing a room with a male who wanted to marry her. A male who was constantly flaunting his naked body for her perusal. She’d never even had a boyfriend before. Never been on a date or been kissed. Masturbating alone was all she knew, and and her body was on fire, wanting to make up for lost time. Wanting the touch of this male as he alone brought her to climax. How would that feel? She glanced over at him. She wasn’t sure she could hold out this entire moon cycle. All the reasons why she’d said she couldn’t test compatibility with him right now were valid. But could she really wait that long while spending every free moment with this man who was sex on a stick?

      She’d always wanted to get past her fears of snatching so she could boldly go outside into the world and meet a man and fall in love and start a family. Like in those books she read. Although she’d never expected to start falling for—

      Falling?

      Eeek.

      His eyes blinked open. “You can’t stop staring at me, can you?”

      Heat flashed across the back of her neck.

      Zayzon chuckled and reached his arms up and stretched, giving her a terrific show of the cut muscles bulging on his arms and the tight six-pack on his stomach, as well as the V of muscle at his hips that dipped down to that long pipe outlined under the covers. She wanted to lean over and lick every square inch. Starting with his pecs.

      Zayzon sat up and threw aside the covers. He gave her wicked smile, then got out of bed naked and lumbered over to the cleansing unit.

      “Cheater,” she whispered, as she glanced longingly at his perfect meaty ass before he closed the door behind him. And she’d gotten another good look at his beautiful cock too, which even at rest was epic.

      She let out a dreamy sigh and got out of bed, tucking her feet into her kitten slippers. She stood and started making the bed. She’d use the cleansing unit too, after the men left for work. In minutes Zayzon came back out smelling fresh and clean, with a towel around his waist. She sucked in a sharp breath. It never ceased to amaze her how gorgeous this male was. And how difficult it was becoming to keep her hands to herself.

      “I cannot sleep here with you every night,” she said with a shaky voice.

      “Why not?”

      “I can’t. You know I can’t.”

      “You are not sleeping elsewhere,” he said as he stomped over and opened a cabinet. He dropped his towel and started changing into his layers of occupational clothing. “You said you would remain by my side this entire moon cycle.”

      She clenched her jaw. Why had she agreed to this? She’d go insane if she stayed in this room with this half-naked male who kept flaunting his hot body every chance he got. “I know what I said, but I cannot stay in here with you this whole moon cycle.”

      “Why not?”

      She put her hands on her hips. “You know why.”

      He grinned and began pulling on his mining gear and boots. “I have heard that a Bride’s arousal can become uncomfortable. It must be hard for you because your species pleasure mates. If you clasp my claw you will initiate my pheromones and I can tend to you.”

      “Tend to me?” she squeaked.

      He inhaled deeply. “I continue to smell your arousal. It lingers constantly.”

      “It’s because you’re naked most of the time. It’s not fair.”

      He winked at her. “I didn’t say I’d play fair.”

      “Damn you. I’m not some timid girl. You can’t just boss me around.”

      “I know. This is why you’re my mate. We make a good pair.” He grinned and picked up something off the dusty table next to the bed and gently tossed it in the air and caught it in his hand.

      Her eyes widened and she rushed over. “Oh my gods, is…is that Illibrium? I’ve never seen it before.”

      He smiled at her indulgently. “Yes, this is my personal Illibrium. I am fever-bonded to this crystal.”

      “Oh wow. Why haven’t I seen this until now?” She continued to fan-girl over the bright blue crystal. Illibrium was the rarest mineral in all the four sectors. Most beings never had the opportunity to see and touch one in real life. Its light seemed to grow brighter and brighter and more brilliant the closer she got. “Oh my gosh, it’s beautiful. I could literally stare at it for hours.”

      He shrugged. “I keep it with me at all times. I had it in my pocket while we went to intake. See how it lights up when you are near? It only does that for me, and now for you too. My crystal likes you.”

      “Really? It likes me. Well, I like your crystal too.”

      He reached out and tapped the tip of her nose. “This means that you’re attuned to Illibrium.”

      A huge smile widened her face. “I am?”

      “Yes, I told them when you were getting your chip implanted that you were attuned. I knew the night you arrived because my crystal lit up brighter the moment it got near you. This helped to convince Minecorp to let you stay.”

      “Oh.”

      He smiled and pocketed his crystal. She stared at Zayzon with pride swelling in her chest. He was dressed in all of his work clothes, with a belt, tools and boots. A strong Illibrium miner about to go out and perform heavy labor all day. Why was this so sexy?

      “Let’s go,” he ordered.

      She paused to grab Max from the restroom and followed Zayzon out. All six of his brothers happened to leave their rooms at roughly the same time too. She walked alongside the stampede of heavy boots into the front room, which was still a jumble of chairs, piles of sticks, weapons, and…she didn’t know what.

      She felt terrible for these brothers. They couldn’t even afford a new cleaning or repair bot? As far as she knew there was just Max, the two-hundred-year-old bot who’d been created when the house was originally built and was barely enough to keep Zayzon’s restroom reasonably clean. There might be more of the tiny bots working tirelessly in the other men’s restrooms, but that was it. They didn’t even have a food dispenser. Cannibal had to cook food for them from scratch, like primitive species did.

      “Do you need help getting breakfast ready?” she asked brightly as she set Max down and let him get to work trying to clean floors. She’d gotten to know Cannibal last night and learned that despite his harsh exterior he was actually a kind male. He’d made himself in charge of feeding the crew and he took this task seriously. He kept the kitchen area surprisingly clean, which made her like him more.

      “No,” he answered, “there’s an employee cafeteria at the mine. They’ll send food to our location or we’ll go down and eat there, depending on where we’re mining that day. We’ll stop there first for breakfast then go down to our level.”

      “Aah.” That meant they didn’t need help with breakfast each morning before they left. Although Cannibal had food in a bag and a drink in his claw. But he was the only one.

      “I left breakfast and lunch for you,” he said. “It’s in containers in the cooling unit. And I also left out the Traq machine and the ingredients.”

      Traq was the warm, coffee-like drink he’d given her yesterday morning. More of that sounded fabulous. She placed a hand over her heart. “Thank you. That’s nice of you.” It really was.

      “Are you okay living with such a large crew?” Zayzon whispered in her ear.

      She shivered at his warm breath touching her skin. “I don’t mind at all. When I was growing up, my house was always the place where everyone gathered. My parents were always inviting friends and family over to celebrate. And even now the staff is there. I’m used to there always being other people around. In fact, at night when everyone leaves, it’s kinda lonely. I don’t mind at all living with all of your brothers. I guess I enjoy having a busy house? I’m not one of those people who likes living alone.”

      “Staff,” Scar muttered.

      Her face flamed as she realized she’d admitted too much. Again. Darn it. She really did like it here at the compound, though. She felt comfortable already. And when she got this mess under control, she’d be even more comfortable.

      “This is good, because Xylan normally live together in large extended lines. Sometimes we create a new compound. Hook and Daxon both moved out with their Brides, but they still live with other Xylan close.”

      “I was wondering, why is Daxon your only brother without a nickname?” she asked.

      “It’s because he’s no longer an Illibrium miner, so he lost his crew name,” Heavy answered. “He broke his fever-bond with his crystal and left the planet.”

      “But that wasn’t his choice, right? Wasn’t he banished?”

      “Yes. But the result is the same, therefore his crew nickname is retired.”

      “Oh. What was his nickname before he had to give it up?”

      “It is retired,” Zayzon repeated.

      She blinked. “You won’t tell me?”

      “No. It’s retired, therefore never to be spoken of again.”

      Hmm. A secret. She grinned and leaned into Zayzon. “I’m going to tickle you until you tell me.”

      “I will never give it up. None of us will.”

      “We’ll see about that.” She started digging her fingers into his sides, but his work uniform was so thick it was making her tickling plan super hard—and then he handed her something and she was quickly distracted from the tickling. “What is this?” she gushed. “A new tablet?”

      “Yes. It’s yours.”

      She hugged it to her chest and then her face fell. “Wait, are you sure you can afford this? I don’t want you buying anything for me that I don’t truly need.”

      Chief laughed. “Your Bride is hilarious.”

      “I don’t want to be a burden.”

      Zayzon again reached out to tap the tip of her nose. A gesture she really, really liked. “You’re not a burden,” he replied. “And of course I can afford this.”

      “You’re so sweet. I promise when all of this is over, I will pay you back for everything you’ve done for me.”

      “Stop talking like that. You’re my Bride, what’s mine is yours. That tablet is yours. Use it.”

      She eagerly tapped on the screen and it came to life. It was exactly like the one she’d had to leave back home, but she couldn’t access her account on this one, which sucked. Maybe she could make a fake account and still get in a back way…

      “If you need to get ahold of me while I’m gone, use this.” He showed her the Minecorp communication app and the Fever Brothers tab. “This is our crew link. It will directly alert me if you need me, and if it can’t reach me it will begin pinging my brothers. You will be able to get ahold of someone.”

      “Oh thank you.”

      “We want to be sure that you can still get in touch with us,” Chief said.

      “Yes. And don’t answer the door while we’re gone,” Scar told her. “Don’t talk to anyone but us. We don’t know who your enemies are and how to protect you from them. But the compound’s security is excellent. If you stay inside, don’t communicate with anyone and keep the tablet close, you’ll be perfectly safe.”

      “Thank you. I promise, I won’t answer the door.”

      “Remember, cleaning the inside of the compound is fine,” Chief said, “but the outside must remain the same. The council must always think we’re living in the worst crew quarters on the colony, so they think our punishment is being carried out. That’s how we’ve managed to keep them out of our affairs.”

      “Yes. I understand.”

      And then they all moved to the front door and stood in line, ready to leave. All of them in their mining gear. She could see the occasional flash of personal crystals that they were either holding or pocketing. Tools, helmets and blasters were attached to their belts. They looked very imposing and ready for work.

      She was so very proud of these miners. They all looked so fresh and ready for work…and she was standing there in wrinkled clothes she’d slept in, bed hair, morning breath and kitten slippers.

      And yet Zayzon still pulled her into his arms and gave her a tight goodbye hug. “We’ll be back in the evening for dinner. The tablet will alert you and let you know when we’re leaving to return. It will even show you where I am in real time on a map.”

      He was basically allowing her to stalk him. And it was all his idea. How was she going to be able to stop herself from falling in love with this guy?

      

      Zayzon was the last to go. He turned and gave her a lingering look and then strode out the door. Lila watched through the front window as they left. She felt sad and elated at the same time at their departure. She missed that huge miner already.

      She picked up the tablet and Max too and went back to the cleansing unit in Zayzon’s room. She tossed the tablet on the bed, set the bot down, and got herself cleaned up. She washed her one and only Xylan outfit and put it back on along with her red shoes. Then she puttered around his room, glancing at the tablet, wondering what to do. Was it a boon, a way to find out about how everyone was doing back home and a way to contact Gerard and make plans, or was it a potential way for the assassins to locate her? Ugh, she couldn’t decide, so it sat there untouched.

      The bed was made. She hung up her pink pajamas and found a home for her slippers inside of Zayzon’s cabinet. Then she began picking up dusty objects off the floor, trying to find a home for each item.

      It was amazing that the brothers had left her there among all of their possessions. She knew she’d never go into their bedrooms without permission, but how did they really know that? If she were a different type of being, she’d try to break in and take things. It was intimidating how much all of them trusted her, especially Zayzon.

      Lila glanced around, pleased with what she’d already accomplished. Just in the short time she’d been there with Zayzon she’d steadily picked up bit by bit. He’d be in the cleansing unit or getting dressed and she’d be putting something away. There already wasn’t anything on the floor.

      She loved, loved organizing. She’d always been that way. She loved nothing more than tackling a messy closet and turning it into a perfectly placed gem, with every necessity having a home. Every part of her mansion was perfectly organized without an object out of place. She couldn’t relax or sit still if there was a mess nearby.

      And she was truly grateful to have something to do in order to keep her mind of all her worries. There were so many things she could be freaking out over, if she allowed herself. But instead she focused on the work.

      Zayzon’s room wasn’t perfect yet, by any means, but it would do for now. Time to tackle the real mess. “Let’s go Max,” she told the tiny bot. He blew out a hiss of steam in reply. She picked up the tablet again and Max and they went together down the hall and reentered the front area.

      “Don’t be scared,” she told him as she set the tiny bot on the floor. “We can do this. A little bit at a time, that’s the key.”

      Yesterday the brothers had given her a tour of their domicile. The main living area of the compound was small, but there were bedrooms along the hallway for each brother and each room had its own restroom. There weren’t any actual grounds outside. The backside of the house was immediately encroached by wild jungle. But this didn’t matter since there would be no going outside to garden or get fresh air. She was stuck inside for her own safety.

      She walked into the kitchen to make some Traq and eat breakfast. The whole area was surprisingly clean. The places where Cannibal cooked or food prepped, he kept spotless, but his supplies were all over the place. Last night when she was helping him, she tried to organize, opening and closing cabinets and going into the pantry, trying to covertly take inventory, but she could tell that she was stressing him out. Today she was alone, with no one to interrupt. She couldn’t throw anything out, he’d freak. But she could rearrange things so he could see what he had and his supplies would be easier to access.

      She ate breakfast while using the tablet to look up the Minecorp information hub, which was localized and perfectly safe. Then she washed her hands and went looking for actual cleaning supplies. There had to be some, right?

      Eventually she discovered a small door around the corner from the kitchen that led to the back of the domicile. What was in there? She hadn’t seen this yesterday.

      She opened the door and stared in awe. “Oh my gods, they have cleaning bots.”

      A whole room filled with cleaning bots, none of them activated. Brand new and top-of-the-line and just sitting there. They’d not once thought to turn them on? What the hell? Crazy.

      And then there was a knock on the front door.
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      Lila sucked in a sharp breath.

      Holy crap. Who would be knocking at the door, during the day, while the brothers were at the mine? Had Daniella’s assassins found her? Already? She reached for the tablet and crouched behind a counter, totally terrified.

      There was another firm knock. “Hello!” a muffled voice yelled. “Hello! Anyone home?”

      English? A goofy smile spread across Lila’s face. The being outside was speaking perfect English, with a Singapore accent.

      No way.

      Lila crept up to the front door and peeked out the nearby window but couldn’t see the being from that vantage point. Darn it. She went to the door itself and realized there was a tiny vid screen embedded into the wall, showing an image of a human female standing there. Wow, they weren’t kidding—this place really did have a good security system.

      There was a human female standing outside and speaking English? Lila’s first thought was to throw the door open and hug this person. But wait…why was she here? Who was she?

      Fear ran through her veins. Maybe this was a female assassin trying to act sweet and unsuspecting to lure her in?

      A ping sounded on the tablet she was holding in her hand. She looked down to see a message from someone named Leah Hernandez.

      Who?

      Lila opened it and read.

      Hi. I heard a human female was staying at the Fever Brothers compound (happy face). I’m Saxon’s mate, Leah Hernandez. I’m human too and was born and raised in Singapore but left New Earth to study to become a mining engineer. I work at the mine and am now mated to Saxon of Twelve. I’m a sister-in-law to the males you are staying with. I’m standing at the front door of your domicile right now. I would love to chat with the only other human on Timbur. Can you please open the door so we can meet?

      Lila bit her lip and typed a quick question to Zayzon and pressed send. Do you have a sister-in-law named Leah Hernandez?

      He replied right away. Yes. Why?

      Well, there’s someone outside your front door who says claims to be Leah Hernandez. She wants to come in, but you told me not to let anyone in.

      She’s cleared, Zayzon responded. You may allow Leah of One inside our domicile.

      K.

      Lila set down the tablet and immediately opened the door with a wide smile on her face. Standing there was a pretty young woman with curves to die for, perfect, glowing skin and gorgeous shiny dark hair. She was also dressed in a tinier version of the same type of uniform/gear the males had all worn when they left for work. She was also heavily pregnant.

      The young woman placed a hand over her mouth and her eyes teared up. “Oh my gosh. Sorry, I can’t help it, it’s just that I haven’t seen another human woman in ages.” Then she glanced over her shoulder. “Sorry, we probably don’t have much time. My husband doesn’t know I’m here. He won’t like this.”

      “Oh, come on in, come in. I’m glad to see you too.” Lila waved her inside and shut the door behind her. “Sit down, you must be tired. It’s a long walk here from the public transport. I’m sorry I didn’t open right away. I told Zayzon you were outside and asked him if it was okay if I opened the door to you. Sorry, I had to be cautious like that. They told me not to let anyone in.”

      “Aaah,” Leah answered as she lowered herself into a chair next to the fireplace. “Well now that the others know I’m here, Saxon’s going to know, and that means we really, really don’t have much time. I’m happy I came over though. It’s nice seeing another human. Do you realize we’re the only two humans on this entire planet right now?”

      Lila sat down in the chair opposite her and leaned forward. “Really? I suspected there weren’t that many humans when I saw nothing but other Xylan on the streets, but I didn’t know it was that bad.”

      “Yeah, they do have other species working here too, but it’s mainly a Xylan outpost. There was another human here for the last four moon cycles, but he left to take a job on a different planet. Now it’s just me. And he was a guy, it’s nice to see another woman.”

      “Do they treat you well here, even though you aren’t Xylan?”

      “Oh yes, of course. The Margol Xylan that work the mine are well-known for their easy acceptance of other beings. They don’t believe in the formal deference required of royal pigment Xylan. I love living here on Timbur. I’m really happy. This is my home now. Why are you here? Word on the street is that you snuck onto the planet, but Claws scented you and claims you’re his future Bride, so the peacekeepers and the Admin had to allow you a one moon cycle visa?”

      Lila grimaced. “Yeah, that’s all true.”

      “And Claws placed your honor before his and then asked for your hand for testing and you denied him?” she said, her eyes twinkling and her lips lifting up at the edges, like she was stifling a laugh. “Is that true too?”

      “Yes, I said no. I…uh, denied him.”

      “You’re my hero. I have to admit to you that I watched the vid. It was great.”

      Lila snorted out a laugh. “Your hero? Actually I feel terrible for doing that to him, publicly. I think everyone on the colony has seen what happened. It’s just that I can’t marry anyone right now.”

      “Hmm. Why are you here? I just ask because to be truthful I don’t understand why a human would come to Timbur other than for work. Everyone here either works on the mine or provides services to the mine employees and their families. Minecorp doesn’t allow anyone here for visiting.”

      “Um, I can’t tell you why I’m here.”

      Leah blinked with surprise. “You can’t? But I’m human too and technically you’re my new sister-in-law. Your secret is safe with me.”

      Lila glanced down at the female’s swollen belly. “I’m worried if I tell you why I’m here, I’ll just get you sucked into my troubles and you’ll be hurt.”

      Leah placed a hand on her stomach. “Oh, okay.” She narrowed her eyes. “I know your first name is Lila. But that’s all I know, and Lila is a common name.”

      Lila smiled in return. “Good. Let’s keep it that way.”

      “So you’re living here with them for the next moon cycle? Claws asked for your hand, you said no, but you’re still living with them?”

      “Yes. They hired me to be their housekeeper while I’m here. I’m going to try and get this place cleaned and organized.”

      “You are? That’s wonderful. This place is such a mess. I almost never come over here…” Leah glanced around… “Hey. It already looks better. Right after we mated, Saxon moved out and insisted we stay in my employee quarters. We’ve recently upgraded to family quarters because the baby is arriving soon.”

      “Congratulations.” Lila smiled. “When are you due?”

      Leah rubbed her belly and grimaced. “I’m due in about three weeks.”

      “I’m surprised you’re still working.”

      She shrugged. “To be truthful, they don’t allow me on the lifts or in the actual mines anymore. I mainly have a desk job. But I like going where all my friends and family are. If I stayed home I’d be alone.”

      “Do you know the sex of the baby?”

      “I do, we’re having a boy. We’re naming him Oryan of Two, after their father who passed away.”

      “Oh, that’s wonderful. That’s a great idea to name him after their father. Congratulations.”

      “Thank you. Ooh, and Lila if you stay and become Zayzon’s mate, you would be the baby’s aunt. We could be friends here and hang out a lot. That would be nice. I’m going to be home with the baby and Saxon will continue working.”

      That sounded wonderful, like a fantasy life she would’ve made up for herself back when she was alone at night, devouring romance books. She’d never held a baby in her life, but she was eager to learn. She really liked children and had always hoped to have her own someday. “Maybe…I’m not sure I can mate with anyone right now though. I’ve got a lot going on. Really terrible, complicated things. I’m not sure what the outcome will be.”

      “Oh yeah, you said that. Hmm. This is a mystery. I like a good mystery. I’ll get to the bottom this, you know. Eventually I’ll figure out what your problem is and how to help you. And don’t worry, I’m on your side.”

      Lila smiled because she could hear the sincerity in Leah’s voice. She really, really liked this female. Instant friendship. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure.”

      “Why is everyone so concerned with how I said no to Zayzon? Why is it such a big deal?”

      Leah laughed. “Girl, every female on this colony loves how you denied him. LOVES. Your male is well-known for proclaiming he was never going to mate. He said he’d already scented all the females on Timbur and none of them were his future Bride. And believe me, he wasn’t sensitive and sweet about his rejection either. Second, he mercilessly teased both Daxon and my mate, Saxon for having human Brides and declared he’d never mate a human.”

      “He did?” she gasped.

      “Yes. Often and loud. And third, he’s turned down every single Manager who’s asked for him to test with a female member of their line. He even recently took himself off the Margol mating database.”

      “Oh wow, he was serious about not finding his Bride.”

      “And yet you showed up in his bed and he wants to mate you immediately. And then you publicly deny him. We all love it. It’s hilarious.” She burst out laughing. “Sorry, you have to admit it’s pretty funny. It’s exactly what he deserved.”

      Actually, she still felt bad for Zayzon.

      Leah waved a hand. “Okay, well, funny to the rest of us. And believe me, all the females on this colony think you’re wonderful. They love that you put Claws in his place. He needed that. That male thought entirely too much of himself.”

      “Why did every single Manager on Timbur ask him to test?”

      “Oh. Well. Have you seen his claws?”

      “Of course.”

      “Well, amongst the Xylan it’s really unusual to have such large claws. They think large claws represent sexual prowess and good genes.”

      “Wait, they think because his claws are large, he’s also got a big…?”

      Leah let out a throaty laugh. “Yep. That’s it exactly.”

      Lila’s eyes widened. “Wow.” She’d only seen it at rest. What would it be like hard? In her hand? In her…?

      “Girl, you need to eventually say yes to him. He’s basically the most sought-after unmated male on the planet. All the unmated females here had wanted to test with him, but he sniffed them all out and said they weren’t his Brides. But you are the one. Believe me, if he says he scents that you’re his future mate, it’s true. I love the idea of you making him wait, but really, he’ll make a terrific mate.”

      “I can’t,” she squeaked. “I don’t want anyone to get hurt because of me.”

      Leah leaned forward and placed a comforting hand on top of hers. “These brothers won’t let you get hurt. If someone’s messing with you then they’re messing not only with Claws, but all the Fever Brothers, and Illibrium miners are badass.”

      “I know, but I can’t take the chance that—”

      “Leah,” a voice bellowed.

      Leah rolled her eyes. “He’s here.”

      “Who?”

      “My husband.”

      “Oh, that was quick.”

      “Yeah. You’ll see. These males are very possessive.”

      “Does it bother you that they’re like that?”

      “Oh gods, no. I love it. Their bark is bigger than their bite.”

      A huge, wild-eyed Xylan male came crashing through the front door, his chest heaving.

      “Leah.” He definitely looked like a Fever Brother, with the same work gear the miners all wore. And they all had the same barrel chests and thick thighs. He ran straight for Leah and scooped her into his arms. He lowered himself onto the ledge of the fireplace and sat with his Bride on his lap, then he shoved his nose into her neck and inhaled.

      Leah wrapped her arms around him. “Oh honey, did you run the whole way here?” she asked.

      Her husband gave a jerky nod.

      “Oh baby, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you, but you know I had to see Zayzon’s new mate, right? She’s human, so it was really important to me. Look around, you can see I’m perfectly fine.”

      He placed his claw on her swollen belly. “I can’t let anything happen to you,” he rasped. “You are my everything.”

      She gave him a tender kiss on the lips. “You are my everything too.”

      Oh gods, Lila thought her heart might burst, looking at this tableau of their love and affection. This was what she’d always wanted for herself, but never thought it was possible. But… maybe…

      “Saxon, I want you to meet Lila of One, Claws’s future mate.”

      “Hi,” Lila choked out, finding it hard to handle constantly being referred to as someone’s mate. She had a life back on New Earth, an entire corporation she was beholden to. She had to survive in order to take over the company and make sure her father’s employees and his legacy were protected. She couldn’t just leave all of that behind and marry a miner on Timbur and live with him, his crew of brothers and befriend his lovely sister-in-law. Right? Right?

      Saxon let out a grunt of greeting. He stood up with his pregnant Bride still in his arms. “We’re leaving,” he announced.

      “Okay,” Leah laughed. “Sorry Lila, we’ll talk later. If you need anything just message me, okay? I’d be happy to talk. And I’m sure that if you whip this place into shape, we’ll be able to come over more often. Which would be great. I’d love to see what you’ve done.”

      And then Saxon turned and carried his Bride out of the compound and in moments Lila was alone again.
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      The compound did look better already, just with the little bit she’d managed to tidy up, and the floors Max had managed to freshen during the last two days.

      There was still so much more to be done.

      Lila walked back to the closet room where she’d found the cache of brand-new bots, her head filled with the details of her conversation with Leah. And of the relationship between Leah and Saxon. And of how much she liked Leah. And then she began to think of Zayzon again, like she did most of the time. She shook her head. It was all so tempting, this idea of having a sister-in-law who could be her instant friend. Of having family again…of having a husband and babies of her own to raise.

      But she brushed it all aside, determined to not think of any of that right now. There was nothing she could do about it, besides hide out. No final decisions could be made. Best to keep busy. She’d learned long ago that the way to keep her anxiety at bay was to stay active. An orderly environment brought instant peace and calm. For Lila, cleaning really was the best therapy.

      She opened the door to the closet and stared again in amazement at the shiny new bots. There were ten bots. Ten. These males were so lucky to have this many. One would be terrific, but ten meant work could be completed in a fraction of the time. These bots were exactly like the ones she’d had back home, so she knew how to program them. And she also knew how much these specialized, top-of-the line bots cost. Bots like this that could clean, repair and build, weren’t cheap. She was probably one of the few beings on New Earth who’d been able to afford such an extravagance.

      Max came up alongside her and bumped against her shoe. She looked down. “Don’t be jealous,” she smiled. “I still think you’re the cutest.”

      She stepped inside the room, began turning on the bots and shook her head with bemusement. The Fever Brothers had a house crumbling down around them and in complete disarray, but they could afford to purchase a shit ton of bots and…leave them sitting around untouched?

      Would she ever understand these guys? Probably not.

      Unfortunately, the bots had been left idle for so long, it would now take awhile to charge and load updates. Bummer.

      She walked back to the kitchen and glanced at the tablet she’d left on the counter, thinking again of Leah and Zayzon and the dark cloud of desperation that pricked at her brain every time she thought of Daniela’s betrayal. Should she try to back door her way in, to gain access to her account? She’d heard of beings doing this, creating fake accounts, or more than one account.

      She lifted up the tablet and stared at the screen.

      Dad had been so happy when he’d wed Daniela. And then he’d died three months later. Had Dad really died of a random stroke? Or had Daniela found a way to kill him? Lila’s jaw clenched and tears flooded her eyes. Gods, she hoped Dad had passed innocently believing Daniela was still the woman he thought she was. It was too heart-breaking to consider he’d discovered the truth.

      She began to tap on the tablet, rage crashing through her veins. Daniela’s deception kept unraveling like layers of an onion.

      She leaned against the counter, looking for a way to secretly check her original account, without anyone finding out. But how to do that without being found out? If anyone was looking for her, they’d certainly check there first. She had to contact Gerard if they were going to take on Daniela together. And she had to be able to warn Gerard and Roberto too. Oh, fuck it, she’d have to make a fake account. It was the only way. And it was going to take time, because like she knew how to do that?

      Lila made more Traq, cleaned a chair and settled down to teach herself how to create this fake account. She was determined, and she got it done. Then, when everything was finally set up, she received a final notification of a mandatory waiting period for confirmation. Shoot. She got up and went back into the kitchen, set the tablet down and drummed her fingers against the counter, frustrated at the slow progress.

      She glanced at the time. “Oh, Max the new bots are ready!” she yelled and ran back to the bot closet. Max followed. At least she had something else to keep her busy while she waited for that account to update.

      Time to get back to work on the miner’s compound. She programmed the new bots to go into the front room and give everything a deep clean. They instantly got to work, a silent army of shiny black bots leaving a trail of fresh smells in their wake. It was wonderful.

      She watched them, thinking about her own home. She lived in her parent’s dream house where they could always remain hidden from attacks by the Hurlians. But the thick walls hadn’t managed to save her from an almost-snatching in the streets of Singapore. Mom and Kevin had died in a freak vehicular accident. It was just her and Dad there, in the house that held so many memories. And Lila had stayed within it’s safe walls, rearranging every square inch so that Mom and Kevin’s life was boxed carefully or put on display.

      This was why Daniela had never liked the mansion. Lila grinned. She’d always felt bad about that, wondering if she should let go of the past and maybe offer to move out so her new stepmother could put her own stamp on the house. But now, not so much.

      She wandered around the front room and examined it from every angle, trying to decide what to do next. There was a whole team of bots at her beck and call.

      Hmm.

      This is what she used to do; she’d stand in rooms and soak in its purpose. Try and figure out how best to rearrange the furniture and belongings so it made sense and was usable. She wasn’t a designer by any means, but organizing rooms was something she’d always done, from a very young age. When she was a little girl, she’d kept her dolls and other toys perfectly displayed. Kevin’s room had been a total mess, but hers was always neat and tidy.

      But she knew that Xylan loved black and red. Red walls and black furniture were the hallmark of their design ethic. The office buildings, clothing and well, most everything on the mining colony were these two colors or a variation therein. Sometimes she’d seen hints of deep orange, greens or purples added for depth. The Xylan liked dark and elegant. She thought it all looked a little spooky, but she could live with it.

      She crossed her arms over her chest and tapped at the side of her cheek with a finger, deep in thought. This place had good bones. There were old flecks of red paint on the dirty walls. The furniture’s black finish had faded into a chipped matte grey. The building possessed the hidden charm of an older dwelling and just needed some sprucing up to bring out it’s good points.

      The brothers liked to lounge here, play games and talk. This was where they joined together, in front of the enormous fireplace and rested after a long day’s work. At meal time they all ate in here while sitting in their individual seats or even on the dirty floor, with plates of food balanced on their laps. It was a messy affair. And this was silly considering there was plenty of space between the kitchen and the living area for a table.

      She walked over and used the tablet’s app to measure it out. Yeah, right here, a table that could seat eight and maybe even ten would easily fit. She glanced at the busy bots and crooked an eyebrow. They had the ability to craft furniture. These were cleaning and repair bots.

      Heh. But would that be too much? Would the brothers be annoyed if they came home to find a brand-new table in their midst? Maybe she should wait and discuss it with them first…Yeah, she should wait.

      Lila went back to focusing on getting the front room rearranged. After the bots finished their first round of work, she reprogrammed them to give the walls fresh red paint and to dispose of the old rickety chairs, the nicked and gouged Traq tables and replace everything with glossy new ebony furniture. New Xylan chairs, one for each brother. And one for herself too, because why not? At the very least they’d have an extra chair for company.

      After the bots got to work on their new task, Lila glanced down the long hallway and noticed something was off. Her brow furrowed and she stepped forward and counted the doors. And then counted them one more time. “Eight…” she muttered to herself. Why would there be eight doors when there were seven males living in this compound? Oh, because of Saxon. He’d lived here before he left to move in with Leah.

      She sucked in a breath.

      Zayzon told her there wasn’t anywhere else for her to sleep. But…

      She walked over to the end of the hall, across from Zayzon’s room and stared at the door she realized she’d never seen anyone walk out of. She’d been given a tour of the house early on, but they’d bypassed the hallway, with a vague sweep of the hand. “Those are my brother’s rooms.”

      She placed her palm on the locking mechanism of this mystery room and the door opened. The interior looked exactly like Zayzon’s, except it was empty of personal items. She stepped inside for a better view. There was a restroom and a bed without covers. The entire space was bare and dusty, but still perfectly ready for her to clean up and move into.

      “Oh!” Her blood boiled. She looked down at the little bot that had followed her inside. “Max, I could’ve been sleeping in here this whole time. He’s been tricking me. They’ve all been tricking me.”

      She picked up the bot and hugged it to her chest.

      And then she let out a huff of irritation and marched to the front room, avoiding the army of brand-new bots, and sat in Zayzon’s new chair, next to the fireplace that was big enough for a grown male to stand in. She put little Max down and tapped a restless foot on the floor, then glanced at the space that begged to be filled with a shiny new table and chairs set.

      “Fuck it,” she declared. “I’m doing it.”

      And then she stood and reprogrammed the bots.

      

      The crew returned after sunset—dirty, sweaty and hungry. And Lila was ready.

      Scar took of his helmet and tossed it to the ground. “What the hell did you do here?”

      “Why is there a table in the front room?” Trunk growled, like it was the most foreign object he’d ever seen in his life.

      “I…” she tried to answer.

      “Did we ask for this?” Heavy demanded.

      “No, we did not,” Chief replied with a harsh tone.

      Cannibal knocked chairs aside, rushing to the kitchen as if the entire domicile were on fire. “Where did you put everything?” he panted.

      “Cannibal,” she yelled after him, “I promised I wouldn’t touch your food and I didn’t. The bots just cleaned the area and left everything where it was.”

      “Bots?” Chief asked. “What bots?”

      She put her hands on her hips. “I went exploring while you were gone, opening and closing doors and discovered you guys have a closet of brand-new top-of-the-line bots.”

      “We do?”

      “Yeah, we do,” Scar grumbled. “Sulinda gave us ten bots when we got demoted to this residence.”

      “She did? When?”

      “Why didn’t I know about any of this?” Rook complained.

      “None of you know because I came home with them, shoved them in the closet and forgot about them. But now this human is using them.” Scar stared at her accusingly, his face a dark cloud of anger.

      Why would Scar hide the bots? And who was Sulinda? That name sounded familiar… And why were they all so angry over this gift she’d given them? She’d expected a bit of trepidation, but not this. “I knew how to program the bots because those are the same type I use back home,” she tried to explain. “You have cleaning and repair bots in your closet. Why not use them to upgrade the inside of your domicile? That’s what they’re for. You guys needed a table to eat at. It seemed logical to program them to build one.”

      She stared at Zayzon, waiting to see his reaction. He was being strangely quiet. His eyes were on Scar.

      “Claws, your Bride has ruined our domicile,” Scar raged. He took a menacing step forward.

      And Zayzon let out a deafening roar. He reached out, caught Scar and slammed him against the wall with the force of ten warriors. Then he pinned his brother’s neck with one giant claw, high up enough off the ground so that the male’s boots were kicking in the air. Zayzon bared his fangs and got right in Scar’s face. “She’s mine and you will treat her with respect,” he bellowed, spittle flying from his mouth.

      Lila let out a squeak of terror. Oh jeez. Tears clogged her throat. Before she embarrassed herself, crying in front of everyone or blurting out things she’d later regret—she turned and fled down the hall and hid in the bedroom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      Thirty minutes later a fist pounded on the bedroom door. “Lila?”

      “Zayzon,” she sniffed, recognizing that voice anywhere. “I’m not in a good head space right now. It’s best if you just leave me alone.”

      Yes, she’d been grouchy and probably totally overreacting, but didn’t she have a right to be? Zayzon had lied to her about the extra room. And the rest of them were thankless males. She’d spent the entire day programming their bots, and getting this place reasonably cleaned up and organized for them and even gifted them with a new table, and they were mad?

      Also… her mind was filled with all that had happened in her life. Every tragedy she was living through and wasn’t over yet. The recent, and the not-so-recent.

      Dad was dead.

      Mom and Kevin were gone too.

      She had no one.

      Gerard, Ines, Roberto and everyone else at home, were all in danger.

      Daniela was a liar and a killer.

      And she was living with men who didn’t appreciate a damn thing she did for them.

      Tears tracked down her cheeks. If only she had her two cats with her to cuddle while she cried. And chocolate would be great. And some Hyrrokin wine.

      “I’m coming in. I need to know that you’re okay.”

      She blew out a breath and wiped at her snot and tears with the sleeve of her pajamas. Maybe she was being unreasonable and easily upset, but she had a lot going on.

      He came in and closed the door behind him. His eyes took her in, sitting cross-legged on his bed with a tear-swollen face.

      “Cannibal sent you dinner,” he offered.

      “Oh thanks.” She took the box and the utensils, grateful for the sustenance.

      “Eat this while I get cleaned up.”

      She nodded.

      She ate and watched Zayzon as he removed his heavy work gear and tools. He did this slow and steady and she examined his every motion, loving the simple movement of those powerful muscles. The sweep of his long braids as more and more of his body was exposed. The cut biceps, the trim hips, the impossibly wide shoulders and expanse of muscled back.

      Damn.

      Until finally a sexy miner with thick thighs was revealed, in all his naked glory. Face streaked with dirt, and his perfect chest gleaming with sweat. Her gaze moved down. His claws were so huge, and his…

      He winked and turned around. Then he strode into the restroom, giving her a perfect view of his bitable ass. She heard the rumble of the cleansing unit.

      Her lips twitched. Suddenly, she wasn’t nearly as upset as before.

      By the time she finished eating, Zayzon had come back out with a towel around his waist, giving her a great outline of his epic package. This man was mesmerizing.

      “I found out today you guys have a human sister-in-law,” she commented. “But when I met you none of you knew my language. Not even to just say hello or good morning.”

      He looked confused. “Why would we? She speaks Xylan like we do.”

      “Maybe she’d like it, and maybe I would like it too, if you learned a few words of our language.”

      “Heh.”

      “I really like Leah. She’s darling. And I found out you’re about to become an uncle.”

      Zayzon grinned. “Yes.”

      “I also found out that you used to tell everyone that you’d never mate a human.”

      He paused, then looked away, his ridges deeply furrowed.

      “It’s okay…”

      He shook his head and sat down next to her on the bed. “No, it’s not okay. I regret those words. I think I was convinced that my claws would hurt a human female.”

      She met his gaze. “And what do you think now?”

      “I can be gentle.”

      She frowned. “You’ll have to hold back and not be who you are. Maybe you’ll be disappointed.”

      He laid back fully onto the bed and pulled the covers over his hips. “Are you afraid of me, after what you saw me do today?”

      Lila lay next to him. “No, I was just startled. And thank you for standing up for me.”

      “I put your honor before mine. I told you I—”

      “I know, I know,” she cut him off. “…thank you. I’m sorry for everything that happened. I should’ve asked first before having the bots make the table. I’m just on edge because I’m worried about people I’ve left behind. I’ve been trying to keep it all inside, but I don’t know what’s going on back home and it’s driving me crazy.”

      “I wish you would tell me what’s wrong so I can help.”

      “I wish I could tell you too,” she cried. “And I thought I was helping you, but I guess not? No one here likes what I did.”

      He wrapped those large, powerful arms around her. “I like what you did,” he answered. “I thought the table was a good idea.”

      She rested her cheek against his wide chest. “But your brothers didn’t like it.”

      “They’ll come around. They’re already getting used to it. Some of them just don’t like change.”

      She nodded.

      “In fact, Scar is searching for your loved ones.”

      She lifted her head. “What? No. I told you guys to not look into my past. All that will happen is I will be found, and you will be in danger. I just need to hide out here. You’re helping me by letting me hide here. I thought I was helping you too, but that didn’t turn out as planned.”

      “You are my Bride, and their new sister-in-law. This is how they will connect with you. Not with words, but with their actions.”

      Her eyes started to drift closed. “Okay. Okay…”

      

      Lila woke hours later to the sound of Zayzon’s even breaths.

      He was asleep and she was growing ever more restless. She shifted, moving her legs, trying to get comfortable, but finding it impossible. His scent was a freaking aphrodisiac. How could she sleep when her nipples begged to be touched and sucked? When her clit throbbed, and she was wetter than wet?

      Of course he could sleep. He wasn’t hard. He couldn’t get hard until they clasped hands. He hated to wait, but it wasn’t a physical discomfort for him. But she was human and humans pleasure mated and now that she’d been spending all this free time with this naked male, she was losing her mind.

      This was exactly why she’d wanted her own room.

      Ugh. Too bad she didn’t have her vibrator. That rabbit vibrator was her trusty friend. She knew right where it was back home, in her nightstand next to her bed.

      She stared out the tiny window, and then at the night light, and even at the glow Zayzon’s crystal cast on the walls. For an hour. But found it impossible to go back to sleep, because her mind kept playing out scenario after scenario, all of which involved her mouth around Zayzon’s hard cock.

      One thing she’d never admitted to anyone, ever—she might look “sweet” and “virginal” on the outside, but this was the opposite from the truth. She’d been a shut in with zero boyfriends, so she was certain no one associated her with ‘sex.’ But inside she was a dirty, filthy girl with a wicked imagination, just waiting for the right man to help her act out her erotic dreams.

      She rolled around, trying to find a comfortable position but it wasn’t happening. Maybe she could just um, quickly get herself off? She could take the edge off and finally get some rest. This sounded risky, but also a great idea. Maybe her only chance to ever fall asleep again.

      She glanced at Zayzon, double-checking he was still asleep.

      He let out another sharp snore.

      Yes, deeply asleep. Good. She rolled over, making sure her back was to him. Then she moved quietly, nervous that he’d awaken and catch her in the act. That would be awful! Her hand went cautiously down the front of her pajama pants, and then slipped under her panties and down into her slit.

      And she breathed a sigh of relief. Gods, she was so wet. Soaking wet and swollen and ready for cock. She moved her finger down, right next to her firm clit and gave it a few tentative strokes. Mmm. She spread her thighs a bit for better access, then she moved her other arm across her chest, into the neck of her shirt and pinched her nipple, rolling it in her fingertips. So good. If only it was Zayzon touching her…

      “What are you doing?”

      Oh no. She tensed and jerked her hands away.

      He sat up and inhaled deeply. “Lila…”

      She whimpered.

      He looked down and studied her position. “Are you pleasuring yourself?”

      “No…I…”

      “Tell me the truth.”

      “Okay, yes, dammit I was trying to get off. I can’t sleep so I thought this would help.”

      Zayzon fell back onto the bed and rolled to his side and draped a heavy arm over her waist. His gloved claw dropped right over the breast she’d formerly touched, pinning her other arm in place.

      “Let me help you so you can find relief. Tell me what you want me to do.”

      She blinked. “Uh, I don’t know.”

      “Yes, you do. Tell me.”

      “I…I…”

      His hand was so giant, engulfing the swell of her small tit. He adjusted his position and pinched her sensitive nipple. “Tell me,” he growled. “Was your hand here?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you like this?”

      “Yes,” she panted.

      “Tell me what else you like. Tell me what you want.”

      She shook her head.

      “Tell me. Now.”

      “I…I want you hard so you can fuck me,” she blurted out.

      “Hmmm. Really?” He continued to pinch her nipple. His lips right against her ear. “You do? You want my hard cock in your pussy?”

      She caught her breath. “Yes, I wish we could pleasure mate.”

      He snorted. “Xylan don’t pleasure mate.”

      “I know,” she pouted.

      “The moment you touch my palm and ignite my mating pheromones, then I can grow hard and pleasure you.”

      He’d said this so many times already. It was his favorite statement.

      Zayzon threw back the covers, leaving her exposed to his gaze. Then he jerked her pajama pants and panties down her thighs.

      What the hell?

      He inhaled again and stared down at her in wonder. “You have dark hair on your female parts.”

      A tiny snort escaped her lips.

      “Continue to touch yourself,” he ordered. “I want to watch you work that hairy pussy.”

      Her mouth dropped open. Where did he get these words?

      He took her hand and put it back on top of her slit. “Do it. I cannot do this for you yet, but I can be here next to you, scenting and listening and learning exactly how you pleasure yourself. This way when you are ready, I will know how you like to be touched.”

      Well, this did make sense. Right?

      She did as he asked and started stroking herself.

      “Hmm. What else do you want?” he asked.

      “Well…”

      “Tell me.”

      “Pinch my nipple harder.”

      And then he pinched and rolled it to the point of almost-pain. She groaned and threw her head back, resting it on his chest.

      “I want to shoot my seed all over your body,” he continued, saying words she’d never thought an Illibrium miner would ever utter. “I want it in your mouth. In your ass. All over your chest. I want to watch you lick it from my cock. I want you taking my cock and screaming as you come.”

      “You’re a dirty talker?” she whispered with delight.

      “My mouth is clean.”

      “No, I…never mind, please continue.”

      His hot mouth was right there, next to her ear continuing to describe sex acts he wanted to do when he was able to claim her, acts that he thought she might like. “…I will lick your ass while you mouth my cock. Then I will fuck your ass while I finger your clit…” How did a celibate male have such an elaborate, filthy imagination? This was fabulous.

      “I want to watch you come, right now.”

      Okay, if he insisted.

      One clawed hand continued to roll and tug at her nipple. Dirty talk filled her ear. And her legs were splayed as she furiously worked her clit, rubbing it exactly the way she liked.

      “I’m watching you,” he rasped.

      And then she exploded. “Uh…unh…oh gods.” It was literally the longest, hardest orgasm of her life. It raced across her stomach and down her thighs right to the tips of her toes, leaving her gasping with amazement. Her hips jerked up as she kept going, rubbing against her clit to ride it out and make it last longer. And she turned into Zayzon’s side, loving the feel of his big body and the rumble of his low voice as she shuddered in his arms.

      The only disappointment was the lack of that big cock pounding inside of her as she fluttered around him.

      How would that feel? She could hardly wait to find out.
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      “What’s wrong?” Zayzon asked.

      Lila shifted on her feet and glanced back at the group of males crowded in front of the door, staring at her with varying levels of annoyance. Cannibal was already eating his snack.

      They were ready to leave for work, and she was holding them up.

      Did they know that Zayzon had directed her to touch herself last night? Had they heard his dirty talk and her cries of pleasure?

      Please gods, no.

      Zayzon stared down at her with that tender gaze, only for her. It was darling that he wasn’t going to leave until he knew she was fine, but the problem was that the tablet was trying to alert her to the fact that the waiting period for her fake account was up. She’d already programmed it to snoop on her real account, so there could be some important info there accumulating, waiting to be discovered.

      He didn’t realize she was agitated because she had shit to do. This sexy male dressed in all the heavy mining gear was lovely, but he needed to leave.

      “You ready Claws?” Chief asked impatiently as he slid the door open. “It’s time to go. We don’t want to be late for work.”

      Was it true, did these miners want her as their family? They didn’t look very eager. Scar in particular was studiously ignoring her. She hadn’t had a chance to talk to them since last night. She’d woken up late and barely made it out here in time to say goodbye.

      Real families fought and made up though, didn’t they? Later, they could sit and talk and work it all out. She could make it up to them. But right now, she had to find out what was on that tablet.

      “Don’t look so sad,” Zayzon leaned down and whispered in her ear. “They’ll come around. You’ll see. Even though you are not yet my mate, I will do everything in my power to tend to all of your needs, in and out of our bedchamber. You will always come first.” He winked.

      Her heart warmed and butterflies fluttered in her stomach and she realized she totally loved this man. Loved. Him. Last night had been a revelation. A preview into her future, and she wanted it all—wanted all of him.

      Dammit.

      Was she ever going to make it back home?

      And where was home?

      

      The crew finally stomped out of the compound with their gear hooked to their belts and thumping against their thighs. Lila watched through the window as they walked through the dense, wild foliage out front and onto the empty street, on their way to public transport. The last of them disappeared from view.

      Then she whipped around and raced back to the kitchen table and scooped up the blinking tablet. She couldn’t handle it any longer, she had to know.

      Yes, she should be more worried about this rift with Zayzon’s brothers, but she’d have to fix it later. Zayzon was totally going to be her new husband. She was going to marry that sexy miner the first chance she got. She’d stick with him and his brothers and make it all work out. But first, she had to find out what was happening back home. She couldn’t move forward when her past was continuing to nip at her heels.

      Lila tapped the alert and a screen immediately offered her the being who’d been trying to contact her. Weirdly, this same being had tried to also contact her fake name.

      It was Gerard.

      She squeaked with delight and tapped the connection. A live feed popped up with a visual of her cousin’s flashing dark eyes and trimmed black beard. “Gerard,” she choked. Her cousin was seven years older. His mother, her aunt, had died in childbirth and his father had been snatched by the Hurlians when Gerard was a teenager. She’d always been close with him, more like siblings than cousins. They were all each other had left.

      “Lila,” he shouted. “Where have you been? I didn’t know if you were dead or alive.”

      Her heart squeezed. “I’m so sorry. I had to—”

      “Where are you? I don’t recognize the room you’re in. Tell me where you are so I can come and get you.”

      “Gerard, I had to leave New Earth. If I didn’t, I’d be dead. I had no way to tell you. This is the first chance I’ve had to contact you.”

      “You’re not even on the planet? You disappeared and no one knows what happened to you. I’ve had a search running on the interwebs for you. When you accessed your account, it pinged.”

      “But I didn’t access my account using my real identity. I was careful not to do that.”

      He shrugged. “My program looks not only for you, but also for anyone accessing your account, especially new accounts.”

      “Oh damn, I thought I was being so careful,” she cried.

      “Where are you?”

      She bit her lip and changed the topic. “Are you okay? How are Ines, Roberto and everyone else?”

      His harsh features softened. “We’re fine. Everyone at the house is fine, they’re just scared and worried, wondering if you’re okay. I’ve been over there every day since you’ve been gone.”

      “Thank you, thank you so much for checking on everyone.”

      “Lila, what happened? I need to see you and make sure you’re okay. Are you coming back? I don’t even know why you left. Daniela has been sniffing around, acting as if you’re already dead. She says you’d never leave on your own because you’re a shut in, so something bad must’ve happened. The peacekeepers are looking into it, but they think you’re an adult who chose to leave. It’s stupid. I know you. You wouldn’t leave without telling anyone unless something life-threatening happened. I was about to hire private investigators.”

      “I left because Daniela tried to have me killed. You were right all along about her. I’m sorry I didn’t listen to your warnings. She tried to kill me. That’s why I left. I’m hiding from the assassins she sent.”

      “What? Daniela is to blame? I knew she was a bitch, but I didn’t know she wanted you dead. And that explains why she fired me yesterday.”

      “She fired you? See, if I was there, she’d never dare try that. She wants the corporation for herself and I’m in the way. Dad’s will stipulated that if I die prior to my inheritance, then everything reverts to Daniela. I have to stay hidden and off the grid until my birthday so I can inherit and protect us all. Right now, she’s technically in charge.”

      His face turned into a mask of rage. “How did you escape?” he ground out.

      “An assassin came to my room to kill me, but she couldn’t go through with it. Dad had saved her when she was a child and she felt beholden to him. So instead she helped me to escape. She took me to the transporter station, put me on a disk and set it to random and I ended up—"

      And right then Daniela’s terrible face suddenly appeared on the screen, alongside Gerard’s. Now they were all in a group meeting together.

      “Lila,” her cruelly beautiful stepmother snarled.

      Lila almost dropped the tablet. “What the…?”

      “I’ve been looking for you,” she chuckled in an unusually dark tone. This version of Daniela was nothing like the vivacious woman Lila had always known.

      “Who are you?” Lila barked. “Did you ever love me? Did you ever love Dad?”

      “No,” Daniela snorted. “I didn’t love that asshole, but I did love his money. And you’re an annoying brat. And now everything will be mine, as soon as you’re dead. And I’ll get rid of Gerard too while I’m at it.”

      “I’d like to see you try,” Gerard snarled.

      And then the female assassin suddenly appeared on the screen too, still with her mask on, only revealing those two bright blue eyes.

      “Holy gods,” Lila gasped. This was crazy. Now she was in a virtual group meeting with her cousin, her evil stepmother, and the assassin who’d tried to kill her.

      “Lila Garabedian, get off this vid conference right now,” the assassin yelled. “Are you trying to get killed? I’ve been working my ass off to keep you alive and you’re ruining everything. Your stepmother has been running a locator scan this whole time and now you’ve provided her with your coordinates. The assassin network knows where you are. They’ve known your exact location for twenty minutes now.”

      Lila sucked in a breath. “Oh no.”

      Daniela chuckled. “It’s true. Better run little girl, or not. Either way you’re dead.”

      “Run,” the female shouted. “Get the hell out of there right now. You’re in danger.”

      Lila dropped the tablet and scrambled to her feet.

      The doorbell rang.

      This time she was certain it wasn’t her new sister-in-law. “Oh fuck.” She ran for the back door. And then a blast tore through the front room. She fell to the ground for a moment as dust settled on her head and back, the boom reverberating in her chest. Then she managed to push herself up and run down the back hall.

      She paused in the doorway, her fingers digging into the door jam. The jungle beckoned; it was her only place to hide and also her greatest fear. She’d been taken advantage of. An easy target. But this was not who she wanted to be anymore. She needed to stay alive long enough to vanquish Daniela.

      And then she ran outside without a backward glance.

      

      “Claws, there’s someone approaching our compound.”

      “What?” he powered down his laser and lifted his face shield. “What did you say?”

      Scar shoved his tablet in front of Zayzon’s face. “Look. Your tablet was trying to alert you to the fact that there’s a being approaching our compound, but you couldn’t hear so it bounced to me.”

      “Who is it?” he growled. The security system on their domicile was programmed to scan all beings who entered their property, or even the street.

      “I don’t know…wait, it’s two different beings.” Scar looked up. “There are two intruders at the compound. Eight more have just arrived at the transporter station.”

      Zayzon dropped his gear and pounded down the tunnel. He sprinted through a maze of tunnels and ran straight to the mining cage. He skidded to a halt, his chest heaving. Another mining crew had already crowded into the lift, filling the cage with crates of crystals and other large equipment. The doors were about to slide closed.

      “Fuck,” he shouted. They were at level 3400 today, with lots of activity. It was going to take an eternity to get above ground.

      “Don’t worry,” Scar answered, right behind him. “You get to her first. The rest of us will follow and take care of the intruders at the station.”

      “I love her. I can’t lose her.”

      Scar nodded. “I know.” He gestured at the cage and pushed him forward. “Go, go, go. There’s room for one more. You can fit in there.”

      Zayzon darted inside the lift and the doors slid closed behind him.
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      Am I going to die?

      The moment Lila stepped into the wild alien jungle the skies cracked open and dropped a torrent of rain with exactly the same ferocity as the day she’d arrived. Complete with lightening and thunder.

      What the actual fuck?

      She ran through the wet, dense vegetation in her pink pajamas, her heart beating furiously.

      Two assassins were on her ass? She’d caught one out of the corner of her eye as she’d ran into the jungle. Then the other had shot at her with a blaster, missing her by a millimeter and felling a tree instead.

      Luckily for her, the two of them seemed to be fighting each other almost more than focusing on her actual death. This was the only reason she was still alive, and also there were tons of places to hide in the dark jungle.

      She needed to get as far away from the compound as possible and take this fight elsewhere. The assassins were only here to kill her, but she was certain they’d have zero compulsion about killing anyone else who got in the way of their enormous pay out. If she remained alone, no one else got hurt. Zayzon didn’t get hurt, neither did his brothers and most importantly of all, neither did Leah. Leah who was pregnant with a baby boy, due in a just a few short weeks.

      “Come out here, bitch. I’ve got you in my sights. You’re not getting out of here alive.”

      “Fuck you, this is my target. She’s not getting out of here alive because I’m going to tear her head off and present it myself.”

      Assholes.

      Their bickering continued to devolve as she darted deeper into the jungle.

      And then she skidded to a halt. Wait, what was that?

      She heard a distant pounding, like something enormous tearing its way through the jungle. She whimpered and crouched behind a huge grey tree trunk. Was it an alien predator? She hadn’t even had a chance to ask the brothers what indigenous lifeforms lived in these jungles…

      And then an enormous beast, easily seven feet tall, with elongated fangs and razor-sharp claws broke through the tree line.

      She screamed with fright. Oh gods, she was going to die today.

      “My Be’Ih?” the beast snarled.

      She stopped and turned around. “Zayzon?” she panted. “W…what are you doing here? How did you know where I was? And how did you get here so fast?”

      “I told you I would die for you. But, there’s no need for that. No one is dying today.”

      Oops, she must’ve said that out loud.

      “Watch out. There’s two assassins chasing me,” she told him.

      “Heh,” he grunted and flexed his claws.

      “Who is that?” a voice shouted from the bushes. “Oh hell no, she’s our mark. We’ve finally decided to half the proceeds. We’re taking her in, not you.”

      And then two different assassins morphed out of the jungle, both of them dressed in unrelenting black from head to toe. One of the males had four arms, the other had a barbed tail. They each pulled out a blaster and shot at the man she loved.

      She screamed a second time.

      And then Zayzon turned into “Claws,” the male everyone on Timbur was frightened of. She got to see what they were scared of first-hand. And wow, he was fast. He took each blast, right in the chest and kept going like it was nothing more than an annoying gnat. A momentary distraction. He hefted forward and grabbed the first assassin with his giant claws and pounded the male again and again against the ground. Then he tossed him aside, like trash and reached for the other assassin.

      The other black-clad male let out a high-pitched scream and ran. But he wasn’t fast enough. Zayzon swiped him with his vicious claws, tearing open the male’s throat and mid-section.

      The assassin dropped to the ground, lifeless.

      Lila stood in the rain for a moment and stared at the body on the ground and then grimly stepped forward. “We need to keep running,” she told her man. “There might be others and they could still be after us.”

      

      It was true, Zayzon knew there were eight more intruders on this planet. He needed to regroup with his brothers in order to ensure his female’s safety. He pushed her gently forward with his bloody claw and they began running, but his Bride was human and therefore slow. He scooped her into his arms and ran at full speed.

      Lightening struck and tripped him. He continued forward, slipping in the mud and the torrential rain. He let go of Lila as he fell over a cliff. Dammit. His huge claw caught him. He looked down into the dark void below. Fuck. Death was down there.

      “Zayzon?” a tiny voice shouted.

      But at least his Bride was perfectly safe up above.

      She reached back down. “Take my hand.”

      “No.” He flexed his arm, starting to pull himself up.

      “Fucking take it you idiot.” And then she had her hand on top of his, her five human fingers wrapping around his claw, trying to pull him up, like he needed her help.

      “What are you doing?” he yelled. “I don’t need your help.”

      “Yes, you do—"

      Then he vaulted over the edge, on his side next to his Bride, her tiny hand within his bare claw.

      “Oh, sorry. Maybe you didn’t really need my help.”

      She glanced down at their clasped hands. The one place where they were joined. The spark of energy at that pressure point shot through him like a blaster. She was his Bride and she’d unlocked every pheromone he’d ever had. A flood of primitive instincts coursed through his veins. His cock was hard, enflamed and leaking seed already. He needed to claim her now.

      “Run,” he said, as calm as possible.

      She sat up. “Run? Why should I run?”

      “Because I can’t stop myself from tossing you to the ground and fucking you hard,” he gritted. “You’re in your breeding cycle. I need to claim you now.”

      She stood and took a step back. “Oh shit.”

      And then he threw his head back and let out a thunderous roar.

      And his Bride sprinted away.

      “My Be’Ih,” he snarled. He tried to pause, to give her the customary head start. According to the Scales of Xylan Law a Bride was to be allowed a chance to show her cunning and strength, her skill in fighting off or delaying the claim of her male. The more ferocious her avoidance, the better.

      He managed to count to twenty.

      And then the chase was on.

      He heard the light tapping of her tread against the ground, like the steady beat of his two hearts. He turned and followed the sound, and her amazing scent. He ran faster and faster, needing his Bride like the sky needed the sun.

      Finally, he cornered her at the edge of a river.

      “No,” she yelled, pounding her tiny fists against his chest. She managed to rake her tiny claws along his chest and kick him in the legs.

      He enjoyed her fight.

      Then he threw her to the ground and tore off her clothes. Those annoying colorful human sleeping clothes—gone.

      Then he fell on top of her, his knees sinking in the mud. His lips dropped to hers and he spent a very long time kissing her. Sucking on her lips and her tongue. She returned the embrace, throwing her arms around his neck and kissing him back with all she had.

      He broke the kiss, ready to claim his Bride. Lightening flashed overhead briefly illuminating his long, hard cock.

      “I don’t think it’s going to fit,” she whimpered.

      “You can take it.”

      And then he sank his cock in slow and deep.

      She grabbed onto his biceps, moaning out words he didn’t really understand. Finally he filled her up all the way and he began sliding in and out, in a smooth motion.

      “Harder,” she demanded.

      So he gave it to her hard.

      “I love your cock, love it, love it, love it,” she chanted, tossing her head from side to side as he pounded into her.

      He loved this female so much. He reached down and slid his claw tenderly next to her clit, proving he could pleasure his human with his huge claws without hurting her. And then she screamed out her climax, her core clamping down on his cock.

      He stilled above her, his own orgasm rushing through him for the first time in his life. He jetted his seed inside of her, filling her up just as he’d always wanted.

      Then he fell on top of her, breathless. He tracked his fangs along her neck. She shivered in his arms. He pulled them both over to the side and Zayzon licked his Bride’s neck seconds before his eyes closed into an exhausted sleep.
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      Zayzon woke to a light mist of rain. His Bride was in his arms. He’d vanquished her enemies, claimed her and planted his seed. He smiled because despite the initial dangers and the fight for both of their lives, this had turned into the best day of his life.

      She was his. And she’d been in her breeding cycle, which meant he’d also started his line. He was a mate and now also about to be a father.

      He stood, bent down and swept Lila of One into his arms. She murmured but then fell back asleep. He had to get her home. Zayzon steadily walked out of the jungle with his Bride in his arms. It took a long time. The fingertips of dawn were lighting the horizon when he finally stepped from the wall of dense foliage behind the compound and walked through the back door.

      His brothers were all waiting in the front room. A swarm of black bots was busy cleaning and repairing the damage to their domicile.

      Zayzon held his female close, with her body pressed against his and his giant claws covering her ass. She was human and therefore embarrassed by her nudity, so he made sure to cover her in the presence of his brothers.

      Chief stood up. “We went to the transporter station and eliminated the other eight assassins. Then we returned here and searched for you. We found the bodies of the other two assassins and we were about to go in and look for you both, but then we heard your claiming roar.”

      “Yeah. We weren’t messing with that,” his youngest brother commented. “Interrupting Claws in the middle of his claiming? Hell no. That’s asking for death.”

      They all nodded in agreement.

      Zayzon looked down at his Bride’s beautiful face. “Thank you. We needed our privacy.”

      “The peacekeepers have locked down the transporter station,” Scar said, “as well as the docking station. The assassin network has learned as lesson—Timbur is impossible to infiltrate.”

      Zayzon grinned, happy to hear of this outcome.

      “What happened?” Trunk questioned. “How did you end up clasping hands out in the jungle?”

      “I fell over a cliff and she thought she had to grab my claw to save me.”

      “Save you?” Heavy chuckled. “Your Bride is hilarious.”

      They all burst out laughing.

      His lips twitched. “My Bride continues to think I cannot take care of myself. She grabbed my bare hand, which caused us to initiate testing. I had to claim her in the jungle because she was in her breeding cycle.”

      “Lila of One is truly our sister now and she’s carrying your offspring?”

      He smiled and looked down at her, still asleep in his arms. “Yes.”

      “Saxon’s Bride is in labor,” Heavy said.

      Zayzon’s brow furrowed. “She is? Isn’t that early?”

      “Yes, but not too early. The Doctor doesn’t seem that concerned. She’s in med bay right now. We’ll keep you updated.”

      Zayzon nodded and turned to take his Bride to their room.

      “Claws?”

      Zayzon paused.

      “I want you to know we apologize for our previous behavior,” Chief broke in, gesturing at his six other brothers, all of whom were sitting at the kitchen table Lila had ordered, shredding their meat or drinking Traq. “We understand that your Bride is trying to upgrade our domicile and make it more livable for her and your offspring. We will now consider this goal a priority.”

      “Good. But tell her that yourself when she awakes.”

      “We will.”

      

      Zayzon woke later to his Bride’s mouth wrapped around his hard cock.

      He threw his head back and moaned with delight. His claws guided her motions. His hips flexed as he pumped, trying to help her…and he was already there. “I’m going to cum,” he shouted, trying to warn her before he jetted his cum. But she managed to take it all. Swallowing every last bit, licking his cock clean as if she couldn’t get enough.

      “I wasn’t kidding when I said I love your cock.”

      “I didn’t think you were,” he admitted. He knew she couldn’t get enough of him.

      He pulled his Bride into the cleansing unit. She tried to put the bot in with them, but he shook his head. He wasn’t going to fuck her with a bot in the midst.

      She pouted but acquiesced, and then she went to her knees, her mouth was on his cock again, gagging on his seed. He carried her back to their bed, and she was sitting on his cock, riding him like a beast of burden, crying out as he fingered her clit just the way she liked, giving her orgasm after orgasm. She winced and cried out each time he initially entered her, but she was able to take him each time like the strong, amazing female she was.

      Finally, his cock was sore, and her pussy was too. They lay together, arms and legs tangled, sweaty and exhausted, taking a quick break.

      “I’m your Bride?” she asked.

      “Yes, we’re mated now. I legally claimed you. Usually in order for our mating to be legal I’d have to either claim you in the original Xylantic forest on Chronos, or in a holo deck representation of that forest. But here on Timbur we have special dispensation to legally claim our mates in this planet’s jungle or in the mines.”

      “Why?”

      “Because when we first settled Timbur we didn’t have a holo deck, so there had to be accommodations. And when the holo deck was finally installed we’d become used to the other two settings, so we continue to keep them as a viable alternative.”

      “And there really aren’t any more assassins trying to attack us?” she asked for maybe the third time that morning.

      She placed a hand on his chest and then looked up at him. “Did you realize that when I first arrived, I was still scared of open skies and really open spaces?”

      He took her hand in his and squeezed. “Yes. Why did you feel that way?”

      “I was attacked by the Hurlians a few years ago while shopping in an open air market. They tried to snatch me with their hover craft and almost got away with it. I was in the sky. But then, a Xylan Bounty Hunter, Kayzon of Twenty-Six, saved me from the snatching. After that, I began to grow scared of the outside.”

      “Kayzon of Twenty-Six, the second son of Kroga of Seventy-Five, saved your life?”

      “Yes. You know him?”

      “Yes,” he answered, happy to hear his Bride was finally ready to confide in him and tell him about her past. “I know of him. But now that I know he saved you, I’ll have to make sure I reach out to him and personally thank him.”

      “Heh. Then, the very next year when I was eighteen my mother and brother died in a vehicular accident. They were driving down a side road and were slammed by a larger, out of control vehicle and both of them died instantly. My Dad got remarried to my stepmother, Daniela, no more than a year and a half later, when I was nineteen. But he seemed really in love and happy again, so I was trying my best to be happy for him. Dad had been in a deep depression after mom’s death for a long time and it was nice to have him back.”

      He bent and kissed the top of her head, pulling her tighter into his embrace.

      “And then this last year,” she continued, “Dad had a stroke and died. Out of the blue. Our housekeeper, Ines, found him dead on the floor of his bedroom. Daniela had already left for work and I was in the kitchen. None of us had known that he was in there, struggling for his life.”

      They were both quiet. Then his bride added, “my evil stepmother tried to have me killed. That’s why I was on the run and hiding. You see, my father was the head of the Garabedian Business Company and he’d willed the entire fortune to me.”

      “You’re an heiress?” Hmm.

      “Yes. But the problem is that I don’t really have any interest in it. I feel bad about that. I’ve always felt bad about it. My cousin, Gerard, has always been super deserving. He was Dad’s amazing assistant. But Dad really wanted to keep it in the family and Gerard’s last name isn’t Garabedian. In fact, my Dad said in his will that if I married, my future husband would have to change his last name to mine in order for us to both inherit.”

      “Why did your stepmother hire assassins to kill you?”

      “She hates me because I’m the real heir and she’s only in charge until I come of age.”

      “When is that?”

      “I turn twenty-one moon cycle and that’s when the company and the fortune revert to me.”

      “In one moon cycle you are going to be in charge of a large human business?”

      “No, in one moon cycle I’m going to sign everything over to Gerard. I was, and still am, giving him everything and I was going to live off my inheritance. I was planning on walking away from everything. I was going to offer the mansion to Gerard or Daniela to live in, if they wanted. I had no problem with moving out and starting over. But I couldn’t tell anyone of my plans because it was such a big deal for me, something I had to wrap my head around—especially how I wanted to be ready to offer to move out. I was waiting to tell them my plans on my birthday. I was going to make an announcement.”

      “You were giving it all up?”

      “To be truthful, I never wanted any of that.”

      “You didn’t?”

      “No. My Dad was the one who was all into the business. I think my older brother was too. Dad used to take Kevin to work with him. But I never wanted any of it.”

      “What do you want to do?”

      “I um, I like what I’m doing now.”

      His brow furrowed, causing the ridges to deepen. “You mean…?”

      “I really enjoy working on this compound. I wish we could make the outside as nice as the inside is now, but I understand how you have to still keep it looking like you’re a crew that’s accepting it’s banishment and living a hard life.” She grinned and he grinned back.

      “You’re all alone? You have no human line?”

      “Yes, I’ve only got Gerard.”

      “Well, now you’re part of our line. You are an honorary member of our crew. You will stay here and bear my offspring and take care of me and my brothers.”

      “I will?”

      “Yes. And they will be eternally grateful.”

      She laughed. “And what will you do for me?”

      He growled and opened her thighs. “I will keep my female satisfied.”

      

      Thirty minutes later his Bride’s tablet rang, blinking with a red light.

      “Oh, finally,” she exclaimed as she sat up and pulled the sheets up to cover her perfectly lickable tits.

      Zayzon sighed with disappointment at this interruption in their endless bouts of “love-making,” but he knew this was important. She’d been talking back and forth with her cousin, Gerard off and on the whole morning. Zayzon was pleased to know that her cousin was a strong human who was taking charge of all of their line’s problems.

      Lila tilted the tablet so Zayzon could see the screen and both of them were visible to whoever they spoke to.

      “I fixed it,” her cousin proudly announced. “I fixed everything.”

      “Fixed it?”

      “I changed my last name to Garabedian.”

      She placed a hand over her single heart, her eyes tearing up. “Oh, Gerard. That’s perfect. Now I can easily leave everything to you. I’m sorry father had his head up his ass where that was concerned. You were always the one. I know Dad loved and respected you. I think he was always secretly hoping you and I would get married and then that’s how you’d end up in charge.”

      Gerard laughed. “That was never happening.”

      His Bride laughed in return. “I know! You’re my best friend. My cousin. It was silly for him to think that.”

      “I love you Lila, and…I want you to meet someone who really important to me.”

      Her eyes lit up. “Who?”

      “Lila, I want you to meet my new husband.”

      And then a large human male, with a shiny bald head and skin dark as ancient night joined them on the screen with a bright smile.

      “Roberto?” she squeaked, clearly delighted. “Oh my gosh, you two got married? My two favorite people have found each other and fallen in love.”

      Gerard put his arm around his new husband. “Roberto was the one who had the goods on Daniela. He documented how she was stealing from the company. We were able to have her arrested in record time.”

      The male nodded and replied with a deep voice, “Daniela is in jail for attempted murder and also fraud. She’s never getting out. And I have rescinded the mark on you, so no more assassins on your trail.”

      “Oh, thank you. You guys are wonderful. Gerard, Roberto can you two do me a favor? Can you please move into the mansion and keep all the same staff?”

      “Oh, well…” Gerard sputtered.

      “I know you love that house. To tell you the truth, I was planning on surprising you by giving it to you, or at the very least asking you to move in with me. You used to come over all the time and hang out with me and admire it. Gerard you are meant to be the true heir, not me. I think Dad was wrong, a Garabedian isn’t a set of inherited genetic traits. It’s a mindset. You are the perfect person to pass along this inheritance to. You and Roberto both. I know you’ll manage it well.”

      “You’ve grown so much, Lila. I can’t believe how strong you’ve been through all of this. You left the house and even ran through a jungle? I’m really proud of you.”

      Zayzon wrapped his arm around his female and kissed the top of her head, silently letting her know he agreed with this male’s statement.

      “I learned that I was stronger than I thought.” She turned her head to meet Zayzon’s gaze. “And I learned that home is where my mate is. You are where my home is. You and Jasper and Abby.”

      “Jasper and Abby?”

      “And Max,” she laughed. “We have to go,” she told her cousin. “I’ll get back to you tomorrow and we’ll finalize everything.

      They said a few more goodbyes and then the screen was dark, and he had his Bride to himself again. Which was good because his cock was getting hard yet again.

      “There are eight rooms here in this domicile,” he admitted.

      “I know.”

      “You know?” Oh hell.

      “Of course, I know.”

      “I won’t ever lie to you again.”

      She kissed his lips. “I know that too.”

      Then there was a knock on their door. “Dinner is ready,” Cannibal announced.

      “Leave it at the door,” Zayzon shouted back.

      “Okay…and just letting you know Leah delivered a healthy boy.” And then they heard the sound of footsteps growing distant. And the hall returned to quiet.

      “That was rude,” Lila giggled. “And…wait, Leah was in labor? Oh wow, we need to go see the baby.”

      He pushed her thighs open and slid inside of her. “No, it wasn’t, my brothers can wait. And later we’ll go visit my brother and his Bride and meet our new nephew. They have plenty of visitors already. Right now, I have important work to complete. I promised I would tend to you with countless orgasms. I intent to keep my promises.”

      She slid her arms around his neck and held on as she took his cock. “I love you,” she breathed.

      “I love you too my Bride. I’ll love you until the days run into time.”
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