
        
            
                
            
        

    
	She’s toxic, he’s fascinated. Putting herself in his path is the easy part. Not taking advantage of their mutual attraction is going to be tough.

	 

	 

	Shan has arrived on Athon with one purpose, to take part in her friend’s wedding. When things get complicated, she ends up splitting her attention between the bride and the newly landed General Zaber.

	Zaber is the end of his line. His father was an idiot, and all of his half-siblings have followed their father to the grave. Raised by his mother on Kadura, Zaber had a good upbringing that ended abruptly when he was conscripted to take his father’s place in the Athon military. A decade and a half later, he has his father’s rank and no intention of continuing the family line. He is done with bloodlines, but the government of Athon wants to keep his line alive, and they are willing to kidnap members of the populace to ensure it.

	Shan has already met Zaber, and when the guards interrupt her friend’s engagement party, she is more than irritated but goes with them anyway. When she learns that it was not his idea to kidnap a few dozen women, she steps up and volunteers to take him on as a lover. After all, she is a bridal attendant, isn’t she supposed to be a little reckless with her virtue?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Shan was waiting in her seat and trying to ignore the unrest that was flowing through the other passengers. They were in their seventh hour on the tarmac, and each row was being given a chance to stretch their legs within the shuttle. She was on Athon and that is what mattered.

	Now that she was planet-side, she was able to communicate with her friend Tya. They were checking in with each other, and Shan was one of the only people on the shuttle privy to the reason for their delay. The Athon warship—Turus—had just docked, and their crew was taking their belongings through customs. When Shan looked up the public records, the Turus was completing a two-year exploration and border-defense mission. Each of the twenty thousand men returning to the planet had to run through a customs exam, and that meant that the travelers on the tarmacs had to wait.

	They were sitting on the tarmac of the only spaceport of the entire planet. The confinement was wearing on some of the other passengers. She sat and slowly removed her right glove.

	Shan felt the moment that the atmosphere changed, and one of the upset merchants went hostile. He stood up for his turn at exercise and ran toward the exit. Shan moved quickly and caught him before he had gone more than a handful of steps.

	“What the hell? Let go of me?”

	She wrapped her arms around him and pressed her hand to his throat. Contact with her skin acted as it always did. He sighed and slowly collapsed.

	Shan pulled her glove back on, grabbed him by the collar, and looked to the crew. “Where would you like him?”

	The woman blinked with her eyes wide. “Back in his seat? Is he all right?”

	Shan chuckled and hauled the man along until she got back to his row. She pulled him up and dropped him into place, tucking his legs into a close-to-natural position. “He will sleep for the next hour. Nothing will wake him. He might relieve himself, though. It is unpredictable.”

	The crewmember said, “What did you do to him?”

	Her companion grabbed her arm and shook her head. “The lady is well known on Kadura. Thank her and leave it at that.”

	The crewmember inclined her head. “Thank you, miss.”

	Shan left the two women to discuss her and heard the wave of conversation from the witnesses to her actions. Sighing, she took her seat and resumed her assessment of the current social climate of Athon. A dump of lonely men into the spaceport meant that a lot of them were going to be in search of brides. Tya was already tucked into her home and avoiding the groups of males who were looking for available females.

	It took another ninety minutes before the shuttle was cleared for the passengers to disembark. Shan waited her turn. While she was in first class on the cruiser above them, the shuttle didn’t have such niceties. Everyone landed together.

	Shan let Tya know that they were finally moving. She would be at her friend’s house within the hour.

	Once off the shuttle, her baggage passed her, heading for the first-class customs bay.

	She pulled up her hood and attached the flowing fabric to her forehead jewel. She looked every inch the Kaduran lady and that helped her move along, through the scanners, and out to meet a customs officer.

	The man stood, and he gave her a look. “Ma’am, can you remove your hood?”

	She smiled and pulled her hood back.

	He blinked at the contrast that her blood-dark hair was against her chalky skin, but she knew it was her vibrant blue eyes with the stars for pupils that made him stare.

	Bits of his thoughts started to encroach on her mind, and she blinked slowly, letting him out of the entrapment of her gaze.

	He shook his head and smiled. “Ah, right, Miss Akura Shan Dekkar. How long are you visiting?”

	“Thirty days.”

	He made a note in his terminal. “Reason for visit?”

	“A friend’s wedding is in a week, and she would like me to remain nearby for the easement. So, I have traveled for a week, and here I am.” She quirked her lips.

	“Your friend’s name?”

	“Tya Widofil. She is marrying Prolan Alloway.”

	He nodded and smiled brightly. “I know Prolan. He is looking forward to the wedding. Your friend’s father is an excellent bargainer.”

	She gave him a sober gaze. “I think we both know that it was Tya who did the bargaining. Prolan could either agree or see the last of her. She would go looking for a man who understood her worth.”

	He nodded. “Welcome to Athon.”

	His smile was bright. “You are clear to enter.”

	She nodded. “Thank you.”

	The pathway to the area that housed hire cars was clogged with the winged Athon warriors. She turned and headed for the private cars that cost an arm and a leg but would get her where she was going securely.

	The drive in the city was congested, so her driver got clearance from her for the fee, and he went airborne.

	The trip to Tya’s home was a lot quicker after that.

	Her friend was waiting in the shadows when the car landed. “Shan! I can’t believe you have made it.”

	Shan paid the driver and went to collect her bags. “I have made it. Blessings of the day to you.”

	Tya rushed out and thudded into her happily. “I am so glad that you came!”

	“I am happy I have made the trip.” She grabbed her bags and carried her smaller friend into the shadows of the house.

	The driver was blinking at her for a moment; then, he checked his account, grinned, and took flight.

	Her personal com chirped, and she chuckled at the Athon script stating that he was at her disposal any time, day or night.

	Tya was on her own feet now and walking her toward the guest room. “What was that?”

	“I have secured us emergency transport.” Shan chuckled.

	Tya smirked. “Are you ready to help me with the last of the shopping?”

	“Of course. That is where I excel.” Shan chuckled and entered the guestroom. Second floor, wide balcony, and large enough to play several sports in, and a bed that made her sleepy just to look at.

	Tya paused in the doorway. “Are you tired?”

	Shan snorted. “Not likely. I had plenty of time to doze on the tarmac. I am hungry and thirsty, though, so if you can get Malio to make some snacks, it would be appreciated.”

	“He’s on it. He started when you notified me that you were on the move. I am so sorry that I couldn’t pick you up at the port, but the city is insane right now. The crewmen have been flooding every bar, restaurant, and open square while transport to the provinces they live in is being arranged.”

	“Do you want to shop as an Athon or as a Kaduran?” Shan opened her luggage and pulled out a much smaller set of robes.

	Tya squealed and rushed to her, taking the bright blue robes of a woman of noble house. “You brought them?”

	“Of course. I even have a gem for you, but we need to take that off before the wedding, so we can fake the effect the night before the wedding with a headpiece.” She reached into the bag and pulled out a jewel box.

	Tya put the robes and draped them over one arm and squealed as she took the box and opened it. “Oh, this is lovely.”

	“I am glad you like it. It was my mother’s. She sent it along as your bridal gift.” Shan smiled as Tya now looked at the jewel with a healthy respect.

	“Lady Miran sent me this? Does it do anything?”

	Shan chuckled. “It can be rigged for audio recording. She used to wear it during negotiations. The crystal reader is in the box.”

	Tya grinned. “I will send her a thank you.”

	“Good. She loves getting messages.” Shan pulled her hood back and peeled her gloves off, tucking them into the belt that she wore on her dress under her robes.

	She reached out and touched Tya’s arm. Her friend was one of the few people she had ever met who had taken the antidote to her soporific touch.

	Tya smiled. “You are so warm.”

	“These robes don’t have air conditioning.”

	Tya chuckled. “I will go and get changed, and Malio will be here soon with your meal. I will be back as soon as I can.”

	Shan smiled and watched her small friend disappear out the door. She sighed and went to hang her clothing up in the wardrobe, putting each set of clothing next to the matching robes. “Damn, I wear a lot of black.”

	She quirked her lips and went to get the dress she was wearing to the wedding as the witness for the bride. It was a rich, dark blue, had smoky silk gauze over the skin that was exposed by the standard cut of the gown, and would make her feel less obvious than she would if she was wearing the robes of her social station. Master Sandman was the joke title, and Sleep Master was the actual title, but both meant that she was known for knocking folks out with a touch.

	Her father had the touch of control, her mother had the death touch. Her father had a lot of guts, and her mom was able to embrace trust. They had a good relationship and came from excellent families that had expected them to have a bunch of sons and rule the world and those around them. Shan had been the sole result of their union.

	A knock at the door brought her attention to the scents that her brain had been processing. “Malio. How nice to see you again. Please, come in.”

	The cook and housekeeper were a standard Athon male. He was about eighteen inches taller than Tya, and only four inches taller than Shan. Gender dimorphism was alive and well on Athon.

	“It is an honour to still be here to greet you, Lady Shan. You are looking... tall.” He smiled.

	She cackled. There was no other word for it. “I did warn you that I would not stay at Tya’s height forever. I was not made to be portable.”

	“I see you wear a master’s robes now.”

	“I do. It was an online course and took half an hour. You should try it.” She grinned and looked at the tray he was fussing with. He was obsessed with presentation.

	When he deemed the meal suitable, he stepped back, and she was treated to the sight of a bouquet made of edibles shaped into flowers. A small tower of sandwiches was next to the fruit-based floral display.

	“Enjoy. I will bring your tea up shortly.” Malio smirked and bowed. “I expect you to eat it all. You are a growing girl.”

	She stared at the huge serving, back to him, and he laughed as he left.

	When he was out the door, she smirked and started in on the sandwiches, eating what was a quarter portion of her normal meal serving. The food on Kadura was monstrous in proportion to the more elegant foods of Athon, and by the time Malio arrived, she was on the last rose.

	She sat and nibbled delicately at the petals and smiled. “That was delightful. Thank you.”

	He paused and then recovered. “I will gather the rest of the garden and bring it to you. I recommend you not eat the soil. It will be real.”

	She laughed, he laughed, and Tya came in.

	She was dressed in her blue robes and had the bejeweled gem on their forehead, and the blue complimented her soft amethyst eyes. “This is going to make moving around the city so much easier.”

	Shan took the tea that Malio handed her. “Yes, but on the street, you need to act as my teenage daughter. Are we good with that?”

	Tya grinned. “Are you paying?”

	Shan sipped her tea and smiled. “Of course.”

	“What are we waiting for?”

	Malio was smiling as he left.

	She shrugged. “I have to finish my tea.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Flowers were heady and fully in bloom at the florists, but Shan looked around and found what she wanted Tya to look at. Tya was surrounded by store crew who were enticing her into purchasing their bright and ready flowers.

	“Come here, Ty.” Shan beckoned to her, and Tya left the two women and one man who were trying to get her to choose the products in their arms.

	Tya moved gracefully through the displays, and Shan smiled. “If you insist on getting cut flowers, these will be blooming the day of the ceremony. They will last the entire day and for the four days after.”

	Tya blushed. “Ah. Right. That.”

	“Yes. That. You Athons are funny about that.” Shan smiled.

	“And the Kadurans are a little free with their bodies.”

	“Of course, we are. We are disease resistant, difficult to breed, and like large families. That means we have to do that a lot.” Shan chuckled.

	Tya touched the flowers. “I like these. We will order them.”

	“Excellent. I will place the order, and then, we can continue on to seek out dinner. Shopping is hungry work.”

	Tya snorted, and they attended to the ordering of the flowers, remaining in the shop until they had been labeled and set aside for the wedding.

	They chatted and walked to a nearby restaurant that Shan remembered from her first visit a decade earlier. That had been where she and Tya met.

	The restaurant was packed with crewmen from the ship, but when they arrived at the door, the frazzled host smiled and said, “Miss Tya, Lady Shan, please come with me. We have put aside the private room for you.”

	Shan let Tya precede her and watched the men who were staring at them with casual alertness. She flexed her hands, and one or two of the higher-ranking men caught the reference. The murmur went through the crowded space suddenly changed pitch.

	They were two-thirds of the way to the private space when a wing was extended to block them. Shan didn’t say a word, she simply pushed on the wing with enough force to snap it to its owners back, and then, she dug her fingers in to make contact with the skin under the feathers, and the speed bump fell asleep on his buddy’s shoulder.

	The room went silent. The host paused and then nodded with a smile. “Thank you, Lady Shan.”

	The small act had just protected her and Tya against unwanted advances. No Athon could ever manage a contact effect. That was the domain of the Kadurans. Tya was now off their radar.

	They were able to settle in and enjoy their meal while giggling at the memory of the faces in the restaurant. Two hundred pairs of eyes had watched and grown wide in horror.

	It was delightful.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	General Zaber tightened his fist. “I don’t care. I know that I am the last of my line, but I don’t care.”

	His advisor winced. “Sir, you need to have an heir. Your fortune is vast, your time in command has come and gone, shore leave has been approved, and you need to continue your lineage.”

	Zaber looked at him. “My father spent his life impregnating every woman who didn’t move fast enough, leaving me with twenty brothers, and now, they are all dead. My mother only kept me alive because she ran with me until the scanners found us.”

	He reflected on his mother’s fury when his father had found them and demanded that Zaber return with him to Athon for enrollment in the military. Zaber had been enlisted for two years when his father and the six of the sons on his ship had died in a stupid meteor collision. Two hundred men with them had also died in the collision, and they were on a memorial somewhere in the capitol.

	“You know. The more I think about my father, the less I want to carry on the tradition of being a horny jackass.” He set aside the reports of the valuations of the cargo that they had brought in.

	General Thander winced. “I hate to mention, but it is in your contract. You have to provide an heir to take your place in the military. It is the Athon way.”

	Zaber flicked his midnight wings out slightly and gave his friend a long look. “Fine. One child. One. Find someone suitable. You have my scans. You also know it will not be easy.”

	He rubbed at the small mark where his Kaduran focus crystal used to be. “It is not going to be easy at all.”

	Thander smiled. “I know, but you had to agree to let us search. Okay. We will find you a candidate, and you can take it from there.”

	“So easy?”

	“So easy. Come on. You need to eat. Let’s head into the city and get something to eat. There is a great place near Argos Square. You need a nice break.”

	Zaber frowned. “Isn’t the square filled with our crewmen?”

	“I will ask for the private room. I know that they have one. I have attended wedding celebrations there.”

	Zaber sighed. “Fine. I hear they have lovely gardens near the square.”

	Thander clapped him on the shoulder. “That’s the spirit! Who knows, we may find your future breeder just wandering around.”

	“The women in the city are on lockdown.” He chuckled. “We aren’t going to see anything that isn’t fifty years old.”

	“Well, some of those ladies might be worth looking at.” Thander chuckled.

	Zaber didn’t comment. Thander’s choices in companionship tended to run to the more mature of females. He didn’t have a family legacy to protect, he had six siblings who chose to remain on their home world. Their children would be lotteried to determine who was going to be in the military to follow in their uncle’s footsteps.

	They walked to the balcony and stepped out, their wings catching them as they slowly glided toward the square. Zaber sighed as he noted that there were only men wandering around. He needed to get his troops back to their original provinces as quickly as he could manage. They were disrupting commerce.

	It was far easier to keep track of twenty thousand people when they were all allocated to specific parts of the ship. Here, they ran around at their leisure and were dealing with others who did not have the same training or experiences. They stood out.

	They landed in a clear zone near the gardens. He folded his wings in, and Thander pointed to the restaurant.

	“It’s over there.”

	Zaber nodded. “Lead the way.”

	It was a quick walk across the square, and when they entered the restaurant, the room went quiet for a heartbeat before a cheer resounded and shook the walls. The staff froze at the raucous noise, and Zaber smiled and said, “Thank you, now quiet.”

	The men chuckled, and the sound cut off in an instant. They stood, saluted, and then sat again.

	The host looked at them with wide eyes. “Where would you like to be seated, Generals?”

	Thander spoke. “I believe you have a private room?”

	The host paused. “We do, but it is currently engaged.”

	Thander smiled. “I am sure that whoever is there will not mind our company. Allow us to plead our case for companionship, and we will leave if they do not let us join them.”

	Zaber chuckled. “We can be very persuasive.”

	The host swallowed. “Yes, of course. This way.”

	As they walked past the tables, the men sat straight and saluted. Commander Dethon looked at Zaber and gestured to the private dining room and then tapped his forehead. The warning that Kadurans were in the room was not lost on Zaber. He nodded and smiled slightly.

	The host scratched softly on the door and stepped inside. There were soft sounds of conversation and a soft laugh. “You may join us, gentlemen.”

	The voice spoke pure Athon with no hint of an accent. The host stepped out and bowed for them to enter the private space.

	Zaber was surprised at how light the room was. The wall behind the occupants was filled with flowers, and the two women reclining on the cushions raised hands in greeting.

	“Please be welcome. We will be continuing our journey shortly, and you may have your privacy. As you can imagine, we are not in the mood to deal with your men.” The woman in black spoke, her forehead crystal twinkled as she moved her head.

	Zaber and Thander bowed. Thander spoke. “Thank you for sharing the space. Have you recently arrived?”

	Zaber stared at the woman in the dark robes. The one in the blue was far more attractive by Athon standards, but then, he was not pure Athon. His own Kaduran blood roared in his veins. As he slowly took one of the couches, he was happy that his tunic concealed the ill-timed interest in a member of the opposite sex.

	“I am Zaber; this is Thander.”

	The woman with stars for eyes smiled. “This is Tya; I am Shan.”

	The younger woman smiled, but her eyes looked like standard Athon eyes. Zaber focused on her. “Tya, you are not Kaduran, are you?”

	Tya looked to her companion and then shrugged. “I am not. Shan obviously is. We are out today shopping for my wedding, so this seemed the easiest way to go about it. We have only been importuned once, and that was on the way in here, so I think it is working.”

	The servers brought in hand towels and water for the new arrivals, and they washed their hands.

	When the niceties were taken care of and orders were placed, Zaber looked at Shan once again, only to find her staring at him.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	General Ibrik Zaber, sitting four feet away from her. Shan sighed. It was certainly distracting. Her focus crystal tingled, wanting her to use it to rummage through his mind. That was rude.

	She stared at him and saw the scar on his forehead. That was a very familiar mark. “I didn’t know that you had Kaduran blood, General.”

	He looked at her with a slight smile. “My mother.”

	“Ah. And when you entered the Athon forces...” she tapped her forehead.

	“Yes. They are not fond of focused psychic powers in their military.”

	She snorted, and he grinned. He had a very nice smile.

	He asked her, “So, you are here for the wedding?”

	She nodded. “Yes. Wedding and the following few weeks, and then, it is back home to attend to family business.”

	Tya cleared her throat. “There could be room to negotiate. Shan is not in a hurry.”

	Shan felt her cheeks get pink. “Suddenly, I am thinking of things I need to do.”

	Tya said, “Also, you two are invited to attend the ceremony. It is at eleven in the morning at Yseff Park. First rest day.”

	Thander asked, “Who is your husband?”

	“Prolan Alloway. He did his military service and got out three years ago. He started courting me right after that, and as I am older than he is, there was no time to waste.” Tya chuckled.

	Thander frowned. “I thought you were just a child.”

	Tya laughed out loud, the sound rippled through the room, and Shan smiled.

	“Next to Shan, all Athon women look like children.” Tya smirked, and she grabbed the last tart.

	Shan muttered, “And eat like them, too.”

	She reached out for one of the cookies she had selected for dessert, and a small green dot was on her hand. She glanced at Thander, who casually put the scanner away. “What was that?”

	Thander smiled. “Just a quick scan to make sure that you aren’t Athon. Zaber is looking for a breeder, and they have to be acceptable to our government.”

	Shan blinked. “Why? What do they have to do with it?”

	Zaber snorted. “I am the last point on a pyramid of inheritance. All of my siblings are dead, as is my father. My mother and her line are the only members of my family left, and my mother was not an official concubine to start with.”

	“Wow. Official concubine. Nice phrasing. I am guessing that your father just couldn’t figure out birth control, so he used it as a bragging point.” Shan chuckled.

	Zaber smiled. “That is entirely possible. He was very brave but not very intelligent, or he wouldn’t have taken more than half of his surviving children on a warship with him.”

	“You were removed later? Taken from your mother?” Shan frowned.

	He nodded. “I was nineteen on Kadura, working for the family import business when the Athon military came to me with a conscription notice. My crystal was removed, and I began training to command vessels.”

	Shan looked at Thander, and the man appeared to be shocked by the conversation, chewing slowly.

	“Does your mother live here now?”

	“She has an estate, but she has not used it. She says there is no point until I choose to stay home.”

	Shan grinned. “That does sound like a Kaduran mother. Congratulations on having such a strong will in your lineage.”

	He smiled. “Thank you. I am very proud of her and hope that she feels the same.”

	“She is proud of you, or she would not have named you My Heart and Kitten Paws.”

	Thander sat up. “What?”

	Zaber covered his face with a hand. “It did sound like that when she would hold me close, but I never got a translation from Ancient Kaduran.”

	“Well, it is not a common name, but it is the most direct translation. I had to take language classes. Lots and lots of language classes.” Shan smiled and looked at Tya. “I believe that we should continue our errands. We still have gifts to purchase and the grooming day to arrange.”

	The men protested, but Shan stood and reset her hood. Tya did the same. They bowed and left the room. Shan had left a hefty stack of currency behind.

	“Enjoy your meal, gentlemen. Tya’s invitation was sincere.”

	It was the last thing she said before they left the restaurant, and her heart resumed a normal beat again.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Tya was still giggling an hour later. “I have never seen them aside from the news vids. They are much more striking in person.”

	“Zip it, Tya.”

	“And General Zaber, he’s quite lovely, isn’t he?”

	“Zip it, Tya.”

	They walked along the row of shops, and Shan saw the jewelry shop. “Next stop, Tya.”

	The jeweler looked at them then noted the quality of the icon on Tya’s forehead. “What can we do for you?”

	Shan stepped forward. “We need a full bridal set, groom’s set, witness bands, and a variety of gifts for guests.”

	The light went on in the jeweler’s eyes. “Certainly. What kind of gifts would you like?”

	Shan walked toward him. “First, the bridal set. If the style is appropriate, we will continue from there.”

	She stood near the counter and extended her hands to remove the first jewels from the box he presented.

	He panicked. “What are you doing?”

	She carefully lifted the necklace collar up and flexed it as if it would be draped over Tya’s shoulders. The loose connections gave way when she started to move it.

	“If this is the best that you have, you should close shop.” She gave the man a serious look.

	His ruddy skin darkened, and he straightened. “I see the lady has a discerning palate.”

	She gave him a cold look. “I see the man has made an error in the judgment of his workmanship. Those links were wide open.”

	He darkened more, and there was an angry tint. “The piece wasn’t finished.”

	“Thank you, we will find another jeweler for our custom.” Shan looked to Tya, and her friend looked embarrassed. This was her recommendation.

	He spluttered, “But you broke it.”

	“No, I touched it and mimicked the bride wearing it. I did not want to wreck her luck by having broken links at her wedding. My people are fussy about things like that.” She smiled tightly. “I also have a recording of this interaction, so consider carefully before you attempt to lay false charges.”

	His eyes flared, and the stain of guilt highlighted his cheeks.

	Shan left with Tya, and Tya apologized. “I am so sorry. My aunt told me to go there.”

	“Does your aunt like you?”

	Understanding dawned. “Not particularly.”

	“Right. Come with me. I know of another shop that specializes in quality workmanship. I should know. I own it.”

	They walked through the alleys until they reached the very high-priced and elegantly exclusive shops. The script in old Athon read Elegant Heart. Shan nodded to the doorman, and he opened the door for her. She ushered Tya in ahead of her.

	The shop workers smiled and welcomed them in. Shan said, “We are here to get a full wedding set with gifts for fifty.”

	The ladies’ eyes brightened. One of the older women asked, “When is the wedding?”

	Tya smiled. “Six days from now.”

	The younger of the women made a dismayed expression. “Oh, that is too bad. There will be a surcharge on a rush order.”

	Shan asked, “Really?”

	The woman flushed but nodded. “Yes. Really.”

	“I would like to speak to your manager, and I would like them to contact their headquarters, please.” Shan smiled.

	The manager came out a moment later with her hand on her com. She confirmed the rush charge, and Shan sighed. “I had hoped to do this nicely.”

	Shan used her own com and contacted the headquarters, talking to the CEO of her company, a lovely woman named Jimt. She put the call on speaker.

	“Elegant Heart Corporation, how may I direct your call?”

	“Hello, Minik. This is Lady Shan. I would like to speak to Ms. Jimt, please.”

	“Yes, Lady Shan. Of course.”

	“Hello, Jimt. How are you today?”

	“Lady Shan! It is lovely to hear from you. Are you on Athon?”

	“I am. I was just attending a friend’s wedding in the capitol and have brought her here to get her a full wedding set. Imagine my surprise when it seems that this particular outlet charges a premium for a standard bridal order. Now, I know that the stock is in. I confirmed the shipment while I traveled from Kadura. So, is this a new policy that someone instituted without running it by me?”

	“Of course not. Who is the manager there?”

	“Sebile Wiol. She’s listening and has just gone very pale.”

	Jimt chuckled. “Sebile, the very tall and frightening woman in front of you owns the whole, damned company. Provide her with the best service, and we will discuss the fee that seems to have not appeared on your profit statement.”

	Shan handed the com over carefully. “You two have things to discuss, and Tya and I are here to shop!”

	The clerks caught on and scrambled to bring samples together. One woman set them up in the selection room with tea, and the others came in with box after box before the trial and selection was going to begin.

	A chastened manager came in with the now-dark com. Shan took it and smiled. “Thank you. So, are you still employed?”

	The woman’s head was bowed. “That is up to you. If you say yes, you can let Madame Jimt know, and she will arrange biweekly audits of the accounts and inventory. If you say no, she will have a new manager here tomorrow at the beginning of business. Either way, I, and the employees here, need to repay the company for the fees we have erroneously collected, and from there, the money will be returned to the clients that we charged and explained as a change in policy that will be reimbursed to the date we began to collect it.”

	“Excellent. I will tell her to begin a legal inquiry but to hold the action on it until we have collected the funds so that we do not pass the statute of limitations before filing a complaint. If the money is returned in good time, the charges will be dropped.”

	The clerks paused, and their eyes widened. The younger one said, “We can’t pay back that much!”

	“Oh. Dear.” Shan sighed. “I know for a fact that this business is one of the only ones that pay a middle-class or higher wage. You have benefits, you have travel opportunities, and you can continue to climb the corporate ladder until retirement. There is no limit to where you can go. It is your choice.” Shan sighed. “It always was.”

	She clapped her hands. “Now, shall we get on with the shopping? Prices are as stated, and commissions still apply.”

	The manager stared. “Seriously?”

	“Seriously. I know you are surrounded by the trappings of wealth and power. It corrupts, which is why we tend to promote people quickly. We get them moving and focused on their own rise.” She smiled. “And I was not kidding about shopping. I am here to purchase items for my friend and now that she is mortified about the ways of business, she is going to have to get used to the idea that sometimes nice people don’t act in their own best interest.”

	The clerks were subdued but soon got into the spirit of the day as Tya tried on set after set, making intelligent comments on the composition of the heavy jewels or the shine of the metal.

	Shan took her small com and sent her plan to Jimt. When it came to the witness cuffs, she smiled. “Now, we need two men’s sets. Mine will be smaller.”

	They stared, and the young woman asked, “You will be wearing a men’s set?”

	Shan pulled back the long sleeve of her robe. “Yes. A small men’s, but still a men’s.”

	The clerk was going to put one of the cuffs on her, but Shan stopped her. “Only touch me over the fabric. My skin is considered to be toxic to most Athon. It won’t kill you, but you would hit your head when you hit the floor.”

	The clerk paused, and Shan took the cuff and put it on her wrist, checking the rotation when she twisted her wrist and smiling. “I like the fit. Tya, what do you think?”

	Tya was wearing four pounds of jewels. “It needs more sparkle. You are striking, but you need to be evenly striking, not just your head.”

	The clerks laughed, and Shan smiled. “Fine. What would you pick?”

	“I would take these two and separate and mix the links. The amber, onyx, ruby, and turquoise are a nice combination.”

	Shan looked at the women and smiled. “Can you find another set of men’s cuffs with the same stones?”

	One of the clerks took up the challenge. “I think I have something that will suit.”

	The rest of the appointment was a scavenger hunt as they mixed and matched pieces, setting up a full day’s work for the jeweler on site the next day. That was a service she would pay extra for.

	Tya was delighted, and they had an appointment to pick up the jewels the following afternoon.

	They agreed that the day had been very eventful, and they headed back to Tya’s home. Tonight, Shan was meeting the fiancé, so she wanted to make a good impression and not scare the hell out of him. It was important that Tya’s dream ceremony happened.

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	Prolan Alloway was from a good family, a little nervous around Shan, but doting on Tya. It was a good match.

	Prolan’s brother was along for the family dinner, and he was one of the newly demobbed space crew. He talked endlessly about the beauty of the stars and the wild fights of the outrider ships that circled the warship. They were the first to see action each and every time.

	Shan did a little bit of research in the military archive, and she sighed a bit when it turned out that Demoy was launch crew.

	Tya’s father smiled. “It is an honour to have one of the crew of the Turus with us.”

	Shan raised her glass to him. “Indeed. An honour to have one of the crew of the Turus with us. That long in space is worth a lot. All of the crew deserve our respect, from pilot to dishwasher. It is hard to do such a long haul.”

	He looked at her, and he smiled, awareness of what was in her gaze. There was a bit of a blush in his cheeks that everyone else put down to embarrassment at the attention.

	Later in the evening, he stood next to her, his soft grey wings folded against his back. “So, Lady Shan, you know?”

	“I have security access. You were talking a little too enthusiastically about risking your life. I have seen men who have had that duty for more than six months. The silence of space takes them to the edge of sanity. They barely talk at all for weeks after their tour.”

	He blinked. “So, why didn’t you call me out?”

	“It isn’t my business. I, too, have seen the rings around Amebour. They are brilliant blue and filled with crimson eyes.”

	He paused. “So...”

	“Either stop being lazy and do your homework or one of the men from an exterior unit is going to kick your ass, and a superior officer might break your wings, making you unable to even consider a return to active duty.” She was matter of fact as she sipped at her drink.

	“So, what should I do?”

	“Find everyone you have bragged off to and apologize, saying that you were worried that life prepping for battle was not as impressive as life firing into the void. Then, explain what you actually did if they ask.”

	He frowned. “How do you know what I did?”

	“I have been on a few warships in my lifetime. The Kadura are known for their tactics, and being on a warship is how we spend our tenth birthday. We have to know each and every part of the ship before we turn eleven. At that point, we can return home or continue on with our schooling on the vessel.”

	He was appalled. “There are children on Kadura ships?”

	“Of course. We do not leave our families behind. Ever. But we defend them with our lives.”

	They spoke for a few more minutes when he looked at her with a smile. “I must say, it feels odd to be looking you in the eye as we talk.”

	She grinned. “I seriously doubt that you have been making eye contact with me. You haven’t turned pale and walked away.”

	She turned the full force of her gaze on him, giving him calm confidence, and she chuckled as he turned and walked off.

	Tya came by, and she smiled. “Isn’t this wonderful. Everyone is getting along so well.”

	“It is an excellent outcome. Did you have fun today?”

	Tya grinned. “I did. I even learned a few things about business and directing it from afar.”

	“What did you learn?”

	“I learned that if you are not going to be at your business, make sure the person at the top is the one you can trust.” Tya smiled.

	“My mom taught me those lessons. It is rather fun to pass them on to you.”

	Tya moved closer. “Why are you an only child? I thought your people were fixed on breeding heirs.”

	“My mom couldn’t carry more children. They did try, but with every heartbreak, they decided that one would be enough. So, I have inherited my mother’s and father’s fortunes.”

	“Wait. What?” Tya stared. “That... You...”

	“Three moons and a percentage of harvest properties on six worlds. Yeah. Funds are not my problem.” She smiled. “All the gems that were in the jewelry we looked at were mined in my asteroid fields.”

	“How is that possible?”

	“My parents were both very good at what they did, and they inherited from childless couples across the family trees. I was declared heir to more sparse fortunes than I can count, and now, I am wandering the worlds, boosting my own inheritance into a mass that I can split with my heirs, and I am waiting to find a likely breeding partner to bring my own heir into the world.”

	“You seem so confident that it will happen.”

	“Fortunately, the Kadura are not obsessed with marriage. Family is the focus, and that can be a mother with many lovers or a father with the same. The child is the desired result.”

	Tya looked toward her fiancé. “I think children will follow. The attraction is there.”

	“You two have not...”

	“No. We have not. My father watches us very closely.”

	Shan smiled. “He is very good at it. He has been doing it all your life. Do you have any questions about physical relations that we didn’t cover in our correspondence?”

	Tya blushed. “I will ask for a refresher the night before the wedding.”

	“Fine. You need only ask.”

	“So, what about General Zaber. Are you going to seek him out?”

	Shan thought about the man, the wide shoulders, and the military cut that showed his dark blue hair, still thick and waiting for an opportunity to grow. With the sensibilities of her people, she wanted something to run her fingers through to hold her partner’s head where she wanted it.

	“I will consider it. I mean, if he comes to the wedding, I will definitely see if he is interested in a tumble.”

	Tya was going to ask more questions, Shan could see it in her face, but there was a knock on the door.

	The party paused, and then, conversation resumed as Tya’s father went to speak with the person at the door.

	The march of military boots was unmistakable. Shan put herself in front of Tya. “Hide.”

	Green scanners opened fire and struck every woman in the place. Shan watched the beams and saw them strike her neck. The magnified result was what they were looking for. The scanners shut off with a snap, and the men stomped toward her. “Miss, you are a match and are being conscripted to appear as a concubine candidate for General Zaber.”

	She quirked her lips. “You don’t say.”

	“Please, come with us.”

	One of the men reached for her, but he grabbed the bare skin of her wrist. He dropped to the ground a moment later. “Ah. Yes. I am a Zeffer Kaduran. If you remain calm, I will put on gloves.”

	She produced the gloves out of her robes and pulled them on. “Fine. Now we will go and have a chat with the good general.”

	The men seemed a little taken aback by her calm demeanor. Shan pulled her hood up and nodded. “Lead away.”

	They appeared amazed by the acquiescence, and from the night, cries of sobbing women sounded. “Seriously? You are doing a sweep?”

	They didn’t answer her. Two took her by the arms, and then, they were flying toward the distant tower along with over a dozen other kidnapped women. Shan didn’t squirm, but when they put her down, she straightened and strode into the building. “General Thander, does he know you are doing this?”

	Thander jumped as she walked forward.

	“Ah, Lady Shan, I was not expecting you to be picked up.”

	“I am guessing that your men were not told to act with discernment during the collection.”

	He blushed. “Oh. That. Well, time is a factor. Zaber is the last of his line, and as we all know, life is uncertain.”

	“Now for the fun question. Does Zaber know that you are acting as his pimp?”

	There was a roar of fury from within the building. If Shan was honest, it sent a nice thrill up her spine.

	The women who were crying softy near the wall, being guarded by the same type of men who had snagged Shan, began crying louder.

	The thudding footsteps warned of his approach, and Shan braced herself for action.

	“Gather them up and send them home, Thander. I am not going to drag a line of sobbing women through my bed.”

	Shan looked at him with her head cocked. When he saw her, he froze. “You.”

	“Indeed. Me. Taken from one of the engagement dinners. So, you are stocking your concubine collection?”

	He took a few steps toward her, and she could feel the heat coming from his body via the uniform. With gritted teeth, he made himself clear. “I. Did. Not. Ask. For. This.”

	“Aw. You did too good a job with your ship, and now, they are trying to keep your bloodline in play. Boohoo. I am missing dessert.”

	He stared at her in shock, and for a moment, it was like there was no one else in the room. No crying women, no scowling men, and the delight and worry on Thander’s face were easy to ignore.

	Shan checked, and she quirked her lips. Her body was telling her what it wanted, but now, she had to convince him to cooperate. “Why don’t you agree to take a single lover for tonight and let the others go home?”

	He raised his brows, so she drove the point home, leaning up slightly to kiss him, waiting for the inevitable reaction when he dropped to the ground. His hands wrapped around her waist, and as she pressed her lips to his, his tongue flicked out to taste her, and she returned the favour.

	Her body shivered and pressed toward his. His body was doing the same. Layers of clothing between them were the only thing that kept them as individuals when their bodies wanted to be one.

	He flexed his wings, and they were suddenly in a warm and scented bit of cover that wrapped her in his pheromones and left her wanting to rip all of the hidden barriers away from them.

	When she finally broke the kiss, he lowered his wings and looked at Thander. “Tell them I agree to one but no confinement to the tower.”

	Thander’s astonished face nodded. “No confinement. Right. She is here for a month and easy to keep ground-bound.”

	Shan gave him a look, but Zaber’s arms were around her, and she knew what the results would have been if she tried to ease away. Nicknames, like kitten paws, were given for a specific adaptation that rang in the Kaduran bloodlines. It was a recessive gene but a deadly characteristic.

	Zaber kept his grip around her back as he walked her out of the holding area and up a set of steps that led to a private lift.

	She held her hand over his at her hip. Four minutes after being in the holding chamber, they were standing in his private quarters.

	He turned to her. “You are serious about being mine for the night?”

	“I am. My—our people have a different attitude toward these things. I am willing to share pleasure with you for one night to start. More if you earn it. I do have things to work on for my friend’s wedding, so that must be accounted for in the time we spend together. I will not shirk my duties to Tya. Plus, I bought a dress.”

	He smiled, and she could see that part of his mind was listening, but the vast majority wanted to strip her to the skin.

	He nodded and removed his tunic, unfastening the strap that kept the thing closed behind his neck, and the lower closures freed him from the fabric.

	His uniform trousers were simply trousers and soon gone. He wore underwear, how cute.

	Shan watched until her soon-to-be lover was naked and ready, and then, she pulled off her gloves. The hood had to be detached from her crystal, and she shrugged away the lighter robes that she had been wearing. Her own tunic tied on the side, and the skirt that she was wearing fell to the ground in a rush. Her boots were pried off easily, and for the final, she took the spike that was holding her hair in place and let the long locks loose around her shoulders and down to her lower back.

	It was time to see if he was as good as he looked.

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	 

	She watched as he stared at her approach. “So, I have done this a few times. How about you?”

	“I have had a few encounters but never a Kaduran.”

	She smiled. “Pretty much the same, just coated in poison and a little taller. I am surprised you were still standing after we kissed. I was expecting you to pass out.” She reached out to touch him and ran her fingers down his chest.

	He inhaled on a ragged breath. “Why does your touch feel like that?”

	She began to run both hands over his shoulders, chest, and belly. “The records indicate that when two compatible Kadurans get together, their toxicity cancels out and adds to the pleasure.”

	His erection flexed as his breathing increased in pitch. “It does seem to be that way.”

	Shan pressed her body along his and stroked the back of his head. She didn’t say anything else. There wasn’t really a need for intelligible vocals.

	He grabbed her, turned to walk a few feet, and lifted her, pressing her against the wall near the balcony doors. His lips caressed her throat, and she felt the scraping of his breeding teeth.

	She could feel it when he realized what was happening. Her own teeth had descended, but she hadn’t experienced it before. Her body liked whatever chemical cocktail he was putting out.

	He kept her pinned with his torso, but he worked a hand between them. A shudder went through him when he found her slick and ready.

	She whispered a taunt in his ear. “What are you waiting for?”

	He growled in her ear and lifted her higher so that he could slide inside.

	She closed her eyes as the strong heat of him slid into her flesh. Shan clenched her fingers into his shoulders and hung on as he began a slow flurry of thrusts that went longer and deeper as time went on.

	His skin slicked with sweat as he thrust into her, his wings flaring wide to cast her into a shadow of his own making. The silver of his eyes glowed brightly when she met his focused gaze. She looked into his eyes as he plunged deep and her soul fell a thousand fathoms into his mind. Fire roared around her, but it didn’t hurt, it caressed and teased her, urging her senses to rise just as high as his.

	She locked her legs around him and moved with him, her enjoyment ratcheting higher and higher until she jerked in his arms, snapping her head forward to sink her breeding teeth into his neck. The bite only took a few seconds, but it served her purpose.

	The needle-sharp tendrils delivered her chemical cocktail into his bloodstream before she let go and leaned back against the wall. He growled and pressed his mouth to her throat. The sting of his teeth caused another wave of slow shudders.

	The thrust of his hips against her turned into a slow grind as more and more of his weight pressed her into the wall. Shan gasped, moaned, and shivered as her body’s spasms went on and on and on.

	She felt the moment that his body keyed to hers. He let out a low grunt, retracted his teeth from her neck, and plunged deep as his own pulses of release jolted through him.

	They remained locked together for several minutes, sweat cooling on their bodies. Shan chuckled. “So, are you inviting me to stay the night?”

	He looked at her, threaded a hand through her hair, and pulled her close for a kiss.

	She smiled when she was able to breathe again. “I am guessing that is a yes?”

	Zaber shook his head. “Where have you been all my life?”

	She chuckled. “Kadura and the stars.”

	She ran a hand over his fuzzy head. The inch of hair on top was thick and silky. “Are you going to leave me pinned on your cock, or can I try and get my thighs together again?”

	He stroked her thighs and gripped her ass. “I like you here.”

	“I am enjoying it as well, but I don’t want you to get soaked.” She chuckled.

	He nuzzled her neck. “I am not worried. You smell amazing.”

	She caressed his cheek. “That’s you. Your breeding scent is very enticing.”

	He shook his head and kept nibbling at her neck. “The scent is all yours.”

	Shan sighed and tilted her head so that he had a full span to explore. “You know, if we were on the bed, you would have access to a lot more of me.”

	It was like she had jolted him with energy. She winced at the feeling of cold emptiness when he pulled away, but as she was settled on his bed, he moved to cover her, and the cold soon became a thing of the past.

	The evening had gone from an elegant dinner party to a lot of fun. By the time Zaber was exhausted, Shan was a little sleepy and decided that she would explain her situation to him and get the time to run the wedding errands when she wasn’t under him and he wasn’t inside her. She looked forward to seeing if they were a good enough match to manage to create a baby. It was about time she tried for her own heir.

	She fell asleep with the thought of a child on her mind and the planning for the infant portfolio half done.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Zaber opened his eyes, and the swath of blood-red hair spilling across his pillow made him smile. It hadn’t been the madness of deep space. A woman had volunteered to be his breeder. A striking, Kaduran woman. Zaber sighed. He was going to have to make his point very clear in front of the ruling body of the military. If Lady Shan carried his child, it was going to be his heir. No matter the gender or genetic dominance of the Kaduran traits.

	Zaber wanted nothing more than to roll his lover over and start the events from the evening all over again, but his com was flashing, and there was a message from Thander. He wanted to meet with Zaber in their morning ritual. The gym.

	Zaber eased away from Shan with regret, grabbed some clothing, and left his chambers as quickly and quietly as he could. The sooner he got his meeting with Thander over with, the sooner he could return to Shan.

	 

	Zaber flexed his wings in the confines of the machine. “So, what you are telling me is that the Athon government, my government is not going to accept any heir I can create with Shan.”

	“It is early days yet, but they want you to take three concubines from good Athon families.”

	Zaber’s wings flexed hard. He was furious. “No. I don’t fucking care what they want. I am not going to take a cringing maiden to my bed. I will not accept women kidnapped, and I will not accept that my touching them will render them unable to have normal families of their own.”

	Thander looked at the flickering readout for how hard Zaber was pulling. “Ease up, buddy. You know they want a nice Athon baby to carry on the family line.”

	“Tough. I don’t even carry the family name. Why would I care about a man who didn’t follow up with his lover after a week of cohabiting? He might have been a great warrior, but when it came to children, he was an ass.”

	Thander shook his head. “Your father’s legacy is far less important than yours.”

	“My legacy will be a child whose mother I chose and who chose me in return. I am not going to accept a line of women proffered by the higher-ups.” He extracted himself from the unit. “I want a family and what that entails. Respect and laughter and being there for each other.”

	The rest of the men up at that hour were working hard on keeping their battle-ready bodies. Out of respect, they had given Zaber and Thander some privacy by lack of proximity.

	“Why are you so hung up on that?” Thander asked.

	“I had that when I was with my mother and her extended family.” Zaber rubbed his neck with a towel. “It was a feeling of calm and serenity with flashes of wild concern. I miss that.”

	“So, you think Lady Shan has what you are looking for?”

	Zaber closed his eyes and scrubbed his face. “I don’t know. I do know that she has the will and capacity to offer herself freely. That is not something that any other woman on Athon has ever had.”

	Thander scowled. “But... she’s so tall!”

	He grinned. “Which means we can easily couple standing up, bent over any number of positions that would normally be havoc on the lower back. I am not getting younger.”

	Thander paused. “Multiple positions? Last night?”

	“I am fairly sure one or two was this morning, but yes.” Zaber fitted himself into the next machine.

	“She was able to have sex multiple times?” Thander was getting that clear.

	“Yes. Each time was better than the one before it, but the frenzy had burned into a slow ride, so it felt more right with every connection.” He pulled down, and the machine started recording his straining.

	“So, Kaduran women...”

	“They aren’t afraid of going after what they want. I am exceedingly fortunate that Shan wanted me. I hope she continues to want me, but that is something we need to discuss.” He continued to exercise until he got an uneasy feeling in his gut.

	“I have to go.”

	Thander paused. “Why? If you are worried about your lady, we are in the highest security building on Athon.”

	He ignored his friend and headed to the exterior access. When he flew up to his room, he found what he knew he would. His quarters were empty.

	To his astonishment, there was a note written on the Athon military stationary.

	 

	Dear Zaber,

	Last night was lovely, and I would like to try that again... soon.

	I have wedding errands to run with Tya today and will be in contact shortly. Or, if you have time to kill, you are welcome to join us. Your men have Tya’s address, and I am sure they can find me again. Or you can. Just follow your instincts. Your crystal might be gone, but I walked in your mind, and you walked in mine.

	Thank you again,

	Shan

	 

	He looked at the page a few times before folding it up neatly. The smile on his face lasted throughout his shower and while he dressed in his uniform. She wanted to see him again.

	 


Chapter Six

	 

	 

	Tya’s father stared at her as she walked into the house. “Lady Shan. You are back!”

	“I am.” Now was the point that she found out where she was staying. “Where is Tya?”

	“She is in her room. She has been inconsolable since you were taken. She loves you very much.”

	Shan asked calmly. “Do you have any objection to my remaining here? Should I seek other accommodation?”

	He paused. “A woman of your nature is not normally invited into a family home.”

	Shan gave him a bland look. “This has been my nature since you first met me. I am not Athon, and I do not hold to your traditions. My body demands full involvement, physical, emotional, social, and sexual. There are few enough people for me to engage in the sexual pursuit with, but there happens to be one on this world.”

	Tya’s father changed colour a few times, and Shan held her hand up. “It’s fine. I will just head to my estate. I had them prepare it before I arrived. I am, however, insisting on carrying out my duties as witness for the bride. Are we understood?”

	Her father blinked and bowed. “I regret that my upbringing makes this difficult.”

	“It’s fine. I expected nothing less. I am simply delighted that the women taken last night were all returned in a timely manner.”

	Tya came out, and her eyes were red. “You put yourself in their place, didn’t you?”

	Shan smiled. “We had this discussion earlier. General Zaber is a charming man with a lovely manner. It is the government that is pushing for him to provide a genetic heir. They are snagging any women that match his profile. I just got into line first.”

	Tya ran to her and hugged her. Smashed against her, she murmured, “Did you have fun?”

	Shan laughed. “Of course, I did. I would have been back close to midnight if I found it uneventful.”

	“Can we still go out today?”

	“Sure. I just have to move my stuff to my place. Social mores are cramping my style.”

	Tya sighed against her shoulder. “This sucks. I have Kaduran impulses in an Athon body.”

	“How does your fiancé feel about that?”

	She chuckled. “He is good with it as long as his family doesn’t find out.”

	“His family has its own issues. Let me give you some ammunition while we go out and collect a few more of the gifts and order the food.”

	Tya gave her a final squeeze. “Can I see your house?”

	“Of course. We will drop my stuff off first, and then, we can attack the final bits and pieces, including your trousseau. Do you have a new place to live already?”

	Tya smiled. “We will talk while we travel. Dad, can we use the vehicle?”

	He blinked and frowned, obviously looking for a reason to say no. “Um, yes?”

	Tya skipped over to him. “Then, I will forgive you for kicking Shan out. Now, let’s get you packed, and I will be in my robes. Today is going to be one bright steppingstone on the way to my future with Prolan.”

	Shan looked at Tya’s father and nodded. “Let’s get me out of here.”

	They got moving and were out of the house in twenty minutes. Tya was behind the wheel, dressed in her robes and grinning like a fool. “Well, it wasn’t what we expected to happen, but you did get kicked out.”

	Shan chuckled. “When we discussed the possibility, I thought I was going to get kicked out because I said something suggestive to the in-laws.”

	“Right, so what can I use against the Alloways?”

	She explained about Prolan’s brother and his over-enthusiasm for his time in space.

	Tya nodded. “I will keep that in mind.”

	“I can give you the name of two of his coworkers and two of the pilots that he worked with if you ever need to spank them.”

	“I am definitely going to keep that file.” Tya chuckled. “So, you said to go through the west gate. Where am I going from here?”

	“Akura Forest.”

	Tya sighed. “That is a lovely area. I wanted to have the wedding there, but there are no availabilities for the ceremony grounds.”

	“Seriously? You wanted your wedding there?”

	“Yeah. It is lovely, and they make sure to keep a constant round of flowers blooming so even brides a week apart have a different experience.”

	“It takes a bit of planning, but it is fun when you get it right.”

	They drove on for twenty minutes, and then, Shan said, “On the right. Pull up to the biometric scanner.”

	She lowered the window and looked at the panel. A scanner swept over her, and the door opened for them to drive up.

	Tya blinked. “This. This is your house?”

	“No. This is the driveway.” She grinned.

	Tya pulled up next to a sweeping stairway that led up to the main house. Shan stepped out of the vehicle and took her bags out of the back. She whistled and started up the steps, holding her robes up and out of the way. Tya stumbled until she got the hang of it.

	The house opened to her biometrics, and the main doors swung open in greeting.

	Her small staff of chef, maid, and butler were waiting, and they nodded respectfully as Shan entered the room.

	“Lady Shan, it is good to see you again. We stand by to await your order.”

	She smiled and handed off her bags. “When you return, I have a request to make of you all.”

	The chef looked intrigued, the maid was nervous, and the butler put her bags aside, and then, they all mustered up.

	“Cotic, Maka, and Isomber, this is my friend Tya. This weekend is her wedding, and I have just learned that she has dreamed of having the ceremony in Akura Forest. Since the ceremony grounds are busy, I thought I would offer my home, but it would depend on you. I will not burden you if you don’t think you can come up with a ceremony menu for about three hundred with a fifty-person high table.”

	Cotic asked, “What is the budget?”

	“Unlimited. You can all hire assistants and bring in whomever you wish as long as they pass the security protocols.”

	Tya was staring. “You are kidding.”

	“I am not. For flowers, I have an arbor and a tunnel of blooming wildflowers. I think that we can tour the grounds and find the right place for the event.”

	Isomber asked, “What is the theme?”

	Tya smiled. “Comfortable and elegant.”

	“Excellent.” He nodded. “I will bring up some schemes for it in an hour or two.”

	Tya looked dazed. “I can have my wedding here?”

	“Yes. Parking will be an issue.”

	Isomber straightened. “I will make arrangements to have them brought in with shuttles. Spillover parking from the park can be used for this event.”

	“I will leave you to it. Budget is open. I will take Tya to the gardens, and we will look for the site for the ceremony.”

	To Tya’s visible surprise, Shan took off her outer robe and handed it to Isomber. Tya did the same with a furrowed brow.

	With her friend next to her, she walked through the house and out onto the back patio. She looked out and put her hand on the banister, leading Tya down.

	“This... this is your house?”

	“Yes. I bought it when I was fifteen, and it was built before I came to visit you three years later.” She smiled. “I have visited once or twice in the last ten years but not for long. Just for business and then I was off again.”

	Tya’s eyes were wide, and she was looking around in shock. “This is amazing. Oh, Shan. Thank you for offering this as the place of my ceremony.”

	“It’s fine. I am glad for folk to get use out of it. Various charitable organizations have use of the property throughout the year. There is a group of rejected that spend every summer here.”

	Tya paused. “The rejected?”

	“Yeah. You know. The children on Athon born out of a wedded pair.” Shan smiled. “I also set up scholarships for them to learn trades and even get them apprenticeships on starships if they want to leave Athon behind.” Shan smiled. “Just like my parents did for me.”

	Her friend squealed and ran to the archway of flowers. “This is gorgeous.”

	“Thank you. It took a lot of planning. I work on all the designs here before they are allowed to appear in front of those who are wedding.”

	“Why?”

	“Because this is my property, and I want things represented well.”

	“Well, yes, but this is a national park.”

	Shan smiled. “Who told you that? This entire forest is private property. It was bought by my aunt and gifted to me when I was an infant.”

	Tya looked at her. “This is hundreds of kilometers square.”

	“Yes, and very nice for wildlife and oxygen production.” Shan was about to explain about protecting the water table from the city, but she was distracted. There was a pressure on her mind, and she looked up in time to see a figure descending from the sky.

	Her pulse hummed into overdrive, the urge to defend herself mixed with the recognition of the figure who was rapidly descending.

	When he landed a few feet away from her, she walked up to him. “Hello, Zaber.”

	She kissed him, and he held her tight, his fingertips digging in to hold her hips to his.

	She wrapped her arms around him and ruffled the black feathers in his wings.

	Her mouth felt swollen when he lifted his head, and he smiled. “Hello, Shan.”

	Tya was standing nearby. “General Zaber. Good morning.”

	He looked over at her but did not let go of Shan. “Good morning, Miss Tya.”

	Shan looked at her friend and then back at Zaber. “I think I would like to invite you inside for some tea.”

	He gave her a heavy-lidded look. “I don’t want tea. I want you.”

	She scowled. “That is tough. This week is about Tya’s wedding, and I am not going to let you or any of the troops they are sending out to gather up women get in my way.”

	Tya cleared her throat. “It is only a few more days, General. Shan is attached to you. I think if you ask, she will be more than willing to have you with us during our errands, and she will come to your bed at night.”

	Shan chuckled. “She is not wrong, but I came here to see Tya to the altar, and that is where I shall see her.”

	Zaber looked around. “Where are we?”

	Tya smirked and covered her mouth with her hand. “Shan’s house, in the Akura Forest. How could you not know that?”

	Shan smiled. “He tracked me.” She reached up and stroked the scar on his forehead. He closed his eyes with a smile while she caressed him. Shan pulled her hand down, and she smiled at him. “I will answer what I can over tea.”

	She unwound his arms with a bit of effort, took his hand, and walked back toward the house. “Tya, if you want to look for the perfect spot for your ceremony, feel free.”

	“Thanks. I will give you guys some time.”

	Shan waved at her, and she hauled Zaber into the house where they could have a calm conversation with their clothes on.

	 


Chapter Seven

	 

	 

	“How can you have a house in the national forest?”

	Isomber smiled, took her request for tea, and left them alone.

	“It isn’t the national forest. I know that the government is advertising it as such, but it is privately owned.”

	“By whom?”

	“Me. I have the deed and all the clearances. This area was an empty wasteland when I was born, and my family planted the trees based on research into what had been here before the city was built.”

	“This is the Akura Forest.”

	“My first name is Akura. The forest is named after me.” She smiled. “In full declaration, my name is Akura Shan Dekker. It means the flower that blooms in battle.”

	“In Ancient Kaduran?”

	“Yes.” She smiled. “Apparently, I punched one of my grandparents in the face on the day I was born. The eyes and hair spurred the rest of the name.”

	She was using the most polite translation of her name. Flower of death didn’t sound as nice.

	“My parents live on Kadura. My father accepted that they would only ever have the one child, so they taught me to survive in every situation they could come up with. I received gifts when I was born, inherited from every branch of my family, and own corporations on two dozen worlds.” She smiled slightly. “I am ready to start my family, to bear my heir, and if my partner remains with me, perhaps another.”

	Zaber blinked and then slowly smiled.

	Isomber silently placed a tray on a table nearby. He fixed Shan’s the way she liked it and handed it over.

	She took the cup and saucer with a smile and a nod.

	Zaber shook his head. “I will serve myself.”

	Isomber nodded, and he left, his grey wings snugged tight to his back.

	She sipped at the tea and continued. “I am a Zeffer Kaduran. My skin gives off toxins to varying degrees. The odds of me finding a mate are dwindling with every passing year.”

	“How old are you?”

	His question was bold.

	She grinned. “Twenty-eight. Two years younger than Tya. My estimated fertility years span in the decades right now.”

	“I am more intrigued by the fact that you are boldly inviting me to be your breeding partner.”

	Shan shrugged and sipped her tea. “All we can do is try. If our bodies, our chemistry, and our genetics are compatible, then we might get lucky.”

	“I am more than willing to keep trying. That was... memorable.”

	She grinned. “I am definitely interested in a rematch. So, what do you need from me?”

	“You. I simply need you.” He caressed her cheek.

	“Very nice, but be practical. If I had my way, I would be astride you right now, but instead, I opted for tea.” She smiled. “It occupies both hands.”

	“You have that kind of self-control?”

	“I am on a mission to get Tya safely married. I like her fiancé and distrust his brother. Tomorrow, Tya is coming here for a day of pampering. The rest of the duties will now be distributed through my staff. So, my days are busy and my evenings are free. I can come to you, or you can come to me, but I will leave in the morning.” She sipped at her tea. “After the ceremony, I can remain with you all day, all night. Well, if necessary.”

	His pupils dilated, and he gave her a slow smile. “What is your security situation?”

	“When activated, I have the best security that Athon, and a few other worlds can offer.” Shan shrugged. “It goes passive when I am here, but I can update it with an audio command. Right, that reminds me that I am going to have to write a protocol for the ceremony.”

	“Protocol?”

	“Security protocol against airborne incursion. Tya’s family is well connected, and she is a prime target. As her witness, I have to protect her and get her safely wed to the man of her choice. Heck, I wouldn’t care if it was the woman of her choice, but her choice is the thing I am here to defend.”

	He sat back. “You came all this way for that?”

	She grinned. “She’s a friend. I would go far further for someone I cared about half as much.”

	“You are a sole witness?”

	“For her side. Yes. It’s fine. I will be able to handle anyone coming at her during the ceremony.”

	“May I assist?”

	She grinned. “Have you been to many Athon weddings?”

	He wrinkled his nose. “A few.”

	“Have you ever seen what happens when you have a wealthy bride? It all kicks off.” She grinned. “I have been training for this since Tya said she was looking for a match.”

	He blinked. “Training?”

	“Combat training. I was already pretty good, but I had one of my second cousins working with me and beating the hell out of me until I was very good.”

	“So, you can handle yourself in a fight. It is good to know.”

	She smiled. “You have no idea, but I think you will find out at the ceremony.”

	He nodded and got to his feet. “I have some calls to make.”

	“Go ahead.” She leaned over and poured herself another cup of tea, cozy near an unlit fireplace.

	Tya came in and flopped onto a nearby couch. “Shan, I love your house.”

	Shan laughed and gestured for her to pour herself some tea. “I am rather fond of it myself.”

	They chatted about the place that Tya wanted the ceremony, and Shan called the jewelry shop to arrange a pickup for the ordered items. Out of whimsy, she ordered one more large male cuff to be added to the order. Just in case. The bride’s side might look better with an additional witness. With all of the extra men in the capitol, the wedding was bound to attract opportunists.

	Zaber returned and joined them in their conversation before he stood and stated, “Lady Shan, thank you for your hospitality. I will contact you later about this evening’s arrangements.”

	She wrinkled her nose. “Fine, but if you leave it too late, I might just stay in and do my hair.”

	He bowed and walked out to the wide stone patio and took flight.

	Shan was a little disappointed. Not even an attempt at a quickie.

	Tya smiled. “I will see myself home. It is less than an hour and you look like you have things you want to plan.”

	Shan frowned. “Well, I do have things I need to do. Call my mother, for one.”

	As if he sensed her agitation, Isomber glided up. “Do you need anything, Lady Shan?”

	“Tya wishes to get herself home, but with the current climate, I do not want her alone. Do we have a driver handy?” She knew that she phrased it like there was a pile of men stashed in her carport, but there were usually gardeners around on an estate like hers.

	“One of the gardeners can take her. I will speak with Jonil. He will be able to take her and then fly back.” Isomber left.

	Tya sighed. “I can do it by myself.”

	“I know, but you are worth more as a kidnap victim than as a bride. Right now, you are experiencing your maximum financial worth. I will send you the details of the address for parking, and you can forward it to your guests.”

	Tya’s eyes widened. “Oh. Right. More wedding stuff that can be done from home. I am on my way. Thanks again, Shan.”

	Tya hugged her tight. Tya was a toucher, and it was the primary reason that she needed the prohibitively expensive inoculation against Shan’s touch.

	Shan pressed her cheek to Tya’s head and smiled. “Okay. Off with you. We will play tomorrow if you come over. I have arranged a masseuse for you as well as some estheticians to work you over.”

	Tya grinned. “I will be here.”

	“I will send my car for you.”

	“I can drive.”

	“No, and besides, with a good massage, you should feel boneless.” She paused. “See if your father will let you stay here. Pack a few bags, and we can do everything from here. Your family can come for dinner if they like and stay over the night before the ceremony.”

	Tya smiled. “I will ask them. I will certainly stay. It is my right as bride.”

	“I also have a villa on the south side of the city if you want a place for your acclimation period.” Shan smiled.

	“I will ask Prolan. He might enjoy that. Are there amenities?”

	“Three house servants, same as here. Isomber will instruct them to attend you.”

	Tya smiled as he came back into the room.

	“Jonil is ready to drive you home, Miss Tya. Thank you for brightening this silent place.”

	Shan rolled her eyes, but it was a polite Athon goodbye.

	There were a few goodbyes, and Shan waved her friend off. She stretched and looked at Isomber. “I have to call my mother. I will need a lot of tea and sugar.”

	He paled at the mention of her mother. “I will alert the chef. Where will you be, Lady?”

	“In the war room. I will take everything in there.”

	“Does she know you are traveling here, Lady?”

	Shan winced. “More or less. Maybe less.”

	“I will ask for the cream tarts, Lady.”

	Isomber patted her shoulder, and Shan left to make her call.

	 

	An hour later, Shan was staring at her mother’s furious face.

	“Athon? Athon? Why in the name of all that burns did you go to that backward collection of misogyny and feathers?”

	“Tya is getting married. She asked me to witness.”

	Her mother paused. “Oh. Well, that is different. Expect us within ten days. We are not leaving you on that festering mudball during that acclimation period.”

	“Mom, I do have work here.”

	“I have some businesses on Athon as well. I am sure that your father can fabricate some kind of excuse.”

	The next topic was a little delicate. “And there is another matter.”

	“Please, tell me you aren’t trying to breed with one of those twits.”

	“Fine. I won’t tell you.”

	She had to wait until her mother stopped cursing, her pale skin refusing to blush no matter how violent her irritation became.

	Shan waited until the most volatile of her parents had calmed, and then, she said, “He is half Athon and half Kaduran. He’s a Kimyer by description. Oh, and he’s immune to me.”

	Her mother paused. “What?”

	“He’s immune. He doesn’t sleep, and I haven’t killed him yet. Things are looking bright.”

	“What’s his name?”

	“Athon General Ibrik Zaber.”

	Her mother paused. “That is Mathura’s child. He made general?”

	“Yes. His father and siblings are dead. The Athon government wants to breed him. I am guessing that I am not the first candidate on their list.”

	Her mother grimaced. “You want him?”

	“I do. I think we have a chance at a strong bond and stronger offspring.”

	“Right. I will speak with the selection committee and express my opinion.”

	She grinned and had a flaring moment of pity for those who were trying to turn Zaber’s attention.

	She talked with her mother about the wedding preparations, took a few notes on things that still needed to be done, and listened to her parents yell at her for agreeing to breach security and host the ceremony. It was a very successful call.

	 


Chapter Eight

	 

	 

	Zaber wouldn’t stop staring at her.

	“If you don’t stop staring, I am going to have to put my robes on.”

	He blinked. “I had no idea what you would look like in an evening gown.”

	“Of course not. I have gone from fully covered to naked. It is disconcerting how long I can keep this level of dress that straddles both of them.” She quirked her lips. “At home, I have the luxury of discarding my protective layers and just pretending to be normal.”

	“I would call this extraordinary.”

	Isomber set their plates out, and he moved around her with ease. He was the only member of her staff that had gotten the inoculation. He was younger than he looked and grandfatherly in attitude. Having another person who could touch her skin in case of emergency had become important to her.

	She ate her meal, and Zaber did the same, his disappearing so rapidly that he looked disappointed when it was gone.

	“Don’t worry, Zaber. We have a few courses to go through. You won’t be hungry.”

	He chuckled. “Was it that obvious?”

	“Yes.”

	“The food is excellent.”

	Isomber came and removed their plates. “I will give the chef your compliments.”

	Zaber nodded. “Thank you.”

	It was rather fun for Shan to watch Zaber enjoy himself.

	When dinner was over, they went for a walk in the moonlight.

	“This place... This place is enchanting.”

	“It wasn’t always. My family assisted in planting and reforming it. Every time I engaged in a personal milestone, they assembled a few acres.”

	“You must have been going wild with accomplishments to have filled this place out.”

	“The funny thing is before we put the road in, the area had been inaccessible, so no one knew what kind of a wasteland it had been.”

	“It has a tranquility to it.”

	“I am glad you feel it.” She took a few steps toward the night-blooming garden, and he caught her hand.

	He tugged her to him, and they shared a kiss with the moons bright and casting strange shadows around them. His hand was resting gently in her hair, and it was a slow and delicate kiss that nevertheless started her blood simmering.

	Shan smiled against his lips. “Would you like some privacy? Third balcony to the east, top floor.”

	“We don’t have privacy here?”

	She grimaced. “I have a lot of surveillance systems aimed at this area, and while there are spots on the grounds that are not covered, this area definitely is.”

	He gathered her to him, spread his wings, and launched them upward. He overshot the balcony and then glided down.

	She smiled. “You must not have a lot of call to fly on the warship.”

	He quirked his lips. “We have gyms on board. No crewman is allowed to lose physical condition on the Turus.”

	Shan gave him a look through her lashes. “You can put me down now.”

	He eased her to her feet. “There, but I will not let you go.”

	She reached behind her and triggered the door to fold back and open her entire bedroom to the night air.

	She backed up into her personal domain, and she smiled at him. “There are four closures on this dress. Do you want hints, or shall I just do them myself?”

	He smiled and reached behind her to undo the clasp at her neck, the center of her back, her hips, and finally, under her breasts. “I am very good at special awareness.”

	The fabric slithered to the floor, puddling around her shoes.

	She bit her lip to stifle the laugh. “Well done.”

	He grinned and wrapped an arm around her waist, backing her toward the bed in a slow dance. “Thank you. I have been thinking about this all day.”

	Her legs hit the bed, and she sat. He knelt at her feet and removed her shoes, easing them aside before he slid his hands up the insides of her thighs to part them.

	Time slipped away as he used his lips and tongue on her until she let out a chopped cry, her hands tight in the bedding.

	He moved away, and she heard the rustle of clothing and thud of boots.

	She scooted back across the foot of the bed while he crawled over her, pinning her under him as his erection prodded for entrance. She lifted her left leg and angled her hips, catching the tip. He did the rest. He slid home slowly with a long groan.

	He wove his fingers with hers, and Shan smiled. They rocked together slowly, kissing, sighing, and rubbing their foreheads together. She caught onto his emotional thread and wrapped it around her own thoughts. She caught the heat in his blood, and as his thrusts picked up speed and ferocity, she met his hips with hers.

	When she was on the edge of orgasm, her breeding teeth emerged, and she leaned up to bite his shoulder. He did her the same favour, and the spike of pleasure-pain sent a squeak through her as she released him.

	Her body spasmed and shuddered, but he continued to hold her in his teeth. His mind was blind with white-hot energy.

	She flexed her hands, but his grip was too tight, and she started to squirm. With a careful twist, she released her claws, scratching the back of his hands. Instead of calming, as she had hoped, his own claws emerged and locked her in place.

	That was a bit of a surprise.

	Shan closed her eyes, breathed deep, and stepped into Zaber’s mind.

	 

	“Zaber, where the hell are you?” Shan looked around at the clocks and digital displays all around the room.

	“I don’t want it to stop.”

	She walked to where his voice had growled and saw him standing under a giant Athon-styled timepiece. He was holding onto the second hand and stopping it from moving.

	Shan moved to him. “Why don’t you want it to stop?” She spoke softly. In his mind, she was wearing a soft, silky chemise that exposed her shoulders but covered her from breast to ankle. It was a telling garment.

	He looked at her with blind eyes. “I want to stay here forever.”

	She stroked his cheek, and he blinked rapidly. Her claws were out. “I am enjoying this moment as well, but it is only a moment. We can have hundreds or thousands of encounters in the future but not if you don’t let me go. That is what this is about. A thousand moments.”

	He frowned and blinked. “But I don’t want it to end.”

	“It isn’t about you. It is about me, and right now, you have me pinned to the bed. I could get loose, but one of us is going to get hurt, and I doubt that it will be me.” She stroked his face again, rubbing her index finger on his forehead.

	His eyes grew wide, and his world went white.

	 

	He groaned, and his body jerked against her, shuddering and shaking, his claws slowly returned to their sheaths.

	When Zaber had pulled his head away from her, she sighed and wrapped herself around him, holding him close as his heart galloped wildly.

	She watched the skin on the back of her hand quickly seal itself. Shan had never had a lover go mind-blind before, but then, she hadn’t met her mate before. She hoped that things wouldn’t get complicated.

	“What just happened?” He murmured it against her neck.

	“You got lost in the moment, so I had to go in and find you.”

	He leaned upon both arms. “How are you? I thought I remembered...”

	He looked at his right hand. “What are those scratches?”

	“My claws. You got me, too, but I have to be more careful. I am packing some potentially lethal stuff.”

	He frowned and flopped to one side, taking her hand and looking at it. “There isn’t any damage.”

	“There was. I am a fast healer.” She smiled.

	“You knew I had claws?”

	“There is a tiny little indentation under your nail. It is a giveaway if someone is looking for it.”

	“I see. Well, I don’t have to be back to the base until morning. What would you like to spend the evening doing?”

	She sighed. “It sounds trite, but cuddling? I am about to have a stressful few days, and I think you need to hold me tonight.”

	He sighed and pressed a soft kiss to her lips. “You aren’t wrong. I think that just holding you will be more than enough fun for the night.”

	She smiled, and without completely losing contact, they managed to wrestle themselves under the bedding. When they were finally together, he wrapped his arms around her with one wing tucked across her. He sighed and was asleep in moments.

	Shan placed her arm over Zaber’s. He had been in space for quite a while. He would get used to being in the same place with the same people soon enough. Out in the black, he had been the one that everyone turned to; now, he had to find a new situation with new people on his inherited world. Athon was not the best inheritance.

	Shan fell asleep planning what she had to do for the wedding the following day. She would have to ask Isomber to look into some kind of music for the reception.

	This was going to be a very classy event.

	 


Chapter Nine

	 

	 

	Shan was dizzy by the time the day of the ceremony rolled around. Zaber consumed her evenings, and Tya consumed her days.

	When she got Tya up and the groomer arrived, Shan went off to do her own hair and makeup. Thankfully, Zaber was already gone.

	The shower was necessary, as was the strong morning tea that Isomber brought her with a small tray.

	Shan sat and combed out her hair until it was dry, and then, she pinned it up into warrior locks. Her makeup was bold. Her eyes were outlined in black and blue streaks that matched her gown and went down each cheek. The idea was to turn her face into a semi-demonic mask to frighten the enemies of the family, but now, it was simply a basic set of proscribed patterns.

	She checked the clock and shrugged into her gown. The silk gauze would protect those at the party from her skin during casual contact, and she had matching gloves if any contact was required later.

	She looked out a window on the upper floor and watched the chairs and other equipment being set in place for the wedding. The central archway on the ground floor had been opened, so no one would need to set foot in the house.

	Shan walked to her armoire and took out the last two pieces of the outfit. Two compressed swords that would sit on her back, near her shoulders. With those in place, she was ready.

	 

	The cuff on her wrist fit perfectly. She took the groom’s set and the other witness cuff and brought it to the tent that Prolan was in.

	She opened the flap and saw that Prolan was alone. He was cursing and trying to button the left cuff of his shirt.

	“Where is your witness?”

	Prolan growled. “My brother has decided he does not wish to be part of the ceremony.”

	“Damn. Do you have an alternate?”

	“No. He is my brother.” He growled.

	Shan walked over and pushed his hands aside to finish with the shirt. “Would you like me to find you an alternate?”

	Prolan paused. “Could you?”

	“I could. Just let me get your grooming done and your jewels on, and I can go find him.”

	She silently pulled on the thread that held Zaber to her. She sent him reassurance but added urgency.

	While she tried to explain to Zaber what was going on via their connection, she used the wide soft comb to straighten Prolan’s feathers and another comb to smooth his hair.

	A quick check of the buttons of his shirt led to a small adjustment, and then, she was able to open the boxes and drape the heavy jeweled collar onto his body.

	“What is this, silver?” He touched the pale metal.

	“Platinum.”

	“What the hell? This must have cost a fortune!”

	Shan chuckled. “You and Tya are worth it. Now, hold still so I can put the cuffs on.”

	She decked him out, the collar, cuffs, and earpieces were on him, and the final decoration was the headpiece.

	Zaber arrived as she was putting the crown on Prolan. “What can I do?”

	“He needs a witness.”

	Zaber grinned. “I can manage that.”

	She took the witness cuff and locked it around his wrist. “There, now we match.”

	He kissed her. “Yes, but now, I can’t help if there is trouble.”

	“Don’t worry, Zaber. I need the workout. We will be starting in twenty minutes.” She kissed him and left the men to wait for the signal.

	The wedding was back on track.

	 

	Shan watched the groom and Zaber take their positions at the crystal podium. She turned to look at Tya. “Ready?”

	Tya nodded her bejeweled head slightly. “Ready.”

	Shan looked to Isomber. “Activate the shield and start the music.”

	He grinned and bowed. “My pleasure. Shield is going on.”

	Tya murmured, “Shield?”

	“There is an aerial shield against incursion over the rear of the property. If they want to come in, they are going to have to walk.”

	Tya giggled and put a hand over her mouth. “Okay. Let’s go.”

	They walked down to the main level and out onto the patio. Tya walked ahead, and Shan kept her senses on alert. When the attack started, it sounded like bugs hitting an electrical screen.

	The three hundred assembled gasped and looked upward. Shan kept her eyes scanning the crowd. That is where the danger was.

	Tya was three steps from Prolan when there was a surge in the crowd, and Demoy moved forward.

	“I claim Tya as my bride.”

	Tya let out an astonished, “What!” before she let out a string of curses that made Prolan raise his brows.

	Shan walked forward. “Claim is registered. Witness will defend.”

	Demoy stepped forward, and she reached up and pulled the blades out and down. “Combat zone is to your left. No claims may be filed while this one is being dealt with.”

	The men behind Demoy nodded.

	Shan marched Demoy to the area set aside for this, and she muttered, “This is really not proving that you are honourable.”

	He sneered. “Tya’s family is one of the wealthiest in the region. Why shouldn’t I get a part of that?”

	Shan nodded. “Sensible. Now, are you ready to fight?”

	He snorted.

	Tya raised her hand and dropped it.

	It really wasn’t close to a fair fight. Demoy overacted during every attack, and the blade she drove through his wings made him scream. The backstroke of the blade cut his hair, and her left blade went through his side and into the air behind it.

	He was on the ground, writhing in pain.

	“Do you surrender your claim to Tya?”

	He continued to moan, so she cleaned her blades on his wings and carefully grabbed him by the hair. She shook his head. “Do you give up claim to Tya?”

	“I do, I do, just send me a medic.” He gritted his teeth.

	“After the ceremony. Now, crawl away. I have to meet other challengers.”

	She looked at the three men who were standing there, and they made a run for it. Smiling brightly, she looked at the relieved Tya and finished walking her to Prolan.

	The rest of the ceremony went smoothly, Demoy was hauled off for medical treatment by the one member of his family who was willing to talk to him, and the happy new couple accepted blessings and gifts that would be passed on to their first child.

	Shan trusted her staff, and they didn’t let her down. Every hiccup was dealt with, and the guests were having a good time. Hours passed, and images were taken in front of a riot of flowers. Shan did her tour first with the bejeweled couple, and then, it was Zaber’s time to stand with them.

	After his images with the happy couple, Zaber came over to her. “So, you practiced?”

	“Yes, for nothing, apparently. I guess I will just have to start advertising for a sparring partner.”

	He smiled. “I might be able to help you with that.”

	He stood with her and linked his arm with hers. “They are a very attractive couple.”

	“Yes, and not just because they are wearing a starship’s ransom on their bodies.” She smiled.

	“That does help.”

	She chuckled, paused, and said, “I feel I must warn you. My parents are coming to Athon.”

	“I believe I should warn you of the same. My mother is very keen to meet you.”

	Shan looked into his eyes. “So, what if your mother doesn’t like me?”

	“She can get back on her vessel. She will be as enthralled with you as I am.”

	Shan wrinkled her nose. “My parents may try to kill you, so I am going to tell you something to say to fend them off.”

	“What?”

	“Just tell them that I am pregnant. They will calm right down and start aggressively hugging.”

	He paused. “I would not lie to them.”

	She smiled brightly. “I would not ask you to. It is early days and may not remain, but for this moment, I am carrying. Don’t tell anyone here, though. This is Tya’s day.”

	“This is possibly the cruelest thing I have ever heard.” He sulked.

	“Deal with it. We have several hours to go before the bridal couple is gone. Also, I think you would want to tell your mother before strangers.”

	His eyes widened. “I definitely would. Do you have a com?”

	“I do. We can both make the call later. Before we go to bed. I have earned a good night’s sleep. Wedding crud is really complicated on Athon.”

	He chuckled. “I look forward to finding out.”

	She blinked and stared at him. “What? I thought you were just in this for the breeding contract.”

	He smiled and tapped her on the nose. “Then, you have not been paying attention.”

	She sighed. “It has been an eventful week.”

	He wrapped her in his arms, and they stood together while the party continued around them. When his wings came around her, she smiled at the feeling of being surrounded by him. It was a nice feeling.

	There were a few scuffles at the party between the bride’s and groom’s sides, but they were fueled by alcohol. The staff took care of them swiftly.

	Zaber leaned down to murmur, “Where did your staff come from? They look familiar.”

	“The Argus. They are all staff from that warship, retired two decades ago. They have family, friends, and live nearby.”

	He paled. “The Argus. That is impossible. There were no survivors of that ship.”

	“Oh, yes. There were. Three hundred and twenty-two survivors. The Athon government declared them dead, but they didn’t want to face the shame of not offering them assistance to recover after the last mission. It was considered demoralizing for the next crew lining up to take out the brand new Neera.”

	“I can’t believe... I have so many questions.”

	“You can ask Isomber anytime; if he wants to answer, he will. He was the second-in-command who got the ship back to Athon with the survivors. He’s also an excellent butler. All the female members of my staff are married to male members of staff, and all members of staff and guardians of the Akura Forest are from the same ship.” She chuckled. “When we opened the ceremony grounds for weddings, the men were in the ideal position to begin courtships with women who had aged past their prime.”

	“So, one year over thirty.”

	“Correct. They have homes, family, children, and all within the confines of the forest. That is how I can be so positive that the government cannot claim this as a national forest. It has an indigenous population.” She smiled.

	“You planned that.”

	“My parents did. We were here on business when the Argus came home. We heard the weeping and saw the stunned faces of the survivors. I hated that expression. They were numb and defeated, so I gave them a purpose.”

	“You? Not your parents?”

	She wrinkled. “This was my property, and my mother said all decisions about staffing were mine alone. So, small communities were built, the entire area was filled with the oldest trees we could find, and then, natural flora and fauna were inserted to kick start the ecosystem. I think it turned out fairly well.”

	He whistled. “You are a force.”

	“You are figuring that out now? Perhaps you should have run in the restaurant.”

	He grinned. “I couldn’t. I was so aroused from the moment I saw you reclining there, I had only enough strength in my limbs to sit down.”

	She smiled. “Good thing you were wearing that tunic. Now, when is the council going to haul me up and tell me that I am an unsuitable breeder?”

	He shrugged. “I am guessing that it will be after I announce that you are pregnant. Until then, I am just fooling around in their eyes. Wasting time but not harmful.”

	“Ah, I do so love the way we waste time together.” She eased away from him and peeped out of the black satin of his wings. “I think that the couple will be ready to make their exit soon. I need to turn off the security screen.”

	“Speaking of Tya, why can she touch you?”

	“It is simple. My parents had an inoculation made in case there was anyone who wanted to touch me that I wanted contact with in return.” Shan chuckled. “Tya is a hugger, and she will not be denied. After her first two collapses, my mother offered the inoculation.”

	“And you have been friends since.”

	“We were friends before. Tya just would not stop hugging me.” Shan smiled. “She’s a good woman, she will raise a good family, and have hugging children.”

	“Do you want to raise your children with hers?”

	“I want my children to have the stars, as I did. Athon is a lovely world with a very choked society. I want my little ones to see how folks live on the edge of society or survival and to learn to survive that way themselves. Once you do that, anything you have is either useful or annoying.”

	He nodded slowly. “I think I understand.”

	“Good, because if this little one sticks around, it will be going to Kadura for a proper naming ceremony in two years.”

	He cocked his head. “I had one of those.”

	“Of course, you did, Ibrik.”

	He grinned and squeezed her. “You are still on duty, so let’s finish this wedding.”

	With a slow unfurling, he tucked his wings to his back, and they went to meet and mingle with the guests.

	Shan paused and told Isomber to release the security, and he nodded with a grin, sliding back his cuff and triggering the release on the energy roof.

	The breeze from the tops of the trees swept in and ruffled hair. She smiled and looked toward Tya and Prolan. They were standing with their arms around each other.

	It had been hours since the ceremony, and Tya’s was looking glowing but worn.

	Shan walked up to her, kissed her on the forehead, and smiled. “You two are ready for your flight.”

	Prolan smiled grimly, “I believe that after today, we need a little bit of time away from family before I join Tya’s.”

	“Right. As my last official duty, I will see you off.”

	She walked them to the open portion of the yard that Tya had selected, hugged Tya, and pulled her blades again as she faced the crowd.

	“Ladies and gentlemen, the bride and groom!”

	She could see those who had gotten gifts, opening them at this moment. The wide eyes and shocked inhalations were a good sign. When the crowd took up the chant, “The bride and groom!” Shan knew that the gifts had finished off the party.

	Prolan smiled, lifted his bride in his arms, and they flew up and then out toward Shan’s villa.

	Shan really did want a nice night’s sleep without anything looming in her future, but unfortunately, her parents were making incredible time and had caught the shortest possible route to Athon.

	Stress had not finished tinkering in her mind.

	 


Chapter Ten

	 

	 

	Shan heard a familiar voice, and she sat up. Zaber was on alert, and he held his wing out, ready to raise it.

	“If you were in danger of assassination, you would be dead already, pet.” Her mother’s voice came from the open doorway to the balcony.

	“Hello, Mom. You really got here quickly.” She sat up and drew her knees up. “General Ibrik Zaber, this is my mother, Honoured Lady, Mediator of Kadura, Kemsah Abur Win. My father is listening at the door. Ambassador of Kadura, Rodan Abur Nesh.”

	The door opened, and Zaber sat up next to her. “Greetings to you both.”

	Her mother sat on the edge of the bed and patted Shan’s foot. “So, my little death blossom. What have you been up to?”

	“Oh, a bit of this and a bit of that.” Shan smiled.

	Her father perched on the footboard, his wingless body lithe and dangerous. “Do you want to keep him, or should I make him disappear?”

	Shan took Zaber’s hand, “I am keeping him, Dad.”

	Her mother pulled out one of her daggers. “Why?”

	Shan shrugged. “Because I want the baby to know its father.”

	The blade fell to the bedding, bounced, and clattered on the floor.

	Her mother’s eyes welled up. “Already?”

	“Early days, Mom. Very early days, but as a first catching, it is pretty nice to know that we can start so easily.”

	Zaber frowned. “What are we talking about?”

	“Pregnancy. My mom always told me to never count on the first catch becoming a baby.”

	“Oh. I see. Well, I don’t know if it matters, but my father had twenty-one children with different women. He had remarkably adaptive semen.” Zaber shrugged.

	Her father growled. “How many children are left?”

	“Just me. He was a shit father. Taking custody of me and enrolling in the military was a pathetic attempt to keep my father’s bloodline going. I do not carry his name.”

	Her mother asked, “Your government intends that your child is going to enroll in the military?”

	“That is the idea. I will fight for the child once it is here.”

	Her parents’ gazes met. “We have to go to a meeting. We will be back in two hours.”

	Her father silently hopped to the ground and lithely left the room, closing the door. His wife simply disappeared.

	Shan exhaled in time with Zaber. “So, what do you think of my parents?”

	He blinked. “Are they both assassins?”

	“One was a kidnapper for hire, but yeah, they both belonged to the guild. It is how they met.”

	Zaber grinned. “Same mark, different agendas?”

	“Yes, and it also revolved around the wedding. The bride wanted him kidnapped, the bride’s mother wanted them dead.”

	“And so, a true love story was spawned.”

	Shan chuckled. “Yup. With a witness to the flagrant consorting that went on between the two as they kept him tied up while they discussed the issue.”

	“Now, they represent Kadura.”

	“They are considered to be the best of us, and both of them are toxic in the grander scheme of things.” She groaned and pushed the bedding aside, “I guess it is time to get up. Who knows who is going to come into the room next?”

	He wrapped his arms around her and tumbled her to the bed. “I agree in theory and will comply only knowing that I will be treated to your solitary company at a later time.”

	She kissed him softly. “Eventually. I have no idea how long they are planning to stay.”

	 

	Shan was working at the table when her parents returned with Zaber grinning after them.

	“Shan, your family is... impressive. And quite a bit terrifying.”

	It appeared to be the most lovely of compliments as her mother preened, and her father smirked.

	She got up to greet her breeding partner and kissed him. “What did they do?”

	“Freed our child from enforced service, gotten any child we conceive the full distinction of being a Kaduran citizen, and had them cease and desist trying to make me spawn with any full Athon citizens.” He sighed. “Our society is just not set up to let the women have children out of a marriage, not that I want any part of me running around and growing up without me.”

	Her mother smiled. “Mathura should be proud of this one. They are so desperate for him to have more of his genetic line that they were willing to agree to anything. So, if the child is born, we will have the full rights of family. I have been in conversation with her, and she is delighted that he has made such an advantageous union.”

	Zaber grinned. “When I told her your name, she said the same to me.”

	Shan sighed. “Right. Well, shall we ask Cotic for lunch?”

	Her mom smiled. “Can he still make those little puffy things?”

	Zaber snorted. “Shan lives off those little puffy things.”

	Shan grinned.

	Isomber smiled. “Four for lunch then. I will let Cotic know.”

	There was a call up from the depths of the stairway. “Cotic knows. Four for lunch.”

	Shan grinned. Things were a lot less formal when there wasn’t an Athon to witness it. This was just her at home with family and friends.

	 

	“Where are your parents staying?” He had his arms around her as they looked out over the gardens that stretched deep into the woods.

	“They have a home in the forest.” She grinned. “They like their privacy; my mom gets loud.”

	Zaber closed his eyes. “That isn’t something I needed to know.”

	“Ah, but you will find out soon enough. They will stay when your mother shows up.”

	He frowned. “Why?”

	“My mom is not going to leave me where another Kaduran can get me. There were a few attempts on my life until my toxicity came in.”

	“I don’t understand.”

	“I inherited half of each of my parents’ earnings as well as the gifts offered from close family. That made me a prime target for kidnapping, as there would be for any child of ours. Kadurans are excellent at kidnapping and murder. We are not a particularly pleasant group when you are talking about the higher classes with the most training.”

	He grimaced. “So, you were threatened.”

	“Now and then. My mom doesn’t trust Kadurans. Especially not Kaduran women. If your mother doesn’t like me, she might try to kill me to clear a path for another woman.”

	He frowned. “She wouldn’t do that.”

	“Instinct is strange. If she doesn’t take to me, it is a possibility. We will just be ready for anything.”

	“It will be fine.”

	She patted his arm. “I am glad you think so.”

	 

	She was sparring with her father in the yard when she heard an intake of breath.

	The new voice was strong but calm. “Really? Sparring?”

	Her father struck at her head, and she ducked, rolling aside as he kicked out at her.

	“Pleased to meet you, madam.” Shan ducked again. She struck her father with lightning-quick blows to the abdomen, and then, she tripped him.

	He groaned and laughed. “Well, you are going to slow down when you gain weight.”

	She grimaced and helped him to his feet. “We have a few months before that happens.”

	Mathura was standing next to Zaber and blinking. “So, it’s true?”

	“It is true.”

	Shan wasn’t expecting the hug, but she knew what to do when Mathura started to crumple. “Dang. Zaber, can you carry her? We will have to get her inside to wake her up.”

	“What happened?”

	She smiled. “That is what usually happens when someone who doesn’t have immunity touches my skin. She will wake up in an hour on her own, and we can wake her with the medkit we keep. Is she a hugger?”

	Zaber looked at her and then laughed. “Yes. Yes, she is.”

	As they walked into the house, she called out, “Mom. Get the injector. We have a fainter.”

	Her mom came by and raised her brows at the woman who looked just like Zaber, down to the dark waves of hair.

	“Wait. Wavy hair. I dunno. I think that is a dealbreaker.” She smirked, and Zaber growled, picking her up and flipping her around.

	“A little too late for that, Shan.” He held her in his arms, and she grinned.

	She sighed. “And I couldn’t be happier about that.”

	Her parents woke Mathura, and the first sight she was treated to was Shan cradled in Zaber’s arms, kissing him softly.

	She smiled. “Thank the shining stars. Zaber, if you screw this up, I am going to sic the guilds on you.”

	Shan watched her mother’s expression as she smiled evilly and said, “Don’t worry, Mathura. We are already here, and we are watching.”

	Mathura blinked and took in the clothing that Shan’s parents were wearing, processing what she saw. She slowly smiled. “Zaber, I think you are in very good hands.”

	Shan looked at him.

	He grinned. “I think I knew that the moment that I saw her.”

	She touched the mark on his forehead. “I knew I wanted you the moment I saw you. Wanting to keep you took an hour... or two.”

	He blinked in surprise, and her parents laughed. His mother chuckled with a hand over her lips.

	It wasn’t the strangest introduction, and it definitely suited the new family that was forming with the new couple in the center. Hopefully, there was a new life starting in them at that very moment.

	 


Epilogue

	 

	 

	What was to become the greatest general in Athon history was born in the center of the Akura Forest, during a storm, with all of her family around her.

	 

	Shan looked at her baby, and her hands flexed. She wanted to touch her daughter, but she had her father’s complexion and skin-to-skin contact might cause her to sleep. She was too young for the inoculation.

	Zaber was cuddling his daughter, and he was waiting for her signal. When she finally reached out for her daughter, the child sighed, and Shan froze.

	Her father said, “Just hold her, Shan.”

	Shan touched the baby’s cheek, and there was a tiny exhalation before the eyes squinted at her, and the little fists waved. Her tiny crystal was pink, and her body was perfect.

	Shan cried. She had grown up with tales of sleeper or death women who had killed their newborns a moment after birth. It had been a fear that plagued her for the last month of her pregnancy.

	“Astura is her call name.” Shan smiled and stroked her baby with her own blood-red hair. “Into the stars.”

	Zaber smiled. “It’s a good name. It’s a good start.”

	The family started to come in and speak to the baby softly, touching a little hand or arm as they said what was put aside for it.

	Shan smiled. “Such a small family. What an unfortunate heir.” The vid screens that had been set up showed aunts, uncles, and cousins from across the sector.

	The faces on the screens laughed, and they asked for the baby to be held up toward the monitors. Mathura waited for a nod of permission, and she showed the little princess to the childless family members who had focused their energy on Shan’s family when one child was all they would have. The viewers whispered to the baby of the wealth, properties, and riches that they would give to her at her naming day.

	Shan reached out, and Zaber took her hand. She smiled slightly. “So, that one was easy. How many more should we have?”

	He laughed and came toward her, pressing a kiss to her forehead, his mind wrapping tightly to hers. “Whatever you decide, love. Or whatever happens. I am good with either.”

	The baby was carefully handed from grandparent to grandparent, and they watched carefully.

	The title of unfortunate heir had passed to another generation.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Kemsah looked at her daughter, and she smiled at the happy contentment that had spread across Shan’s face. When Shan was born, she was the target of pity. No massive family, no siblings, just the single child with the chalk-white skin. She wasn’t even good for stealth training. Now, here she was with enough funds to buy an entire planet, a man who worshiped the ground she walked on, and a daughter with eyes like the stars. Shan had an inclination for money, and she attracted good people around her. She was a blessing designed by the stars, and when Kemsah looked at Zaber, she could see that he saw it, too.

	Perhaps she could stop planning ways to kill the great general. She chuckled. Nah. It kept her mind calm to plan a death. It was a delightful hobby.

	“Mom, you are to stop contemplating murdering Zaber in a way that wouldn’t leave a trail.” Shan smiled as the baby came back to her.

	“What? I wasn’t.”

	Shan gave her a look through her lashes as she bared her breast for her child.

	Kemsah nodded. “Fine. I will have to find another target. Now that your dad is a grandpa, I can’t focus on him. Any suggestions?”

	“Cousin Tal? He is well protected.”

	Kemsah smiled brightly and stroked her daughter’s cheek. “You always were so clever. Very well.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Shan sat while her father tried to convince her mother not to plan an assassination of the Prefect of Trunoth.

	Zaber sat next to her and smiled. “Is it always like this?”

	“When they are happy? Yes. A dark upbringing makes for difficult coping mechanisms.” She sighed. “They will be fine. We will be fine. The baby will be amazing.”

	He smiled and kissed her head. “Of course, she will be. She already is.”

	Shan met the baby’s gaze, and the little, starry pupils were bright. “Yeah. She really is.”

	The chaos continued, and they remained a quiet oasis in the hushed arguing, discussions, and nervous laughter of the other members in the room. It was the start of a dynasty and the heart of a family exposed for all to see.
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